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I ntroducti on

I NVENTI NG
A UNI VERSE
| SAAC ASI MOV

VWHY HAVE | GONE TO THE TROUBLE OF | NVENTI NG A

uni verse for other witers to exploit?

No, it isn't the noney or the fane. Mdst of the royalties and all of the
fame will go, as they should, to the authors who actually wite the stories
in this book and (it is to be hoped) in later conpanion pieces. My own
return is, as it should be, mniscule.

But there are other reasons and | would like to explain themat sone

| ength, for anong other things, they involve ny feelings of guilt. Now
guilt (for those of you who have never experienced the enmption) is a dread-
ful annoyance, souring one's life and nmaking one unable to enjoy properly
any renown or riches that cone one's way. One is bowed down by its weight
and is rendered fearful of the (usually imaginary) accusing eye of public
di sappr oval

In ny case , it canme about this way. | hadn't been witing for nore than
ten or fifteen years when | began to have the uneasy suspicion that | was
becom ng rather well known as a science fiction witer. In fact, | was even

A
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getting mentioned as one of the "Big Three," the other two being Robert A
Heinlein and Arthur C. O arke.

It only got worse as the decades continued to fly by. W were not only
cursed with prolificity, but with longevity, so that the same old Big Three
remained Big for nearly half a century. Heinlein died in 1988 at the age of
80, but Clarke is still going strong as | wite this and, obviously, so am
l.

The result is that, at present, when there are a great nany witers
attenpting to scal e the nmountainside of science fiction, it nmust be rather
annoyi ng for themto see the peak occupied by elderly has-beens who cling
toit with their arthritic paws and sinply won't get off. Even death, it
seens, won't stop us, since Heinlein has already published a posthunous
book and the reissue of his old novels is in the works.

Thanks to the limted space on the shel ves of bookstores (thensel ves of
sharply limted nunber), |arge nunbers of new books of science fiction and
fantasy are placed on themfor only brief intervals before being swept off
by new arrivals. Few books seemto manage to exist in public view for

| onger than a nmonth before being replaced. Al ways excepting (as sone
witers add, with a faint snarl) the "negastars. "

"So what," | can hear you say in your warmand | oving way. "So you're a
nmegastar and your books are perennial sellers and the econom c futures of
yoursel f and your eventual survivors are set. |Is that bad?"

No, it isn't bad, exactly, but that's where the guilt cones in. | worry
about crowdi ng out newconmers with ny old perennials, about snothering them
with the weight of nmy nane.

|"ve tried to justify the situation to nmyself. (Anything to make it
possible for ne to wal k about science fiction conventions w thout having to
skul k and hide in doorways when other witers pass.)

In the first place, we started in the early days of science fiction-not
only the Big Three, but others of inmportance such as Lester del Rey, Poul
Anderson, Fred Pohl, difford Sinmak, Ray Bradbury, and even sone who died
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young: Stanley Wi nbaum Henry Kutmer, and Cyril Kornbluth, for instance. In
those early days, the nagazines paid only one cent a word or |less, and there
were only magazi nes. There were no hardcover science fiction publishers, no
paper backs, no Hol | ywood to speak of.

For years and decades we stuck it out under starvation conditions, and it
was our efforts that slowy increased the popularity of science fiction to
t he point where today's begi nners can get nore for one novel than any of us
got in ten years of endless plugging. So, if sone of us are doing unusually
well now, it is possible to argue that we earned it.

Secondly, fromthe nore personal standpoint, back in 1958 1 decided |I had

done enough science fiction. | had been successful in witing nonfiction of
various types and it seened to ne | could make a living if | concentrated
on nonfiction (and, to tell you the truth, | preferred nonfiction). In that

way | could | eave science fiction to the talented new witers who were
maki ng their way into the field.

So from 1958 to 1981, a period of nearly a quarter of a century, | wote
virtually no science fiction. There was one novel and a handful of short
stories, but that's all. And meanwhile, along cane the "New Wave." Witing
styl es changed drastically, and | felt increasingly that | was a

back- nunmber and shoul d remain out of science fiction

The trouble was that all this didn't help. The science fiction books that

| published in the 1950s refused to go out of print and continued to sel
steadily through the 1960s and 1970s. And because | wote a series of
nonfiction essays for Fantasy and Science Fiction, | remained in the
consci ousness of the science fiction public. | was therefore still one of
the Big Three.

Then, in 1981, ny publisher insisted (with a big INSIST) that | wite

anot her novel and | did and, to my horror, it hit the bestseller lists and
I've had to wite a new novel every year since then, in consequence.

That woul d have made nme feel guiltier than ever, but |'ve done various
things to pull the fangs of that guilt. For instance, | have, quite

del i berately, decided that since ny



I ntroduction |x

nane has devel oped a kind of weight and significance, | wuld use it, as
much as possible, for the benefit of the field rather than of myself.

Wth ny dear and able friends, Martin Harry Greenberg and Charl es Waugh
(and occasionally others), | have hel ped edit many ant hol ogi es. Mre than
a hundred of these have now been published with nmy nane often in the title.
What these serve to do is to rescue fromthe shadows nunbers of stories
that are well worth exposing to new generations of science fiction readers.
Quite apart fromthe fact that the readers enjoy it, it means a little
noney to some veteran authors, as well as a shot in the armto encourage
continued production. The thought that the presence of ny name m ght nake
such ant hol ogi es do better and be nore efficacious in this respect than

ot herwi se makes ne feel fine.

Then, too, a number of novels by young aut hors have been published under
the "lsaac Asinov Presents"” label. In this way, the young authors get

per haps a sonmewhat better sale than they m ght otherw se have, and even
(perhaps) a better break at the bookshel ves.

| have even granted the right to make use of some of the thernes that |
have devel oped in ny own books. There is a series of a dozen books, for

i nstance, that have the generic title "lsaac Asinov's Robot City. " They
are witten by young witers who have ny express perm ssion to use ny Three
Laws of Robotics, and for each one | wite an introduction on one phase or
anot her of robotics. The books are doing well, actually, and it is clear
that the presence of my nane doesn't hurt.

Then anot her way of using my name usefully came up. Marty G eenberg

suggested that, rather than have witers use a "universe" | had al ready
i nvented and nade ny own, | invent a brand-new one | had never used and
donate it to sone publishing house that would be willing to have witers

produce stories built about the concepts of the "universe"-and, of course,
that we find the witers who would want to try their hand at it.

| agreed enthusiastically. After all, | had just devised a new background
for nmy 1989 novel, Nenesis, one which had not been used in any piece of
fiction | had witten
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before, so | did not foresee any great difficulty in inventing an "lsaac's
Uni verse" for other witers to use. (The use of the word "Isaac" in the tide
was Marty's idea but | snatched at it eagerly. There are well over sixty
books that | have witten-by no neans all anthol ogies-with either "Asinov"
or "lsaac Asinmov" in the tide, but none with "lsaac" alone, until this one.)
In maki ng up a new "Universe" there were sone things | couldn't abandon, of
course. W would be working within our own Galaxy in which | postul ated the
exi stence of 25,000,000 star systens containing a habitable world, the
whol e being |inked together by devices that nmade it possible to travel and
conmuni cate at faster-than-1ight speeds. The short-hand for this is
"hyperspatial travel and communication. '
I have this in ny "Foundation" universe, and the other novels | have been
connecting to the Foundation, but fromhere on ny Universes part comnpany.
In ny Foundation series and the novels related thereto, the Gal axy contains
only one intelligent species--our owm. Al the habitable worlds have been
col oni zed by hunman beings so that we, in effect, have an all-human Gal axy.
| may have been the first to wite inmportant novels based on such a theneg,
and the reason | did it was to pare away the conplexities that would arise
froma multiplicity of intelligences. | wanted to be able to deal wth
humanity and its problems in a detailed all-human manner, maki ng them even
cl earer by showi ng themthrough a Gal axy-w de magni fying glass. This |I have
ended up doing---albeit inmperfectly, of course, since | amno Shakespeare
or Tol stoy.
However, | was well aware that there was the alternative
mul tiple-intelligence Universe. W see that now constantly on such
tel evision shows as Star Trek and in many of the. ol der "space opera"
stories. There we always have the risk of a failure of imagination that
|l eads to the portrayal of other intelligences as differing from oursel ves
superficially by the possession of green faces, or antennae, or corrugated
foreheads, but allow ng these changes to | eave diem clearly, primtes. You
can't really blame Star Trek for this, since they have to have human bei ngs
pl ayi ng the
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roles of other intelligences, but in science fiction stories in print,
having all intelligences primate (or, if villainous, reptilian) seens

i nsufficient.

E. E Smith's Galactic Patroland its sequels had a nulti-intelligence

Uni verse that had its intelligences encased in radically different
physi ol ogies and this | found satisfying when | read the stories as a young
man. | was particularly pleased with the feeling Smith |abored to give of
a communal nental feeling anmong individuals who had nothing physically in
conmon.

It was sonmething like this, then, that | wanted for ny Universe, but I
wanted to make nmy Universe nore specific in its description of the

di fferent species and nore concerned with the various political, economc
and social problens of the Galaxy. It was to be | ess space-operai sh and
nmore quasi-historical, a nmelding to some extent of "Galactic Patrol" and
"Foundation."

I wanted a Universe with mllions of planets bearing life, with the

i ndi genous life on every planet unique to itself and with differences
l[imted only by the inagination of the witer. However, there are only six
intelligent species-widely different in nature:
1. Earthnen.

2. An aquatic race, vaguely anal ogous to Earthly porpoises.

3. Afragile, skeletal insectlike species adapted to a | ow oxygen

at nosphere plus neon rather than nitrogen

4. A sinuous, linbless species, possessing fringed flippers, however, that
are snakish in a way.
5. A small, wi nged species adapted to a thick atnosphere.

6. A strong, slow noving, blocklike species with no appendages, and. adapted
to a gravity higher than Earth's.

The intelligences each control nore than their native planets. They can be
pi ctured as goi ng through the Gal axy, colonizing and settling planets
suitable to thenmselves. In general, a world suitable for one is not
particularly desirable for any of the others, and with plenty of each
variety, there is no push for going to the enornous expense of nodifying a
planet to suit one's own kind. The intelligences can therefore |live
together in the Gal axy wi thout
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treadi ng on each other's toes. There is nothing to fight over unless there
is an inability to overconme the unreasoning dislike of one species for
anot her because, of course, each appears incredibly ugly to all the others,
and each may have social custonms and ways of thought that are distasteful to
t he ot hers.
Yet the various intelligences need to be in contact, since trade anong them
is useful for all, and since advances ' in technol ogy by one species nay be
useful to others as well (and each intelligence has its own specialties in
t echnol ogy, sone of which are unpal atable to the others for one reason or
anot her), and since disputes may ari se occasionally and there nust be sone
formof political/social nmachinery to settle them There are even
occasi onal dangers that might require Galactic cooperation. What's nore,
each intelligence may be split up into several nutually hostile
subcul tures.
So, you see, the Universe | invented (and which | described in considerable
detail to the publishers and to the witers who were willing to chance
working within it) supplies plenty of problenms, some of which would cer-
tainly be beyond ny inmagination to handle well, and has broad enough limts
to allowthe witer a great deal of personal room for his own visions.
You can see how it works out in the sanpling of stories in this vol une,
whi ch (we very much hope) will be but the first of a series. Good
reading---and if you like it, wite and say so. It will lower ny |evel of
guilt, and I can always use that.
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NOBODY HAD ANY GREAT | NTEREST I N ALTERI NG TM | ong- est abl i shed gal actic
bal ance of power, |east of all Captain Hayn Wng-Marra of the Achilles.
But one thing does | ead to another, and i mense consequences have a way
sometines of hinging on very small pivots. In this case, the pivot was
not hing nore than the fact that Captain Wng-Mrra, who was el even
cycles old, had spent one lifetime as an organi c chem st and anot her as
an archaeol ogi st before he had gone to space.

It was the passion for organic chemstry, still alive in himafter al

t hose years, that had brought his Erthumaregistry starship and its crew of

ni ne, seven Erthurnoi and two Naxians, to the vicinity of the gaseous

nebul a WI9. What they had set out to do was to explore a | arge nol ecul ar

cl oud, a spacegoi ng soup of conpl ex hydrocarbons, which was certainly of

scientific interest and probably had sone econonic value as well.

What they found nearby, hidden on the far side of the cloud, was a

mai n- sequence star, which had four or five planets, nost of which had

nmoons. That was unexpected but not particularly surprising. The galaxy is

full of stars, hundreds of mllions of them and nearly all of them have

pl anet s.

At first glance neither the star nor its planets nor any of the noons

seened particularly out of the ordinary, either, though one of the planets

was cl ose enough to Earth-type to be of potential use to Erdiurnoi. There

are, however, plenty of worlds like that.
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But a second gl ance revealed that a Locrian ship was already present in the
unknown star system It was parked in orbit around the second planet, and
Locrian scouting parties were apparently at work both on the planet and its
moon. That didn't nake a great deal of sense, because the second pl anet was
the Earth-type one, with a dense oxygennitrogen atnosphere very |low in neon
and ot her nobl e gases. Locrians are not at all confortable in places I|ike
that. Nor would the airless noon be any nore inviting to them

So it seened appropriate for Captain Wng-Marra to take a third and rather

| ess casual gl ance. Which he did; and after that nothing would ever be
quite the sane for any of the six races of the gal axy that were capabl e of
interstellar travel.

Until the discovery that a Locrian exploration force was working the sane
territory he was, the nolecular cloud-nearly thirty |ight-years across and
| aden with marvel s-had seened quite interesting enough for Captain

W ng- Marr a.

"Do you see?" he said to Jorin Murry-Bal ff, who was his Conmuni cati ons.

"Not just piddling little hydroxyls and amoni as. That's
cyano-octa-tetrayne there- HBIN. El even-atom chains, Miurry-Balff! And
there! That's nethanol, by all the stars! CH30H " Wng-Marra reached toward
the spectroneter's dazzling screen, shining with swirls of anber and topaz
and carnelian and anethyst, and tapped this brilliant swirl and that one.
"And this-and this-"

Murry-Bal ff didn't seeminpressed. "Doesn't every nolecul ar cl oud have
stuff like that in it?"

"Not this intricate, nobst of them Those are very big nol ecul es out there.
For mal dehyde--112CO- Vi nyl cyani de-- H2CCHCN. "

For mal dehyde? Cyani de? Sounds pretty deadly to ne.

"Don't be an idiot. Those are the chenmicals of life, man! " Wng-Marra

| eaned cl ose, staring into the screen. Information noved in dizzying whorls
before him The spectrometer, whipping its scan-beamtirel essly across the
vastness of the nol ecul ar cl oud, provided col or-anal og
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di spl ays of each organic conmpound it detected, reports on nass
configuration, a three-dinmensional distribution arc, and an assortnent of
other quantifiable factors. "Look, there's formc acid. And five or six
am no acids, or I mss ny guess. You and | and the snakes downstairs and
everything el se that breathes and netabolizes are built out of that stuff.
And for all we know, we're alive at this nonent only because wanderi ng
clouds like this seeded the newbom pl anets they encountered with just this
sort of organic material. "

Murry-Bal ff shrugged. "I'Il take your word for it, Captain. Chemi stry was
never my field. Cosnmology neither." A red gl ow bl ossoned on his wi stband.
"I'f you'll excuse ne, sir-there's data coming in now from our planetary

pr obes-"
"Di sm ssed,"” Wng-Mrra nurnured.
It was enbarrassing for himto see the speed with which Mirry-Bal ff, who
ordinarily was in no rush, left the observation deck. Perhaps | was too
ebullient for himjust now, Wng-Marra thought. O too intenperate.
Certainly I was running off at the nmouth a little about those nol ecul es.
He wonder ed whet her an apol ogy was in order. They were old friends, after
all. Murry-Balff and Wng-Marra were natives of the same Erthuma worl d,
Hesperia in the St. Dominic's Star system The other five Erthunoi - on
board cane fromfive different worlds, none within a hundred |ight-years of
any other; that fact alone gave the two Hesperians a certain sense of
fell owship that went beyond the pseudonmilitary shipboard formalities. On
t he other hand, Wng-Marra thought, it's Mirry-Bafff s problem not nine
if the contents of that nolecular cloud don't interest him The cloud is

what we came here to investigate. Before we're through with it he'll have
had to learn the forrmulas for a hundred different hydrocarbons, like it or
not .

W ng-Marra peered at the spectrometer screen once again, and w thin nonents
he was | ost in wonder.

Hi s capacity for wonder--exultant, transcendent intellectual excitenent-was
one of the many contradictions
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out of which he was constructed. Wng-Marra was quiet and sel f-contained, a
tall, pale, ascetic-looking man who believed in setting limts and abiding
by them To some that seemed odd and even quai nt, considering that he had
spent the last three cycles of his long life roaming the virtually linmtless
reaches of the gal axy. Wng-Marra hinmself saw no i nconsistency in that. The
way to cope with the crushing weight of infinity, he thought, was to behave
as though one were capable of setting boundaries to it.

And though he seenmed in nany ways a passionless man, his fascination with
the intricacy of the organic nolecules was intense to the point of

obsessi veness.

Si x cycles back-his |life now had enconpassed el even all told, a span of
nearly a thousand Erthuma year"e had been struck suddenly by a waki ng
vision, a startling hallucinatory display. He was living then on the sultry
worl d call ed Atatakai, where the air seemed as thick as fur. Suddenly in
the red evening sky he saw i nexplicabl e pul sing points of Iight, which
cavorted and | eaped about in a wild whirling dance.

As he watched, astounded, he saw two of the shimering |ight sources cone
together to forma pair, and then a third and | arger one seize them bot h,
and then even nore conplicated unions take form And all the while the

gi ddy dance went on. The whirling lights were strung |ike serpents across
the sky. He had never seen anything so awesone. The patterns of their

si nuous nmovenents were el egant, conpelling, sublinely beautiful. It was a
revel ation. It seened to himthat he was | ooking right into the heart of

t he universe, into the deepest secrets of creation

Then, to his even greater amazement, one serpent seized its own tail inits
nmout h, and, ringlike now, began a fierce gyration so inperious that he fel
to his knees before it, stunned and shaken. There was a powerful truth in
that furiously whirling serpentine fonn--the truth of what, he had not the
vaguest idea-and under the inmpact of that vision of the innerness of al
things he trenbled like a leaf in a storm After a time he could no | onger
bear to watch. He closed his eyes; and when he opened t hem agai n he behel d
only the cloud-choked crinmson sky of Atatakai
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But the nenory of the bewi | dering, overwhel ning vision would not |eave
Wng-Marra's nmind; and in the end he had had to seek help in regaining his
nment al bal ance. A zigzag trail through a variety of therapists and

t herapi es brought himat last to a flat-faced donme of silvery netal that
listened to himfor a tinme and said finally in a brusque inpersonal voice,
"Your hallucination is not original. You are not the first to experience
it. "

Wng-Marra felt as though the autoshrink had spat in his eye.
"Not - ori gi nal ? What the hell do you nean?"

"Anot her has had this vision before you, in early times, in the very
distant past. It is the dreamof Kekule. This is true. | have consulted the
archi ves. "
" Kekul e?"
"You are a chenmist. This is true."

"Why-no," said Wng-Mrra, puzzled. "Not true. Not at all."

"Then you have studied chenmistry,"” said the nmachine, sounding a little
irritated. "This is true."

W ng-Marra thought. "l suppose so, yes. Long ago. In nmy first cycle, when
| was at the university. But--

"A datum buried since your student days has surfaced in you. You have
recapitul ated the dream of Kekule," the machine told himagain. "Such

t hi ngs happen. It is not a sign of serious mental disturbance. This is
true.”
"Kekul e, " Wng-Marra said wonderingly. "Wo's that?"

There was the nonentary hum of data-search. "Friedrich August Kekul e.

Ert huma of the Earthborn. Professor of chemistry at Ghent and later at
Bonn. "
4 ' \Nere?"

"Anci ent Earth places. Do not pursue irrel evances. Kekul e, pondering
guestions of nol ecul ar structure, saw atons dancing before his eyes,
form ng a chain. Later he dreaned again and perceived the pattern of the
benzene ring. This is true. The episode is well-known."

"To chem sts, maybe,",said Wng-Marra. "lI'mnot a chenmist." He felt

di sgruntl ed and obscurely I et down at having paid good noney to di scover
that the vision that



6 ROBERT SI LVERBERG

had so irradiated his consci ousness was a second-hand one. On the other
hand, he told hinmself, probably it was better to hear that a phantom nenory
had come floating up out of some |lecture of his student days than to be

i nforned that he was going out of his mnd. Still, he was in a sour nood as
he left the autoshrink's cubicle.

H s annoyance passed, though, and his fascination with the i mages that had
so spontaneously | eaped fromthe recesses of his brain renmained and even
deepened. He | ooked up Kekul e and his work. N neteenth century--my Cod,
practically prehistoric! The dawn of science! A forgotten man, but for one
great acconplishment, the theory of organic nolecul ar structure. Kekul e had
denonstrated the tendency of carbon atons to Iink together and to snare
other atoms in their quadrival ent enbrace.

And so that vision, second-hand or not, led Wng-Marra fromone thing to
anot her and anot her, forging ever deeper throughout all the years that
remained to himin that [ifetime into the study of organic chemstry. It
was his hope to recapture some of the splendor and wonder of those dancing
lights in the sky. It was his hope to know again that sense of being in
contact with inarguable truth. H's head was aswini with isomers and

pol ymers, with al kanes and ol efins, with aromatics and heterocyclics and
aliphatics, with esters, ethers, aldehydes, ketones. The crisp symetries
of their bonding patterns offered himineffable joy and held himin an
ineluctable grip. And here he was, five lifetimes later, still pursuing the
nmysteries of the carbon conpounds out here in this renote armof the

gal axy, forty thousand |ight-years fromthe home world of all Erthumi and
even farther fromthe planet of his own birth.

Now, throat dry, eyes wi de and scarcely flickering, Wng-Marra gripped the
handl es of the spectronmeter screen and guided its scanner this way and that
across the face of the great nol ecul ar cl oud. Radi ant bands of col ored
[ight | eaped out at himfromthe snoky vastness. He was staring into the

m racul ous core of creation.

Stars were being bomin that dense black pit. Future worlds were

coal escing. The unimagi nable life-forns of a
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billion years hence woul d be assenbled fromthose rich whorls of nol ecul ar
soup.
Wng-Marra felt his spirit soaring, felt his soul expanding, going forth
into the cloud, wal king anong the drifting wonders. It was an al npst
godl i ke sensation
"Sir?"
Murry-Bal ff. The intrusion was nmaddeni ng, pai nful
Scow i ng, W ng-Marra nmade an inpatient gesture wi thout turning away from
the screen. \Whatever Murry-Balff wanted, it could wait.
"Sir, this is inmportant.”
"So is this. I'mscanning the cloud."
"And we've been scanning this nearby solar system sir. The planetary
probes have pulled in sonething very strange. Seens that we have conpany."
W ng-Marra spun around swiftly.

" Conpany?"
"Let me show you," Miurry-Balff said. He touched his wist-plate to a wall
termnal. Instantly a data screen cane to |life across the room It showed
a green planetary ball. Another, somewhat smaller ball, bleak and lifeless

| ooking, orbited it at an inclination of about sixty degrees.
"This is the second planet of the system" said MurryBal ff. "And its noon.
| call your attention to the right side of the screen, near the planetary
equator. "
W ng- Marra thought he could see a dark speck
Murry-Bal ff fingered his wist-plate. The screen zoomed into enl argenent
node. Now the green world filled nearly all of the picture. Sonething |ike
a bl ack spider hung beside it. Murry-Bal ff made another tuning adjustnent,
and the spider occupied the center of the screen
It wasn't a spider. It |ooked nore |ike sonme narrowwai sted wasp now three
dark, gleaning elongated cylinders, |inked by narrow conmuni cati on tubes.
Six fragile | eglike appendages trailed fromthe hindnost cylinder. At the
other end were two faceted donmes, rising like huge insect eyes fromthe
front. Spiral rows of hexagonal ports wound across each cylinder's sides.
The thing was a starship. And not of Erthuma design.
"Locrians," Murry-Balff said quietly.
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"So | see." Wng-Marra pressed his fists together until his knuckles
cracked, and swore. Miurry-Bal ff brought the magnification up to the next
level. It was pretty grainy, but at this |l evel Wng-Mrra thought he could
actually make out the insectlike figures of the aliens noving about behind
the ports. He shook his head. "Wat in God's nane woul d Locrians be doi ng
her e?"

The crew assenbl ed fast, all but the Naxians, who needed nore tine. Snakes
al ways needed nore tine, no matter what. Wng-Marra didn't feel I|ike
waiting for them He kept the data screen lit and ordered Murry-Balff to
maintain real-time tracking surveillance of the Locrian ship.

"We're under no obligation to withdraw," Wng-Marra said. "This is

uncl aimed territory and remains that way until they've established valid
possession. Sinmply being the first to get here doesn't constitute valid
possession. "

"They aren't under any obligation to withdraw either," Linga Hyath, his
Cosnogr aphy, pointed out.

Understood. | |

"T' hey m ght not agree that they don't have valid possession," said his

Di pl onacy, Ayana Sanocl aro.

Hyat h and Sanocl aro | ooked at each other and exchanged qui ck, smug nods of
sati sfaction. Wng-Marra could usually count on themto think the sane way
and to express essentially the same ideas at approximately the sane tine.
They were both wiry, long-linbed wonen with the gaunt, attenuated | ook that
natives of lowgravity worlds generally have, and they appeared to be not
nmerely sisters but twins: the sane pal e blue eyes, the same i nmense cas-
cades of golden hair, the sanme thin, pinched features. The odd thing was
that they were not at all related, but cane, in fact, fromworlds a

t housand |ight-years apart. Sonme genotypes are strikingly persistent.
Wng-Marra said, "Are you suggesting that they m ght make trouble for us?"
"They m ght have serious objections to our hangi ng around here," Sanocl aro
sai d.

"If they think there's something really worthwhile here,
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they mght defend their claimin a way we wouldn't like," said Hyath.

M koi | Karpov, the Biochem stry, said, "You inply that they'd take hostile
action?"
"They might," said Sanocl aro.

Karpov blinked. He was a squat, broad-shoul dered man, heavy jow ed, densely
bearded, fromthe chilly world of Zima, and his Erthumat was thickened by
strong Russkiye inflections~ "You are tal king about acts of war? And you
are actually serious? The idea's absurd. Nobody nmakes war. 11

Ert hunoi used to, not all that |ong ago."

Karpov gestured enphatically. "It was plenty | ong ago. Nobody fires on
peaceful ships."

"Especially across species lines," said the Navigation, a dark, soft, tiny,
deceptively fem ni ne-1ooki ng wonan naned Esl ane Ree, who came from Doppl er
V. "The Locrians can see that this is an Erthuma ship. Muybe the
Crotonites still like to squabble anong thensel ves, or, fromwhat | hear
fromour two, the Naxians. But those are Locrians over there. They don't
even have a history of intraspecies warfare-why would they take a shot at
us? I'mw th Karpov here. We're spinning horrors out of nothing at all."
"Maybe so. But what are Locrians doing here, though?" Linga Hyath asked.
"Locrians don't ordinarily go sniffing around hi gh-oxygen worlds. And from
the I ooks of it, this one is particularly badly suited for them Six gul ps
of that atnosphere and they'd be drunk for a nonth. They nmust have seen
somet hing out of the usual here that got their attention in a big way."
"Who says?" Esl ane Ree demanded. "Have we?"
Hyat h shrugged. "We've only just arrived."
"Perhaps so have they."

"But they'd have taken one | ook and noved on, since this world is plainly
usel ess to them" said Ayana Sanocl aro. "Unl ess they' ve spotted sonething.
And if they have, ny guess is that they'll go to great |engths, maybe to
surprisingly great lengths, to keep us away fromit."
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Esl ane Ree gave the el ongated bl ond woman a sour gl are. "Paranoia!

Hyper def ensi veness! "
"Foresight," Sanoclaro retorted. "Prudence."

"What are you advocating?" asked the Miintenance, Septen Bol angyr, who cane
froma high-ultraviolet world in the Nestor Cluster and whose skin,
artificially hyped with nmelanin, was a lustrous purple green. "Should
activate the defensive screens, sir? Do you want me to get the cannons
ready? If we are to go on a war footing, Captain, then tell me so right
now. But | want the order in witing, and I want it with a date and a seal
"Stay easy," Wng-Marra said. "W're a long way from fighting any space
battles. What 1'mgoing to do is contact these Locrians and find out

whet her we have a problemw th them But | hope you'll go along with ny
feeling that we ought to take a firm position about staying here,
regardl ess of what they say."
"Even if they threaten us?" Hyath asked.

"They won't," said Karpov. Eslane Ree nodded in vigorous agreenent.

"I'f they do?" Wng-Marra asked.

Esl ane Ree said, "It would depend on the nature of the threat. W'd be
foolish to stay here if they're willing to blow us out of he sky."
"Locrians?" Karpov said incredul ously.

"Sufficient greed can turn any species warlike," Ayana Sanocl aro said,

| ooking to her friend Hyath for support. "Even Locrians. The fact that the
Si x Races have avoi ded serious conflict with each other up till nowis
irrelevant. The evolutionary inperatives that have carried all six species
this far have plenty of aggression buried in them and the right notivation
surely can bring that aggression to life. 'Locrians or no, if what they've
found here is so valuable that-"

"We don't know that they've found anything, and--

"How can we assune---

"The unnotivated adol escent belligerence of these argunments is utterly-"
"The nal vet6 of-"

"More than fifteen hundred years of peaceful space
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expl orati on behind us and we still regard oursel ves as capable of reverting
to the level of-"

"Not us, them"

"Us too! Who began this whole-"

"Enough!" W ng-Marra said sharply. "Sanoclaro, tell those two snakes of
ours--excuse nme, those two Naxi ans--40 get thensel ves on deck w t hout any
further delay. Brief themon what's going on. Murry-Balff, | want to be
talking to those Locrians in five mnutes or |less. Bolangyr, work up an

i nventory of our battle stores, just for the hell of it, but don't activate
anyt hi ng, you hear, not a thing. The rest of you stand by and hold your
peace, will you?" He glowered at the spectroneter screen, where clunps of
gorgeous ani de radicals and pol yhydric al cohols were circling in a stately
sar abande of astonishing colors. \Watever the Locrians were doi ng here, he
t hought, it ought to be possible to work out some kind of territorial
agreement with themin half an hour or so, and then he would be able to get
down to his real work. We are all rational beings. Reason will prevail. W
of the Six Races have all nanaged to coexist in interstellar space for a
very long time without any serious conflicts of interest. Wiy start now?

Wy, indeed?

The Locrian gave its name as Speaker-to-Erthunoi. Miurry-Bal ff had asked to
tal k to Ship-Comrander, but Speaker-to-Erthunpbi was the best he was able to
get. OF course, they might be the same person, Wng-Marra knew. Locrians
change their nanes as often as they change functions. Perhaps it was not
even legitimate to regard Locrian 41lnani es" as nanes.

He put the transmission into i mage-stasis, freezing the commruni cation
channel . The Locrian would sinmply have to sit there on hold until the
Erthuna captain had a clearer idea of the situation. Turning to one of his
Naxi ans, Wng-Marra said, "lIs this neant as an insult, Blue Sphere? Should
| insist on speaking to Ship-Comrander ?"

The Naxi an studied the notionless imge of the Locrian that glittered from
the frozen screen for a long while, assessing the information visible to
it-her on the insectoid
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creature's seemingly inpassive face. It is the extraordinary gift of Naxians
to be able to read the enotional outputnot the nminds, only the enotions--of
any life-form no matter how alien to it. Geed, anger, lust, shane, conpas-
sion, whatever: Al creatures are open books to Naxi ans. Even when all they
have to work with is a static imge on a screen. How they did it, no Erthuma
knew. The various stargoing species of the galaxy had many sorts of
intuitive powers that were difficult for Erthumpi to conprehend.

The Naxi an seened to be working hard, though. Meditative ripples and
quivers ran the length of its-her pink, narrow snakelike body. So intense
was Bl ue Sphere's concentration that it-she went into flipper node for a
few nonents, extruding stubby fringed grasping organs fromits-her
otherwi se Iinbless form then absorbi ng them agai n.

"You may proceed, Captain," Blue Sphere announced after a time. "The
Locrians intend no insult. Mere efficiency of communication is the npst
likely purpose. | suspect Ship-Commander is less fluent in Erthurnat than
this one. At any rate the Locrian's enotional aura is benign. 11

"But apprehensive," offered the other Naxian, Rosy Tetrahedron. "Definite
anxiety is evident. The Locrian feels strong uncertainty as to Erthuma
notivations or intentions in this sector of space. "

"Fine," Wng-Marra said. "If they' re as nervous about us as we are about
them there's hope for working sonething out. Reciprocity is the nother of
security, eh, Sanoclaro? Eh? AOd diplomatic proverb."

Sanoclaro didn't smile. But he hadn't really expected her to.

He killed the i mage-stasis and the screen cane to life again. The Locrian
could have wal ked away fromthe transmtter while Wng-Marra's col | oquy

wi th the Naxi ans was going on, but it was still there. At |east Wng-Mrra
assumed that it was the sanme one. He stared at it. What he saw was a

fl eshl ess angul ar head much longer than it was wide, a |lipless V-shaped
beak of a nouth, a single giant glaring eye shielded by a clear bubblelike
pl ate hi nged at
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each side, a thin tubular neck sprouting out of a flinsy, skeletal
si x-1inmbed trunk

'"Me Locrian | ooked for all the world Iike a giant insect, a dry parched
chitinous thing that woul d probably crunch if you hit it with the ed4ge of
your hand. Very likely they had evol ved from some kind of | ow phyl um

i nsectlike arthropods on their dry, chilly hone world, which belonged to an
orange K5 sun in the- Cygnus arm of the gal axy. But there was nothing

| ow phyl um about them now. They were chordate vertebrates with tough
siliceous spinal colums to support their scaly gray green exoskel etons.
And they had tough, shrewd brains in their narrow, elongated skulls.

The nonent the stasis broke the Locrian said, "W request clarification
Erthuma representative. Do we speak with Di pl omacy or Adnministration?"
"Administration. | am Hayn Wng-Marra, captain, Erthuna of Hesperia in St
Domnic's Star system”

The Locrian nmade a crackling sound that seemed |ike displeasure. "W
request Diplonacy. It is a point of protocol. Transspecies di scussions are
protocol matters."

Wng-Marra felt like scream ng. The last thing he wanted was to have to
conduct this discussion by way of Ayana Sanocl aro, considering the wild
suspi ci ons she had just been voicing. But the Locrian was right: Contact
across species lines in open space had to follow protocol. Reluctantly

W ng- Marra beckoned to Sanocl aro, who gave hima little smrk of triunph
and stepped into the pale yellow gl ow of the comruni cations field.

"What we want to know, Speaker-to-Erthunoi,' ' ' she said w thout preanble,
"is whether you're staking a claimto the solar systemthat |ies adjacent
to our present position. "

"Negative," said the Locrian i mediately. Though the two ships were

ei ghty-eight mllion kilometers apart at that nonent, the comunications
field--a nodul ated-neutrino carrier wave operating through

hyper space--permtted i nstantaneous comuni cati on between them For that
matter, it would have permitted comruni cation at essentially the sane
response tinme even if the ships had been at opposite
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ends of the galaxy. "No claimto this system has been rlecor~ded. 1 |
Wng-Marra held up both his hands. Making two circles out of his thunbs and
forefingers, he noved themin an el aborate pantom nme that he hoped woul d
suggest the orbital relationship of the second planet and its huge noon.
But Sanocl aro, wi thout even |ooking at him had aheady begun to ask the
obvi ous next question

"Are you claimng just the second planet, then? O its noon?" 9

"I's there Erthuma interest in the second planet?" the Locrian countered.
The Naxi an who called it-herself Blue Sphere noved outside the field's
scanner range and signaled to WngMarra that it was picking up increased
anbiguities and uncertainties. Wng-Mrra, peering at the screen, sought to
detect sonme change in the Locrian's expression, but Speakerto-Fxthunoi's
rigid features showed not a flicker of nmovenent. An integunent that
chitinous wasn't capable of much novenent, or perhaps of any at all

What ever clues the Naxians used in doing their little trick, facial expres-
sions didn't seemto play an inportant role.

Sanocl aro | ooked to Wng-MarTa for a cue. He indicated the spectroneter
screen, ablaze with drifting hydrocarbon masses.

"We are purely a scientific mssion," Sanoclaro told the Locrian. "W're
here to study the nol ecular cloud. W have no territorial intentions

what soever. "

"Nor do we," said Speaker-to-Erthunoi. "We require only unhindered
conpl eti on of our research. "

Wng-Marra frowned. He was beginning to wonder if any of this was any

busi ness of his at all. If the only thing the Locrians wanted was to be
left al one to snoop around the second world, and all that he wanted was to
be left alone to study the nol ecul ar cl oud-

No. The directives were very clear. Wen an Fxt huma ship encountered a ship
bel onging to any of the other five races in open space, the Erthuma vessel
regardl ess of its own purpose, was required to file a report on the
activities of the other spacecraft. Even though no one saw any
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serious risk of anything so farfetched and inplausible as interstellar
war f are breaking out, it behooved the Erthurnoi=_ as the youngest and | east
experienced of the six starfaring peoples-to keep cl ose watch on everything
that their rivals mght be up to. Assuming that their activities would never
be anyt hing but beni gn, regardl ess of the generally peaceful relationships
that had prevail ed anong the Six Races since the first Erthuma entry into
interstellar space, was folly.
He needed nore information
Maki ng t he pl anet - and- noon gesture again, Wng-Marra tried to depict the
orbiting Locrian ship by moving his nose in a circle around the equator of
the finger and thunmb that represented the planet. Sanoclaro shot hima
nmystified | ook. Abandoni ng the pantom nme, W ng-Marra whi spered angrily,
"Try to find out what the hell they're doing here, will you?"
Sanocl aro said, "May we inquire into the nature of your m ssion?"
Bl ue Sphere, still out of scanner range, signaled that increased agitation
was conming fromthe Locrian. Or so Wng-Mrra thought the Naxian was trying
to tell him
It was maddening for the captain to have to deal through this nmany
i nternediaries. Every ship carried a D plomacy as a matter of course, but
W ng- Mar Ta hadn't expected to need to nmake use of Sanoclaro's services in
this remote region. And the Naxians, though they were valuable interpreters
of nonverbal messages in tricky situations like this one, weren't always
easy for non-Naxians to understand.
Speaker-to-Erthunmoi said after a |l ong pause, "Qur nmission is exploratory
al so. "
W ng- Marra pant om nmed drunkenness.
Sanocl aro | ooked puzzl ed again. Then, smling to show that she understood,
she said, "But surely a high-oxygen world such as the one nearby can be of
little practical use to Lociians. "
Speaker-to-Ert hunoi was silent.
"May we inquire whether the nature of your exploration is exploratory?"
Sanocl aro said. "Or is there perhaps sone other purpose?”
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"Cther," said the Locrian.

"Cther than scientific?"

"Qther, yes. "

"I's its nature such that our presence here will disrupt your work?"

"Not necessarily."

"Then it is proper to conclude that the representative of the Galactic
Sphere of Locria has no objection to our continuing to remain in this

regi on?"
Anot her | ong sil ence.

"No objection," Speaker-to-Erthunpi replied finally.

Bot h Naxi ans now signal ed that they were picking up distress, resentnent,
suspi ci on, general contradiction of spoken statenent.

W ng- Mar Ta fumed. He hoped Sanoclaro didn't think that having obtained the
Locrians' permission for themto stay here was any sort of wonderfu

achi evenent. This was, after all, open territory.

He said under his breath, "I need to know what they're up to!"

Sanocl aro said, "Qur captain instructs ne to obtain data from you
concerning the nature of your m ssion

"I will reply shortly," said Speaker-to-Erdiumi. There was yet another

| engt hy pause. Then the image froze. This tinme it was the Locrians who had
i nposed the stasis, no doubt so Speaker-to-Erthunpi could engage in a quick
of f-screen strategy session with Ship-Conmander

Wng-Marra said to Sanoclaro, "If it's just a routine mapping m ssion, they
shoul dn't be as edgy as the Naxians say they are. Wen they cone back on
see if you can pin them down about their reasons for |anding scouts on that
pl anet and its nmoon."
"What do you think I'mtrying to do?"

"What | think," said Linga Hyath, "is that they probably were just on a
routi ne mappi ng nission, but they found sonething on the second world or
its moon that was way out of the ordinary, and so they're sticking around
to take a close look at it, and they wish we'd get the hell out of here
before we find it too."
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"Il ank you," Wng-Marra told the Cosnography. "Your grasp of the obvious is
extraordinarily profound.™”

Hyat h gl ared and began to reply.

"Save it," said Wng-Marra. The screen was alive again.
Speaker-to-Erthunoi-if that indeed was who was on the screen now | ooked
astoni shingly transformed, as though it had been wearing a mask before and
now had renoved it. The hard, sharp-angled gray chitin of its all but
featurel ess face had been opened back |like the two doors of a cabinet, and
what was visible now was the bare surface of its great staring glassy inner
eye, the immensely penetrating organ that Locrians reveal ed only when they
needed to see with particular clarity. Facing that eye was |ike facing
fifty Naxians at once. -It seened to be seeing right into him Wng-Mrra
felt stripped bare, down to bone and tendon. He had never seen a Locrian in
full percept node before, and he didn't like it.

To hell with it, he thought. | don't have anything to hide.
He met the glare of that terrible eye without flinching.

The Locrian said, "Ship-Comrander requests face-toface contact with

Ert hunma-captain in order to continue the discussion in a nore fruitful way.
He proposes stochastic choice to determ ne which ship is to be the site of
the neeting. 11

Sanocl aro | ooked inquiringly toward W ng-Marra, who nodded at once.
"Agreed," the Diplomacy told the alien. "Shall we flip a coin?"

"That method is acceptable.”

"Do you want us to flip one?"

"We prefer to do that," said the Locrian
Again Wng-Marra nodded. His irritation was nmounting rapidly. Let them use
a coin with two heads, for all he cared. Wat did it matter whether the
neeting took place on his ship or theirs? He just wanted to get on with his
wor K.

" Sel ect your choice," said Speaker-to-Erthumoi. It held up its claw,
reveal i ng a shining six-edged coin of sone bright coppery nmetal grasped
between two of its numerous
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many-jointed fingers. One face of the coin showed sonme Locrian's beaky
bi g- eyed head, and when the alien turned it over Wng-Marra saw j agged
abstract patterns on the reverse.

"Il take tails," Wng-Mrra said.

| ' Tail s?"

"The side that doesn't have the head."

IlAh. n

Sonet hi ng happened of f screen. Speaker-to-Erthunoi said, after a noment,
"W have tossed the coin. Your selection proved to be correct. W will send

a boarding party. How soon can you receive us?"

There was more grunbling, of course. Hyath and Sanocl aro, the suspi ci ous
ones, were convinced that the whol e coin-tossing ganbit had been not hi ng
but a ploy to insinuate a Locrian force aboard the ship, perhaps so that
they could seize it. Eslane Ree thought that was crazy, and said so. M koi
Kar pov, too, wanted to know why the two wonen were taking such an al arm st
position. Even MurryBal ff, who usually went along with anything Wng-Mrra
said, thought it would have been a better idea to have sent the D pl omacy
over to the alien vessel to conduct the conference. "If they're up to

anyt hing funny, better that they do it over there," Mirry-Balff said. "And
to her, not

us. 11

Annoyed as he was by the paranoia of Sanoclaro and Hyath, Wng-MrTa found
nothing to amuse himin his old friend's frivolity. He was a cauti ous nman
but he saw no reason for fear. The risk was all on the Locrians' side. They
were the ones who woul d be boarding a strange ship, after all. He couldn't
bring hinself to believe that they had anything so wild as an arned
takeover in nmind. No, the coin toss had probably been honest, and the
Locrians could probably be trusted. O else they were working up sonething
so devious that no sane person could be expected to be on guard against it.
Wthin the hour a beetlelike hypershuttle brought a fourlLocrian del egation
across the gulf between the two ships.
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It popped back into normal space astonishingly close to the Achilles and
coasted in for a docking.
Four Locrians canme scranmbling through the access | ock. They were taller
than the tallest of Erthunoi, but so light and frail were their bodi es-six
pi pelike linbs and hardly any thorax--that they seened little nore than
wal ki ng skel et ons.
By way of protection against the intoxicating richness of the Erthunma
ship's atnosphere, they were wearing ftanslucent spacesuits that hung about
themin | oose, awkward folds, |like old baggy skin. Anything beyond a 10
percent oxygen concentration was dizzying to them and furthernore they
preferred to breathe air that was thinned by a substantial neon conponent,
whi ch the Achilles was unable to supply.
The first thing the Locrians saw was the spherical golden grille and
trenbling corkscrew antennae of the sinultrans machine that Mirry-Bal ff had
set up in the center of the neeting room They obviously didn't like it.
"There is no real need to enploy this device," said one of the Locrians
coolly, giving the translating gadget a fiercely contenptuous stiff-necked
gl are. "Your |anguage holds no nysteries for us."
W ng- Marra had expected that. The other races were al ways scornful of
Erdiuma artificial-intelligence gadgets, because in one way or another they
were able to manage nost things without such mechani cal assistance. The
simultrans was capable of rendering real-time translations of anything said
in any of the six galactic |anguages into any or all of the other five.
Erthunoi, notorious for their general incapacity to master the ancient and
intricate | anguages of nost alien species, found the nachi ne extrenely
useful. The others didn't.
But Wng-Marra suspected there was nore to the Locrian objections to the
simultrans than sinple racial prejudice. Wth the sinultrans offering
i nst ant aneous transl ation of anything said, no menbers of either species
woul d be able to speak to each other in surreptitious asides unintelligible
to the other party. Wng-Marra saw that as a distinct advantage for him
since some or all of the Locrians
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appeared to be fluent in Erthumat, but no one aboard the Achilles understood
nore than a smattering of Locrian. Evidently the Locrians saw things the
same way.
Smiling grandly, he said, "Ah, but we feel it is only courteous to offer
you this small assistance. You are already under the stress of having cone
aboard a strange ship, and you are conpelled to conduct this neeting clad
in spacesuits that doubtless nust cause you some disconfort. W would not
burden you with the obligation to converse in an alien tongue as well."
"But it is not necessary that we-"
"Permit me to insist. | am overwhel med by your unsel fishness but | could
not bear the shane of having inconveni enced you so deeply. "
There was a frosty silence. The Locrian | ooked-so far as Wng-Marra was
capabl e of telling-extrenely annoyed.

But after a nmoment the Locrian said, "Very well. Let us use the translator
You know ne as Speaker-to-Erthumpi. | am acconpani ed by Shi p- Conmander and
Recorder."

Three nanes, four Locrians, no indication of what was what or which was
whom Wng-Marra didn't even try to get an expl anati on
"I am Captain Wng-Marra," he said. "This is ny D pl omacy, Ayana Sanocl aro
These Naxians travel with us and will observe. They call thensel ves Bl ue
Sphere and Rosy Tetrahedron. Jorin Miurry-Balff, my Conmunications, wll
record our conversation. Wth your perm ssion, of course."
"Granted," said Speaker-to-Erthunoi
Wthin the helnet of its suit its head split open, revealing the great
| um nous beacon of its inner eye.
W ng- Marra shi ver ed.
One of the other Locrians opened its eye also. WngMarra coul d not decide
whet her that one was Recorder or Ship-Commander. Did it matter? Perhaps
they were all Recorder. O all four were Ship-Commander
Aliens, he thought. Go and figure.
The other two renai ned seal ed. A safety neasure, WngMarra suspected.
Locrians were terribly vul nerable when their inner eye was exposed. The
slightest pressure agai nst
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it-the touch of a hand --- could blind or even kill. There
fore they opened their facial hinges only when they deened
it absolutely necessary to do so.
Even in normal visual nmode, Wng-Marra had heard, Locrians saw
t hree-di mensionally, penetrating into the interiors of things. Wth the
i nner eye unveil ed, he inmagined that they could see right into his soul
The two unveil ed ones were watching himfrom opposite sides, as though
trying to read all aspects of him It was like being in the crossfire of
two brilliant |asers. Wng-Mrra understood now why they had asked for this
face-to-face neeting. They wanted a chance to evaluate the nature of the
Erthuma they were dealing with in a way that |ong distance conversation via
neutri no wave coul d not provide.
Vell, let themI| ook, Wng-Marra thought. Let them | ook as | ong and as hard
and as deep as they like.
The silent surveillance went on and on and on
After a time he stopped finding it nerely disagreeable and began to find it
worri some. He glanced toward the Naxians for an opinion. But they were
calm They lay notionless, placidly coiled side by side in a coner of the
room watching with unblinking eyes. They were in their |inbless relaxation
state. Evidently they saw no cause for alarmin this peculiar wordless
i nterrogation.
At len
.gth one of the unveiled Locrians-not the one who had identified itself
as Speaker-to-Erthunoi--said, "W believe that you are trustworthy-"
"I am deeply grateful for that," Wng-Marra said, trying hard not to sound
sarcastic.
"These are delicate matters in which we find ourselves enneshed," another
of the Locrians intoned. "W must operate froma position of absolute
assurance that you win not abuse our confidence."
O course," Wng-Marra said.
"Let us cone to the point, Captain Wng-Marra," said the fourth alien
"What we would prefer is that you | eave this region at once, making no
further investigation."
Ayana Sanoclaro uttered a muffled, undiplomatic grunt of surprise and
anger. Wng-Marra's own reacti on was
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cl oser to anmusenent. Was that why they had given himthis el aborate
scrutiny? That seemed a preposterous buildup for such a straightforward,
al nost sinpl em nded demand. Did they think he was a chil d?
But he restrained hinself
Carefully he said, "W have come a great distance, and we have significant
research goals that we wish to carry out. Leaving here now is out of the
question for us. "
"Understood. You will not |eave and we do not expect you to. As we have
said, the problemwe face here is delicate, and we would prefer to handle
it without the conplications that the intrusion of another gal actic species
can bring. But we state only a preference.”
W ng- Mar Ta nodded. He had forgotten how literal mnded Locrians could be.
"Aside fromour going away fromhere right away, then, what is it you
really want from us?" he asked
The two Locrians who had not opened their inner eyes now drew back the
hi nges of their faces. Wng-Marra found hinmsel f confronting four great
bl azing orbs. Wthin the translucent hel nets, four sharp-edged alien beaks
were slowly opening and cl osing-a sign, he supposed, of intense
concentration. But he suspected also that it night connote Locrian tension
di squi etude, mal ai se. Somet hi ng about their stance suggested that: They
hel d t hensel ves even nore stiffly than usual, practically notionless, |inbs
rigid.
The Naxi ans too now seened di stressed, probably from having picked up
jittery auras fromthe Locrians. They had uncoiled and |l ay stretched taut,
side by side, their eyes gleamng and bulging, their little transient
flipper-linmbs shooting in and out of their sides.
"It may be the case,"” said one of the Locrians finally, just as the silence
had begun to seeminterm nable, "that we are not able to deal with the
problemthat we see here unaided. Indeed, we are quite certain of this.
VWhat we propose, therefore, is an alliance."
"What ?' |
"W will recapitulate. There is a problemin this solar systemthat causes
us nmuch concern. W woul d rather
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conceal it fromyou than share it with you; but because we have cone to fee
that we are incapable of solving the problemw thout assistance,
specifically w thout Erthuma assistance, we are willing to regard the
arrival of Erthumpi at just this nmoment as providential. And invite you to
work with us toward a solution.”

Wng-Marra felt a faintly sickening sensation, as though he were teetering
on the rimof an infinitely deep mne shaft. Wat, he wondered, was he
getting into here?

He | ooked from one Locrian to the next, four fleshless, forbidding

i nsectoi d heads whose alien eyes blazed |ike frightful torches.

"Al'l right," he said. "Tell ne sonething about this problemof yours."
"Let us show you," said the Locrian who was Speakert o- Ert hunoi .

The alien gestured to another of the Locrians-perhaps it was Recorder-who
drew fromthe folds of its spacesuit a small brassy-1ooking netallic object
that Wng-Marra recogni zed as an Locrian i mage-projecting device. The
Locrian set it on the floor in front of itself.

"We canme here," said Speaker-to-Erthumoi, "rmuch as you did, sinply to
explore. W had no military or econom c purpose in mnd. As you already
recogni ze, the planets of this solar systemwould be of little value to us.
But in the course of our reconnai ssance, we canme upon sonething in the
vicinity of the second world that aroused our curiosity. W investigated
nore closely, and this is what we observed."

Speaker -t o- Ert hunmoi nodded. Recorder-if that was who it was-stared at the
i mge projector until a warm golden glow, like that of a little sun, began
to come fromit. The device, Wng-Marra knew, was tuned to the Locrian's
brai n waves.

Suddenly the room bl ossonmed into vivid color. A threedi nensional scene, so
imediate in its presence that it seened al nbst as though the wall of the
Achill es had opened to reveal another world just outside, took formbefore
W ng-Marra's eyes.

It was another world. Heavy-bellied orange clouds hung



24 ROBERT SI LVERBERG

low in a deep turquoi se sky. The vantage point at which Wng-Mrra found

hi nsel f was just bel ow the clouds, perhaps a kil onmeter above the surface. He
saw dense bl ue-green forests below, broad rivers, a chain of huge shimrering
| akes.

Far off on the horizon a snmallish Gtype sun was setting, streaking the air
with brilliant bands of violet and gold. On the opposite side of the sky a
noon had al ready begun rising, huge and oppressively cl ose, perhaps no nore
t han one hundred thousand kil oneters away. Its bare, snooth, gleam ng face
was marked with the dark, rugged Iines of what nmust surely be inmense
nmount ai n ranges ringing shining ovals that night have been the beds of

| ong-dry seas.

"What you see is the second world of the nearby systemon a sumer

eveni ng," Speaker-to-Erdi unbi announced. "It is not an agreeable place. The
nmean tenperature at the altitude of observation is approximtely 315 K It
is slightly cooler at ground |level, but still unpleasantly warm at |east

by our standards. The atnosphere is conmposed al nost entirely of nitrogen
and oxygen, with substantial water vapor and ni nor conponents of argon and
carbon di oxi de. The at nospheric pressure is equally displeasing, approxi-
mately seven times as great, at surface level, as on Locriannorm worl ds.
There are strong tidal effects, caused by the proximty of a satellite
unusually large in relation to its primary, and a vortex of relatively coo
air descending permanently fromthe poles creates constant strong cyclonic
wi nds. Ordinarily we would not have continued our observations of such a
pl anet beyond this point. However-"

The other Locrian made a barely perceptible novenent. The focal intensity
of the imge changed, and Wng-Marra abruptly found hinself |ooking at the
second world froma point not far above the tangled canopy of a tropica

j ungl e.
W nged creatures were noving slowy through the air.

"Native |ife?" Wng-Mrra asked.

"No. Look again."

He narrowed his eyes against the brightness of the sky, doubly fit by the
spect acul ar sunset and the cold white glory of the gigantic shining noon.
What had seened to
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himat first quick glance to be huge birds now appeared sonmething quite
other: humanoid figures with small stubby |egs and two sl ender arnms held
cl ose against their chests. From bul gi ng hunps bel ow t heir shoul ders rose
two powerful linblike projections heavily banded with rmuscle and anchored by
jutting keels on their chests; and out of those cane the giant fleshy w ngs,
far larger in area than the creatures thensel ves, whose steady stately
fl appi ng notions held them al oft.
Then one of the flying creatures turned so that its narrow, tapering head
was clearly outlined against the sky, and Wng-Marra could plainly see the
great curving bony crest rising fromits forehead and the equally
astonishing jut of its elongated chin. He had no further doubt. Another of
the gal actic races had preceded both Locrians and Erthurnoi to this place.
"Crotonites?" he said, with a little involuntary shudder.
"I ndeed. See, now, their base." Focus shifted once again, and Wng-Marra
behel d t he el aborate webwork weave of a Crotonite nest, spreading through
the treetops to cover perhaps a hectare. The w nged aliens, equipped with
breat hi ng nmasks to hel p them deal with an at nosphere whose chem stry was
not much to their |iking, noved busily back and forth, swooping down to
| and, disappearing within the strands of the delicate structure, emerging
again and rising skyward with strong, unhurried strokes of their great
Wi ngs.
"If there are Crotonites here," Wng-Marra said, "why haven't we detected
any signs of a Crotonite starship in the vicinity?"
"No doubt it has been here and gone," said the Locrian. "So far as we can
determ ne, the Crotonite base here has been established for quite sone
time. We regard it a sem pernmanent outpost."
W ng-Marra | ooked toward Sanocl aro. The Di pl omacy' s expressi on was sol emm.
She said, "It might just be a world they could use, | suppose. Thick
at nosphere, warmclimte. Though the atnosphere doesn't seem poi sonous
enough to make themreal ly happy, but they could work out sone kind of
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adaptation to help themcope with all that oxygen. They seemto be doing al
right with those breathing masks. Well, if they've filed a claim we'll have
to apply to themfor permission if we want to make a | anding and set up a
base. But not if we're only going to nake a ship survey of the nol ecul ar
cloud. This solar systemlies completely outside the cloud. Their claim
woul dn't give themany rights to adjacent space."
"T" hey have filed no claim" Speaker-to-Erthunoi said.
W ng- Marra frowned. "No?"
"Not hi ng. Nor have they made any response to our presence here. They seem
to be nmaking an el aborate point of ignoring us. It is as though they have
not noticed us. O you, we presune, since you evidently have not heard from
them They sinply go about their business, setting out every day fromthat
base and exploring the planet in an ever widening circle.™
"Then | fail to see the difficulty," the Erthuma captain said. "if they
don't care that others are here, why should you care so much that they are?
This whol e solar systemis a free zone for everybody. And in any case there
doesn't seemto be much here of any inportance. "
"You have not heard the entire story yet," said Speaker-to-Erthunmoi. "They
al so have a base on the noon. "
Anot her tiny novenment by the Locrian operating the projector, and the lush
tropi cal scene vanished in an instant. Its place was taken by sonething far
nore harsh: the barren, airless | andscape of the second planet's noon. Now
W ng-Marra found hinself at the edge of what nust have been an ancient sea.
A shal l ow, barren basin of some white liny rock stretched to the horizon
Col ossal mountains, their lofty sunmits unexpectedly eroded and rounded as
t hey m ght have been on a world that had an ati nosphere, rose to one side.
The dazzling green bulk of the second world hung cl ose overhead, filling
the sky, terrifyingly near, seenmingly about to plunge down upon him
The Crotonites had woven a seven-sided Crotonite dwelling that spraw ed
over the brightly Iit plain just at the edge of the mountains' shadow. And
Crotonites, swaddl ed in individual pressure-bubbles that covered them
wi ngs and
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all, fromcrested heads to stubby | egs, were driving about in |and-craw ers.
But their novements were inconprehensible. They seenmed to be circling a big
enpty area a dozen or so kiloneters fromtheir base. Fromtinme to time one
of the crawl ers would abruptly di sappear, as though it had been devoured by
some unseen |urking nonster, or one would wi nk suddenly into existence in
the mddle of the plain, as if popping out of nowhere.

"I don't understand,” Wng-Marra said. "Were are they going? Were are
they comi ng fronP"

"We ask ourselves the same thing," said Speaker-toErthunoi. "Qur answer is
that the Crotonites believe they nust go to great pains to conceal whatever
they are doing on that lunar plain. And so they have generated a zone of
invisibility around it. "

"Can they do such a thing?" Wng-Mrra asked, surprised.

"I't would appear that they can. W see nothing; and yet we feel the
presence of living beings in that enpty zone."

Murry-Bal ff said, "Wat do your instrument readings show? If there are
Crotonites noving around out there, you' d be getting infrared output. And
if they' ve set up sonme kind of invisibility gadget, there m ght be sone
nmeasurabl e |ight-wave distortion around its edges. O various other forms
of data corruption.”

"W do not have instruments capabl e of neasuring what cannot be seen
replied the Locrian, and there was a distinctly icy edge to its flat,
unemoti onal voice. "What we detect is the emanations of intelligent beings,
radiating in the Crotonite mind-spectrum conming froma place that seens to
be uni nhabited and uni nhabitable. "

Wng-Marra said, "Wat do you think they're trying to hide? A weapons
factory? A center for espionage activities? A laboratory for secret
scientific research?"

"W have considered all those possibilities. They have varing orders of
probability. But what we think is nost probable of all is that they have

di scovered sonet hi ng of great value on that noon, and do not want any ot her
gal actic race to know what they have."



28 ROBERT SI LVERBERG

"That m ght explain why they haven't filed a claimto this system"

Sanocl aro said. "Even though their occupation of the planet and the noon
woul d ordinarily validate any claim WMaybe they didn't want to call this

pl ace to anybody's attention even to the extent of claimng it. They
ganbl ed i nstead that nobody else would find it."

This is our belief also," said the Locrian.

Sanocl aro shook her head. "Bad |uck for themthat not one but two different
galactic races stunbled on it right after diem against all odds. But
sometines it does happen that the needle in the haystack gets found."
Speaker-to-Erdiunmoi said, "Wat it is the Crotonites have di scovered here,
we have no idea, any nore than we know how they are able to conceal it. But
Crotonites would not remain in so hostile an environnent without strong
notivation. W wi sh to know what that notivation is: that is, what it is
that they are concealing.”

W ng- Marra | aughed. "We thought you were the ones who had found sonet hi ng
val uabl e here."

"What we found was Crotonites working here secretly in a zone of nystery.
W wi sh to know what that zone of mystery contains. And so we invite you to
enter into partnership with us. "

"So you've already told us. But just what kind of partnership do you nean?"
"W have one asset to offer: the discovery that the Crotonites are hiding
somet hing. But we are unable to proceed beyond that. You Fxthunmoi can

provi de, perhaps, the asset we |ack: the technol ogy by which the
Crotonites' shield of conceal nent can be penetrated. Let us work together

to expose and exploit their secret. And we will share, half and half, in
such profits as come fromthe venture. "
"Hal f and hal f?" Wng-Marra said. "If there's sonething val uabl e on that

nmoon, don't you think the Crotonites are entitled to a share, too? O are
you planning to cut themout of it altogether?"

"To be sure," said Speaker-to-Erthunoi. "W may have to divide the profits
inthirds."
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The di scussi on aboard the Achilles that followed the depart= of the Locrian
boarding party was very possibly the | oudest and npbst vociferous that

W ng-Marra had ever known in all the eleven cycles of his life.

Sanocl aro, of course, was horrified at the notion of entering into any kind
of deal with Locrians, and urged Wng-Marra to head for the nearest
Erthurna world at once and turn the affair over to the authorities there.
But her friend Linga Hyath, to everyone's amazenent, disagreed conpletely
with her: She was all for finding out without any delay what it was that
the -Crotonites were hiding onthe second planet's moon. |If the cool and
unenmoti onal Locrians were so churned up over it, she said, then it was

i nportant to know what they had. M koil Karpov took the same position, and
so did Murry-Bal ff, who was already bubbling with notions of how to break
through the Crotonite data screen

Esl ane Ree, though, was on Sanoclaro's side. "This is sinply none of our
busi ness,"” the Navigation said quietly, and when Hyath and Murry-Bal ff took
issue with her, she said it again less quietly, and then very |oudly

i ndeed. For a small woman she was capabl e of astonishing ferocity when she
t hought the occasion warranted it, and apparently she thought this one did.
"We're here to do scientific research. Not to strike bargains with aliens.”
You | ook on aliens as enem es?" Karpov asked.

"I don't look on themas friends," Eslane Ree shot back. "They tolerate us
in the gal axy because they have no choice. W cane nuscling into a system

that they had carved up into five nice slices while we were still using
stone axes, and demanded our piece of it. Well, because interstellar war is
currently obsolete, and the galaxy is so big that even the Five Races
hadn't had tine to explore it all, they graciously allowed us to becone the

Si xth Race. But they don't trust us and they don't |ike us, and they al
think they're a whole lot wiser than we are, and naybe they are. W haven't
been out in the gal axy | ong enough to know "

"W have achi eved so much in such a very short time," said Karpov
ponderously. "Is that not-"
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Esl ane Ree glared at him
"In a short tinb, yes,
hyperdri ves and neutrino-wave conmuni cation

we' ve figured out black holes and pul sars and
and maybe all

t hat makes us

think we're pretty hot stuff.

But when it comes to galactic politics we're

stil

strict

Crotonites,

Locrians tell

'y novices.

If the Locrians want to do sonmething dirty to the

l et diem Wy should we risk getting drawn in? Because the

us they'l

| cut us in on the profits? Wun profits? Wen have

t he bugs ever gone out of their way to cut us in on anything? How do we

know what they're really up to? Wat they want to do is use us.
rid of us,

they're through using us, they mght very well get

And when

if it turns

out what we've stunbled across is sonething that's inconvenient for us to

know

"Madness, " Karpov muttered.

"I don't think you have any right-"
"Pl ease," said Septen Bol angyr. "It
Bol angyr, who usually was indifferent to discussions of
in favor of keeping out of potential trouble. "W don't

is my turn to speak.

#
policy, also argued
under st and much

about Locrian psychol ogy and we don't even begin to understand the

Crotonites," he argued. "All we know, really,
ol der and probably shrewder races than ours,
nei t her of them have nuch respect or liking for
W're likely to find oursel ves way over our
some squabbl e between them ™"
"Wong!" Karpov cried. "Such a great opportunity to
| earn! We nust not turn our backs' Not only the nystery
of this moon, but the nystery of Locrians, the nystery of
Crotonites! Go ampbng them is what we nmust do! Engage
them Entangl e oursel ves! How el se can we | earn? How
can we sinply turn our backs at such a time?" 11
"Easily," said Eslane Ree. "W're scientists, not spies.

and t hat,
us. Esl

is that both of themare

as Esl ane Ree says,
ane Roe is correct.

heads if we get nmixed up in

"And to involve ourselves in any such irregular transspecies dealings is

conpl etely unwi se," said Ayana Sanocl aro.
"And for all we know the bugs are the bad guys and the
guys," said Septen Bol angyr. W'll be

bats are the good
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putting our noses into something we don't renotely understand. That doesn't
feel very healthy to ne."

"But can't you see--"

"Wn't you realize-"

"I'f you'd only stop to consider-"

And so on until Wng-Marra, running out of patience at |ast, cut through
the uproar to say, "I nmake it three in favor, three against. Al right. |
cast the tie-breaking vote. We go in with the Locrians. "

"No!" The word canme from Esl ane Ree and Ayana Sanoclaro in the sane
instant. "Inpossible! Unthinkable!"
"And very stupid," said Bol angyr.

"Those who don't like it," Wng-Marra replied, "can place formal objections
on file. W will take official notice and proceed as planned." To Esl ane
Ree he said, "This is a scientific mssion, yes. But it's also an Erthuma
spacesh!p, and all Erthuma ships have the responsibility of protecting
Erthuma interests in space, which sonetines involves nonitoring the
activities of the other five stargoing species. That's what we're supposed
to do, and that's what we're going to do. Clear? Good. Murry-Balff, | want
to talk to you about what instruments we're going to use to scan the
Crotonite lunar base. Sanoclaro, put together a Crotonite naster
psychol ogi cal profile for ne. I need to know what makes those bats tick
You have twenty minutes. Eslane Ree, park us around that second planet's
moon and conpute a landing orbit that'll put our groundship down sonewhere
in the nei ghborhood of the Crotonite base. Bol angyr, run the usua

mai nt enance checks on all extravehicul ar-activity equiprment. | think that's
all for now " He paused a nmonent. "No. There's one thing nore. Hyath, go
down bel ow and tell the snake xcuse ne, the Naxians-what we've just

deci ded. Ask one of themto volunteer for the | anding party.
And me?" M koil Karpov asked.

Wng-Marra realized that he had provided an assignnent for everyone except
Bi ochemi stry. But he couldn't see any i mediate role for Karpov in any of
t his.

Then, with a pang, the captain renenbered that they had all come to this
obscure coner of the galaxy for a



32 ROBERT SI LVERBERG

reason that had nothing to do with Locrians or Crotonites or gal actic power
politics. For a long sad nonment he stared at the gl owi ng screen of the

spectrometer. Neglected though it was, it was still flashing bright-hued
reports fromthe nearby nol ecul ar cloud. Tbrough Wng-Marra's nind went
roiling visions of esoteric hydrocarbons, |ife-giving am no acids, conplex

pol yval ents of a thousand kinds, stirring about tantalizingly in that
nmysteri ous ocean of intricate gases that lay just beyond his reach

He si ghed.

"You keep an eye on the spectroneter screen,” he told Karpov. "lIbere's no
telling what sort of significant stuff is going to turn up inside that
cloud. And we aren't going to stop the whole nission dead in its tracks
while we deal with this distraction. Not if | can help it. Ckay? Ckay.

Adj our ned.

They set up their canp in the | ong shadow of the great mountains, fifty
kilometers fromthe Crotonite nmoon base: close enough so that the curvature
of the lunar surface would not interfere with Murry-Balff's instrunents,
but not so close that the Crotonites would cone running right over to put
up a fuss.

The first thing Wng-Marra did was to send out an all-frequencies
neut ri no-wave announcenent telling the entire galaxy that a joint

Ert huma- Naxi an- Locri an expedition had | anded to investigate certain
"anonual i es" on a noon of the second planet of an uncl ai ned mai n- sequence
star in the WI9 nebula, where a Crotonite exploration team appeared to be
al ready at work.

Murry-Bal ff said quizzically, "Sir, is that such a- good idea? The
Crotonites can't fail to pick that message up. Should we really be letting
them know we' re here?"

"They al ready know we're here," Wng-Marra said, .amused. "Do you think we
can put a groundship down right in their backyard w thout their noticing?
What the nessage does is tell everyone else that we're here. In case the
Crotonites have any idea of defending their turf against intruders. If we
were to attenpt a secret |anding, they
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mght feel it was safe to respond with an inmediate | ethal attack. "

"Agai nst a transspecies ship? But that would be an act of war!" Mirry-Balff
excl ai med.

"Yes, it would. That's why | want to make it difficult for themto proceed
with it. Mdst of us operate under the sane and reasonabl e assunption that
one species will never attack another, but | suspect the Crotonites may
operate under the assunption that they shouldn't attack another species

unl ess they think they can get away with it. If everybody for fifty

t housand |ight-years around knows we've | anded here, the Crotonites are
less likely to undertake military action against us. O so | hope."

In fact he had no real idea howthe Crotonites were likely to react to
anyt hi ng, but he was prepared for the worst. The psychol ogical profile of
them t hat Ayana Sanocl aro had drawn up for himwas profoundly disturbing in
that regard

O the five senior races of the galaxy, the Crotonites were the | east

predi ctable and, potentially at |east, the npbst dangerous. Only their
preference for. worlds with thick atnospheres heavily | aced with amoni a
and hydrogen cyani de, evidently, is what had kept them out of serious
conflict with the other races. The worlds they inhabited were unendurable
to the other species; the worlds they coveted were worlds that none of the
ot hers woul d want.

What set them apart fromthe other intelligent species of the gal axy,

possi bly even nore than their metabolic differences, was the fact that they
were the only one that had wi ngs. Locrians and Erthunpi wal ked upright;

Naxi ans were wrigglers; Cephallonians, aquatic; the ponderous Sani ans, when
they deigned to nove at all, rolled. But Crotonites were fliers.

On their home worlds they lived primarily airborne lives, noving slowy but
with a strange grace through the heavy atnosphere, swooping and rising,

ri sing and swoopi ng. Lesser w nged creatures were their food, caught always
while in flight. They had no cities, only small transient
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settlenents fashioned of twi sted fiber, which they abandoned after only
short periods of occupation. How they had ever attained the technol ogi ca
capacity to achieve interstellar travel was hard for Erthunpi to understand;
but, then, it was hard for Erthunbi to see how any of the Five Races, except
per haps the Locrians, had managed to cross that difficult-to-attain
threshol d. Yet they all had, where thousands of other intelligent species
had not. Some force had driven them often against all biological and
nmechani cal probability, to reach outward not only to their neighboring
worlds but to the stars thensel ves.
Could it be, Wng-Marra wondered, that the force that had inpelled the
Crotonites outward was hate?
Certainly they manifested plenty of that in their dealings with the other
races. They scarcely troubled to conceal their contenpt for beings who had
no wi ngs. "G oundcraw ers,” they called themor "mud-lickers" or "land-
slugs. " So great was their disdain for all things w ngless that they could
not bear even to eat the nmeat of the unw nged, predatory carnivores though
they were: It was shanmeful, they explained, to incorporate the flesh of
| andsl ugs into their own high-soaring bodies.
Once they had | earned that various sorts of wi ngless nud-lickers had found
a way of traveling between the stars, therefore, the Crotonites nust have
felt that they too would have to go forth into that vast darkness. And they
had not rested until they also had solved the mysteries of hyperspace
travel .
Once they did enter the conmunity of starfaring races, they accepted the
presence of those who already roaned the gal axy, because they had no choice
about it. There was no way for themto nmaintain absolute isolation fromthe
rest. Interstellar conmerce requires a certain anpunt of contact with alien
creatures, and it is econonmically suicidal to let racial prejudices get in
the way of that. But they made it plain that they did no nore than tolerate
any of the others, and that in fact what they felt for them was | oathing
and enmity.
They did not, of course, carry those feelings to the extent of actua
warfare. If there ever had been any such
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thing as interstellar warfare, it had gone out of fashion | ong before the
first Erthurna starfarers had come upon the scene. One reason for that was
the logistical difficulty of waging war on a galactic scale, even with
hyper dri veequi pped vessels. Another was that in a galaxy of effectively
infinite size there was very little notive for serious territorial disputes
anong six intelligent life-forms whose environnmental requirements were al
nmutual Iy inconpatible. But the main reason, probably, why the Crotonites
never acted upon their hostility toward the w ngless was that they knew the
wi ngl ess woul d not pernit war to break out. Nothing was apt to draw the
separate races together nore swiftly than any sort of conflict that m ght
lead to war. WAr was an expensive nui sance; war was a messy disruption; war
simply could not be allowed. The Crotonites probably knew that they would be
anni hilated at once by a united all-species force if they ever gave vent to
their deepest emptions, and that hel ped to keep the gal actic peace.

I nstead they cheated wherever they could, they swi ndled, they behaved
toward the wingless in all ways as though matters of norality were

uni mportant. The wingless in turn bore little love for them Erdiunoi, who
had their own not very -conplimentary ni cknames for each of the other
galactic races, called the Crotonites "bats," or sometines even "devils."
And now W ng-Marra found hinself canped fifty kilometers froma nest of

t hem

"This moon can't have been airless very long," Linga Hyath was saying.
"Probably it was just as habitable as its primary world, once upon a tine."
"You think so?" Wng-Mrra said.

They stood, spacesuit-clad, arrayed in a semicircle around Murry-Bal ff as
he bent over the bank of instruments that he had set up on the bed of the
dry sea. There were eight in the group: Wng-Marra, Hyath, Sanocl aro,
Murry-Bal ff, Eslane Ree, the Naxian Blue Sphere, and two of the Locrians.
Septen Bol angyr, M koil Karpov, and Rosy Tetrahedron had remai ned behind on
the Achilles.
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Hyath indicated the towering nountain range that |oomed behind them "Those
are very big mountains," she said. "The sort you'd expect to find on a noon
like this. But look at the way they've been worn down. For nost of their

exi stence they' ve been subjected to wind and rain and the other geol ogica
forces of a living world. But of course an atnosphere will wander off into
space if a world's not big enough to hold it by gravitational force and if
it's warm enough so that the atnospheric nol ecul es can nove faster than the
| ocal escape velocity. There was a tine when this place nust have had an

at nosphere pretty nuch like its primary's, |1'd guess--these two are really
a doubl e-pl anet system nost Rely with simlar outgassing history--but the
nmoon, |large though it is, was too small, and too warm to keep its air.

Little by little the entire atnmosphere was able to break free of the
gravitational field here and escape. And eventually there was none left at
all. "

"How | ong ago did that happen, would you say?" Esl ane Ree asked.

"Ch, quite recently, quite recently indeed," said Hyath "Wthin the |ast
two or three hundred million years, is ny top-of-the-head answer. "

Esl ane Ree chuckled. "On. Only two or three hundred mllion years ago!
That's your idea of quite recently?"

"Surely you understand that on the geological time scale that's only-"
"Hold it," Wng-Marra said. "I think Murry-Balff's got sonething."

The Conmmuni cati ons had been | eaning forward over his control panel
muttering to hinself, shaking his head, tapping in data setups, w ping them
out, tapping new ones in. Suddenly the board was alive with flashing
lights.

"Ckay,'-' Miurry-Balff said. "I think we have data capture. | |

W ng- Marra peered cl ose. The readout was anal og, but he coul d make not hi ng
of the patterns he saw.

"What |'ve done," said Murry-Bal ff, "has been to plot |ight-wave deviation
first. That's this information here. Assunming there's a zone of significant
surface mass in that supposedly enpty zone, it ought to have at |east sone
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relativistic effects on photons traveling through its vicinity, regardl ess
of the visual data corruption that the Crotonites are managing to throw up
around it. Okay. There it is." He pointed to a pattern in green and red at
the side of his panel. It meant nothing at all to Wng-Marra. Mirry-Bal ff
said, "lIt's next to inperceptible, but that's what you' d expect of any sort
of mass smaller than a continent, anyway. But the fact is that it isn't
i nperceptible. What |'m picking up is the bending | expected, right
here--and here-4hat's an inferred conputation of the required size of
what ever's causing the perturbation. Those are the boundaries of the
conceal ed object, see?"
"Show nme that again," Wng-Marra said
Murry-Bal ff rmade a quick gesture with his |ight pen
"But that's enormous!" said Wng-Marra. "It's the size of a small city!"
"That's right. Not such a small one, either. The area is_im m-sixty-four
square kiloneters, plus or mnus four. Now, we get the sonar in there and
we try to see whether it'll penetrate the Crotonite data shield; and we
di scover that we can, nore or less, although the perineter data is |ikew se
corrupt and has to be factored for a standard distortion deviation, which
the little brain here in this box has been kind enough to work out for ne.
W bounce the sound waves through the invisibility shield, and luckily for
us, the shield doesn't screen themout once we're inside and so far as |
can tell does not corrupt our data, but returns us a clean readout. Which
gi ves us the horizon profile of the conceal ed object."

"Wher e?"
"Here. You see? These ups, these downs. The skyline, so to speak, of the
hi dden city. And the nean elevation is-well, rooftop level, | make out to

be el even and one half neters, with a deviation of--umm4he tallest build-
ingis, let's say, twenty-one and one half neters, but there aren't many of
t hose, and nost of the others are, well, single-story structures--"
"Structures?" Ayana Sanocl aro said. "You've got actual buildings showi ng on
that screen?”
The two Locrians were murnuring now in their own
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harsh, clicking | anguage. The Naxi an, agitated, was rapidly thrusting its
little flipper-linmbs forth and retracting diem

"Didn't you hear me?" Murry-Balff said. "There's a city under the Crotonite
screen. Now that |'m past their corruption line, I'll have the whol e thing
mapped out for you in less than fifteen mnutes. "

"A city?" Sanoclaro said in wonder. "The Crotonites have built a city on
this airless noon? Under sonme sort of dome, do you mean?"

Murry-Bal ff | ooked up at her. "Did | say it was a Crotonite city? Do the
Crotonites even build cities? There's no done that | can see, at |east not
an actual physical one, though of course all I'mgetting is shadow i mages,
and it's possible that a dome viewed edge-on ni ght sonehow not show up on
nmy screen. | can check that out from another angle. But you can see the
buil ding profiles, can't you?" He waved his hands grandly over the panel
which was still entirely inconprehensible to Wng-Marra. "There's nothing
Crotonite-looking here. Look, these are streets and avenues. Crotonites
don't ordinarily have streets and avenues, do they? And those are solid,

rounded structures with vaulted roofs. | don't have the foggi est idea what
they are, but Crotonite they aren't.'~
"But who-?" Sanocl aro demanded, gesturing bewdderedly. "It isn't one of

ours, or we'd have had records of a landing here. It can't be Locrian. The
Cephal I oni ans woul d hardly build a settlement on a world that doesn't have
a drop of water. The Sam ans--the Naxians-"

"Why does it have to be a city belonging to any of the Six Races?"

W ng- Marra asked suddenly.
Everyone stared at him

"What are you sayi ng?" asked Esl ane Ree. "That there's a seventh
interstellar race somewhere that nobody knows about yet?"

"I don't know," Wng-Marra told her. "Right nowall | can do is ask
guestions, not answer them" To Hyath he said, "You believe that this place
once was as habitable as its conpanion planet, but that it's been airless
like this for-how | ong? Three hundred nillion years?"
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"Plus or minus a hundred million," said Hyath.

"Sanme difference." He closed his eyes a nonent. Then, turning to the
Locrians, he said, "You people were the first of the Six Races to achieve
star travel, right? How | ong ago was that ?"

"It was in the Eighteenth Era," one of the Locrians began

Transl ate that into Galactic Standard Years. Please.”

After a noment the Locrian said, "You would think of it as approximtely
three hundred fifteen thousand years before the present tine."

W ng- Marra nodded. By Linga Hyath's geol ogi cal way of reckoning things,
that was only a heartbeat ago.

He said, "And when you first got out into interstellar space, did you
encounter any other starfaring races then, older races that are extinct
now?"

"No," said the Locrian. "W did, of course, come upon the ruins of ancient
civilizations which perhaps had been galactic in nature, though we do not
believe that they were. But of living galactic races-no, no, we were the
first of our epoch. And perhaps the first in the history of this galaxy."
"I"'mnot so sure of that," said Wng-Marra, half to hinsellL

H s mind was raci ng. Knowl edge he had not called upon in hundreds of years
cane bubbling now out of its deep hiding place.

In the second cycle of his life, flushed with the new youth of his first
rejuvenation, he had turned his attention toward the renote past with nuch
the sane intensity as he had much | ater taken up organic chem stry.

Ar chaeol ogy then had been the center of his energies, and for decades he
had pored backward into the yesterdays of his species, digging into the few
hundred years of history that his native world of Hesperia could provide,

t hen onward, deeper, to Earth, the nother world of all Erthunoi, where
antiquity was nmeasured in hundreds of centuries: Chich6n ItzA, Ponpeii
Babyl on, Troy, Luxor, Lascaux. But even that had not satisfied his hunger
for antiquity, for Earth was a young world as galactic worlds went, and the
Er t hunoi
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a very young race: The nother planet offered no nore than thirty thousand or
forty thousand years of past that had the richness and conplexity he sought,
and beyond that |ay nothing but stray scraps of bone, scatterings of stone
tools, the charred ashes of ancient hearths.
So he had gone out into the gal axy again, digging on worlds beyond the
Ert huna sphere. At |least ten thousand of the worlds of the gal axy had
evolved intelligent lifeforms. Only a relative handful of those had gone on
to devel op technol ogical civilizations, and sone of those were extinct:
dead by their own hands, so it would appear. O the survivors, only five,
before the Erthunoi, had reached the level of interstellar travel. It was
not generally thought that any of the extinct races had succeeded in
traveling beyond their own solar systens. A widely held theory argued that
there was a critical technol ogical threshold that every race had to pass;
the ability to achieve self-destruction invariably came sooner than the
ability to attain interstellar flight, and only those races able to master
their own self-destructive inpulses would | ast |ong enough to master the
nysteries of hyperspace travel. Many had not.
W ng- Marra had probed the ruins of dead alien civilizations in a dozen
different star systens. But they too were di sappointing to soneone seeking
vivid and inmediate insight into the ook and texture of the distant past.
Even in the best preserved of them not nuch had w thstood the inroads of
time: a faint line of stone foundations here, an enpty burial vault there,
some shattered walls, a battered fragment or two of strange jewelry,
perhaps a bit of some unfamliar and unrecogni zabl e fossil, and not mnuch
nmore. That was all that remained. The youngest of those lost civilizations
was one hundred thousand Gal actic Standard Years old, according to his
dating instruments; the ol dest was five tines as ancient as that. Mere
traces, outlines in the sand.

But now-on a world where no one could have lived for hundreds of millions
of years-

A city? A conplete city, with a discernible street plan and buil dings stil
so intact, after whol e geol ogical eras, that roofs still remined and the

nunber of stories could be
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counted? No, that was archaeol ogi cal nonsense, WngMarra thought. \Whatever
lay out there on that dead plain, it could not possibly be a settlenent that
went back to a time when this world still had air and water and vegetation
But what, then? Perhaps, in the stillness and void of this lifeless noon,
the fam liar forces of erosion would not operate as they did el sewhere, and
what ever was built here would remain through all the ages, undecayed. Wy
woul d anyone bot her, though, to build a fair-sized city on so absolutely
i nhospitable a place as this world had becone once its atnmosphere had fled?
And who woul d have done it? Norte of the Five Races, that seened certain.
And surely not Erthunoi
A seventh gal actic race, unknown to all the others?
It had to be.
It could not be.
Thi s makes no sense, Wng-Marra thought. None what soever
"What are you thinking?" Sanocl aro asked.
"Alot of things," said Wng-Marra. "But | don't have enough infornmation
Do you know what we need to do now? W need to get into our buggies and
ri de over across there to take a close | ook at whatever it is that the
Crotonites don't want us to see."

It was, of course, an outrageous thing to be doing. The ground vehicles
wer e equi pped wi th weaponry, and both Wng-Marra and Murry-Bal ff were
carryi ng hand-nodel blasters, which were not uncomon itens of nmale orna-
nmental dress on their hone world. The Locrians, too, were armed. But in al
the cycles of his life Wng-Marra had never once had occasion to use his
bl ast er agai nst another living creature, and he doubted that Mirry-Bal ff
had either. As for using it against a menber of one of the other galactic
races-no, no, it was unthinkable for a nmenber of one race to injure a
menber of anot her.

He was counting on the fact that the Crotonites were likely to feel the
same way.
Besi des, this solar systemwas unclained. If the Crotonites
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had taken the trouble to claimit, they could have cl osed both Ae second

pl anet and its noon to all other races, and backed that up, if necessary, by
force. But they had filed no claim Whether they had chosen that course for
some unfat homabl e sneaky Crotonite reason or sinply because they had been
too confident that no other race would find this place was sonethi ng
Wng-Marra did not know. Either way, as things stood, they had no | ega
right to bar anyone el se fromlandi ng here.

They could, naturally, keep trespassers fromentering any base they had
establ i shed thensel ves. But Wng-Marra had no intention of going anywhere
near the Crotonite base. All he wanted to inspect was that big enpty place
out on the bed of the vanished |unar sea. That was no Crotonite base, was
it? That was sinply an enpty place. How could they stop himfromdriving
right up to it? Frompeering in? Fromentering it, if he coul d?

lley woul d have to admit that there was sonmething there, after all, before
they could keep himfromtrying to look at it.

| At first, it seenmed as though the Locrians would not buy any of his
reasoning and were going to refuse to acconpany himinto the plain. They
were afraid of some violation of Crotonite territorial rights that would
lead to big political trouble. The Naxian, too, was uneasy about going
al ong. Naxi ans, because of their keen intuitive sense of what m ght be going
on in any organisms mnd, were usually confident of their ability to handle
thenselves in all sorts of bothersome situations. But Blue Sphere, like the
Locrians, indicated that it-she would just as soon stay away fromthe
Crotoni te outpost.

W ng- Marra was unhappy about that. He wanted the Locrians and the Naxian
al ong for a show of solidaritythe Crotonites were less likely to commt
some hostile act if they saw that they'd be stiffing up trouble with three
of the Six Races at once--and al so he val ued Naxian intuition and Locrian
col d-bl ooded intellectuality. But they would not give in.

"Very well," Wng-Marra said finally. "We'll just have to go w thout you,

| guess.”
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VWhi ch broke the inpasse, for the Locrians did not trust their Erthuma
partners sufficiently to want themto get first | ook at the enigma on the
plain without them and Blue Sphere, although it-she plainly suspected that
W ng-Marra was bl uffing, apparently did not want to take the risk that he
was crazy enough to mean what he said. So in the end they all went: a
tri-species expedition, setting out in two ground vehicles across the hard
flat limestone floor of the ancient dry sea.

They were still twenty kilometers or so fromthe zone of nystery when

Esl ane Ree pointed out a Crotonite | andcrawl er coming up on their left.
"Everyone into defensive node," Wng-Marra ordered. "All weaponry armed and
ready, but don't get overanxious. Let's just see what they do."

What the Crotonites did was to swing into a path parallel to theirs at a

di stance of perhaps half a kiloneter, and ride alongside them Alittle
while later, a second Crotonite vehicle took up the sane escort position on
the right. Then a third appeared, hanging back to the rear. Al dine

mai nt ai ned constant distances fromthe Erthuma vehicles as they travel ed
over the plain.

"The bats watch us, and we watch the bats,"” WngMarra said. "And neither
side makes the first nove. Al right. W wait and see, and so do they. How
far are we fromthe edge of the zone, Mirry-Bl aff?"

Seven hundred neters."

Vell, we'll have sone answers pretty soon."

Here," MurTy-Balff said. "This is it."

W ng-Marra signal ed and the caravan cane to a halt. They seened to be in
the middl e of nowhere. Behind diem far behind, lay the nmountains and their
canp, and sone distance off to the soudi the Crotonite canp. Ahead of them
stretching out al nbst endl essly, was the bright, chal ky, al nost featurel ess
plain that once had been the floor of a prehistoric ocean. The green second
wor | d, hangi ng over head, seemed cl oser than ever, a massive, |oom ng
weight; and its brilliant light cast an eerie, chilling gl ow
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Right in front of us, Wng-Marra thought, is a city that may be half a
billion years old. And we can't see a dammed t hi ng.
"Here come the Crotonites,"” Eslane Ree said.
"Yes. |'maware of them Let's get out and sniff around a little.
He was the first out of the vehicle. After a nonment, one of the Locrians
junped out also, and then the other. Sanoclaro and Esl ane Ree foll owed.
Murry-Bal ff remained with his instruments. Blue Sphere, |ooking fidgety and
troubl ed, stayed in the vehicle also. Wng-Marra beckoned to it-her to get
out. Murry-Balff could do his work fromthe vehicle, if he wanted to, but
W ng- Marra needed the Naxian by his side.
He took a few steps forward, wondering if he would feel resistance. But
there was nothing. Nothing at all
"Am | near it?" he asked.
"Another ten nmeters,” Miurry-Balff replied. "But the Crotonites---
"Yes. | know. "
Fromthe right, the left, the rear, the three Crotonite | and-crawl ers cane
zeroing in, and pulled up in an open are around the two Erthuma vehicl es.
W ng- Marra, though he knew the gesture was preposterous, let his hand rest
lightly on the blaster strapped to the side of his spacesuit. God help us
all, he told hinself, if it comes down to stuff like that. But he felt he
had at |east to nake the gesture.
The Crotonites were out of their |land-craw ers, now, six of them
approaching himin the peculiarly dismaying waddling shuffle that they
enpl oyed when they were forced to walk on the surface of a world. Seen
close up, they were less frightful |ooking than when flying like devils
t hrough the air, because their huge wings were furled and swaddl ed within
their pressure suits. That way, they appeared as short, plunp, alnost
comcal little beings, standing no nore than waist high to an Erthuma. But
they were, Wng-Marra thought, pretty evil looking all the same. The great
ungai nly bul k of the fol ded w ngs behind them provided an om nous reni nder
of their true forms, and their
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| ong sharp-featured heads, crested and bony chinned, had a harsh, repellent,
nonstrous | ook

"Turn on the sinultrans,” Wng-Marra said to MurryBal ff.

The Crotonites, he knew, would never deign to speak Erthumat. And he knew
only seven words in Crotoni, four of them obscene and the others profane.
"Who is the | eader here?" asked the shortest and fiercestlooking of the
Crotonites, one with diabolical yellow eyes streaked wi th bands of red.
Wng-Marra raised his hand. "I am Captain Hayn WngMarra of the Erthuma
research vessel Achilles.”

"I amHuptis," said the Crotonite. "Wat are you doing here, Captain

W ng- Marr a?"

"Why, we've been out for a drive. And now we're taking a little wal k."

"I mean what are you doing in this solar system"”

"Carrying out chemcal research. W' re studying the nol ecul ar cl oud

near by. "
"And does the nol ecul ar cloud extend to the surface of this nmoon?"
"Not at all. But while we were in orbit up there we ran into sone old

friends fromLocria, who suggested that we all cone down here for a little
rest and relaxation."”

"Indeed,"” said the Crotonite coldly. "This nmoon is an extremely rel axing

pl ace. But | suggest that you enjoy yourselves el sewhere. If you continue
in the direction you are traveling, you will very shortly be trespassing on
a research center established by and operated for the exclusive use of the
Gal actic Sphere of Crotonis."

"WIl we?" Wng-Marra said. "A research center, you say? Were? | don't see
anything here at all." He took a deep breath and began to nove forward,
indicating with a small novenment of his hand that the others should cone
with him "It's absolutely empty out here, so far as | can tell. "
Murry-Bal ff said softly, "You're within two neters of the shield perineter
now, sir."

"Yes. | know. "

W ng- Marra took another step.



46 ROBERT Sl LVERBERG

The Crotontes began to | ook extrenely agitated. 1"heir bright, beady eyes
gl earned and flickered, and they shifted their weight awkwardly fromone to
the other of their short, bhVRe |l egs. Wng-Mrra i magi ned that they would
be flapping their wings, too, if their wings were not pinioned within their
pressure suits. As he wal ked forward, the Crotonites hopped al ong besi de
hi m keepi ng pace.

One neter, sir,"” Miurry-Balff said.

W ng- Marra nodded and stepped across the invisible |line.

It was like wal king through a wall. Inside, everything was different. He
was standing in a kind of antechanber, an open space that curved off to
either side at a wide angle. Behind himwas the barren plain, stil

vi sible, and straight ahead of him perhaps fifty meters ahead, lay a zone
of absol ute bl ackness, so dense and dark that it could well have been the
out er boundary of the universe. The space between the invisible wall to his
rear and the bl ackness ahead forned the antechanmber, which was brightly lit
by drifting clusters of glowfloats and cluttered everywhere wth
alien-1ooking instrunents. It was full of Crotonites, too, who were staring
at himwith a |l ook on their denonic bony faces that was surely the
Crotonite equival ent of the nost extreme astoni shment.

Murry-Bal ff, still monitoring everything fromthe vehicle, said, "There's

a second shielded zone within the first one, sir. "

"I"'mlooking right at it. It's black as the pit."

"It's totally light absorbent. But the sonar goes through. The city starts
just on the other side."

The Crotonite who called itself Houptis tapped WngMarra urgently on his
thi gh. "Now do you see, Captain? Plainly this is a research zone, and
del i cate observations are in progress."

"Fascinating," said Wng-Marra. "I never would have believed it.
"You concede that we are carrying on research here?"

"Yes. Yes, of course you are. That's plain to see.”

"Then | call upon you to cease this trespass at once!"

"Ah, but we're not trespassing, are we?" Wng-Mrra
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said lightly. "We're only visiting. It's a purely social thing. This is such
a forlorn dead place, this moon. It's good to have the conpany of one's
fellow creatures for a little while in a place like this. And as |long as
we're here, you really don't mind if we look around a bit, do you? What sort
of research did you say you were doing, by the way? | don't seemto recall."
Hiuptis turned to the Locrians. " Ship-Comuander! the Crotonite cried
sharply. "WIIl you be a party to this detestable intrusion also? | warn you
that you will thereby involve the Galactic Sphere of Locria in the

cul pability, and our inevitable denmand for reparations will extend to your
sphere as well as that of Erthuma. You have been warned. "

"W take note of the warning," said one of the Locrians solemly. "To which
we reply that we are here only because we wish to pay our respects to the
representatives of the Galactic Sphere of Crotonis, now that we have becone
aware that you too are present in this unknown and uncl ai med sol ar system
where both we and the Erthunbi have separately been carrying out research
programs of our own. | |

The Locrian's enphasis on uncl ai med was subtle but unm stakable. Hi uptis
made a sputtering sound. It was shifting fromfoot to foot again, so
quickly that it seemed al nost to be hopping.

W ng-Marra gl anced around. The Crotonites within the research station were
unarmed, but the six who had cone out to intercept the Erthuma vehicles
carried blasters. He wondered what the chance was that they would use them
if he continued to press forward. Certainly Huptis seemed furious, but so
far the only threat it had made was that there would be a denand for
reparations. Did that nmean the Crotonites were ruling out any kind of
attenpt to end the intrusion by force? O was Hiuptis merely trying to |ul
himw th some slippery Crotonite sleight of tongue?

He | ooked toward Bl ue Sphere. The Naxi an seened to be aware of what

W ng-Marra needed to know. It-she signaled relative calm The Crotonites
were angry, were,
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in fact, fum ng mad, but there seened to be no i nmedi ate danger of actual
vi ol ence.

O course, even Naxians weren't infallible. But Wngharra decided to risk
it.

He began to nove forward again, toward the strange zone of bl ackness that
lay before him

Hi uptis and the other five blaster-equi pped Crotonites hopped frantically
along at his side. "Captain Wng-Marra! Captain Wng-Marral Captain
Wng-Marra! " Huptis cried, again and again, in increasingly excited

t ones.

The other Crotonites, those who had been operating the nyriad scanning
devices that were ained toward the wall of darkness, were staring at him
frozen with astoni shment.

"Do you mean to go in there?" Hiuptis asked. "Surely not! Surely not,
Captain Wng-Marra!"

Wng-Marra turned toward his Naxi an again. Blue Sphere | ooked troubled now.
They are afraid, it-she told Wng-Marra with a silent gesture. They are
angry that you are in here where they do not want you to go, but they are
afraid, also, of what may happen if you go in there. It is for your sake
that they are afraid.

"Mur Ty-Bal fff' Wng-Marra said. "Do you have any reading on what's goi ng on
on the other side of the inner screen? Do you pick up the presence of any
Crotonites over there?"

"I don't, sir, no. But that doesn't nean there aren't any, only that the
sonar doesn't-"

"Right," Wng-Marra said. He | ooked toward the Locrians. "Wat about you?
Can you try to see through that darkness and tell ne what's behind there?"
The Locrians, after a noment's hesitation, unveiled their inner eyes, and
turned their piercing three-dinensional vision toward the black void ahead.
"Buil dings," reported one of the Locrians, its voice sounding oddly
strangl ed.

"Buil dings, yes," said the other. "Streets. A whole city is there."

"No Crotonites?"
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"No living thing at all,"” the first Locrian said. "It is very quiet in
there. It is extrenely still. ™"

Fine," Wng-Marra said. "I'll take a | ook."

Captain!" Esiane Ree cried, in horror. "No!"

"Captain Wng-Marra! " said Huptis, practically squawking with rage and
frustration. "I forbid-1 utterly forbid-"

"Excuse me," Wng-Marra said. "I'lIl be right back, | promse you."

Qui ckly, before he could change his mnd, he stepped into the zone of
dar kness.

The first thing he noticed on the far side was that he was still alive. He
had been prepared to die-el even cycles mght well be quite enough, he had
of ten thought-but that had not happened.

The second bit of information that came to himwas the anmber gl ow on the
armnonitor of his suit that told himhe was now in the presence of an

at nosphere. An oxygenbased atmbsphere, at that. He could probably take his
spacesuit off altogether in here, though he did not intend to. This place
was like a world unto itself, sealed off within the screens that shielded
it. Perhaps the atnosphere in here was the one the city had had when this
noon was still alive.

Then, as his vision adapted to the low light level within the inner shield,
he saw the city.

It was stunning beyond his conprehension. Low buildings, yes-Murry-Balff's
readouts had been right about that. In a perfect state of preservation
absol utely new | ooking, and so totally strange in their architecture that
he felt as though he had wandered into a | and of dreans. Everything seened
to nelt and flow dones becane parapets, walls becanme bal coni es, w ndows
turned to arches. Al was fluid, and yet everything was fixed, solid,

et er nal

Unfam liar colors teased his eyes. He could al nbst have believed that he
was seeing in sone far comer of the spectrum that these were the hues
beyond viol et, or perhaps the ones bel ow red.

Wonder struck, he noved forward, down a narrow street that seemed to w den
invitingly as he entered it.
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The novenent, he realized, was an illusion. Nothing noved here. All was in
stasis: timeless, silent, free fromany sort of decay. There was no dust.
There were no cracks in the walls. This was a city outside time, shielded
against all harm No tectonic novenent within the depths of this noon had
left its mark on these flaw ess structures. No nmeteors had cone plungi ng
through the airless sky to crash through these roofs. No spider had spun
here. Moth and rust were strangers here. An eternity and a half m ght have
passed since the builders of this place had taken their |eave of it, but
not hi ng about it had changed.
How was that possible? What spell of enchantment kept this place
i nvul nerabl e against the tooth of tine?
He went cl ose, peering through wi ndows that seemed opaque and transl ucent
at the sanme tinme. There were objects in the buildings: artifacts,
mechani sns. He saw t hings on shelves that baffled and awed and ast ounded
him Wng-Marra began to trenble. Should he go in? No, he thought. Not now
Not yet. He might be pushing his luck too far. Wio knew what traps awaited
himin there, to guard those ancient treasures against intruders? And yet,
to think that all the wonders of an unknown technol ogy were just on the far
side of those shimering walls-
He was choking with anmazenment. There was no place to conpare with this in
all the gal axy.
He touched a wall. It seenmed to give slightly against the pressure of his
fingertips. And then suddenly the sky above himwas ablaze with the
whirling snakes of the Kekule ring. The fiery vision of a gigantic organic
nol ecul e danced before him It was none that he had ever seen or even
i magi ned before; imense, bewilderingly intricate, joined in a thousand
t housand pl aces, holding forth the possibility of infinite conplexity. He
stared into it and it was like staring into a new universe. After a time he
let go of the wall and took a few tottering steps backward.
The vision faded at once and was gone.
But the inpact, lingering, was overwhel ming. WngMarra's mnd throbbed. He
had to get away. He needed to
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cone to terns with what he had seen. He could not bear to remain in this

pl ace any | onger.

He swung about and ran through the silent streets toward the bl ackness, and
burst through it, and stunbled out into the antechanber. The bright lights
dazzl ed himpainfully and he shrank away fromthem covering his face for

a nonent, closing his eyes. Wen he felt able to open them again, he saw
themall staring at himin wonder, Crotonites, Locrians, his own people,

all of them appalled, all of them aghast.

"You are alive?" Hi uptis whispered.

"Alive, yes. How long was |I in there?"

Esl ane Ree said, "A minute or so. No nore."

"It seened |like- years."

"What was in there?" Ayana Sanocl aro asked.

W ng-Marra gestured. "Go in and see for yourself."

"Are you serious?"

"G in!'" he cried. "AIl of you! You' ve never inmagined anything like that!

| wasn't hurt-why should you be?" He | ooked down at the Crotonite
conmander. "You mean to say that you never went in there, not once, not any
of you?"

"No," Hiuptis murmured. "Never. We thought it was too dangerous. W only
scanned it from outside, and nothing nore. The shields-we were not sure if
they were lethal. Finally we risked a penetration of the outer one. But the
ot her-the other-"

"So you didn't put the shields up yourselves?"

The Crotonite made a gesture of negation

"No," Wng-Marra said. "Naturally you didn't. Neither the invisibility

shi el d nor the decay-proof shield inside it. W couldn't figure out how you
had done it, and of course you hadn't done it. You don't have the
technol ogy for that. Nobody in the gal axy does. You just stunbled on the

whol e thing, and you've been dancing around the edges of it. Wll, go on in
now All of you! Go and see! My God, there are miracles in there! And who
can even guess howold it all is? Fifty mllion years? Abillion? It can

sit like that forever ... right to the end of tine."
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"Captain-" It was Linga Hyath. "Captain, you're getting too excited. "
"Damed right | am" Wng-Marra cried. "Go in there and see! Go in, wll
you? See for yourselves!"

Afterward, when everyone had come stunbling out, hushed and dazed and

dunbf ounded, a strained silence fell. The vastness of the wonders that they
had seen seened to have overcone them all

Only the Locrians appeared able to conme to terns inmediately with that
grand and staggering experience. To Wng-Marra's amazenent they joined
hands and pranced about in a weird, jubilant dance, rubbing their antennae
toget her as they cavorted. No doubt they were already counting the profits
that could be mned fromthe hoard of treasure beyond the shield.

It was then that Huptis cane to Wng-Marra and said, in a dark, cold tone
the Erthuma had not heard fromit before, "You wi ngless ones will |eave our
research center now, and you will not return. You will obey wi thout further
di scussion. "

Theie was insistence in Hiuptis's crackling voice and nenace and sonet hi ng
el se; the inplication, perhaps, that everyone there needed a tinme to
retreat and digest the meaning of the discovery. But mainly there was
menace and insistence. Wng-Marra suspected that there m ght be rea

vi ol ence, despite all taboos, if they tried to remain any |onger; and Bl ue
Sphere backed up his suspicions with the blunt warning that the Crotonites
were reaching a point of exasperation that m ght prove expl osive.

"Don't worry," Wng-Marra told Huptis. "W're going to go. You can have
the place to yoursel ves again."

The Locrians halted their strange dance instantly. One of themturned to
Wng-Marra in amazenent, its great eye gleamng, and said, "But our

agreenent-1"
Wng-Marra net its glare with one of his own. "We can discuss that |ater
I"'mcalling for a withdrawal. 1'mnot ready to take any further steps here.

You can do as you pl ease. 99
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"Leaving this find to then?" the Locrian said, astounded. "Incredible! You
actually mean to withdraw and | et them have- "

"For the time being," said Wng-Marra. "Only for the tine being."

The Locrian rose to its full height and waved its forelinbs furiously in
protest. But Wng-Mrra, turning quickly away, began to wal k toward the
perimeter of the outer screen, toward the ground vehicles waiting just
outside it.

Sanocl aro cane up beside him "Are you serious? You're really just going to
pul I out now?"

He whirled to face her. "Wat do you think 1'"mgoing to do? Start a war
with Crotonis over it? These Crotonites are half crazy with confusion and
rage and greed and outraged pride and God knows what other enotions, all of
t hem dangerous. They're right at the point where they' |l kill to get us out
of here, now. Do you want to see if they wll?"

But to allow them sol e possession of such a find--

"For the nmoment," said Wng-Marra. "Only for the noment. They're in
possessi on, but they don't have ownershi p. Nobody does. They discovered it,
sure. But they didn't claimit, which they probably thought was very
clever. Then the Locrians found out about it and got us involved. | went in
on my own hook, which the Crotonites hadn't dared to do, and di scovered
that it's accessible and full of incredible things. You understand this
sort of stuffYou can see how nuddled the claimis by this tine. Let higher
authorities figure it out now The only thing that's certain is that
nothing's ever going to be the same again in this gal axy."

But what do you think the city is?" Sanocl aro asked.

"Somet hing |l eft behind by a race greater than any of the Six," said

Wng-Marra quietly. "That's all I- know. | couldn't begin to guess who they
were. Or are.”

"Are? But you said the site mght be a billion years old! "

"I't mght, yes. O a nmllion. And its builders m ght have become extinct

before there was vertebrate life on
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Earth. O they might still be out there sonewhere, hidden away in sone
unexpl ored arm of the galaxy, or in some other galaxy entirely. Maybe we'll
stunbl e upon them O maybe they' |l cone back from wherever they are and pay
us a visit. O maybe they'll never be heard fromagain. In any case, the
danage i s done."

911
"' Me damage.

"There's a city full of a superior alien technology sitting here. Now t hat
we know what to look for, we may find that there are fifty nore invisible
cities just like it stashed around the gal axy too, or five hundred, full of
t he nost astoundi ng gadgets anyone has ever dreanmed of. You can bet that

all that technology, if anybody can figure out what to use it for, is going
to destablize the equilibriumanmong the Six Races that keeps this gal axy
peaceful . O worse: Suppose the builders thensel ves ever conme back and de-
cide to play with us---choosing sides anong the Six Races, picking allies,
maki ng enem es, maybe | ooki ng for vassal scan you i magi ne what that wll

do?"

Yes," said Sanoclaro quietly. "I can."

They reached the ground vehicle. Wng-Marra turned for one |last |ook at the
pl ace where the city lay hidden

He saw nothing. Nothing at all, only the bare bright expanse of the flat
stark plain, and a few Crotonite groundcraw ers. He shook his head.
Everything will be different fromnow on, he thought. Nothing will ever be
t he sane again.

"Let's get back to the ship,” he said wearily. Al his people stood waiting
by the vehicles, each one of them seenmingly lost in astonished recollection

of the vision they had seen. "l need to put together sone sort of a
report," he said. "The whol e Erthuma sphere will know about this place by
tomorrow. The whol e dammed gal axy, | suppose. "

"And then?" Eslane Ree asked. "What will we do after that?"

"Who knows? That's not ny concern right now 1've had enough excitenent.

| 9ve got other work to do, you know. | still want to see what sort of
hydrocarbons are floating around in that nolecular cloud. " He allowed his

eyes to close, and the alien city sprang to life behind his
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lids, strange dreanlike buildings stretching on and on to the horizon, and
every one of themladen with inplenents and devices of unknown and perhaps
unknowabl e use. He saw the vision again, bearing prom se of chem stries
beyond any chemi stry he had ever known. Hi s whol e being throbbed with the
recol | ection of what he had seen and felt behind that wall of darkness. A
magi cal place, he thought. A place of wonders. And, maybe, of terrors. Tine
woul d tell.

Yes, he thought, everything is going to be different now, all throughout
t he gal axy. And, he suspected, he, too, would never be quite the sane
again. After such a vision, how could he be?

He smiled. Eleven cycles old, and he could still feel a little shiver of
wonder now and then. That wasn't so bad. OF course, it -took sonething
pretty spectacular to get that kind of response out of him a cloud thirty
light-years wide | oaded with conpl ex organic nol ecules, say, or an alien
city a billion years old. But he had lived eleven lifetimes, after all
After eleven cycles he couldn't be expected to react in a. big way to
anything ordinary. He had seen all the ordinary things before, too many
tines.

He shrugged. It would be interesting to stick around for another cycle or
two, and see what was going to happen next.

"Ckay, " he said, beckoning themall to get back into the ground vehicles.
"I think we're finished here for the tine being. Let's go."
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"ONE OR TWD PHI LOSOPHERS HAVE SUGGESTEIl) THAT you Erthurnoi have taken
on this queer obsession of yours because you live so hot and fast. You
sense the chill currents of tine upon your backs, and so feel a need to
copy yourselves, in order to be two places at once.™
Phss' aah's words flowed so smoothly fromthe translator grille that it was
easy to |l ose track of the Cephall onian philosopher's train of thought.
Anyway, | had been distracted for a monent by the whining of the miserable
Crotonite, huddled in the coner. It was a pathetic figure, whinpering and
munbling to itself, flexing the broken remants that had once been powerf ul
Wi ngs.

One nore burdensone responsibility. | had been cursing both fate and ny
boss's bureaucratic nmeddling for saddling nme with the creature, cruelly
sconed by its owmn kind . . . and yet an anbassador plenipotentiary from

that powerful interstellar race

The words of Phss'aah shook ne from gl oony perusal of nmy newest guest.
Renenbering courtesy, | turned back to the huge tank taking up half the
vol ume of ny ship's visitor suite. The vaguely porpoiselike formw thin
flailed water into a froth of bubbles, but the Cephallonian's visage
remai ned cal m and restrai ned.

"I"'msorry . " and | made the wet sound approxi mati ng Phss' aah's nane
as near as a descendant of Earth humans could formit. "I didn't quite
catch that last remark."”

56
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Bubbl es rose fromthe cetacoid' s twin exhal ation slots, and now | read what
m ght be mild exasperation in the flex of his Iong snout. Instead of
repeating hinmsel f, Phss'aah waved a stubby, four-fingered flipper-arm
toward the aquabot that shared his tank. The bul bous machi ne had al ready
pl anted a sucker on the glassy wall and spoke in its naster's stead.

"I believe Master Phss'aah is proposing a hypothesis as to why humans-you
Ert hunoi -were the only one of the six starfaring races to invent robots.
The notion is that it is because you have such short natural |ife spans.
Bei ng anbitious, your race sought ways to extend thenselves artificially.
In order to be many places at once, they put sonme of thenselves into their
machi nes. "

| shook ny head. "But our lives aren't any shorter than Locrians' or

Naxi ans' - -

"Correction," the robot interrupted. "You are counting up an individual's
total span of years, including each of his or her consecutive natura

lifetimes. | believe you have had four renewals for a total of three
hundred and four standard Earth years, Anbassador Domi ng. But mny master
apparently believes your Erthuma worldviewis still colored by the way

exi stence was for you during the ages leading up to high civilization. In
any event, you invented artificially intelligent constructs such as ne well
before | earning how to Renew. "
The machi ne--nd Phss' aah-did have a point. Not for the first time | tried
to i magi ne what it nust have been like for ny ancestors, facing certain
death after only a single span of less than ninety standards. Wy, at ny
first Renewal | was still barely forned ... an infant! 1'd only conpl eted
one profession by then
How strange that nost human bei ngs, back in olden tinmes, becane parents as
early as thirty years of age. In nost nodem commopnweal t hs and nations of
t he nodem gal actic Erthurnoi, you weren't even supposed to think about
breeding until the nmiddle of your second life, when you were mature enough
to contenplate the responsibilities of reproduction

Al this tine Phss'aah was watchi ng ne through the
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glass with one eye, mlky blue and inscrutable. | alnost regretted that
human-i nvent ed technol ogy now enabl ed the Caphal | onian to use his artificial
nout hpi ece as yet another veil to shelter behind. Though, of course, getting
Phss'aah to rely upon this fancy assistant drone was actually quite a coup
for me. The idea was to sell large nunbers of such machines to the water
race and then to each of the other Big Five, so that they would get used to
what they now called the "bizarre Erthuma notion" of artificially intelli-

gent, sem autonomous devices ... robots. As the newest starfaring race, we
newconer Erthumpi could do with a chance to becone indi spensabl e.
"Hinin, " | answered cautiously. "But the Crotonites --1 nodded in the

general direction of nmy unwanted guest in the coner-"have even shorter life
spans than natural, old-style humans, and they don't even Renew. Wy then
didn't they invent robots? It's not for lack of skill w th machines.
They' re qui cker and nore ninble than anybody, w th unsurpassed
craftsmanshi p. Lord knows they have easily as nmuch or nore anbition than
anybody el se."

The Cephal l onian rose to breathe, then returned trailing bubbles. Wen he
spoke, the wall unit conveyed an Erthuma translation, this time bypassing

t he robot.

"You reply logically and well for one of your kind. | do not know the
answer to that. Certainly you and the Crotonites share the quick

nmet abol i sms characteristic of breathers of supercharged atnospheres. They,
however, are oviparous fliers. You, on the contrary, descend from arborea
mammal s. Manmal s are gregari ous-"

Sorme mammal s. "

"I ndeed." And some of Phss'aah's irritation briefly showed. Cephall oni ans
do not like being interrupted while they are pontificating an el egant new
theory. That was exactly why | did it. Diplonmacy is such a delicate

busi ness.

"Per haps another reason you invented intelligent machi nes was because-"
This time the interruption was not ny fault. The door behind me opened with
a soft hiss, and ny own secretarybot hovered into the guest suite, floating
on magnetic waves induced in the walls and deck.
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"Yes, Betty, what is it?" | asked.
" Messages- received," she said tersely. "High priority, from Ert huma
Di pl omatic @uild, Long-Last Station."
ol ong, suspended in a cradle of invisible force, the machi ne | ooked
nothing Ii ke her nanmesake, ny mpbst re7 cent derni-wife on Long-Last. But,
as it was inprinted with her voice and twenty of her personality engrarns,
this was a device one had to think of as possessing gender, and even a
mnimal right to courtesy. "Thank you," | told the auto-sec. "I'll be right
up to take them"
Assum ng dismissal, Betty turned and departed. Fromthe comer of the suite,
the Crotonite lifted his head and wat ched the machine briefly. Sonething in
those catlike eyes seened to track it as a hunter mght follow prey. But
this Crotonite wasn't going to be chasing flitting airborne victins above
the forests of any thick-aired world ever again. \Were once he had carried
great, tentlike wings, powerfully nuscled and heavier than his torso, now
the short, slender, deep-chested being wore nere rul bs-scarred fromrecent
anput ati on.
The Crotonite noticed ny |ook, and snarled fiercely through its breathing
mask. "Plant-eating grub! Turn away your half-blind squinty vision-orbs.
You have no status entitling you to cast themon ny shane!"
That was in Crotonoi, of course. Few Erthurnoi would have been able to
understand so rapid and slurred an alien diatribe. But nmy talents and
training had won ne this post.
Cursed talents. Double cursed training!
By my own species's standards of politeness | should have accepted the
rebuke and turned away, respecting his privacy. Instead, | snapped right
back at himin nmy own | anguage.
"You? You dare throw insults at me? You who are broken and w ngl ess and
shal | never again fly? You who shame your race by neglecting the purpose
for which you were cast down? Here, try doing this!"
| flexed my strong | egs and bounded high in the half gravity of the guest
suite. The cripple, of course, could not nanage anywhere near that hei ght
with his puny legs. | landed facing him "You are a diplomat, Jirata. You
won
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your fallen state by being better than your peers, one of the first so
chosen for a bold new experinent. Your job is nowto try something new to
your folk ... to enpathize with ground-walking life-forms |ike me, and even
swiming forns |ike Phss'aah. To nake that effort, you were assigned to ne,
a burden I did not ask for, nor welconme. Nor do | predict success.
"Still, you can try. It is the purpose of your existence. The reason your
peopl e did not |eave you at the base of sone tree to starve, but instead
conti nue speaking your name to the winds, as if you still lived. -
"Try, Jirata. Just try, and the very least you will win is that Lpersonally
will stop being cruel to you."
The Crotonite | ooked away, but | could tell he was struggling with a deep
perplexity. "Wy should you want to stop being cruel ?" he asked. "You have
every advant age."
| sighed. This was going to take a long tinme. "Because |'d rather |ike you
than hate you, Jirata. And if you don't understand that, consider this.
Your job is to investigate a new node of diplomacy for your people. Enpathy
is the core of what you nust discover in order to succeed. So while |I'm
away, why don't you try conversing with Phss'aah. |I'msure he'll be patient
with you. He doesn't know how to be anything el se.™
That was untrue of course. Phss'aah gave ne a | ook of exasperation at this
unwel conme assignnent. For his part, Jirata | ooked at the Cephall oni an
floating in all that water, and let out a keening of sheer disgust.
| left the room
"Actually, there are two messages of red priority," Captain Sneet told ne.
She handed over a pair of decoded flinsies. | thanked her, went over to the
privacy coner of the ship's bridge, and laid the first of the shinmmrering,
gauzy message films over ny head. | medi ately, the gossanmer fabric w apped
over my face, covering eyes and ears and |leaving only ny nostrils free. At
once it began vibrating, and after a nonentary blurriness, sight and sound
envel oped ne.
My boss | ooked across his desk at me . . . the slave
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driver whose faith in nmy abilities was anything but reassuring. He seened to
feel there was no end to the nunber of tasks | could take on at the same
tine.

"Patty," he said. "Sorry about dunping the Crotonite envoy on you. As |
told you earlier, he's part of a new experinmental programbeing initiated by
t he Seven Sovereigns' League. You'll recall that particular Crotonite con-
federacy suffered rather badly because they so magnificently bungled the
negoti ations at Miioplar fifty years ago. In desperation they're trying
somet hing radical, to conpletely revise their way of dealing with other

races. | guess they're trying it out on us Erthunpi first because we're the
weakest of the Six, and if it flops, our opinion doesn't matter nmuch anyway.
"I'n answer to your |ast message--1 still have no idea if the Seven

Soverei gns' League has cleared this experinent with other Crotonite
nation-states or if they're doing it conpletely on their own. Crotonite
intrarace politics is such a tangle, who can tell? That's why the Erthuma
Di pl onacy Guild decided to farmout Jirata, and the two others we've
received, to roving em ssaries |like you-so you can try to figure out what's

going on away fromthe spotlight of . . . well, media and the like. I'm
sure you understand. "

"Rifight, Maxwell. | gave a very unladylike snort. Back on Long-Last, Betty
used to chastise nme for that. But | never heard any of our husbands
conpl ai n.

"That's my Patty," he went on, as if he was sure ny reaction would be
conpl ete enthusiasm "For starters, you can fly the contents of the other

nmessage past this broken bat of a Crotonite ... and your guest Cephall onian
as well. It seens one of our survey vessels, the Achilles, has stunbl ed
onto sonething hot. |I mean really hot, involving Crotonites, Locrians, and

snakes. Who knows, maybe the |eague's idea of using crippled bats as envoys
may make just that bit of difference, so let's put this on high priority,
okay?' |

"As high as preventing a breakage of the Essential Protocols?" |I nuttered
subvocal ly. But | knew the answer to that.
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"Of course, nothing is to stand in the way of getting King Zardee to toe
the Iine on replicants. If he gives you any trouble about that, you just
tell that freon-bl ooded son of a b-"

I'd heard enough. "Good-bye, Maxwell," | said, and ripped the flinmsy off.
It instantly began dissolving into inert gas.

"Orders, madan®?" Al ways the professional, Captain Smeet |ooked at ne

cool ly, expectantly.

"Proceed to planet nine of this system and please beamto King Zardee |'|

wait no longer for himto prepare for ny arrival. If he plans to shoot us
out of the sky, let himdo so and live with the consequences."”
Snmeet only nodded and turned to tell her bridge crew what to do. | could

have asked her to take me wet-diving in the nearby sun of the Prongee
system and she'd have found a way to do it, keeping her opinion of crazy
di plomats to herself. That was nore than | sonetimes was able to do, after
listening to Maxwell for a while.

Wiy it was that success followed that awful old man around so, | could
never understand. | talked it over with the other em ssaries under his
conmand and all were equally mystified. Once, in a rage, | asked him His
answer? "Del egate authority,"” he had replied snmoothly. "Then ride their
asses. "

"Schmuck," | conmented as the last of the flinmsy evaporated. It would be a
little while yet before |I was needed back here on the Bridge, for the
confrontation with Zardee. | had better take the opportunity to go tel

Jirata and Phss' aah this amazi ng news Maxwel|l was so breat hl ess about.

Natural ly, the Cephallonian took it phil osophically.

I was still blinking in shock at the sights and sounds broadcast by the
Achilles's crew, evidence for a powerful starfaring civilization preceding
even the Locrians. But Phss'aah, reliable Phss'aah, had already found a way
to weave it into the convoluted web of his own argunent.

"Consider the action of the Achilles's captain,” he said through the

gl ass-wall translator. "He might be said to
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have been reckless, risking his life so, plunging through the final barrier
into that strange alien city."

"Crazed slug behavior," contributed Jirata in a grating grow. For mny part,
| was so startled and pleased by even this insulting effort at conversation
that | beamed at him Naturally, he snarled and tried to take shelter under
a wing that was no | onger there.

"Yes, perhaps it was illogical," Phss'aah conceded. "Particularly since one
m ght have sent through surrogates first. Locrians, for instance, would
have taken a few days to hatch one or nore immture males, intelligent
enough to be sent through and report back, but essentially worthl ess and
expendabl e. Naxians, in turn, would have sent one of their many ani nmal

hel per species, if available, sone of which are brighter than any young
Locrian mal e! The sane applies to Saniians, and their nagneto-surrogates.
"But it was Crotonites who discovered this place. Irascible, contenptuous,
conpani onl ess Crotonites. They have only thensel ves, and hive often
expressed a wi sh they were alone in the universe. No doubt as the Erthunoi
and Locrians arrived, the Crotonites were in the process of selecting a
"volunteer' to press on through the second barrier, just as Jirata here
"volunteered' to be a newstyle diplomat for his people and his | eague.”
"What ever the Crotonites' plans,” | comented, "the Achilles's captain made
all such preparations noot by sinply striding ahead. "

The Cephal | oni an whi stled a sigh of perplexity. "The problemw th nmy theory
is this: The captain had his own surrogates to use-robots! Wiy did he not
use some? Way do you humans create such marvelous, intricate entities, then
fail to use them when they are nost needed?"

Phss' aah illustrated the useful ness of robots by stretching under the
massagi ng fingertips of the water-nodel | had given him Contented bubbles
rose fromhis sighing blowslits.

| shrugged. At the back of ny mind I was feeling the clock wi nd down toward
nmy encounter with a wily, dangerous nonarch. "Sonetinmes we use themtoo
much, and then they can be nore dangerous than anything."
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Phss' aah binked. He regarded ne closely. "Well, that nay be. Perhaps that
may very well be."

An angry visage greeted ne on ny return to the bridge, glaring out of the
conmuni cations tank. | had been sent on this nission because, anong all the
different styles of governnent used by various Erthunma nation-worlds, king-
dons were anong the quirkiest, and | had the npbst experience in our sector
dealing with the arrogant creatures known as Kkings.

No doubt that was why | had been saddled with Jirata, as well.

Sonme kings were snmooth. But this one actually rem nded ne of Jirata as he
grow ed at ne.

"W are not accustoned to being made to wait," he said as | stepped into

t he communi cati ons | ounge. Ignoring the remark, | curtsied in the manner
customary for the wonmen of this commonwealth.

"Your Majesty would not have liked to see ne dressed as | was when you
called. It took a few noments to make nyself presentable to Your Myjesty.

Zardee grunted. | felt his eyes survey ne like a piece of real estate, and
recogni zed covetousness in them Amazing, how many Erthuma societies |eft
their males with these unaltered ancient, visually stinmulated | ust

patterns! And Zardee was nearly ei ght hundred Standard Years ol d!

Never mind. | would use whatever chinks in his armor | could find.

"I accept your apology," he said in a softer tone. "And | nust apol ogize in
return for keeping such a conely and acconplished | ady waiting out at the
boundary as | have. | nowinvite you to join ne on ny yacht for sone
refreshment and entertainment |'msure you'll find unique and di stracting.
"You are nost gracious, Your Mjesty. However first | must conplete ny task
here and inspect your mning establishnment on the ninth planet of this
system"”

H s visage transfornmed once nore to anger, and again | felt astoni shrment
that the people of this systemput up with a nmonarch such as this. The
attractions of king-
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ships are well docunented, but sentinentality can becone a disease if it
isn't |ooked to.
"There is nothing on my mining world of interest to the Diplomacy CGuild!"
he snapped. "And | renind you that you have no authority to force yourself

upon ne!"
This froma fellow so atavistic, | had no doubt he would chain ne to a bed
in his seraglio were it in his power. | kept ny amusenent to nyself. '

"I am sure, Your Myjesty, that you would not want it to get out anong your
Ert huna and Naxi an nei ghbors that you have sonething to hide-"

"Al'l kingdonms and soverei gn worlds have secrets, foolish woman. | have a
right to keep secrets fromthe prying eyes of outsiders.”

| nodded. "But not when those secrets violate the Essential Protocols of
the Erthunbi. O is it your intention to join the Qutlaw Wrlds, and forego
the services of nmy guild?"

For a nmonent it |ooked as if he was about to declare his intention to do
just that. But he stopped. No doubt he realized that step m ght push his
peopl e just too far. The commercial repercussions al one would be

cat ast rophic

"The Essential Protocols don't cover very nuch,' he said, slowmy. "My

subj ects have access to Erthuma onbudsnen. | vet ny treaties past guild

| awyers, and ny ship captains report to the guild on activities observed
among the other five races. That is all that's required of ne."

"You are forgetting to nention article six of the protocols,” | said.

Bl i nki ng several tines, Zardee then spoke slowy. "Exacdy what is it you
are accusing ne of, anbassador?"

| shrugged. "Such a strong word . . . | amcertainly not accusing you of
anything. But there are runors, Your Mjesty. Runors that soneone under
your authority is violating the portion of the pact forbidding the creation
of fully autononous replicants. "

H s face reddened three shades. | did not need a Naxian to tell nme that |
had struck hone. At the sane time, this was not guilt that | read in the
nmonarch's eyes, but rather sonething akin to shane. | found his reaction

nost interesting.
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"I shall rendezvous with your ship above the ninth planet," he said
tersely, and cut the channel. No doubt Captain Snmeet and the king's captain
wer e al ready exchangi ng coordi nates by the time | departed the comm | ounge
and headed back to the guest suite to see how things were progressing

t here.

| shouldn't have expected miracles from Phss' aah. After all, the Crotonite
was my responsibility, not his. But | night have hoped at |east for tact
froma Cephallonian diplomat. Instead, | returned to find Phss'aah carrying

on a | ong nonol ogue directed at the cripple Jirata, who huddled in his
coner glaring back at the creature in the tank. And if | ooks could maim
there woul dn't have been nuch of anything there but bl oody water.

" so unli ke the other elder races, we Cephallonians find this Erthunma
i nnovation of articulate, intelligent machi nes useful and fascinating, even
if it is also puzzling and bizarre. Take your own case, Jirata. Wuld not
a |l oyal mechanical surrogate be of use to one such as you, especially in
your present condition? Hel ping you fend for-"

Phss' aah noticed ny return and interrupted his nonol ogue. "Ah, Patty. You
have returned. | was just explaining to our conrade here how useful it is
to have machines ~ble to anticipate your requirements- and capabl e of

repai ring and maintai ning thenselves. Even the Crotonites' marvel ous,
intricate devices, handmade and uni que, lack that capability. "

"W do not need it!" Jirata spat. "A machi ne should be el egant, I|ight,
conpact, efficient. It should be a thing of beauty and craf smanshi p! Pah
What pride can a human have in such a nonster as a robot? Wy, | hear they
allow the things to design and build still nore robots, which build stil

ot hers! What can cone about when an engi neer | eaves his creations to pass
beyond his personal control ?"

| felt an eerie chill. Gad as | was that Jirata seemed, in his own style
to be emerging fromhis funk, | did not like the direction this
conversati on was headed.

"What about that, Patty?" Phss'aah asked, turning to face ne. "I have

consulted much Erthuma |literature hav-
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ing to do with man-created machine intelligence, and there runs through nuch
of it a thread of warning. Philosophers speak of the very fear Jirata
expressed, calling it the Frankenstein Syndronme. | do not know the origins
of that term but it has an apt sound for dread of destruction at the hands
of one's own creations. "

| nodded. "Fortunately, we Erthunoi have a tradition of liking to frighten
ourselves with scary stories, then finding ways to avoid the very scenario
described. It's called Warning Fiction, and historians now credit that art
formespecially with our species' survival . . . with the fact that we nade
it across the bonb-to-starship crisis tine. "

"Most interesting. So tell me, please, how did you cone to deci de on a way
to keep control over your creations? The Locrians certainly have enough
troubl e, whenever a clutch of nmale eggs is neglectfully laid outside the
careful managenment of professional brooders, and the Sainians have their
own probl ens. How do you manage your robots then?"

How i ndeed? | wondered at the way this discussion had., apparently

natural ly, just happened upon a topic so deadly and so coincidentally
apropos to ny other concerns.

"Well, one approach is to have the machi nes progranmed with deeply coded
fundanment al operational rules or |aws which they cannot di sobey at cost of
paral ysis. This nethod serves well as a first |ine of defense.
Unfortunately, it proved tragically inadequate several times. The machi nes
increasing intelligence enabled themto interpret those | aws in new and

i nnovative and rather distressing ways. Lawyer prograns can be terribly
tricky, we discovered. Today, unleashing a new one without proper checks is
puni shabl e by death. "

"I understand. W Cephal | oni ans reserve that punishment for the | awers

thensel ves. But | will renenmber to advise my council about this if we
deci de to purchase nore of your high-end robots. Do continue. "
"Well, one experinmental approach, with the very brightest nachi nes, has

been to actually raise themas if they were Erthurna children. In one of
our confederations there are several thousand robots which have been
granted provisional status as junior citizens-"
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"Cbscenity!" Jirata interrupted with a shout.

| merely shrugged. "It is only an experinent. The idea is that we will have
little to fear fromsupersmart robots if they think of themselves as fell ow
Ert hunoi who just happen to be built differently. Thus the hope is that
they will be as loyal to us as our grandchildren, and like our

grandchil dren, pose no threat even if they grow smarter than us."
"Fascinating!" the Cephallonian cried. "But then, what happens when .

Point after point, he spun out the logical chain. | was drawn into

Phss' aah's intell ectual enthusiasm This was one of the reasons | entered
the Diplomacy CGuild, after all-in order to see old things in an entirely
new |ight, through alien eyes, as if for the first tine.

In his comer, | sensed even Jirata paying attention, alnmost in spite of
hinsel f. | had never before seen a Crotonite willing to sit and listen for
so long. Perhaps this cruel and desperate experiment of theirs m ght
actually turn out useful?

Then Jirata expl oded with another set of disdainful curses, deriding one of
Phss' aah's extrapol ations. And | knew that, even if the experinment worked,
it was going to be a |long struggle.

Meanwhile, | felt the tension of my upcom ng encounter wth Zardee.

Even with hyperdrive it is next to inpossible to run anything |ike an
"enpire," in the ancient sense of the word. Not across starlanes as vast as
the gal axy. Left to their own devices, the scattered col ony

wor | ds- daught ers of faraway Earth-woul d probably have all gone their own

ways | ong ago ... each choosing its own path, conservative or bizarre, into
a destiny all its owmn. Wthout oppositon, we tend to fraction our
| oyal ti es.

But there was opposition of sorts, when we energed i nto space. The ot her
Five Races were already there. Strange, barely knowabl e creatures with
technol ogies at first quite a bit ahead of ours. In playing a furious gane
of catch-up, the Erthuma worlds nearly all agreed to a pact: to forma
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| oose confederation bound together by a civil service. Forenpst of these is
the Di pl omacy Cuil d.

And forenost anobng the rules agreed to by all signatories to the Essenti al
Protocol is this: not to undertake any unilateral actions which night unite
other starfaring cultures against the Erthunmoi. In nmy lifetine, four crises
have | ooned whi ch caused strife over this provision, in which sone
conmunity of Earth descent was found to be engaged in dangerous or inciting
activities. Once, a small trade alliance of Erthuma worlds al nbost provoked
a Locrian queendomto the point of violence. Each time, the epi sode was
soot hed over by the guild, but on two of those occasions it took severe
threats-arraying all the offending comunity's Erthunma nei ghbors in a

uni ted show of intimdation-before the reckless ones backed down.

Now | feared this was about to happen again. And this tine, the conditions
for a quick and sinple solution were not encouragi ng.

Zardee's systemlay nearby a cluster of stars very rich in material
resources, heavy el enents given off by a spate of supernovae a mllion or
SO0 years ago. Asteroids abundant in every desirable mneral were plentiful

t here.

Now normal ly, this wouldn't matter much. The gal axy is not resource poor

W are not living in Earth's desperate twenty-first century, after all

But what if one of the Six Races enbarked on a popul ati on binge? Stil

fresh among us Erthunoi is menory of such a calamity. Earth's frai

ecosystemis still recovering fromthe stress laid upon it before we grew
up and noved out.
O course, the galaxy is vast beyond all planetary nmeasure. Still, it does

not take rmuch conputer time to extrapol ate what could happen if any of the
six starfarers decided to have fun maki ng babies fast. Take our own species
as an exanple. At human breeding rates typical of prespacefaring Earth, and
gi ven the efficiency of hyperdrive to speed col onization, we would fill
every Earthlike world in the galaxy within less than a mllion years. Only
one of the catastrophic consequences of this uncontrolled expansion woul d
be the effect on the various life-forns already in existence on those
wor | ds.
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And then, of course, our descendants would run out of Earthlike planets.
What then? M ght they not chafe at the Iimtations on terraforrning---the
agreement anong the Six only to convert dead worlds, never worlds already
bearing life?

Consi der the fundanental reason why there has never been a mmjor war anong
the Six. It is their inconpatibility, the fact that each others' worlds are
unpl easant or deadly to the other five that maintains the peace. But what

i f overpopul ation started us imagining we could get away with turning a
high C02 world into an oxy-rich planet. How would the Locrians react to

t hat ?

The sane |l ogic applies to the other Five, each capable of its own

popul ation burst. Only their irascible tenperaments and short life spans
keep the Crotonites from overbreeding, for instance. And the Locrians, the
first of the Six upon the spacel anes, admitted to one Naxian in rare candor
that the urge to spew forth nyriad eggs is still powerful w thin them
constrained only by powerful social and religious pressures.

The problemis this: Wat seens at first to be a stable situation is

anyt hing but stable. If the Locrians seem ancient fromthe Erthuma
perspective, by the clock of the stars they are nearly as recent as we.
Three hundred thousand years is a mere eye blink. The coinci dence of al

Si x appearing virtually at the same tinme is one that has Erthuma and
Cephal | oni an and Naxi an schol ars conpl etely puzzl ed.

Yes, we are all at peace now. But conputer simulations show utter calamty
if any race | ooks about to take off on a popul ation binge. And despite the
Ert hunoi nonopoly on sel f-aware machines, all of the Six do have conputers.
As ny ship docked with the respl endent yacht of the King of Prongee, |

| ooked off in the direction of the Gorch Custer, with its rai nbow of
bright, nmetal-rich stars and its prom se of riches beyond what anyone alive
m ght need.
But not beyond what any one man m ght want.

Captai n Sneet signaled the | ocks would be open in a few m nutes. | took
advant age of the interval to use a viewer and check in on ny guests.
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Wthin his tank, Phss'aah was getting another rubdown from his persona
robot. Meanwhil e, the Cephallonian conti nued an apparent nonol ogue.

" that some nystics of several races explained the sudden and

si mul t aneous appearance of starfarers in the galaxy. After all, is it not
puzzling that creatures such as we water dwellers, or the Sarnians, took to
the stars, when so many skilled, nechanically-m nded races, such as the
-Lenglils and Forms, never even thought of it, and rejected spaceflight
when it was offered thenP"

From his comer of the room Jirata flapped his wing nubs as if dismssing
an unpl easant thought. "It is obscene that any but those who fly should
have achi eved the heights. This news just received-that there may have been
forerunners of great power--perhaps it neans you Cephal | oni ans and the
others were created as jokes, left behind to plague we true fliers when we
achi eved our rightful place . "

| felt pleased. By Crotonite standards, Jirata was being positively
outgoing and friendly. Like a good Cephallonian di pl omat, Phss'aah seened

' not to notice the insults and chose to answer the portions that seened
relevant to the thread of 1ogic.

"Indeed, it is possible that the sudden appearance of the Six, all at
roughly the same tinme, means that we all--or npbst of us-received sone boost
fromthis forerunner race. Consider this possibility then: that the
forerunners di spersed upon the starlanes an outwardness gene, without which
aU pl anet - bound races woul d be dooned to an inward mentality. O course
this gene would only take effect here and there. In the case of my own
race, it took hold against all odds, in a species which by all rights
shoul d never have even considered flight, Iet alone netal technol ogy .

Jirata let out a bark of agreenent. | sensed a signal from Captain Sneet
and shut off the viewer reluctantly. There were tines when, irritating as
he was, Phss'aah was utterly fascinating to listen to. Now, though, | had

busi ness to discuss, and no | esser matter than the survival of the
Er t hunoi .
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"My industrial robots are nining devices, pure and sinple. They pose no
threat to anyone. Not anyone!"

| watched the activity on the surface of the ninth planet. Al though it was
an airless body, crater strewn and wacked by ancient |ava seans, it seened
at first that I was |ooking dowmn on the veldt of some prairie world,
covered fromhorizon to horizon with roam ng herds of ungul ates.

These rum nants were not |iving creatures, though they noved as if they
were. | even saw "nothers," who paused in their grazing to "nurse" their
"of fspring."

O course what they were grazing upon was the dusty, netal-rich surface
soi|l of the planet. Across their broad backs, solar collectors powered the
conversion of those raw materials into refined parts. Wthin each of these
browsi ng "cows" there grew a tiny duplicate of itself, which the artificial
beasts then gave birth to, and which they then fed still nore refined
materi als straight through to adul t hood.

There was not hing particularly unusual about this scene. Back before we
Ert hurnoi achieved starflight it was nmachi nes such as these which changed
our destiny, from paupers on a half-ruined world, short of resources, to
bei ngs weal t hy enough to demand a pl ace ampong the Six.

An anci ent mat hemati ci an naned John Von Neumann had predicted the
eventuality of robots able to nmake copies of thensel ves. Wen such
creatures were let |loose on the Earth's nmoon, within a few years they had
multiplied into the mllions. Then, half of them had been reprogramed to
make consuner goods instead-and suddenly our wealth was to what it had
been, as twentieth century man's had been to the Neanderthal's. There was
no comnpari son

But in every new thing there are always dangers. W found this out when
some of the machines rejltsed their new programm ng and even began evadi ng
the harvesters.

"I see no hound machines," | told King Zardee. "You have no

mut ant - det ecti ng dog-bots patrolling the herds, searching for mnutants?"

He shrugged. "A usel ess, needl ess expense. W are in a part of the gal axy
low in cosmc rays. Qur design is well shielded. I have shown you the
statistics. Qur new replicants denonstrate a breakthrough in both
efficiency and stability. "
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1 shook ny head, uninpressed. Figures were one thing. Galactic survival was
another matter entirely.

"Pl ease show me how the mechanisnms are fitted with their enabling and
renot e shutdown keys, Your Majesty. | don't see any robo-cowboys at work.
How and when are the cal ves converted into adults? Are they called into a
central poin .

"I't happens right out on the range," Zardee said proudly. "I see no reason
to force every calf to go to a factory in order to get its keys. W have
programed each cow to manufacture its calf's keys on the spot."

Madness! | balled ny hands into fists in order to keep ny diplomat's
reserve. The idiot!

Wth deliberate cal mess | faced him "Your Mjesty, that makes the keys
conpl etely meani ngl ess. Their entire purpose is to make sure that no Von
Neumann replicant device ever reaches maturity w thout conming to an
Erthumarun facility for inspection. It is our ultimte guarantee that the
machi nes remain under our control and that their nunbers do not explode."
Zardee | aughed. "I've heard it before, this fear of fairy tales. My dear
beauti ful young woman, surely you don't take seriously those Frankenstein
stories in the pulp flinsies about replicants running away and devouring
pl anets? Entire sol ar systens?" He guffawed.

| shrugged. "It does not matter how likely or unlikely such scenarios are.
What matters is how the prospect appears to the other Five. For twelve
centuries we have downpl ayed this potential outcome of artificial
intelligence and autonmation for the sinple reason that our best alienists
believe the others will find the possibility appalling. It is the reason
replicant restrictions are witten into the protocols, Your Mjesty."

| gestured down bel ow at the massed herds. "Wat you have done here is
utterly irresponsible . . .-

| stopped, because Zardee was sniling.

"You fear a chinera, dear diplomat. For | have already proven to ny

sati sfaction that you have nothing to worry about in regards alien
opi ni on. "
"What do you nean?"
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"I mean that | have al ready shown these devices to representatives of many
Locrian, Sam an, and Naxi an communities, several of whom have al ready taken
delivery of breeding stock. "

My mout h opened and closed. "But ... but what if they equi pped the nmachines
wi th space-transport ability? You . "

Zardee blinked. "Wat are you tal king about? O course the nodels |

provi ded are space adapted. Their purpose is to be asteroid mning devices,
after all. It's a wonderful breakthrough! Not only can they reproduce
rapidly and efficiently, but they can transport thensel ves wherever the
customer sets up his beacon . "

| did not stay to listen to the rest. Filled with anger and despair,

turned away and left himto stamrer into silence behind me. | had calls to
make, w thout any del ay.

Maxwel | took the news well, all considered.

"I have already traced three of the contracts,” he told me by hyperwave.
"We' ve nanaged to get the Naxians to agree to a delay, |ong enough for us
to |l ean -6h Zardee and alter the replicants' key system The Naxians did
not understand why we were so concerned, though they could tell we were
worried. Clearly they haven't thought out the inplications yet, and we're
naturally reluctant to clue themin.

"The other contracts are going to be nmuch harder. Two went to small Locrian
gueendons. One to a Samian solidity, and one to a Cephal |l oni an super pod.
|"mputting prinme operatives onto each, but I'mafraid it's likely the

replicants will go through at |east five generations before we acconplish
anything. By then it will probably be too late."

"You mean by then they will have nutated and sone will have escaped
customer control ?" | asked.

"No, according to Zardee's data, it should take | onger than that. But by
then I'm afraid our projections show each of the custoners will be getting
a handsome profit fromhis investment. Soon the replicants; will becone

essential to them and inpossible for us to regain control over.

So what do you want me to do?"

Maxwel | sighed. "You stay by Zardee. I'll have a signed alliance of all his
Ert huma nei ghbors for you by
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tomorrow to get himdeposed if he doesn't cooperate. The problemis, the
cat's already out of the bag."

1, too, had studied ancient Earth expressions during one of ny lives.
"Well, | shall close the barn door, anyway."

Maxwel | did not bother with a salutation. He signed off nore weary | ooking
than | had ever seen him And our |abors were only just beginning.

The Cephal l onian and the Crotonite weren't exactly maki ng | ove when
returned to the guest suite. (Wat an image!) Still, they had not nurdered
each other either.

Jirata had beconme ani mated enough to attend to the intemal-environnents
controller in his coner of the chanber. He had dismantled the wall pane
and was experimenting-creating a partition, then a bed pallet, then an
excretarium |mersed in nmechanical arts, his batlike face al nost took on
a | ook of serenity as he custom zed the machi nery, converting the

i nsensitively mass-produced into sonething individualized, with character
and uni queness.

It was a rare epi phany, watching himso, and coming in an instant to
realize that even so venal and disgusting a race as his could cause nme to
wonder at the purity of their ideals.

Oh, no doubt | was oversinmplifying. Perhaps it was the replicant crisis
that had ne prinmed to feel this way. lronically, though they were the
prem er nmechani cs anmong the Six, the Crotonites' technical and scientific
| evel was not particularly high. And they would be anong the |ast ever to
under stand what a Von Neumann machi ne was about. Fromtheir point of view,
aut onony and self-replication were for Crotonites, and in anyone el se or
anyt hing el se they were obscenities.

| wondered if this experinent, which had caused a nobl e and hi gh-caste
creature of his conmunity to be cast down so, in a desperate attenpt to

| earn new ways, would ever neet any degree of success. What would be the
anal ogy for a person like ne--40 be surgically grafted crude gills instead
of lungs and dwell forever underwater, |ess nobile than a Cephall oni an?
Wuld 1, could | ever volunteer for so drastic an exile, even if ny hone
wor| d depended on it?
Yes, | conceded, watching Jirata work. There was no-
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bility here, of a sort. And at least the Crotonites had not unleashed upon
the galaxy a thing that could threaten all Six spacefarers . . . and the
mllion other intelligent lifeforms w thout ships.

Phss' aah awakened from a snooze at the pool's surface and descended to face
me. But it was his robot that spoke.

"Patty, my master hopes your business in this system has been successfully
concl uded. -

"Alas, no," | replied. "Crises develop lives of their own. Soon, however,

| expect to get permission to confide this matter to him Wen that
happens, | hope to benefit fromhis deep thought and insight."

Phss' aah acknow edged the conplinent with a bare nod. Then he spoke for

hi nsel f.

"You must not despair, ny young Erthuma col | eague. Look, after all, to your
ot her acconplishments. | have decided, for instance, to go ahead and
purchase a sanple order of three thousand of these delightful machines for
my own comunity. And if they work out there, perhaps others in the
Cephal I oni an suprene pod will buy. Is this not a coup to make you happy?"
For a monent | could not answer. What could | say to Phss'aah? That soon
robots such as these mi ght be so cheap that they could be had for a song?
That soon a flood of wealth would sweep the gal axy, so great that no crea-
ture of any starfaring race would ever again want for material goods?

O should I tell himthat the seeds contained in these cornucopia were

doonmed to nutate, to change, to seek a path of their owmn . . . a path down
whi ch no foreseeing could foll ow?
"That's nice," | finally said. "lI'"mglad you Iike our machi nes.

"You can have as many as you need. As many as you want. -



MYRYX
ROBERT SHECKLEY

AARON WAS | N ONE OF THE MOBU. E FM X STATI ONS on Sestes, hying to defeat
a qui ck-mutating fungus that had sprung up overnight and w ped out
nearly ten thousand acres of m xed crops. After several hours of
computeri zed search and inul ated experinment, he came up with-a self-
destructing virus that stopped the fungus w thout any other side
effects, or none he could detect in the short term
When he got back to his headquarters, he found a nessage, automatically
l ogged. It was froma Sanmi an ship, requesting orbital data preparatory to
| andi ng.
It was the first tine a Sam an had asked permission to |l and on this Erthunma
pl anet of Sestes. Aaron wi shed this historic occasion had cone at a tine
when he was | ess rushed. Harvesting had just begun in the tenperate regions
of his farm It was nostly automated, but still, especially with Law ence
gone, there was plenty to do. But it would never do to refuse |anding
perm ssion. It was inmportant to keep on good terns with the Sam ans, who
occupi ed two planets in the system The other two were occupi ed by Erthunoi
like Aaron, and the fifth planet, Mryx, was unpopul at ed.
Aaron radi oed the Sam an permi ssion to land. Soon a view of the alien ship
sprang up on the screen, a reconstruction rather than a straight visual
Monents | ater Aaron's ground telemetry picked up the ship's identification
signal. It was a Council ship.
That was unexpected. The Council, which coordinated the affairs of the five
pl anets of the Mnieri system rarely
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sent out its ships on official business. It was nore efficient to work with
t he nodul at ed-neutrino carrier waves that linked the six civilized races of
t he gal axy. But sonetines face-to-face di scussion was needed for crucial or
sensitive issues.

The ship | anded within the hour. Sam an atnospheric requirenments were
rather different fromthose of Erthunoi. But Sami ans were a durabl e race,
well able to tolerate for a while conditions that would kill a |ess

adapt abl e race.

After landing, the Samian pilot left his ship and came over to Aaron's
headquarters in his own specially designed vehicle. It was a tubul ar
contraption with |ightwei ght toothed wheels that could clinb a nodest

sl ope. The Samian sat in the mdst of a nest of webbing. He | ooked like a

| arge side of bacon snoked to a nahogany color. It was difficult to
consider hima living creature, much less an intelligent one, since he
showed no differentiation into specialized parts. A nuscul ar chunk of dark
nmuscl e, the Sami an had no visible linbs, no apparent way to mani pul ate
matter. Aaron could see the silver filaments that ran through the webbing
bi nding the Samian to the chair. He had heard that Sam ans were able to
control the electrical outputs of their bodies frommany |ocations on their
skin. This made it possible for the Samian to communicate directly with the
smal | computer | ocated beneath his chair. The computer itself ran on an

Al li son-Chal mrers weak force nultiplier

Sami an transport chairs took many forns and varieties. The nmpbst interesting
guesti on about them however, was who had nade them The Sam ans hadn't
permtted any surveys of their home worlds. But it was difficult to see
how, given their physical structure, they could sustain a technol ogica
civilization w thout soneone or sonething acting for themas their hands.
For that matter, how, w thout |inbs, could they build their spaceships? O
per haps the question was, who built their ships? There were many unanswered
guestions about the Sani ans.

"I amvery glad to neet you, Aaron Bixen," the Sam an said, setting off the
sound i mpul ses of the voice-naker built into his chair. "I am Cctano

Hal fbarr. | amat present a male and will remain so for the next two
nonths. | have
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cone here bearing a Council nessage. But | amalso here in friendship, since
you are ny nearest non-Sani an nei ghbor and it is proper for neighbors to
nmeet in person.”
That meant that the Sam an was from Leuris, next planet out fromthe sun
after Aaron's own world of Sestes.
"You are nost wel cone,” Aaron said.
"I have cone to tell you that there will be a General Council neeting
seventy-two hours fromnow The presence of all planetary Counci
representatives is urgently requested. "
"I'mafraid this is not the nost convenient of tines for ne," Aaron said.
"Harvesting has just begun in this heni sphere. We are lightly popul at ed.
Everybody is needed. Is the matter so -urgent?"
"You must judge for yourself," Cctano said. "it concens the expedition to
the planet Myryx. "
Myryx, the fifth and final planet fromthe sun, had not been popul ated when
the first Erthunmoi and the first Sami ans settled in this Mnieri system
about three hundred years ago. Neither species claimed Mryx. It was
considered to be of no value. The gal axy was full of planets that cane
closer to fitting the requirenents of one of the six civilized races. Many
margi nal ly suitable planets were ignored, since there were nore than enough
first-rate planets to suit the population requirenents at this stage of the
civilized species' expansion through the gal axy. Myryx m ght have remai ned
in that category indefinitely. But then just two years ago the Ceatis
expedition discovered the vast deserted ruins of the civilization on Myryx
that came to be called Alien City 4. This was the fourth find of its kind,
proof that their had once been a seventh civilized race, which had vani shed
anmllion years before the first of the present-day six intelligent species
ventured out into space.
Aaron said, "My son, Lawence, is with the investigative teamon Mryx."
"So | was told at Council headquarters,” the Sam an said.
"Why did the Council send you here?" Aaron asked. "Wat has happened on
Myryx? I's nmy son all right?"
"I think there is no cause for alarm™" the Sam an said.
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"But the Council wants to discuss the matter with you thensel ves, in

person. "

Aaron thought for a nmonent. "I'Il need to activate a farm manager program
Then there is someone | nust talk to. After that | amready to go with with
you. "

"I will wait in the ship,” the Sami an said. "I regret having been the

bearer of anbi guous tidings.
It was a stock apol ogy anong the Sam ans.

After activating a standard bi g-pl anet conputer nmanagenent programto take
care of things in his absence-better than he could hinself, if the brochure
could be believed-Aaron tel ephoned Sara, Lawence's wife. He arranged to
see her at her farmimediately. He went there in a hopper, whose |ong
junps conbined with a shallow glide to cover distances quickly on this
large, hilly, underpopul ated pl anet. Lawence's farmwas snaller than
Aaron's, about the size of Italy on the honme planet Earth. Since Sara had
no interest in fanning beyond growi ng tomatoes for her famly's
consunpti on, Aaron fanned the land for her. The conputer didn't mnd the
extra work and it was only right with Lawence away.

Sara was waiting for himat the door of the farnhouse. She was a snall,
graceful woman, dark-haired, with high cheekbones and an exotic filt to her
eyes. She was on her fifth life cycle, which nmade her ol der than Aaron. But
age wasn't judged in ternms of single life spans anynmore. It took quite a
fewlife cycles before age began to show on an Erthunma. And then cosnetic
surgery was always an option
"Do you think you'll see Lawrence?" Sara asked.

"That's hard to say. It's possible. I'Il certainly try. Is there any
nmessage you want nme to give hinP"

Sara thought for a while, then shrugged. "No, nothing special. 11

Aaron said, "You're his wife, Sara. Wn't you at |east send your |ove?"
"What should I tell hinfP 'Stay as long as you want at the fascinating alien
city, Lawence. Take a year or two; what does it matter to your wife all by
herself on this goddammed farmthe size of ItalyT
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"I knowit's difficult for you," Aaron said. "Just you and the child and

t he robot servants on this big farm"

"Lawr ence said other Erthuma settlers would come here and we'd have

nei ghbors. But they haven't. Wy?"

"There are a lot of places for Erthuma to go in the gal axy," Aaron said.
"And only a limted population to go to them In fact, newterritories are
opened every day. But population increase is not sufficient to keep up with
them The result is, we Erthunmpi are spread thin."

Sara was not inpressed. "Law ence should have thought of that before he
brought ne away from ny home world of Excelsis. |'mused to people,

| aughter, a good tinme. Now | don't even have Lawence. Wat's so

i nteresting about Alien Gty Four, anyhow?"

"I don't know, Sara," Aaron said. "I haven't been there myself and the
reports are fragnentary."

"You haven't been here nuch, either, Aaron," Sara said. "You re not being
very nice to your daughter-in-law, are you?"

"I can assure you, | nmeant no offense. It's just that there's been so much
work to do . - "

"You must think I'mvain and stupid,” Sara said. "You and Law ence are both
so serious-mnded. It would be a waste of your tine to spend much of it
with an enpty-headed lady |ike ne."
"Sara, please! The truth is quite the opposite.”
She | ooked at him sharply. "What do you nean, Aaron?"

Aaron suddenly realized he had said too rmuch. "Noth

ing, forget it." 91
"You're trying to tell ne something, aren t you
"Not at all," Aaron said, his voice carefully unexpressive. "Don't get any

i deas, Sara."

"Are you trying to tell me you9ve never thought about you and ne, Aaron?"
"You're an attractive woman. O course |'ve thought about you. But anything
bet ween us is unthinkable. You're ny son's wife. And pl ease stop |aughing.”
"Ch, Aaron, if you only knew how silly and ponpous you sound, saying those
ol d-fashi oned things. They don't mean a thing anynore! | was sure you
want ed nme. The
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way you used to | ook at ne whenever Lawrence and | came to visit. You don't
hi de your interest very well, do youT I
"l suppose not," Aaron said. He knew the cause of his restlessness. H s own
wi fe, Melissa, had been off-planet for alnpst six nonths, retraining on the
Erthunma planet Elsinore in the newest devel opnents in her field of tide
pool ecologies. He missed her badly. But it was necessary that they part.
For beings who lived the equivalent of -a dozen or nore ol d-style human
lifetimes, separations and reeducati ons were necessary. Aaron and Melissa
were, by mutual consent, on their fourth termof marriage. It was sonethi ng
to be proud of. Though it didn't help nuch at the nonent.
"I"mgoing to give Lawarence your love," Aaron said fimfly.
"Sure," Sara said. "And while you're at it, maybe you'd like to take a
little of it yourself."

"Pl ease get hold of yourself," Aaron said. "I'msure Lawence will be back
soon. "
"And that'll make us all very happy, won't it?" Sara said. "CGood-bye

Aaron. Good trip. Hurry back."

The flight to Stillsune, the other Erthuma planet and home of the Council
was uneventful . Aaron had wanted to question his Sam an conpani on about the
Council's deliberations about Myryx, and how Lawence fit into that. He did
not, though. The planet was only hours ahead. He woul d soon know what ever
there was to be known about this affair.

When he reached Stillsune, the capital city of Laxiheetch was different
than he had renenbered it. It had been a sleepy place back then. Now he
noti ced the new buil dings, the roads, the ornamental fountains. He wondered
where the noney for all this had cone from because the popul ati on of
Stillsune was not nuch larger than it had been a decade ago.

The government buil dings on Stillsune occupi ed nost of the downtown bl ocks.
Aaron went to the discussion hal
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where the del egates for the Erthuma Association were neeting. There were
guards at the door. They | ooked over Aaron's identification, checked his
retinal prints, finally let himthrough

Wthin the discussion hall it was bedlam Several speakers were tying to
expound their points of view sinultaneously. The master-at arnms, with his
red sash of office and his side arms, stood near the door with fol ded arns.
"Aaron!" That was Matthew Bessener, a fat miner with an enornmous wal rus
nmoust ache fromthe far side of Aaron's home planet. "It's about tinme you
got here! W were expecting you days ago."

"What's goi ng on? Wat's the problen"

"It's evident that you haven't stayed in touch with the situation on
Mryx. "

"What's there to stay in touch with? It's a deserted city. People are

studying it. I'mtold it could throw sonme inportant evidence on the Seventh
Race. "

Aaron was referTing to the nystery of the di sappearance of what was
apparently the first intelligent race to energe in the galaxy. This event,
it was theorized, took place an al nost inconceivable |length of tinme ago.

According to the artifacts discovered in the alien cities, this society had
been further advanced than any of the civilized races who canme after them
It was hard to reconcile the great antiquity of the race with the rest of

the facts. They nust have been active not |ong after the universe was born
"You're sadly out of date," Matthew said, "if you think those are still the
maj or devel opnents on Myryx. "

"Has Lawrence been up to sonething? He never tells nme anything about how

the investigation is going."

"None of themdo," Matthew said. "As soon as a an gets into the alien city
he gets cl osenput hed and possessive. This is true of investigators fromthe
ot her species, too. Although the Council is financing their researches, al
of them becone secretive, unwilling to tell us what they've found; they're
al ways pl eadi ng the need for nore evidence.

Surely you have sonething to go on?"

"W do have one Cephallonian report. It has disturbing inplications.
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Seashaws, a Cephal lonian fermale fromLyrix, was the first to make a report
of Alien Gty 4 fromthe point of view of her aquatic civilization. She

t ook passage to Myryx in an Erthurna ship equi pped with water tanks which
had tenperature and turbul ence controls for maxi num confort. The ship was
al so equi pped with anple supplies of the many varieties of the small fish
and seaweed whi ch the Cephal |l oni ans find del ectable. The passage was
expensi ve, but nuch of Seashaws's fare was paid by her principality of
Thurtme, for whom she was preparing a report on Myryx.

"Right this way, madam " the young Cephal | oni an crew nmenber told Seashaws
as she entered the ship, moving carefully in her unwi eldy water-filled
arnmor. "You'll find it all right once you're in the tank."

The Cephal | oni an was not wearing the water-filled arnor that Seashaws had
al ways thought was necessary. |Instead he made do with a perspex hel met and
mask, with a water-recirculation cylinder on his back. She wondered how he
kept his skin sufficiently noist to prevent lesions in the hot dry air of
the ship. Sone sort of oil, she supposed. He certainly | ooked in very good
condition. Then she was ashaned at herself for thinking such a thought and
hurried to the tank as fast as dignity would allow. But she cast a gl ance
back over her shoul der before she slid in.

She was nmore than a little giddy with the excitenent of it all. It was only
the third time she had ever been out of her native planet's water, and this
was the first hypedunp she had ever made. She tried to cal mherself-,
taking refuge in the nice little cave at the bottom of the tank. She
arranged her swi m bl adder for zero gravity and hung in her cave, watching
the TV nmonitor show a documentary on the lives of fish on different

pl anets. It was the Cephall oni an equi val ent of soap opera, and usually it
fasci nated her. Not now, however. For once, real life was taking up all of
her attention, driving out of her m nd even normal specul ation on the
sexual preferences of the young crewnman who had showed her such courtesy
when she boar ded.
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"Ch, thank you," she said to himagain, when the ship reached Myryx and he
acconpani ed her as the crane assisted her to the surface. He hel ped her

| eave the crane's platform and politely wi shed her the best of |uck when
they reached the little dock with the sloping ranp, where she would | eave
behi nd her hel met and proceed under her own fins to the water |evel of
Alien Gty. -

"It is a very great pleasure to serve one as beautiful as you,'
sai d.

Al though it was no nore than a standard gal antry, neverthel ess, Seashaws's
heart | eaped. She had been lonely of late. It had been hard to | eave behind
her two mates-big, surly Graver with the tender heart, and young Suddri x,
the thrillingly beautiful young mal e whom she had won in the last city
courtship lottery. Wwuld they still be waiting for her when she returned?
It was true that her relatives were keeping an eye on both nal es. Even so,
Cephal I oni an mal es were known to be fickle creatures who comnbined a | ove
for headstrong adventure with an attention span in matters of |ove that

fell far short of female Cephall onian expectations. This discrepancy was a
topic to be presented to the entire Cephall onian el ectorate for possible

bi ol ogi cal reengi neeri ng.

Do you return to the ship at once?" she asked.

"My nanme is Trusknier," he said. "No, as a matter of fact, |'ve decided to
stay here on Myryx for a while."

"I's that a fact?" she said saucily. "And what will you do here? Exam ne the
anci ent vani shed civilization?"

"Seashaws," he said, pronouncing her nane with the intonation of expectant
intimacy, "I amnot a scholar. | amsinply a normal young Cephal | oni an mal e
whose interest has been aroused by a mai den whose beauties deserve telling.

the crewran

Thus began one of the formal courtship rituals of the Cephal |l oni ans. But
Seashaws, thrilled though she was, yet clung to her sanity. This was no
time to get nmixed up with sone fell ow who was probably no better than the
ones she already had. And besides, she was here for a serious purpose: to
bring back word of the early findings of Alien City to the Ladies O ub of
Greater Truax, the municipality
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on her planet where she served as lecturer in popul ar exobi ol ogy.
"I have to investigate this planet," she said. "But maybe | ater
"Yeah, right," he said, and swamoff with a flick of his tail. Seashaws was
awar e that she nust have given himthe inpression that she was
uni nterested, when actually he had read it wong; her nuance had been
i ntended to signify that beneath her apparent casual ness she'd like to see
him-again. It was really annoyi ng how you could m ss conmuni cation |ike
that, even if you were of the same species, or maybe especially when you
were of the same species. But maybe that's how it al ways was when one of
you was feral e and the other nmale.
Dorsal fins stroking smoothly, she descended into the water. O began to.
Then she was caught up at once in one of the unusual features of the
underwater alien city. There was a sudden onset of turbul ence, which threw
her around severely wi thout actually damagi ng her. Wen it was over she
found herself at a very great depth, having been taken there sonehow by the
turbul ence. She didn't understand how it worked, but it was pleasant to be
at the bottomstarting back up, since, for the Cephall oni ans, going from
the top to the bottomrequires a lot of energy and is like clinbing a
nmountai n for Erthunoi.
She began to glide upward, and she noticed that the water was springlike
and sparkling, and shot through with dancing |ights and dots of color. It
was the sort of water you'd like to live in forever, but that was not to
be; she continued upward and cane to the next |evel, which was rose-tinged,
nmel ancholy, and given to encouragi ng cosnic thought of the deepest and nost
exquisite variety. After that she cane to the third |l evel, which was
aquanarine and was shot through with gol den specks that hinted at glory. On
the | evel above that, the colors were blue-gray and indigo, streaked with
lighter bands of mauve, and bei ng here brought on a sensation of ecstasy,
somet hi ng which rarely happened at hone, where all the levels of the water
were nuch the same. And then, to make it all the better, she saw a flash of
[ight and a sensation of shape, and
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she saw t he young Cephal | oni an mal e swi m past her, eyes shining, waving a
flipper in a beckoning gesture that she found nearly irresistible. But
resist it she did, because there was sonething about that young nal e that
had brought worry to her, and fear. Something in his eyes foretold that she
m ght not arise fromthe depths if she went down there in search of him She
didn't knowif it were true, but it scared her enough to rmake her return to
the surface at once, ask to be taken away from underwater Alien Cty, and
file her report.

"T"hat's a strange story," Aaron said. "The Cephal | onians seemto pick up
out - of - body experiences in the alien city. W know so little about the
spiritual aspects of our fellow civilized races. | wonder if there's a
paral | el between their experiences and ours."

"There seens to be some evidence to support the view," Mtthew said, "that
t he fundanental organization of life is identical in all species, no matter
how different they may be. That's not to say that there's a point-to-point
correspondence between the one and the other."

"True enough," Aaron said. "It's still a conjecture, this so-called
simlarity between species. But a persuasive one. Have other species
experienced this feeling reported by Seashaws?"

"One of the Locrians spoke of a city which is not apparent to Erthuma eyes.
The Locrians are the nost visionary of the species. It's that huge single
eye, visionary equipnent if there ever was any. That eye can |l ook into and
t hrough anyt hing. Like sone sort of X ray, | suppose. "

"I know about the eye," Aaron said. "Wat are you trying to sayT

"Have you ever wondered how, to an eye like that, the alien city nust
appear? A Locrian reported that to his three-di nensi onal and stereoscopic
vision of his inner eye~ Alien City is |like no other sight he has ever
seen. Not even on his home planet. He said the alien city reveals itself to
his view as three-dinensional architecture of the nost beautiful and

et hereal sort. They can see it; we can't.
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Interesting, eh? Even the Crotonites, who are not noted for their
sensitivity to | andscape, have renmarked on a strange feature of Alien City.
They say the air there appears to be denser in sone places than in others.
It's the sort of thing a flying species would be bound to notice. They
clained that the densities have shape and neani ng, though they couldn't tel
me what that meaning was."

"Don't we have any reports on what Alien City is like to an Erthuma?" Aaron
sai d.

"Al'l the Erthunmoi who have been there have proven naddeningly reticent.
Even your son, Aaron. Lawence phones in fromtine to tine, and al ways
sounds well. But he never tal ks about what is happening or how he feels."
"I's it possible that he has been taken over in some way?"

"He gives no sign of being under someone else's control. O if he is, he
shows no signs of knowing it."

"Surely you can get a straight answer out of sone of them" Aaron said.

"I hasn't worked out that way. Some of the early investigators have

vani shed, you know. "

"I didn't know that,"” Aaron said. "Lawrence never reported it to ne."
"I't's an anbi guous situation,"” Matthew said. "Sonme of the investigators
seemto have vanished. But we can't be sure even of that. W don't know if
t hey' ve been killed or just gone native. And if killed, by whonf? There are
many ambi gui ties running through the whol e program Aaron."

Wiy don't you send in another team of investigators?"

"The situation is not sufficiently clear-cut to permt that. The

i nvestigation of Myryx is no |onger directly under our control

Aaron stared at him "Now that is news. How could you pernit control to
slip out of your hands?"

"Don't take that tone with me, Aaron," Matthew said. "It's easy enough to
criticize when you stay out of the battle and judge fromafar. You have not
even seen fit to informyourself about what has been happening on Myryx. |
hear it's a nice farmyou' ve got there on Sestes. Big as an entire country
back on Earth, that's what they say. | hope
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it stands you in good stead if the situation on Myryx cones apart on us."
Aaron thought that Matthew was overreacting. But he realized he didn't have
the right to say so since he didn't know what, exactly, Matthew was
reacting to. The man was right; he had absented hinself fromthe struggle.
He had thought that giving a son to the nystery of the alien unknown was
enough for one famly. He'd had to do his son's work as well as his own.
There had been plenty on his own world to claimhis attention. But even

t hough that nmight all be true, it didn't excuse himfrominformng hinself
about these issues.

"Let's back up a little,"” Aaron said. "I haven't paid nmuch attention to
Myryx or Alien City since Lawence went there two years ago. \What has been
happeni ng that | shoul d know about ?"

"That's a little difficult to sumup in a sentence. But I'll try.
Basically, a |lot of people have been coming to Myryx. Not just Erthunoi
fromour two planets; also representatives of the other species. At first
it was only Naxi ans. Then the Cephal |l onians set up a tank hotel. The | atest
arrivals on Myryx are the Sam ans."

"I mght have expected that. A Sam an brought me the message fromthe
Counci | . "

"I know the fellow you' re tal king about, Cctano Hal fbarr. \Wat else did he
say?"

"He implied, even if he didn't directly state, that the Council wll
request ne to go to Myryx, presunably to say something on their behalf to
Law ence. The Sani an seens to expect to go to Myryx with ne."

"Yes," Matthew said. "I suppose you noticed how the Sam ans have been
changing recently."

"I can't say that |'ve noticed nuch,"” Aaron said. "I|'ve been curious about
them however. | think we all have. You and | have comented on how there's

no apparent correlation between the Sam ans' al nost nonexi stent nmanua
skills and their exquisitely engi neered ships."

"Quite right," Matthew said. "It's possible, of course, that they had
manual skills many ages ago, and |ost themthrough atrophy. | don't believe
that nyself, but quite a



90 ROBERT SHECKLEY

few peopl e do. As though spaceship construction was a skill a species could
out grow '

"They have the so-called magnetic function,” Aaron said.

"Yes, | know. They can nake thenselves part of things. An interesting
skill, but a long way frombeing able to use an arc welder. O to make an

arc welder, for that matter. And now t hey have become extremely interested
inthe alien city on Myryx. You might think it doesn't matter what the
Samians are interested in, so negligible are they as a species. Sone of the
t hi nkers fromthe Humanoid Institute think differently, however. It is
bel i eved by some-a minority view, I'll admt, but an al arm ng one-&at the
Sami ans may be the nost formi dabl e conpetition to nmanki nd anong t he
civilized species."

"Because they seem so inoffensive?" Aaron asked. "That's carrying paradox
alittle far, isn't it?"

"Look beneath the obvi ous paradox, Aaron. How did a species like the

Sanmi ans ever get as far as they did? They seemto have no real strengths.
Physi cal strength, yes. But that seens al nost negligible, something of no
worth in this age of mani pul ated negaenergi es. They are not particularly
fast thinkers. They have little ability at |oconotion or manipul ati on. They
have no apparent skills. They can't swimby their own powers or fly; they
can't throw a baseball. They're pitiable, |aughable."

"I agree," Aaron said. "How can anyone hold a different view?"

"Speci es have different strategies for surviving against nature and their
fellows. How did the Sam ans get as far as they have? They seem no better
equi pped than fl ounders.

This is rhetorical,” Aaron said.

"I have no proof to offer. | can only tell you that the phil osophers of the
Hurmanof d I nstitute have asked us to take a much closer ook at the

Sami ans. "

What is it the Council wants nme to do?"

"They will make it formal at the nmeeting later. But it's better for you to
know now, so that you can accept or decline later on the basis of exact

i nformati on. W& want you to go to Myryx and take in the situation for
yoursel f.



Myryx 91

Then we want you to proceed to the alien city and neet with your son

Law ence, and the others."

"So | had imagined."

"W want you to take the Samian with you."

"To what end?"

"Study him Aaron. | can assure you, he will be studying you."

"And what am | supposed to say to Law ence?"

Mat t hew t hought awhile before answering. At last he said, "You are a nan of
our generation. You know our views and we know yours. The people of the
expedition to Alien Gty are young, visionary. W want you to go to their
city as the representative of the rest of us. See what they're up to. Tel
us about it. And if the situation seens out of hand or dangerous to our
speci es- "

"This seenms to be very wild talk," Aaron said.

"These things nmust be said. You must | ook over the situation, tell us what
you think."

"And if | think the situation is dire?"

"More than one phil osopher,"” Matthew said, "has cone up with the view that
t he humanoi d race would be better off if Myryx and its ancient city never
exi sted; that the best thing that could happen to Myryx would be to see the
entire planet fly apart in a near-instantaneous atom c expl osion. "

"I hope you are not advocating it," Aaron said.

-1? Certainly not. | only tell you how far we will go to protect our kind.
You, Aar-on, nust let us know what kind of a threat, if any, exists for us
on Myryx. "

"Well, and suppose one does? Woever's plot it is, he' d know enough to

neutralize me before I could send off a nessage with warning. It's not

i nconcei vabl e he's done that with Lawence."

"W have considered the possibility. Please hold out your hand. Take it.
Aaron, you are now in a position to do sonething about it if your feel the
Ert hunoi are in danger."

"What is this? What have you given ne?"

"It is a bonmb. You know how these are operated."

Aaron | ooked at the tiny object in the pal mof his hand. "Fusion?" he
asked.
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Vat t hew nodded.
"What rangeT
"I't'"ll take out everything in the alien city."
"Take this thing back!"
"You woul d |l et your own race go to destruction?"
"I't wouldn't cone to that. You're being alarmst."
"You' ve heard some of our specul ations on the Sam ans. Do you deny the
possibility of a conspiracy agai nst our species?"
"No such thing is happening."
"But if it were happening, do you believe it ought to be stopped? Suppose
we coul d convince you that an alien influence is poisoning your people,
underm ning their norality, making themless and less fit to survive in the
gal axy along with the other species. Suppose that, if you pernmitt.ed this
state of affairs to continue, your species' survival would be adversely

af fected, doomed to extinction. Assum ng that, would you still refuse to
carTy a bonb? Wuld you still say, 'l can't be bothered with dirty little
practicalities like killing aliens to preserve nmy own kind' ?"

"You are sounding very extrene," Aaron said. "But if you really think it
possi bl e that such a threat against us might exist . . . " Aaron put the
ni dni ature bonb into a pouch at his belt.

The council roomitself was not very large. It had a Iong oval table in the
m ddl e, under a bank of lights. There were fifteen Erthuna del egates
present, two of whomwere fromthe ancestral planet itself, the Earth of
song and | egend. They took no part in the discussion that foll owed. Aaron
supposed they felt too distant fromevents in the Mnieri system and

wi sely left discussion to those who were directly affected by what happened
at Myryx.

"Tell us, Aaron," said Carkson, the chairman, a fair, portly man from

Magi ster H, one of the |largest of the humanoid associations, "what is your
own opi nion of what Matthew told you earlier?"

"I don't know what to think," Aaron said. "The situation appears to exi st
in a considerable degree of anbiguity.
"And how does one handle that?" C arkson said.
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"One tries to gather information in order to dispel the unknowns," Aaron
sai d.

"That is the sort of answer we hoped to hear fromyou," C arkson said.
"There are quite a few elenents in this situation-Myryx with its uncertain
new status; the alien city, which we seemto |learn | ess about every year
Law ence's disturbing silence; why the city exists; and why the Sam ans,
anong ot hers, have taken a lively interest in this project.”

"I know very little about these things," Aaron said. "It would perhaps be
better to send one of yourselves. "

"We don't think so," Carkson said. "W have argued about these matters for
a long tinme. We consider ourselves too close to see the big picture, if
there is one. You are known to all of us. We respect your intelligence. You
win see the situation for yourself, and take what action seenms best to you.
W would like to be a part of the decision process, of course. But we know
this mght not be possible. There are nmany i nmedi ate deci si ons that nmay
have to be taken. There may be no time to consult with home authorities.
Nor may the home authorities be conpetent to act, since they won't be in
the picture. You are our general, Aaron, you |lead our armes. Mybe the
first thing you have to find out is, are we in a war?"

Aaron agreed to visit Myryx, acting on behalf of the Council along the
lines he had di scussed with Matthew

There seened nothing nore to say, and the neeting was brought to an end.
Aaron's work seened cl ear-cut enough to him He was to |l ook into certain
matters on Myryx with a view to deciding what they neant for the entire
humanoi d group. And to take action. As sinple as that.

Why hadn't Lawence stayed in better contact with himand with the Council ?
Why was he so evasive when it came to expl ai ning what work he and his
conmittee were doi ng?

H s thoughts junped so quickly to his son that Aaron becane aware of his
own unconsci ous assessment of the situation. Lawence is involved in ny
decision. Lawence is the key to the nystery.
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Aaron gave the command, that set the Council ship Artemis on its way. They
had al ready gone by shuttle to point onega, as the junp-off spot for
hyperdri ve operation was sonetinmes called. Point omega was the closest to
a mass you could cone yet still enable the hyperdrive to work. Ships driven
by hyperdrive proceeded al ong an invisible network of point omegas.

It was a point of courtesy for Aaron to conme to the main control roomto
acconpany the Samian on this junp. Aaron preferred hyperjunping al one.

Al t hough there was no discernible transition, except for a flickering of
lights and- a sense of a geonetric pattern of thin curving Iines hanging in
front of his eyes, he still considered it a private nonent. The transition
fromhere to there, alnpst instantaneous in the special universe in which
hyperj uni p operated, was perhaps the cl osest anal ogue to death that a.
human coul d experience and still live to tell of it.
"Ready?" Aar-on asked Octano Hal fbarr.

"I think so," the Sam an said, the translating nachi ne accurately picking
up the faint sense of doubt which had to be present in any creature taking
his first hyperjunp.
"There's nothing to it, really,"” Aaron said.

"l have heard' ," the Sami an said, "that it affects sone individuals nore

t han ot hers.
"That is true."”

"That Sami ans are nore prone to hyperjunp side effects than the other
species. "

"By a few percentage points, yes," Aaron said. "But it is not an

appreci able difference. "

"l have heard that even death is not unknown as a side effect.

"I have heard that too. Perhaps you shoul d have considered all of these
poi nts before volunteering for this flight. "

A ripple passed over the surface of the dark bronze slab of bacon sitting
inits net of webbing. Aaron could have sworn the creature had shrugged.
"Are we underway yet?" the Sam an asked.

"We have been for several mnutes.”

"And you didn't tell ne?"

"I thought it better for your peace of mnd that | did not.
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"Perhaps you are right," Cctano the Sami an said. "So. | have made ny first
hypetjunmp and | amalive."

"Right. Maybe the next time you'll even think of it as fun. | |

"Fun," the Sam an nused. "Yes, | remenber fromny indoctrination |ectures.
Your species attaches quite a lot of inportance to having fun, do you

not ?",

"I don't know that | would put it exactly that way," Aaron said. "I would
say that as a species, we Erthumpi have a well-devel oped sense of play."
"And that is another of those inportant words that we Sam ans need to
study. 'Play.' We have always considered it an overdeterm nation of the
work function. But evidently it is nore than that."

Are you really interested in this idea of play?"

"Ch, yes," Octano reassured him "It is inmportant for us to understand it.
Qur experts agree that play is indispensable to the growth of higher
intelligence. W are not ourselves a playful people. But surely we can
learn, and the way to that know edge is through experinentation.”

"You are not |like any other Sam an |'ve ever net," Aaron said. "You are

pl ayful while denying it. This is not what your species is noted for."

"l suppose not. We nust have seenmed quite doltish at first, when we
initially encountered the other intelligent species. W |ack the quick
ability at repartee that enlivens the thought processes of you Erthunoi,

for example. W have noted how qui ck, nervous, and aggressive you are. Yet
you are nore than that, somehow. We had to take stock of ourselves, ask how
we were doing in the great conpetition between species."
"That's the second tinme |'ve heard that idea recently,"”
really think interspecies conpetition is necessary?"

"I wouldn't know about that," the Sam an said. "Wat | do knowis that it
t akes pl ace whether one wills it or not. Each of us -wants to be the
inevitable formthat intelligence will take. Utimtely, each species
desires to be god. No one wi shes anyone el se any harm but obviously ny
species can't be god as long as your species is claimng the title."

Aaron said. "Do you
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"I must tell you," Aaron said, "that | find all this talk of conpetition
for highest intelligence and for |ongest survival to be depressing. Maybe
life is nothing but the successful living of it, but it still bores nme to
hear it."
"That's quite an interesting thing to say," the Sami an said. "I thought you
Ert hunoi were devoted to the concept of species survival at all costs.”
"Where did you hear that?"
"It is common know edge. "
"It is not correct.”
"Of course you would say that. The point is, a contest of sorts is going on
between ny kind and yours, and mine isn't doing very well."
Aaron was feeling nore and nore unconfortable. He had enough work ahead of
hi m wi t hout having to hear this sniveling, especially when it was just |ike
the sort of stuff Council menbers |ike Matthew had been trying to feed to
hi m
How | ong woul d he be closeted with this creature? Days at the | east. Weks
nore than |ikely, perhaps even nmonths. It had to be established at the
-start that either of themcould speak his mind. If the Sam an coul dn't
take it, it was time to find out about it now, not after they had cone to

Myryx.

"Perhaps you haven't done too well in the contest between all intelligent
species," Aaron said. "But considering that you're starting out wthout any
manual dexterity at all, you're really doing very well."

The Sam an was silent for a nonent. Then he said, "People usually don't
allude to the fact that we have no linbs, fingers, toes, or even tentacles.
It isn't polite. -It's like pointing at a hunchback's hunch, to use an
exanple culled fromyour own literature."

"I could also point out," Aaron said, "that not only do you Sam ans not
have manual dexterity, you also don't have any vocal apparatus. A snall
synt hesi zer is produci ng your voice. |Is that your idea of intelligent?"
The Sam an said slowy, "I think this is what you Erthumoi call humor. O
aml| mxing it up with candor?"
"They often go together," Aaron said. "But in this
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case, you're quite right. W all have our problenms, Erthunmoi, Sam ans,

Naxi ans, Cephal |l oni ans, Locrians, and so on. | suppose even the nighty
Seventh Race had their difficulties, too; otherw se, why did they vanish?"

"I must confess," the Sami an said, "that nmuch of what | was saying to you
was al so what we Sam ans consider hunmor. | appreciate your own effort in
that direction. It makes it less difficult for nme to say that we Sam ans
have been trying to renpodel ourselves. W are very good at

sel f-engi neering, you know. It takes a long tine before an idea | odges with
us, but after a while we take it up with tenacity. Seeing how fast other
species were, we retool ed our synaptic responses. W also introduced a nild
taste for aggression into our somatotype. Anything to get back into the
conpetition, as it were."

It was strange for Aaron to hear these ideas conme from an individual shaped
like a large, slightly irregular rectangul ar obl ong, or parall el opi ped, of
bacon, colored a dark brown or a bronze, and with very little about it with
whi ch to individuate.

Aaron wote to Sara:

By the time we reached Myryx, you can inmagine the state we were in, QOctano
Hal fbarr and 1. Trying to be good fell ows toward each other, each trying
to display the frankness of his character, and neither of us sure what the
hel | was going on. And the officers of Artenmi s, Captain Franklyn and the
others, were no help. | suppose they had ferried diplomatic m ssions
conposed of nore than one species before. They conducted thensel ves toward
the Sam an and me with strict inpartiality. You could see they' didn't want
to get involved with either of us. Cctano and | were getting a little tired
of each other, too. | confess | never becane accustomed to talking to a
person who resenbled a side of bacon. | suppose his view of me was equally
unfl attering.

And then Myryx came up on the horizon, and it was time to thank the
officers of the Artemis. They were going to stay with the ship, keeping it
i n geosynchr o-
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nous orbit, while the Sanian and | descended to the surface. In ny innocence

asked Captain Franklyn if we would be brought down directly to the alien

city.

"I"'mafraid the situation is a bit nore conplicated than that," Franklyn
sai d. He seened absurdly young to be given the responsibility of piloting
an official ship equipped with hypedunp and all the | atest conmuni cati ons
equi prent. But then, they say that the young have the quick refl exes
necessary in matters of noral judgnent as in matters of physical danger
"More conplicated?" | asked. "What could be conplicated about dropping us
off at the alien city?"

"There are formalities to be gone through," Captain Franklyn said. "You
must go through the official channels. ™"

"How coul d there be official channels?" | asked. "No one cl ai ns possession
of Myryx. , |

"I"'mafraid that has changed recently,"” Franklyn said tactfully.

Aaron and the Sam an both elected to descend to the surface of Myryx by

spi nner. Aaron knew t hat spinner descents had been witten about
extensively as a source of extraordinary insight. There was somnethi ng about
t he sl ow undul ations of the pod, turning and twi sting in the gl ow of
twi ni ng gases, that was hypnotic w thout being enervating. By the tine they
reached the surface, both Aaron and Cctano were feeling nmild and peaceful
and certainly in no nood to cope with a half-regi ment of belligerent

of ficialdom Wen the bureaucrats finally accepted the fact that the
Erthuna and the Sam an were representatives of the Council, their attitude
becane nore. reasonable.

"I know that we have ~ no right by charter to operate a Custons and

| mmigration Service on Myryx, " the tall, florid human who call ed hinself
Captain Darcy Drumond said, "but sonething had to be done to maintain | aw
and order and public confidence. | don't think you know what a strange

situation Myryx is in. Three years ago there wasn't anybody here. Not even
me, truth be told. Then the Sarpedon expedition arrived and di scovered
Alien Gty Four.
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And then people started arriving-Not just Erthunoi. Individuals fromall the
Si x Races cane here. Fromthe beginning a series of conprom ses had to be
made on this world which is. owned by none, yet which plays host to the Six
Races. For exanple, we maintain as much water as |and out of respect to the
aquatic races, and we keep the atnosphere as thick as possible to aid the
fliers. Naturally we can't give everyone what he wants, since sonme of the
demands are nutually contradictory. And there's no changing the gravity.
Still, in spite of inconveni ences, the species conme here and adapt."
"The alien city draws them " Aaron suggest ed.
"Of course. But the alien city is also an excuse for a get-together, a
symbol of the need for intelligence, on its highest level, to recognize the
commonal ity of all thinkers. "
There was a great deal of such talk. The officials seened to feel a need to
justify their existences and inflate their own sense of self-inportance.
Aaron wondered if there were not sonething unhealthy about their
excitement, sonething sickly about their feeling that they were living at
the center of great events.
Aaron thought he was not entirely hinmself at this period. It was strange,
this feeling of self-alienation. Al though he expected his nmood to pass
qui ckly, nevertheless, it persevered. He began to wonder why the Counci
had trusted himto pass a judgment on events too conplex for himto be
certain about. Were they nerely trying to take the necessity of choice out
of their own hands?
It wouldn't have been so bad if he hadn't felt physically unwell. He
hesitated to say that he was sick. Is there sonmething else that can afflict
the body and is neither a state of being sick nor of being well? Aaron was
afraid he was going to find out.

The officials found a roomfor himin the Hotel Sola. It was evident that
someone had just vacated it. The bed seenmed to have been hastily stripped,
and the mattress was half off the franme. Under the bed he found a doll. It
was a harlequin about half a foot tall, with bandit mask and Spani sh fl oppy
hat. And there was another doll behind the
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curtains, a fat little pig doll made of straw and covered with calico. Aaron

sat down on a little stair beside a window, wi nded fromthe clinb up here,

but eager to get to work

Just then there was a little knock at the door and a girl cane through
about ten or eleven, smudgy round face, big pouting |lower I|ip.

"Did | leave ny doll in here, sir?"

"Is it one of these?"

She canme and | ooked at both dolls. Then took the fat little pig doll and
ran out of the room

There were a lot of flies in the room Aaron put in a requisition for the
necessary things to bring his situation up to galactic standard. Because
even a new y-di scovered and as yet but inperfectly explored alien planet is
required to keep up to the standards of hotel keeping. There can be no
traveling around the galaxy in anything like security to say nothing of
confort if mninumstandards are not nmet. And if m ni num standards are not
met in this, how w Il mankind handl e the big chall enge, the |ong-awaited
extragal actic trips?

Aaron went down for dinner soon after that, al nost

tripping on the dark stairs over half a dozen dolls of

various ' shapes and sizes, all sharing the qualities of

i ndi scernibility and ubi quitousness.

And fromthen on, Aaron could go no place w thout stunbling over dolls.
They came in a never-ending series of names, shapes, and nunbers; thousands
of them some of such classical shapes as Donald Duck and M ckey Mbuse;
some of them fromthe Cephal |l oni an Toy Congl onerate. What were they doi ng
here? Did they nean sonething? It was inevitable that Aaron should ask him
self. Is someone toying with nme?

Aaron said, "Why don't you tell ne about the old civilization?"
"Haven't a clue, old boy," said Cctano.

"Tell me who you are?"

"Just anot her creature, old boy."

"A different species?"
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Cctano | eaned back his head and | aughed. It was only later that Aaron found
the first of the great doll factories where gnonelike peopl e manufactured
the endl ess assortnent of dolls that threatened to contami nate the
previously agreed-upon reality. The dolls were an insult to conmon sense.
Mal adaptive transformati on. They had to stick around and watch. The gods
were capricious-simulators of intelligence rather than users of it. In
terms of intelligence, they were |ike great wi nged dinosaurs in the days
before true birds.

"You humans think the intelligence is inevitable," the Sam an said. "But |
can assure you, nature tried many different experinents. The last word
isn't spoken on intelligence yet. It seens to be holding its own, but you
can never tell. The universe isn't biased. It's as likely that nothing will
work out as that everything will. | mean that as a matter of logic; you can
expect things to work out about as often as they don't. Not even reality
escapes the dichotomes.' |,

What could control the universe, if not intelligence?"

"You seemto think it inportant that things be understood. Wiy should it
be? What does it matter to events if there's someone there to understand

t hen®?"

The dolls kept on reappearing, and they depressed everyone.

The powers that be had no choice in the matters. It didn't matter that

thi ngs had run down. It was inportant to keep the dolls in mnd by gentle
nudgi ng of their handles. That's how the human felt, besieged by strange
and unconfortabl e thoughts. For sone, it began to |ook |ike not such a bad
idea to get back to the hone planet for a while. There are nore dangers out
there than being ripped with a laser. In the future, between the stars,
there will be terrors as great as the spaces they signify. And then Aaron
renmenbered to continue, to pick hinself up wherever he found hinsel f, and,
taking matters in hand, tried to get to the heart of the matter. Trying to
resolve it.

Sonetimes he knew what he nmeant; other times he couldn't be sure. He was in
the Sol a, which had the curious property of appearing simultaneously

fam liar and
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exotic; like a drunken uncle returning fromdistant ports, perhaps. It was
just before the nobnsoon rains, and the countryside around the alien city
glowed with a sort of incandescence. The skinny juniper trees, planted at
intervals along the |Iong, bone white roads, drooped in a heat so ubiquitous
as to take on hierarchical dinmensions. O was that the arrack talking
t hrough hin? He hadn't even noticed when he'd begun drinking the stuff,
probably soon after his arrival at the control point in Myryx, outside the
alien city. Perhaps he hadn't even known at first it was al cohol, or
what ever it was. Sonething to kin yourself with, a voice within himsaid. He
didn't recognize the voice as his own. But whose could it be?
It was strangely difficult to keep in nmind what he had come here for. O
course, that was because he was sick. But what would he be doing if he
weren't sick? He supposed -it was being sick that prevented himfrom
knowi ng. And being sick prevented himfrom maki ng nuch sense out of his
tal ks with Sara. Because she started to visit him But he knew that was
i npossi ble. Sara wasn't here; Sara was on the farmslightly smaller than
Italy. Growi ng runner beans. Raising her child. What was its nanme? Waiting
for Law ence, or for hinf

Sara started having conversations with him He knew she was not really
there. But this made it no easier. She seenmed to be there. Tall, grave,
gray-eyed. Her full underlip. Wsps of electric black hair escaping the
clasp. A scent of the sea about her. Aaron worried about his sanity, but
not rmuch; he was too sick to worry.
"You see the problen?" Sara asked him

"No, | don't see a thing," Aaron said. "Tell ne what is happeni ng. Wat
does it mean?"

"Poor Aaron," Sara said. "Wich is nore inportant, what is happeni ng or
what it nmeans?"

"But aren't they the sane, what a thing is and what it means?"

"He's been asking to see you," Sara said.

"Who? Is it Law ence?"

"No, |"'mafraid not," a famliar voice said.
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The Sam an canme into his roomin his own special little tubular car. To
Aaron he | ooked |ike something rmuch better than a side of bacon. Wt hout
getting all Disney about it, he | ooked |ike a person. Someone you coul d get
to like.

"Greetings," the Samian said. "How s tricks! | have been studying

nonchal ance. | amnot so bad at it, do you think? But | do want to know if
your health is inmproving."
"It is indeed," Aaron said.
"I had a slight indisposition nmyself,"’

the Sam an sai d.

"l ndeed?"

"Yes. It colored ny perspective for a while."

"But now?"

"I amready to continue on to Alien City, if you are. | have obtained the

necessary papers. Qur departure awaits only your word."
"Let's take off in the norning," Aaron said. But it was not to be as sinple
as that.

In the norning, Aaron turned up at the Stronsky Gate whi ch was the nearest
point to Alien City. There were several Erthunbi around, as well as a few
of the other species too. The gate through which he was to pass was high
made of wood, reinforced with strips of hamered iron. He wanted to ask
someone why it Xvas called the Stromsky Gate, but everyone seened to be in
a rush. And yet, no one wanted to allude directly to the journey Aaron was
about to take. They said, "You'll be all right, no doubt,"” and | ooked away,
in a manner which left no doubt what they thought of the safety of this
enterprise. And he asked what was wrong, but in vain; they pretended not to
understand: nothing is wong; go right ahead.

"Where is the Sami an?" he asked. But everyone becane suddenly evasive--
What Sam an? Who are you tal king about? No one wanted to discuss it, unti
one young man, little nmore than a child, said, "Your friend will catch up
with you later." And that answer raised al nost nmore questions than it
answered, but there was no tine to go into it. Someone threw open the gate;
willing
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hands pushed Aaron toward the opening; and then, suddenly, just like that,
he was t hrough.

Even with this step taken, a step that should have been definitive, Aaron
knew he wasn't all the way into the alien city. He had a small apartnent.
When he wal ked into Alien City, he seened to be at the outskirts. Just
ahead of himwas a tall stone arch, a sort of gate, he supposed. Looking
through it, Aaron could see a tangle of streets. Cobbl estoned; yet he had
the inpression that the builders had used their materials for aesthetic
pur poses. Cobbl estones give a nice feeling, especially when they are
shining after a rain. And everyone likes the clop-clop. a horse's hooves
make as they cross cobblestones. It is a nice protected feeling you get in
this place. Alien City is not so Wen after all.

VWho are you?" Aaron asked.

"I"'mMranda," the girl said. She was snmall, tanned, and her hair was a
bright tangle. Her mouth was small, kissable. Humans have to think in these
terms, Aaron thought, trying to forgive hinmself for his sexual attitude.
And this is Alien City?" Aaron said.

"Yes. Well, no, not exactly."
"Where is it then, exactly?"
"They call it an interface zone. It's not the sanme as the rest of this

planet. But it's also not exactly what Alien City is, either. Here you will
have a chance to rest, acclimatize yourself, so to speak."

"But I'min a hurry,” Aaron said. "The Council sent ne. |'m supposed to
| ook over this place, cone to sone conclusions. "
"Yes, | understand," Mranda said. "What would you |like for dinner?"

"I"mnot hungry," Aaron said. But he realized that he was, and M randa nust
have known it too, because she ignored his words and | ed hi minside one of
t he houses whose bay w ndows beetled out onto the street.

Wthin he followed her through several roonms to a dining area in back. Here
at a small table a white tablecloth had been set, and there were silverware
and napki ns.
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Just beyond, in the kitchen, Aaron could see pots steam ng on a wood stove.
"Can you tell me what this is all about?" Aaron asked.

"First eat," Mranda said. "There's plenty of time for explanations later."
The food was good. There was a cured ham fresh eggs, a homenade | oaf of
bread. The butter seened fresh churned. There was mlk as well as a

steanmi ng cof feeli ke substance in | ow cups. Mranda wouldn't sit down
hersel f. She hovered over him however, naking sure that he ate his fill,
and occasionally darting into the kitchen for sonmething she had forgotten:
stewed fruits, preserves, biscuits.

After he had finished, Aaron had questions to ask. But M randa | ooked out

t he wi ndow and suddenly saw soneone com ng down the street. Her expression
bri ght ened.

"Ch, look," she said to Aaron. "It is Mka, ny uncle. He will bring us news
of the Darfid.

The what ?" Aaron said.

"I forgot. You don't know the O d Tongue. Darfid refers to the neeting of
the Lords of Diet.

What does that nean?"

"It will all becone clear to you,'
uncl e. "

M ka seened to be quite an old man. Aaron estimated that he must have used
up his allotted cycles and be running on reserve now. On his own world of
Sestes, Aaron had occasionally seen one of the very old ones. Peopl e | ooked
at themwith awe.

There was no reason why Aaron shoul d have found hinmself with Mranda and
her uncle M ka, but that was what had happened and he had to accept it, for
the present, anyway. It was tine to take stock of his situation. He was
within Alien Gty, he thought, though he wasn't sure. It was inportant for
himto find out. He suspected he wasn't really in Alien Cty because he
never saw any of the others. There were supposed to be others here. He
wanted to ask Mranda and M ka about the others. But it was curious,
whenever he thought about asking them they seemed to be absent. M randa
was al ways going into the fields outside the city walls. They were rolling
meadow and,

M randa said. "Come, |let us greet ny



106 ROBERT SHECKLEY

and she must have kept a vegetable patch there, because she al ways returned
with delicious things to eat. And M ka, where did he go? Aaron had the
feeling that Mka went deeper into the city, to a bar somewhere, a tavern
where he drank with his cronies. Aaron didn't know why he never brought
those cronies to the house so that Aaron could neet them too.
It was nice to live with Mranda. Sonetimes M ka stayed over, too. There
was a little bed out back in the shed. The weather was mld, so it never
bothered M ka to sleep out back. But Aaron preferred it when it was just
hi m and M randa. Then she woul d sing himthose strange, sad old songs of
hers. Sonetimes she recited poetry to himin a | anguage he did not
recogni ze. Sonetinmes they went to the woods beyond the city for nuts and
mushroonms. 'Mere were squirrels in the woods and bright yellow punpkins in
the fields. There was sonething strange about it all, but Aaron wasn't sure
what it was. Wenever he tried to think about it, his head started to hurt.
He wondered sonetines if he was going crazy. But that was so unpl easant a
t hought that his mnd quickly veered away fromit. He thought, if I'm
crazy, it's best not to know.
"Mranda," he said one day, "when do | get to see ny son?"
She | ooked at him startled. "Wat are you tal king about?"
"My son, Lawence. He's in Alien City. | want to see him
"You must have it wong, Aaron. You're too young to have a son."
He stared at her. He understood that if he agreed with her, it would be
true. He was tenpted. Imagine being able to regain all those |ost cycles!
But he couldn't let hinself do it.
"I have a son, Mranda. He nust be ol der than you."
She flashed hima [ ook. "That shows how much you know about it!"
"When can | see hin®"
"Aaron, | nust warn you, you're ruining everything."
"I don't see how. |'mjust asking about ny son."
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"Reality is not what we deal with around here," Mranda said. "Is |love so
nmeagre, then, that you give it up in order to ask foolish and mundane
guestions? Wiere's Uncle M ka? He could explain it to you better than 1
Yes, where is Mka?" Aaron asked.

"Ch, I'mhere, I'"'mhere," MKka said, appearing suddenly in a coner of the
room and hastily buttoning up his fly. "Do | never get a monent's peace,
not even for a naturalistic bit of business |ike this?"

"What's goi ng on here?" Aaron asked him "Wo are you peopl e?"

He's seen through us,"” Mka remarked to M randa.

Now t hat he | ooked nore closely, there was sonething curious about both of
them Maybe it was the way the dancing candlelight of the little cottage
seened to seek them out, as though those fiery points of fight |oved them
Perhaps it was because they seemed so perfect, yet perfect in a nonhuman
way, |ike something that |acks the flaws that would make it truly | oveabl e;
perhaps it was the way their figures wavered in the flickering lights,

M randa in her |long peasant skirt, Mka in his blue serge pilot coat. The
light fromthe fireplace danced around diem and then Aaron noticed that he
could see through them as though they were figures on an isinglass screen
He mused about the strangeness of that time, when the thought of unreality
first came on him when he realized that perhaps he was not well yet. It
seened to himthat he had to get out of there.

He had to | eave the cottage, which had been nore honelike than hone itself,
far behind.

And what was nore horrible than that was the fact that this did not even
dismay him It seened to himperfectly right and proper that Mranda and

M ka shoul d have sonet hing ot herworl dly about them This feeling on his
part alarmed himeven nore than his insight as to their transparency. It
opened up many possibilities: that he was going crazy, or had gone; or
worse, that he wasn't crazy, and that in sone inconprehensible way, Mranda
and M ka were as they were nmeant to be. For it seened to him
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now t hat they m ght not even be humans. All the evidence at this point
seened to say that they were aliens, perhaps the original inhabitants of the
city, and that they had taken this way to present thenmselves to him so as
not to alarmhimand bring himslowy into their construct.
He began to search for ways of getting out. He didn't let on to them but
it seemed to himnow that there was sonething horrible about the cottage,
somet hi ng di stressing and unfam liar about its inhabitants. He found
hi nsel f wanting to study their faces nore closely. He began to detect a
faint wavering of their outlines when he glanced at them out of the coners
of his eyes. But he couldn't be sure.
He deci ded he would have to be guileful, indirect. In the norning he began
extendi ng his habitual wal ks. Always going a little farther. It was
inmportant to do it this way if he were to ever hope to get away. And at the
same time he knew that he was acting thoroughly crazy; there mght be
nothing in this; he mght be making it all up
Nevert hel ess, he continued extending his wal ks, and nobody conmented on it.
And then, one norning, when his wal k had brought himto a little bridge
across a stream he crossed it. Looking back, the | andscape seened in sone
subtl e manner to have changed. He knew then that it was time to continue,
away fromthe cottage, on to what |ay ahead.

Aaron wal ked across the fields. He wasn't sure in what direction Alien Cty
lay, but he had an intimation that this was the right direction. After a
while the fields gave way to second-growh woodl and. Thin shoots of young
trees stretched ahead of himinterm nably. He could hear the scol ding sound
of crows in the branches. They peered down at himw th an air of

indifferent evil. The day seened to extend forever, |ow sun white in a
white sky, black branches cutting across his vision, tangling his thoughts.
He becane very tired but he knew he nmustn't stop. Not here, not now Hi s
feet sank into the thin mud which the trees sat upon, and sonetines he
could feel sonething below him sonething | unpy and unnenti on-
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able. He didn't care to investigate, to see what it was, but hurried on. And
the sun sank no lower in the sky. He could feel the presence of an ancient
evil, or so it seemed to him This was an accursed | and. He wondered from
time to time where he was, then rem nded hinmself not to ask that question
He must not give up his certainties, even if he was wong. Especially if he
was wong. He had to go on, and he did go on, until suddenly it was all over
and he had arrived at the place he had been going to.

When he finally came to the alien city itself, he didn't recognize it at
first. Hs mnd was full of how other illustrious cities of the past have

| ooked after excavation. U of the Chal dees, Babyl on, Knossos, Thebes,
Karnak, these were on his mnd. Ruins give a feeling of antiquity and
strangeness, and he had expected to find this in the alien city on Mryx,

t oo.

And of course it was |ike nothing he had seen before. It didn't even seem
strange. What was strange about this alien city was its fanmliarity.

He only began to know about this after establishing his second house. This
was the ranmshackle little hut on the edge of the swanp. He could I ook
across the swanp and see the spires and towers of the alien city. Sonetines
he coul d see people noving down the streets. But that was on the far side
of the bog. There seened no way to get there. The bog was treacherous; a
pol e pushed into it would continue down, finally getting |ost in the nuck
that formed the bog's bottom Aaron didn't like to think about what m ght
be buried in the bog. He thought of skeletons wth grasping fingers,
corpses with dripping hands and mouths livid and set awmy, and he stayed
far fromthe swanp. Fromtime to time he would put hinmself together and try
to march around the bog. But he al ways gave up after an outing of half a
day or less, around one side of the shore or the other. It seenmed to him
that he wasn't intended to go to the city at this tine. Wiy el se would it
be so difficult? He had to wait, that nuch was obvious, or that nuch he
could talk hinmself into. And all the tinme he was ashaned of hinmself as a
quitter. But he al so knew t hat profound changes were taking place in him
and that he
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couldn't hope to understand what had happened until it was finished
happeni ng.

And then there was a certain darkness, a wavering wall of uncertainty. It
had been interesting, living here for a while in the |linmbo. The |inbo was

a good pl ace.

After a while the problemcame to consunme all his waking thoughts. How was
he to cross the bog and get to the alien city? He couldn't think of
anything else. It becane necessary to concentrate all thoughts on that one
thing. And therefore it was not surprising that his world tenporarily fel
apart when sonet hi ng happened to vary the routine. He wasn't sure when he
fast heard the noise. He was too busy thinking about how to get across the
bog to worry nuch about what sounds might mean in the little hut where he
resided. Gven his circunstances, it was both easy and accurate to lunp al
sounds toget her under the heading, "alien sounds.” And then to ignore

t hese.

But certain sounds are difficult to ignore. Dry scratching sounds in the
wal I's, for exanple, and the scurrying of sone dry-skinned creature in the
craw space of the ceiling. He found after a while he was reacting to the
sound without actually registering it. Sonebody was putting himto a great
deal of trouble. It occurred to himto trace out the sounds, but he didn't
think, not at this point, that there was any point to it. Wiy bother to

| earn the neaning of sounds in a place you are about to vacate, as soon as
you figure out how to cross the bog?

Ti me passed, there in the little hut. The waters of the bog reflected
steely clouds in the sky. In the evening there was rarely a true sunset.
But sometines the sky would light up with neurotic oranges and dubi ous
purples. The |light here was not on a human scale. It could even be con-
sidered pretentious. But he grew quickly to love it, so that, for years
after, it would remain the signature of this place

"M . Aaron? Are you awake?"
Aaron sat up. Sonebody had whispered to him there in the dark, in the
smal |l hours of the night, in his hut on the edge of the alien city.
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-Who is it?" Aaron asked.
"You don't know nme," the voice said. "But |'"'ma friend. -

It was a firm deep voice, and it led Aaron to think that it belonged to a
large, burly man. Or possibly sone other species. Wiat did it want?
"What is it?"
"W have somet hing to show you."
"What is it?"
"Come this way; see for yourself."

"I"mnot going anywhere," Aaron said, "until you explain what you're

tal ki ng about ."

"You are here to investigate the Sami ans," the voice said. "lIs that not
correct ?"
"Yes. But | don't see-"

"I can show you things that will tell you volumes about the Sam ans. Don't
waste this opportunity. Come with me.~,

That let a lot of things open, and Aaron would have |liked to pursue a few
of the avenues which the voi ce had opened up. But there had been a certain

urgency in his voice. On the other hand, Aaron was full sick of the bog,

which rarely changed and had little wildlife around it to keep the gaze

entertai ned.
Aaron stood up cautiously in the dark. The lights didn't seemto be

working. A very small hand crept into his own. It was like a child s hand.

Except that it seened to have too many fingers. Not that he was prejudi
It was sinply sonething to note. He turned and followed the gentle tug
the fingers, toward a wall which dissolved and becane a | ong corridor,
but not quite so dark as the room had been earlier. He continued down i
It was a long tine before he saw a dot of light at the end of it. He
continued to wal k and the dot grew in size. Far ahead he could see a
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glowi ng rectangle of light. This would have to be a doorway. He wondered if
he had gotten through into the alien city after all. Could this have been

his gui de? He | ooked down and saw a very small rectangular figure. It

| ooked a great deal like a Sam an, only nuch smaller, and it had tiny arns

and | egs. Each leg termnated in a foot
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with seven toes, and each hand term nated |ikewise in a hand with six
fingers.

"Who are you?" Aaron asked. "And where are you taking nme?"

"This is the inspection,” the small parallel epi pedon said. "You should know
that. You are the inspector.”

"l an®?" Aaron said

"OfF course. You were told by the Council to keep your eyes on the Sam ans,

| est they prove a threat to the future of the humanoid race. Is that not
so?"

"It's so," Aaron said, "but how did you know?"

"Qur spies are everywhere," the parall el epi pedon said. "Cone, we have put
out all the evidence for you."

"Evi dence? \What evi dence?"
"Evidence as to the true intentions of the Sam ans."

Aaron coul d see hundreds of the little parall el epi pedons. It was evi dent at
once that they were closely related to the | arger Sam ans.

As their spokesman, P. Samuel son, said, many ages ago the two races had
been unified. Then the wi nds of change cane. Sepatate religious holidays
were declared. After that, the snaller pipedons found that a decree passed
in the dark and sub rosa had declared the smaller ones second cl ass
citizens, to be known hereafter as the Underclass. Sone of the smaller

pi pedons thought it was a prettysoundi ng nane, but the nore intelligent
anmong them soon put themstraight. "Can't you see what they're trying? They
want us to do all the work. That's why they're grow ng thensel ves w t hout
I'inbs!"”

The | arger pi pedons were el usive when asked why they were breeding a
generation w thout arnms or any neans of manual dexterity. The depth of
their plot began to show itself when a warehouse full of indentured smaller
pi pedons, stacked one atop the other |ike |eathery pancakes, was found, al
awai ting their being sent to suburbs for indentured servanthood. They had
been drugged. Upon revival, they said they had been promised a trip to a
beautiful country where all living things lived together in peace. This was
nai ve of them but not crimnally so. They nentioned a certain stranger who
had rmade these pronuseé&- a
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big fellow the size of a rack of bacon, with a shifty expression. Since no
one coul d prove that the |arger pipedons were capabl e of any expression
what soever, the case was di sni ssed.

Yet the trend was clearly established. The |arger pipedons, actuated by
what ever obscure survival energy, continued to breed out the use of |inbs
in favor of the new doctrine of psychic honogeneity. And nore and nore
favor came to be found in the doctrine of spiritual imobility.

This was a time of great enthusiasm anong the Samians. It seenmed to them
that willingly giving up the use of |inbs was a great step toward true
spirituality. It didn't occur to diem however, that all that they used to
do for thensel ves was now done by the hunble small parall el epi pedons, who,
nore and nore, were relegated to a backstage existence.

In vain did the smaller parall el epi pedons point out that they had all the
attributes of Sam anhood. Nobody was |istening. The Sam ans decl ared that
the smaller Sam ans were "parts of the Sam an body" and not autononpus
creatures at all. According to this doctrine, anywhere a Sam an found a
smal | er Sami an he could claimhimor her as his or her property, an

aut onormous part of his or her body that had sonmehow gotten | oose.

Since the Sam ans knew this wouldn't go down well with the other civilized
races, they bent every effort to keep anyone fromfinding out the
Sami an- Sam an situation.

"As a rule," Sanuel son said, "they don't let us off the hone planets. But
when this expedition to the alien city on Myryx came up, the Sam ans knew
they woul d have to make an effort. In order to safeguard the future, you
see. "

The paral | el epi pedons had to be brought along by the big Sam ans in order
to performall the tiny functions that their hereditary drive toward

i Mmobility made inpossible. The little fellows could scratch obscure
itches. And do many other things. They had, unique anong |living species,
two opposabl e thunbs. Nature had given them profligate dexterity.

Aaron felt like hell for the little oblongs, but it was difficult to figure
out what to do for them The Sani ans'
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doctrine of prinp inter pares seemed only sound to groups which held on to
their hegenmony by a thread. Suppose all the organs could have a | oca
intelligence and a way to express it? It has been an old humanoid fear for
years. How nmany fables there have been about ol d doctor stomach.
Aaron made the m stake of expressing some of these views. The atnosphere at
once becane unpl easant. The small parall el epi pedons noved toward him
clicking their long nails together in a nmenacing manner. Their very
smal | ness, which had rendered them hel pl ess before the | arger Sami ans, |ike
Pygm es encountering Watusi in a surrealistic replay of King Sol onon's
M nes, at this nmonment rendered them dangerous in the extreme to Aaron. He
backed away, breathing shallowy to avoid taking one up the w ndpipe. It
was just at this nmonent that the rescue team headed by his buddy the
Sam an, cane breaking into the bunker and set Aaron free.
"It's a crude attenpt at blackmail,"” the Sami an said. It was several hours
later. Both man and Sami an were taking their ease in a small audience
chanber. The Samian |listened as the man told his tale.
Aaron was a menber of the Third Exodus. The first, the Jews from Egypt; the
second, the Earthians fromEarth; the third, the Erthunmoi fromEarth' n. It
was the Third Exodus that Aaron belonged to. His parents had lived al
their lives on Artem s V. Nothing changed much there. Not even the arrival
of the six civilized species changed the level tenor of Artemis life. Aaron
was eager to get away fromthe planet. His father was a religious man, but
it never took on Aaron
The early history of humanoi d expansi on was di ctated by the conveni ence of
setting up hyperjunp points. It becane increasingly difficult to set these
up in the intense galactic core. As new worlds were di scovered, the
Ert hunoi spread out to occupy them This proved inpossible, however, since
t he demands for new worl d popul ations far exceeded the ability of the
species to breed sufficient volunteers. Sometinmes whole worlds were
occupied by only a single famly or two, in an attenpt to establish an
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Ert hurna presence and | egal clai mupon those worlds, and in hopes that a
popul ation woul d be attracted.

Aaron's father was a drygoods sal esnman on Kitanjar, a small green-and- bl ack
world in the general direction of the center. He was a hard man, and filled
wi th ol d-fashioned views. He never really believed in the existence of the
other civilized races. He thought it was a device of the devil for
glorifying animals. Aaron's nother had been a channel sw mer. She was al so
an amateur watercolorist of some note. She left Aaron's father for
unspecified riots in the year of the bipolar explosion, and noved to
Syringin 11 with her son. Aaron lived there with her until she died when he
was fourteen.

He left the school systemthe follow ng year, and went to Sestes. He becane
a farmer on one of the quietest and | east popul ated worlds in the gal axy,
and this may be said to have hel ped himbreed a certain i ndependence of
judgrment that must have influenced his final decision in the Alien City 4
nmatter.

To Alien City 4, the strange place on the planet Myryx, Aaron has cone. He
wants to get in contact with his son, Lawence; but even this is not a
primary goal. In sone fashion which he barely understands, Aaron has been
searching for this place all his |life. For the alien city is,, paradox-
ically, the only place that is famliar and dear. This sounds paradoxi cal
but perhaps it isn't, really. In order to grow up, Aaron, like everyone

el se, has to give up the secret place. It has been the subject of a

t housand conparisons. It can be compared to a secret garden, the one which
if our intimations are correct, we used to play in when we were young. It
is strange that the nost alien place should also be the npost famliar. But
so it is. And in finding this place, in a sense Aaron has cone hone.

But howis he to explain this to the others? He doesn't want to do what
Law ence did-give up even trying to communi cate to others what is happening
to him This time he has the real thing, the objective correlative, the
answer, the solution
But what is he to say about this place? Wen the spirit is
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right, any place is good. Alien City has views and aspects, the |ooking at

which is a sacred matter. Here a man can have two things usually

i nconpatible: to be home and to be abroad; to live in the strange and in the

fam liar simultaneously.

The city is filled with wonders, but they seem only normal when you are on
the inside. Such matters as food and drink are no problem They just cone
up when the time for themis there. This is so with everything; all of it
is so easy and natural. That is the greatest thing about Alien City, how
natural it all is.

Aaron saw Lawence on his third day in Alien City. The first day was spent
finding a place to sleep and then collecting the sl eeping bags and ot her
gear necessary. There was no furniture in Alien Cty. Fromthe size of the
rooms, you could guess that the aliens had been scaled to nearly our
proportions. Though somewhat |arger, and with a |onger stride, to judge by
t he di stance between fl agstones on the | ong sloping ascents to the upper
chanmbers. It was not so much a city as a single house of many roons, with
open spaces where you could assume that markets had been. There was no sign
that these aliens had been a violent people. Al though there was a certain
amount of ornanmentation on the walls, it was strictly geonetric. There were
no representations of the human formthat Aaron saw, nor, he |learned |ater
had any been di scovered. It was found | ater, however, that one synbol
recurred fi-equently in sonme of the other deserted cities. This was a
flying snake, an old synmbol on Earth. But this one had curious bends and
twists to his tail, and his wings were broad with Iong finger feathers, as
can be observed in certain raptorial birds. But basically the aliens didn't
go in for much ornanmentation. It was hard to figure out what the city had
been intended for. It seened to be nore than shelter and sustenance.

Al t hough there were several thousand roons in the city, maybe nore, none of
the doors had any external indication of a |lock. Nor had the searchers
found any sign of kitchens, larders, places to store food. Nor were there
any restaurants. It seened that the Seventh Race's ideas of
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what a city was for wge very different fromthose of Erthunoi

"What's this?" Aaron asked.
"We call this the central pronenade," Lawrence told him "It occupies a
m dpoint of the city."

"What is its significance?"

"We have no idea," Law ence said.
"I don't know why you haven't communi cated sone of these discoveries to the
Counci | . "
"It's difficult to know what to say about this place," Lawence said. "So
much of it is nuance. You get a strong feeling about the aliens, but
there's nothing to point to where that feeling cones from Do you feel it,
Fat her ?"
"I't would be inpossible not to," Aaron said. "But this is natural. It is
the sort of thing men felt when they uncovered the tombs of ancient Egypt
on Earth, or the tonmbs of the Sultai on Amertegon.”
It was natural to feel awe in the presence of the very old. The feeling of
antiquity here was pal pabl e.

Law ence said, "I want you to nmeet Moira. She is helping me in ny
i nvestigations."
Moira was a small, dark-haired girl, sonmewhat stocky, with an open, frank,

cheerful face. She wore blue jeans and a man's | arge, baggy sweater. She
wore sandals. Instead of a purse, she carried a knapsack. Her face was

i nnocent of makeup. She was wi de-eyed, and her features were harnoni ous
rather than beauti ful

"I amvery pleased to neet you," she said to Aaron, shaking his hand. "I
have heard a great deal about you. Lawrence thinks very highly of you, you
know. "

Aaron hadn't known. He thanked her and stole a glance at Lawence. H s son
was scribbling down a note and hadn't seenmed to hear what Mdira was saying
They proceeded deeper into the city. There were fewer |lights here. Aaron
had a sense of growing antiquity as they continued. The shapes as they went
deeper becane nore angul ar, nore stylized. The corridors took odd little
jigs and turns for no apparent reason. And the lighting effects becane nore
el aborate. The sense of nystery deepened,
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al t hough as yet Aaron had seen not hing he consi dered extraordinary.

"This next will interest you," Lawence said. They went through a pair of
open doubl e doors, down a short flight of steps, then around another coner.
When they were on a straight course again, Lawence brought themto an
abrupt halt.

"Here's what | wanted you to look at," Law ence said.

The next revelation is even stranger. At first, wandering around Alien
City, it seens a bunch of rather static wonders. Interesting, of course,
but no different fromany other alien city, not qualitatively different,
that is, fromwhat has been known before.
But gradually, there is a realization that Alien City 4 is sonething nore
than a diorama of marvels. Aaron has the glinmering recognition that the
pl ace is not dead, not inert. Sonething is happening here. Sonething is
happening in response to the novements of others. In some sense, the city
is like a teaching experinment, That is what Lawence knows, and it is what
Aaron is finding out.
"I could have swomthat doorway wasn't here before.™
Law ence nodded but made no conment.
"I's that true."”
"You'd better find out for yourself, Father."
Aaron knew that he had been going to the third door on the left. Just a
little while ago, it had been | ocked. Now, when he cane back to it again,
it opened to his touch
"Did you change the door setting?"
Law ence shook his head.
"Sonmebody nust have. It was | ocked before. Now it isn't. "
"No one has touched it. W have encountered this phenonmenon before. The
doors open when the city thinks you're ready to go through them "
To prove this, Lawence went up to one of the doors and tried the knob. It
was | ocked. He gestured to Aaron. Aaron tried the door and it came open
"I't nust know that | have already eaten," Lawence said. "So it sees no
reason to open the door for me. You
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however, have not had either breakfast or lunch. It is nore than ready to
feed you."
Aaron tried the door again, then cautiously slipped through it. After a
nmonent, Law ence turned the knob three tinmes. This tine the door opened for
hi m
"Where' d you pick that up?" Aaron asked.

"Trial and error. | found that after the first override, the city is nore
than willing to let me through. | have to insist on it; that's the only
thing. It's perfectly willing to let nme through if |I'mdeterm ned. "

Aaron | ooked around. The room was obviously a dining room There was a
mar bl e and wood tabl e and four chairs. There was a considerabl e setting of
napki ns, gl assware, and china. And there were several large dishes in the
m ddl e of the table. When Aaron lifted their lids, a delicious arona cane
forth. There was nothing alien about this food. It |ooked to Aaron |ike
beef stew with potatoes and carrots. Not very exotic grub, but good

sust enance.

VWho produced this food?" Aaron asked.

The food sinply appears

Is it always the sanme?"

"Not at all. The city cycles its food. It hasn't repeated itself yet.
Sonetinmes there's an Oiental food, sonetinmes Russian, sonetines Latin
Ameri can. And sonetinmes there is sonething we don't recognize. But we eat
it anyhow, and it has never done us any harm"

There were ot her things which were not so faniliar. The dolls, for exanple.
That was a puzzler. They appeared everywhere. Dolls, none nore than

ei ghteen inches in height, and al ways el aborately dressed. Sone of the
doll's were nmade of rags, but sone were el aborately made of white and bl ue
porcel ain. Sonetinmes they had eyes made of precious stones. These dolls
were ubiquitous; sonetinmes there were a few, other tinmes many nore. Aaron
could never find the reason, the principle, behind the dolls. At tines
there were no dolls at all. Then suddenly there would be dozens, hundreds
of them Aaron tried to keep lists, trying to work out what brought al ong
the dolls. But he could never get it right.
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"Sara! \What are you doing here? | thought you wanted no part of this."

"I suppose | can change ny nind."

"Certainly, no doubt of that. But why have you changed your m nd?"
"That's ny business. ™"
"And have you seen Law ence yet?"

"Not yet. All that doesn't seemas inportant as it did before | cane here.

"But of course it's inportant!" Aaron said. "You rmust speak with Law ence

i mediately. | know he'll be delighted to see you."
"Why don't you stop trying to be so stinking nice?" Sara said. "Things have
changed. W'll have to see where we go fromhere."

Sonehow Law ence and Sara didn't cone across each other. Aaron didn't think
they were avoidi ng each other, yet they never seened to neet. It was

i npossible to tell which was avoiding the other. It seemed al nbst natural
the way they never happened to neet. But it bothered Aaron. It bothered him
also that Sara didn't seeminterested in him Wat had happened? Wy had

t hi ngs changed so drastically?

The Sam an said, "How are you, ny friend?"

Aaron sat up. He had been spending nore and nore tine recently |ying down
and contenplating the ceiling. O late it had seemed that he had a great
deal to think about. He wasn't sure what it was, nor was it difficult. He
felt very cal mthese days, and, in general, quite optimstic. But there was
somet hi ng el se invol ved, too, and this was what the Sam an was picking up.
Al was well with Aaron, especially since the nightnmares had stopped. For
a while the Sami an had been nervous about his friend. Aaron had been
nmuttering about tiny Sam ans rebelling against the | arger ones. The Sani an
couldn't imagi ne where his friend got such ideas.

"I''mfine," Aaron told him

The Sam an coul d hear the guarded note. He was find-
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ing a nunber of curious things going on. There was quite a nunber of the six
civilized species inside Alien Cty. They seened to be intent on exploring.
Yet they were inprecise as to what. At the entrance to Alien City, nessages
were piling up. Sonme of themwere fromthe Council, who were bonbarding
Aaron with queries, as before they had questi oned Lawence. But Aaron, |ike
his son, didn't have time or inclination to answer. The Samian tried to talk
himinto replying. "These Council people, they're going to think it odd. "

"I know," Aaron said. "But it can't be hel ped."

"You could tell them sonething," the Sam an said. "It wouldn't kill you,
would it?"
"I don't know," Aaron said. "lI'mnot sure.”

The Sam an began to wonder again if sonething were wong with Aaron;

per haps, he thought, sonething was going wong with everyone here. In fact,
he had to ask hinself if he were all right.

Thi s sense of uneasi ness went back to the humanoid centers. People were
begi nning to ask questions about Alien City. There had been no reply so
far. Then Matthew, on behalf of the Council, told Aaron'that they would
have to cone thensel ves, since Aaron couldn't seemto get hinself together.
"How do you feel about that?" the Sam an asked.

"It's probably for the best,"” Aaron said. "There's a ot going on here. In
one sense, the original inhabitants of this city are not dead."

"I's that a fact?" the Sami an said.

"Ch, yes. Haven't you figured it out yet?"

"I'm afraid not," the Sam an said. "But then, we Sam ans are the second
nost recent and | east sensitive nenbers of the civilized races.”

It is curious how the other civilized species, with the exception of the
Sanmi ans, have been reacting to Alien City. Mre and nore of them have been
coming to Myryx. There is a considerable colony scattered over several
square mles outside Alien City. Each species has set up its own
life-style. There is a certain penalty agai nst sonme of them
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the fliers, because the atnmosphere | acks neon, the Cephall onians and the

ot hers because of their own limtations. Myryx is basically an
oxygen-breather's place with light gravity. The others have had to struggle
along as well as they could. Special constructions have been set up. An
entire water world was set up by the Cephall onians. Some of the fliers, the
Crotonites, have set up special habitats. Wthin a sealed district, they
have been able to increase the thickness of the atnmosphere so that it
affords some lift for their wings. There's little they can do about the |es-
sened gravity, however. Yet the planet of Myryx is forgiving even in that,
as they seemto adapt to it. This is the closest to a universal planet for
all species that has yet been found. Only the Sam ans have been staying
away.

Cctano Hal fbarr, the Sami an, has been alarned by all this. He intends to
informhis people that it's not safe in this place.

"Hel | 0? G nfar?"

Neut roni ¢ comuni cation is so close to sinmultaneous that only a qui bbler
would say it isn't imediate. Cctano finally is able to speak with his clan
chief, Gwinfar.

"What's going on in this world?" Gwi nfar asked.

"It worries me," Octano said. "None of the other races seemto think nuch
about it. At first they were really interested in investigating ne."

"What ever for?"

"They seemto have sonme sort of delusional systemgoing. O maybe it's the
ef fect of Myryx."
"What sort of del usional systen®?"

"They feel that we Sami ans are harboring some deep secret.
"Hah! If only we were!"

"Yes, that's exactly how | feel. But they don't seemto understand that
we're just about as sinple as we seem They | ook for some kind of nystery
about us."

"Does it seemto correspond to what they call 'paranoid thinking ?"

"I didn't want to say it, but yes, it does," Cctano replied.
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Back at the Council neeting roomon the main planet of the Mnieri system
Matt hew was al arned. Later he could trace the precise beginning of his
concern. It was when the Samian sent his report in and asked for
assi st ance.

"He nust have directed his nmessage through the wong channel," St.-Fleur
said. "Why should a Sam an request this meeting of us?"

"No," Matthew said, "it can't be a wong channel affair. It's got our
identification marks. "

"This request of his for secrecy," St.-Fleur said. "I don't like it. It

binds us in conplicity with him"

"We need to find out what's on his mnd. You know as well as | do that
somet hing untoward i s happening here. If Gctano can throw any light on it,
we need to use him"

The neeting took place on Hester, a noon of the second hunmanoid pl anet.

Al t hough Hester was airless, a conference facility had been set up in one
of the inmpact craters that dotted the side the little noon kept faced
toward its primary. Not far fromthe conference roomwas an automated
anmusement facility. There was no sense in leaving |iving persohnel on the
pl anet, because trade wasn't swift enough to justify the expense. But the
aut omat ed anmusenents did well enough for the | ow density popul ation
situations that usually cane up on Hester

Strai ght ahead was the zero-grav roller coaster with its intricate tw sts
and turns. There were the stark shapes of the other anusenments-tribute to
man' s anci ent preoccupation with his own proprioceptive centers. The quick
food stands were closed up now, but when St. -Fleur approached, the sensors
pi cked up his arrival and the lights flashed on. They were genui ne neon
anci ent synbol of an old-time lurid civilization. Misic started up too,
beamed directly to their helmets. And then the mechani zed voi ce of the
huckst er:

"Step up, ladies and gentlenen; step up and take your chances. Pin the tai
on the wonky. Shoot down the sad old saber tooth. Run agai nst the w ndrows
of the sun. Quaff lethal beverage in zero tine and enjoy the sense of
acconpl i shnment that comes fromoutrage. Don't be nervous; step up, boys and
girls; take fun, enjoy pleasure!"
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"This is quite unpleasant,"” St.-Fleur remarked to Matthew. "Do these things
al ways go on this way?"

"I"'mafraid so," Matthew said. "Newest thing, you know.
"But why should this sort of thing be popul ar?"
"Difficult to predict what direction the mass taste will take. It has been
proven, | belie~e, or at least so | learned in psych class back in
university, that the taste for the degraded does not exist in isolation but
isinreaction to the desire for the good. Watever the nason, mankind has
a need for these sleazy places. There is a theory that nothing human is
alien or unnecessary."

There on the airless noonlet, the amusenent park ganmes and rides arced

hi gh, silhouetted against the sky, lying in the great crater of crushed
white stone with hard needl e points of stars above. The two nen wal ked

t hrough the deserted anusement park trying to devise their next nove.
St.-Fleur said, "This might not have been a good idea, Matthew. W may have
overstepped the legitimcy of our quest. "

"W need to find out whatever we can,"” Mttliew said. "W should be willing
to go anywhere to find out what's happening on Myryx. "

"Except going to Myryx itself," St.-Fleur said.

"We' ve al ready discussed that."

St.-Fleur adjusted the oxygen flow across his nose and nouth. "It woul dn't
be a good idea to go to Myryx. You agreed to that yourself, Matthew "
"Under duress."

"No matter; you did agree. We didn't twist your arm And it's only
reasonabl e, Matthew. We don't know what's going on on that amnbi guous

pl anet. Wenever we send anyone, he fails to stay in touch. Aaron is only
the latest."

"W coul d send soneone el se,” Matthew said stubbornly.

"I know you'd like the job yourself. But to what end? If you stopped
conmuni cating too, we'd just |ose another inportant Council memnber."

"Al'l right," Matthew grunbl ed. "But where is he?"

"Across there," St.-Fleur said.
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Mat t hew | ooked. Across, on the distant side of the amusenent park, just up
fromthe fenced-in space where the asteroid mners used to park their
vehi cl es, something was noving. It proceeded parallel to themfor a while,
then turned and headed directly for them

St.-Fleur drew a bell-shaped revol ver fromhis belt, but Matthew put his
hand lightly on the ol der man's shoul der

Take it easy. It's Cctano, the Sam an. "

The. Sami an was in his tubular vehicle. A vat of gases was stored at his
feet. The col ored gases percolated out, flow ng across the featurel ess
slablike front of his body. The body, a dark side of meat, seened to have
no animation. Al signs of life cane fromthe repeater board in the tubul ar
ship. Fromthe flash and intensity shift of the LEDs, Matthew could tel
that the Sam an was di sturbed.

They exchanged cautious greetings. Then the Sam an said, through his
translating machinery, "lI'mglad you' ve cone. You know |'ve conme here to
talk to you about Aaron. "

"I fail to understand," St.-Fleur said, "why you didn't present your
request through official channels."

"This is a little too serious for that. The situation on Myryx has many
baffling aspects. | think you should hear nme out. "

But why have we come here?"

"You must know how it is,"” the Sam an said. "The governing board of the
Sanmi an Confederacy is not at all sure what the situation on Myryx neans.
But we can see one thing. Sonething is happening on Myryx which is having
profound effects on the species that have gone there to investigate. The
effect is especially profound on the Erthunmoi. "

"Why woul d the council of the Sam an Confederacy object if you told us

t hat ?"

"You know very well," the Sam an said, "that beneath the cloak of good
manners and evenhandedness, ny race, like all the others, conceals its
fears and its conpetitiveness. W say there's no interspecies struggle, but
that's just standard piety. Although the galaxy is w de beyond our power to
grasp, we still are all trying to be nunber one in it."
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St.-Fleur said, "You are unusually frank."

"Way not? | do not share this viewwith my fellows. | want my people, the
Sami ans, to endure, of course. But we are at a disadvantage in the sort of
gane that is taking place on Myryx. "

There was sone nore di scussion on these lines. It appeared to Matthew t hat
the Sam an was attenpting a new approach to the ancient program of
conpetition between species. He could not be sure; this could be a subtle
attenpt to undermi ne the Erthunoi sonehow. He puzzled it out, there in the
brilliantly lit but deserted amusenent park, on a noon that had been
bypassed by the waves of interplanetary conerce. One thing was certain; he
had to find a way to | earn what was going on with Aaron. Especially now,
since the latest reports had shown over a dozen ships heading for Myryx.
The peopl e aboard were tourists, and they were nmade up of four of the six
speci es.

"Are you saying that the city itself is responsible?" Mtthew asked.

"I didn't want to say it. But you have said it. Now you nust consider
whether it could be true or not."

Matt hew t hought it over. The city was not deserted; but personnel did not
return, nor did they nmaintain conmunications. Was the city built as a trap?
It was known that other intelligent species cane there...

It took Aaron a long tinme to get to sleep that first night. He realized as
soon as he got there that the city was living, functioning, after all these
mllennia. It seenmed ridiculous to ask hinmself, what for? There was no way
he coul d know t he purpose of the alien builders.

It was strange, there in the guest house. It was a | ong shadow room wth
a central wal kway and tatanm -mat roons on either side. The lighting stil
wor ked, too: just raise your finger and up cane the lights. He had eaten
earlier in the comunal messhall. Dinner he had taken only w th hunmanoi ds.
It's too difficult to share a neal with sonme species that eats crankcase
grease or its noral equiv.alent. He finished and went for his bath. This
was set up so that, after he stripped, he went down a |ong netal tube,
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slid down it into the water. It seemed to Aaron an unnecessarily dramatic
way of getting into the water, but he didn't seemto have any other choice.
In he went and he plunged down into the water in a dense cloud of white
bubbl es. There was sonething a little odd about the gravity around here; he
was descending very slowy, and all around himwere brightly col ored
strands and wafteroons of kelp and other long floating things, sone of them
with what | ooked like brilliant feathers, others with tiny scales.
Shapes floated through the water at him other humanoids, he realized. As
he wat ched, a Cephal | oni an swam past, | ooking very sure of itself; then a
Naxi an, sonehow stroking through the water, went by | ooking no | ess sure
than the Cephal |l oni an. The water he had dived into was Iit from bel ow, and
the water was very clear. Aaron didn't find it strange to continue
descendi ng, dropping down in a cloud of bubbles past other swi mers, toward
the lights below that seened to recede as he approached them It didn't
occur to himto ask how cone he was able to breathe underwater. If you find
that you can, why ask?
He conti nued descendi ng, and he had no inpression of pressure, nor of
breat hl essness. He saw others in that brightly lit cone of light-filled
water, old friends and new, old |lovers and |lovers yet to cone, and they al
waved at himas he continued goi ng down.
Then he was at the bottom and he saw a little round opening at the very
base of what he could see now was a | arge glass flask.'He swamthrough it,
and abruptly he was on the surface again, shaking water out of his hair and
eyes, and | ooking ahead of himat a small beach, gleaning white and silver
over floodlights set into the rocky walls that surrounded it.
There was a man swi mri ng beside him unnoticed before. Aaron had never seen
hi m before, but the man waved to himw th enthusiasm and with every sign
of knowi ng Aaron and expecting to be known by him
"I"'mvery sorry, " Aaron said, after he and the man had both clinbed out
onto the beach. "Am | supposed to know YOUT
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"Not yet perhaps," the nman said. He added sonething that Aaron didn't
catch. But Aaron found he understood anyhow. Even a few unintelligible
words served to awaken in hima vision of the neaning of the speaker's
wor ds. Though putting those meanings into words was sonething el se again.
Then the figure was no | onger there, as happens with figures in a dream
where exits and entrances are no problem and the continuations are
obscure. The point was, of course, that everything was very sinple; take
the scales fromour eyes, very easy, this is the gift, the first gift from
t hose who have gone beyond.

There is know edge that sticks to the mind no | onger than Chinese food is
said to stick to the stomach. So it was that even though Aaron understood
everything, it was only for an instant. Then the dream which he already
knew was to be considered an alternative, was ended, and it was tine to
start the next thing.

"Are you feeling better now?" Sara asked.

Aaron opened his eyes. He was in what |ooked like a very old room built of
stone pieces crudely joined together. There was a high, raised, canopied
bed, and that is what he occupied. There was a brisk fire in the fireplace.
Standing in front of it, her hands cl asped behind her back, tall and slim
was Sar a.
"What is it?" Aaron asked. "Wat are you doi ng here?"

"You had a close call," Sara said. "Do you understand how our very
possibilities could be in a state of nutability?"

Aaron hadn't thought about it before. Now the proposition forced itself on
him Yet how could it be that the inner thrust of the humanoid race could
itself be subject to change and flux? It was |like finding out that the
background, which you had consi dered stable, had suddenly flung itself into
a series of wild transformations. Not nerely the figure, the ground, too.
O course Aaron was vaguely aware that quantum nechanics shoul d have
prepared himfor that. And if nothing else, man's anci ent doctrine, called
under many nanes, but revived nmpost recently as chaos theory, told himthe
vanity of the objective.
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"What are you thinking about?" Sara asked.

"It's strange," Aaron said, "that no nane has ever been found for the
possibility we are discussing. It's a kind of death of the dream | hate

t hese vague terms, but how do you speak of it? I'mafraid it's just one
nore idea that doesn't quantify."

Don't get scared," Sara said. "You' re doing fine."

Maybe he was, but he couldn't feel it. Aaron knew of this, but he had never
encountered it hinmself---this sharp, sudden, crucial crisis of faith, in
whi ch not just oneself as a man is in doubt, but the validity, the

useful ness, even the beauty of everything. And there had been epidemn cs of
this sort of thing on other worlds, sudden and unaccountabl e di e-offs, when
bel eaguered portions of the general population suddenly gave it up. W have
seen the future and it is not us. And he wondered if it was possible that
Myryx, the alien city, generated such a nood, produced such a poison

What had he dreanmed? He sat up suddenly. Yes, he had it! The information
death of the universe. For information is a kind of energy, too, and it
follows its own internal rules. For an information universe to be
establ i shed, there nust be a user of the information. Thus information is
al ways duof orm one who sends; one who receives.

"This isn't strictly true, of course,"” Aaron said. "W know very few of the
properties of information. What we can conjecture is that death nmay be a
multileveled thing. There is death on every level. Dead is dead, but it can
Forne to you on many levels. Information, yes, there is informtion which
is inconpatible with the concept of information as we, as science,
understand it. W cannot understand that which refuses to share our realm
of discourse, and soneday this will underm ne us."

"How | ong has he been going on this way?" Mtthew asked.

"For the better part of two days," Dr. Franz said. "He said he had to talk
with you, and then he | apsed into i ncoherence. "

"Information is a true substratum"”™ Aaron said. "You can cut off a
chicken's head; that's one way of destroying
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him But you can al so deny himexistence and that's another way. There are
many roads to inner nysteries and they are never apparent fromthe
vi ewpoi nts of other inner mysteries.

Easy now, Aaron thought. Pull yourself together. Take stock of the old

t hi nk pi ece. Something to be done, but difficulties in your path. Here in
this charming city. Were the blue of the sonething. No. Don't play around
with it. They di sapprove of levity.
"Cood afternoon, Aaron."
"Cood afternoon, Mss Marcheck.

Vague glinmerings of old maid fussiness. Behind us, the stars, eterna
backdrop, go on eternally. He renenbered a long tine ago. It had been
different. But here? Forlorn! The very word is like a bell. Get hold of
yoursel f.

The masters passed up and down the ranks of students. The students remmined
very quiet. The nmasters had not a hair on their heads. But then he forgot;
they had all been shaved; it was preparatory to the next stage.
"Just ease yourself out of it, Aaron.”

They were tal king about his body. Just ease out of it, indeed! Like to see
them bl oody try. Nonetheless, it was happening. "Let the body fall away."
No letting about it; it did so anyhow, didn't it? Yes, but we have to
agree, anything to keep them quiet, the masters; why was it always |ike

t hat ?

Wavering doubts, dreams, blown foam the end of the old days. Wiy were

t hese hands around hi m now? Was he drowning, or did they fear he didn't
know how? That's it;, he knew he had sonething to say, but no, he wasn't
going to say it now.

Stand hi mup; give himroom

Yes, dreary sort of place, they were | apping up the booze, the sweet
oblivion, or not so sweet; didn't make no matter, don't mind

The hyperjunp ship should be back. What is it to be al one here on the
station? They usually didn't |eave people alone on the hypedunp point.
Limted air, food, water. Nothing to do. Wait until the next ship comnes

al ong. And how soon will that be? Aaron pulled the jacket nore
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closely around him At |east his main requirenents were taken care
of . But what did that matter; he was cold, cold, and there was no
warnth in sight.
Still they couldn't just let himdie here, could they? He was
aware that he was not having these dreans for the first tine. He
was renenbering what had happened the first tine. It had al
happened before. O was that nerely what they wanted himto
bel i eve?

Aaron sat up abruptly. He felt clear, lucid for the first tine in
along time. He was in a large, elaborately decorated room deep
within Alien GCity. It was a roomof marble and porphyry. On the
mantel were old bronzes. There was a nobsaic on the floor. It
seenmed to depict a.sun goddess. Aaron hinmself was clad in costly
robes. He was wearing a long silk robe of many col ors. He was

hol ding an orb in one hand, a scepter in the other. H s gaze was
fixed on the doorway. He couldn't see how the place was |ighted.
The lighting seened to emanate fromthe stone and marble. But it
was not as though it was a quality of those materials. Rather
somet hi ng was noving al ong the corridor, something that seenmed to
be conposed of pure light.

The light flowed along the corridor, entered his room stopped.



He could see it, wavering lightly in front of him a dimflane
twisting slowy, about six feet high. Wthin the turnings of the
flane he thought he could nmake out features. After a while he
could recogni ze them they were Mranda, Mka, many of the others
he had net.
"Who are you?" he said to the flane.

"I'mglad to see that you can speak reasonably with nme," the
flanme said. "I amwhat they used to call the spirit of place."
"Coul d you explain that a little further?"

"In every spot, there is that which is the spirit of that spot.
When the place dies, so dies the spirit of it. But the spirit can
be reborn in other places. | have been reborn. "

"Are you the spirit of what we call Alien Gty?" Aaron asked.

The flame flickered and wavered in what was unm stakably a nod.
Aaron realized that it wasn't actually talking.
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Rat her, words were appearing in Aaron's nmind as if the flane were speaking.
"How should I call you?" Aaron asked.

"You may call me Cea," the flame said. "I amthe spirit of place."

"Cea," Aaron said, "what can you tell me about yourself? What is going on?
VWat have you cone here for?"

"I"ve been waiting for sonmeone to recognize ne," Cea said. "I had to show
you a lot of things, Aaron, before you knew me for what | am Do you know
now?"
"Yes, | know, " Aaron said.

"I have had to show you miracles,"”" Gea said. "I have had to denonstrate to
you all manner of strangeness. Only in that way could you becone

convi nced. "

"Are you purely spirit?" Aaron asked. "Or do you have a corporeal aspect?"
"I am physical as well as spiritual,"” CGea said. "Where | am all three

el ement s- physical, spiritual, nmental-are all aspects of the sane reality.
This energy is eternal and indestructible; yet its specific formcan be
destroyed. | have preserved nyself throughout these years to be ready for
nmy reentry onto the galactic stage.”
"l understand,"” Aaron said.

"I do not claimto be God," Gea said. "But | am sonething nore than man,
somet hing nmore than the other species. Are you ready to serve ne, Aaron?
You are ny prophet. ' 9 -
"I amready," Aaron said.

"What a wonderful day of destiny this is," Gea said, "not just for
ourselves, but for the entire human race. It is the time that manki nd has
| ong dreaned of. The tinme of guidance and care. | will take care of my own,
Aaron, never fear. | have already shown you a glinpse of what is possible.
It remains for us to finish this stage. Then we can go on to where the
destiny of the race takes us - -

] Lawr ence had been standing by hel pl essly during this conversation. He
seened to be bound by invisible bonds. Not for the first time he tried to
pull hinself free. It is only a trick, a sort of hypnosis, he told hinself.
He pull ed against the restraints, but he could not budge. It had been
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like this for a long time. There was nothing he could do against it now
"Father!" he cried. "Do you know what it is that has us?"

"OfF course | know, Lawrence," Aaron said. "It is what we have al ways

want ed, al ways dreaned of. A guide, one who will help us through the
dangers that the universe presents. "

"No, Father, you've got it wong!" Lawence had nore to say, but sudden
agoni zi ng pain stopped himbefore he could go on. He wanted to warn Aaron
Thi s thing neant nothing good for them and certainly not for the human
race. But there was nothing he could say.

"It's all right, Lawence," Aaron said. "CGea and | understand each ot her
CGea, | want you to send my son and the others away from here. You and
need to talk, to plan our noves. "

| do the planning," Gea said.

"Of course you do," Aaron said. "But | can be a help. There are things you

haven't |earned about us yet. Ways of handling us which will suit your
goal s. "

"Very well," Gea said. "You Erthunmpi are nore stubborn than | believed
possible. But if at least one of you will listen, will obey nme, then all is
not |ost."

| amthat one," Aaron said. "l greet you, Master."

Fat her! The word screamed agai nst Lawence's brain, but he coul dn't
pronounce it. He watched, sick to his heart, as Aaron groveled in the dirt
in front of the flane.

"Send them away, " Aaron said. "And let us begin our plans.
Law ence felt hinmself lifted, bonme away. He underwent a nonent of vertigo.
Then he awoke and found hinmself back on his ship. It was the original ship
that the expedition had brought to Myryx over a year ago. Now, for the
first time, he was able to work the controls. He lost no time in renoving
the ship a safe distance fromthe planet. Then he got on the conmuni cat or
fast.

Wth his communicator set to transmt everything to Lawence's ship, Aaron
followed the flame deep into the
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interior of Alien Gty, to the shrine roomhe had | ocated bel ow the main
level. It was deserted, a long, lowceilinged place lit by flam ng torches
set into wall enmbrasures. The others had | eft, conmanded to do so by Gea.
Now Aaron was alone with the flanelike spirit.

The flame, substance of the creature who called hinmself Gea, was changi ng
now, becoming silvery and waterlike, then changing again to a deep netallic
purple red. The shapes and col ors fl owed ceasel essly, and Aaron didn't
under st and what generated its changes. As soon as he thought he could grasp
it, it flowed and becanme sonething el se. Aaron wondered if this m ght have
been the origin of the shape-changer nyths that nankind had had for so
long. For all he knew, this fiery, slippery creature m ght have been the
original Proteus, old man of the sea and of change.

"Mobility is strength," Gea said, "and | have many transformati ons. The
others were too timd. They couldn't stand to | ook at me and behold man's
next becoming. | could never trust them You are wise to serve nme, Aaron

al t hough for a while I worried about you."

"Are all of your shapes el enental ?" Aaron asked. "Or can you show ne one of
your human fornms?"

"I can take any shape | want," Gea said. "But why a human one? That is the
only tine I'mvul nerable.™

Aaron said, "W will want to make statues of your human formso all manki nd
can see."

"That's a good idea," Cea said. H's surfaces flashed and fl owed. He was for
a nonent the source of all light in the room an explosion of silent color
and brilliance. Then the light faded and there stood before Aaron a

gigantic man with godli ke proportions. He | ooked to Aaron |ike a huge

M chel angel o scul pture, or perhaps one of the great chrysel ephantine
statues of Zeus.

"This is classic, one of nmy forns that manki nd has al ways enjoyed," Cea
said. "This was one of those | wore before the cataclysm?"”
"What cataclysmwas that?" Aaron asked.

"Atlantis," Gea said. "That was when the Antagoni st bound ne and sent ne
out here.”
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Cea | ooked at him suspiciously. "I wonder about you, Aaron. \What are you?"
"Your prophet," Aaron saidL
"Are you really? Humans lie so readily."
"I am for sure," Aaron said. "And here is nmy proof." He rempved the bonb
from his pouch. As he had suspected, Gea did nothing to stop him
Cea nerely |l ooked at him- There was sadness in the classical features, the
short, heavy beard, the hyacinthine | ocks. CGea said, "How quickly the
cycles turn!”
Aaron said, "Was this howit ended |ast tinme?"
"This is always how it ends. Aaron, don't do it. W can work together
shape the human race into sonething really noble, sonething godlike."
"You poor fool," Aaron said. "Don't you realize that the human race doesn't
want and doesn't need anyone to shape it?"

A silent and rosy gl ow nounted agai nst the bl ackness of space. The |i ght
spread for a nmonent, then faded away.
"It's over," Lawence said.

Matt hew said, "How | ong were you under that creature's power?"

"W succunbed alnost fromthe first," Lawence said. "He kept on show ng us
mracles, strange ways of being, different nodalities of consciousness. He
never seemed satisfied. The other investigators and | fought himall the
way. It took ny father to pretend to join with him and then pull the pin."
"So that's what one of the ancient ones |ooks like," Matthew said. "It
seens hardly possible that that creature was one of the ancient Seventh
Race. "

"I doubt very much that he was that," Lawence said. "We' ||l never know for
sure, but my inpression is that Gea is of a race of galactic creatures,
power ful but not particularly intelligent. Perhaps he's the ' last one of
his kind. Certainly he's the only one we've seen. | think he takes refuge
in deserted cities. Like bats and snakes hide
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out in caves. He's a predator, and he's got a few tricks up his sleeve, but
he can be killed."

"What was all that he was saying about Atlantis?" Mtthew asked.

"I don't know," Lawrence said. "It seenmed to be sonething about being bound
to a spot. Like Pronetheus and the rocks of the Caucasus. And his story has
aspects of the Christ nmyth, too. Though in this case he would be Lucifer
There was sonet hing devilish about him wasn't there?"

"I think so," Matthew said. "It's an interesting analogue. | think it's the
first time mankind, or any other species, has encountered anything |ike
this. It argues the possibility that other such creatures mght exist in

t he gal axy. Sone of themin deserted cities. Others, who knows where?"
"It's something to watch out for," Lawrence said. "But we'll have to- take
that up later. Now | have to go."
"Where, in such a rush?"

"To see Sara. Cea made it inpossible for me to talk to her. " He noved

toward the door and then stopped. "I only wish ny father were here to see
this."
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| US NEVER QurrE SLEPT. AFrER DARK THE TOAERS and slipways of its centrum

flared with light, pulsed with traffic, life that the free city, |argest

on Ather, drew unto itself fromthe whol e planet and beyond. The harbor

district lay quiet, though, watercraft and machines waiting for sunrise.

Wal | s along the docks lifted sheer, their darknesses bl ocking off al

but sky glow. Thus eyes found stars above the bay. Past full, the bigger

nmoon was nonet hel ess rising bright enough to throw a bridge over the

waves, which they broke into shivers and sparkles. Snells of salt, en-

gi nes, cargos drifted cool
Harul Vargen stopped before his apartnent building. "Here we are," he said
needl essly. Was it shyness that thickened his accent? Ordinarily he spoke
fluent Merse. The vague illum nation showed himtensed within the gray
tunic and breeks of a Comet Line officer. "The hour's gotten later than |
expected. If you'd rather postpone die-the conference--"
Laurice Wndfell considered him He stood a head taller than her, with the
sl enderness, sharp features, fair conplexion of his Brettan people. As was
conmon t hese days on Ather, he went beardl ess and kept his hair short.
Those bl ond | ocks had thinned and dulled, furrows ran through brow and
cheeks; he nmust be far overdue for a rejuvenation. She hadn't ventured to
ask why. The eyes, in their deep sockets anidst the crow s-feet, remmined
clear, "No," she said, "I think we had best get to our business,"

137
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putting a slight enphasis on the |last word, |est he m sunderstand.

It had, after all, been a pleasant evening, dinner at Bynen's, |iqueurs,

ani mat ed conversation throughout, that continued while they wal ked the
three kilometers to this place. They di scovered a shared passion for

At her's wi |l dernesses; he sought especially to explore the Ronaic Al ps, and
had had sone col orful experiences there. O herwise he said little about

hi nsel f, nothing about his past. However, she felt she had cone to know him
wel | enough for her purposes. Several personal neetings, after her agents
had compiled a report on him should suffice. They'd better. Tinme was

grow ng short.

"Very well," he agreed. "If you please, mlady. " The door identified him
and retracted. He let her precede himinto a drab | obby and onto the up
spiral. It carried themto the fourth fl oor

Admitted to his | odging, she glanced about, hoping for nore clues to his
personality, and found di sappointment. The living roomwas small,
aseptically clean, sparsely furnished. Wile she had gathered he was an
omi vorous reader, it seemed he owned nothing printed but drew entirely on
t he public database. A half-conpleted nodel of a sailing ship, probably one
that had plied the seas of ancient Earth, was the only sign of other
interests. Wen, maybe he'd picked these quarters because a transparency

of fered what must be a spectacul ar daylight view of bay, headl ands, and
ocean.

"Pl ease be seated," he urged. "Can | offer you a drink?"

Laurice took a chair. Like the rest, it was rigid. "Just cofflea,
said. "No sweetener."

Vargen raised his brows. "Nor brandy? As you wish. |I'll have a snifter
nyself, if you don't mnd." The dossier related that he drank rather
heavily, though not to the point of inpairnent and never in space. He
shunned psychotropes. Hi s occasional visits to Chlora's Bower hardly
counted as a vice in a man unmarried. The girls there found himlikabl e,
yet none of themhad really gotten to know him

she
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any nore than his shipmates and ground-si de acquai ntances had.

He stepped into the cuisinette. She heard a pot whirr. He came back
carrying a goblet half full of amber liquid. "Yours will be ready in a
couple of minutes," he said, and sipped. The notion was jerky. "Wuld you
care for some nmusic? Only name it."

"No, thank you," she replied. "Nice in the restaurant, but pointless now.
Nei t her of us would hear, | think."

He tautened further. "Wat do you want with me, M1l ady Wndfell?"

Her hazel gaze net his blue. "First and forenost,"” she told him "your

pl edge to keep everything secret. |'ve satisfied nyself that you can. WII
you?"
"I take for granted this is ... honorable," he said slowy.

She stiffened her tone. "You know ny father is Davith, Head of our House."
"I ndeed. And |'ve heard about you." A lopsided snile creased the gaunt
face. "Wen a nenber of one of this world' s ruling famlies seeks nme out,
tal ki ng about a possible service but not specifying it, | do a bit of
inquiry on my own. | found a couple of nen who've gone exploring with you.
They spoke highly. " He drew breath. "You have ny prom se. Absolute
confidentiality until you release ne fromit. Wat do you want ne to do?"
Despite herself, she felt her pulse quicken. "Don't you think you' re wasted
as mate on a wetched ore freighter?"

Hi s expression blanked. He shrugged. "It's the best berth available. At
that, you renmenber, | had to work up to it. There isn't much space trade
her eabout s. "

The thought flitted unbi dden: No, there isn't, as isolated as we air on
this far fringe of Erthuma settlenent. Not that distance matters when you
hypedunp. But after two centuries, we are still not so many on Ather, and
nost of us are conservative, inward-Iooking, preoccupied with our |oca
affairs. The other planets of Florasol suffice us. Even | and ny conrades
find exploration anple for lifetines anong the i medi ate nei ghbor stars.
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Is that what called you to us, Harul Vargen? Qur |oneliness?

"Once you had a command,” she threwat him "It was a fully robotic vessel
How woul d you like it again?"
He stood unstirring.

"That was |ong ago," she pursued, "but we, my associates in this enterprise
and I, we don't believe you' ve lost the skills. Alittle practice should
restore themconpletely. If anything, to be an officer with a live crew, as
you are these days, is nore denmandi ng, and your record is good. "

He kept his countenance | ocked, but she barely heard his question, and it
trenbl ed. "What ship do you nean?"

"T" he Darya, of course. Wndfell only has one of that kind." Few Houses
possessed any; they cost. "W sponsor scientific expeditions, you see. I'm
no cosmonaut Myself, but | can assure you she's a lovely, capable craft.”
"I know." He stared beyond her, drank, and asked in an al nost nornmal voice,
"Why do you want me? You have your qualified people."

"Tbree," stated Laurice. "Feru Wndfell is currently undergoi ng
rejuvenation. The other two are fromclient famlies, perfectly fine except
that--d war M hel sson is a bl abbermouth. You can trust himw th anything
except a secret. Sora Tonpsdaughter's husband is one Bern |ronhamrer.

don't say she would betray our confidence to himand his House, but

best not subject her to a conflict of loyalties, right?"

He seemed to have quite regai ned his balance. "Since we're being so frank
what about ne? The Conet Line belongs to the Huldrings, after all, and the
W ndfells have been at | oggerheads with themas often as with the
Ironliamners or any others. "

"You're a resident foreigner. You owe themno fealty and they've had no

oat hs fromyou. Take an unpaid | eave, and you're a free agent. Afterward,

| expect we'll offer you sonething permanent. " Laurice softened her words.
"Not that we ask any betrayal. W sinply don't want outsiders thrusting
in-at least not till we understand the situation ourselves - "

Hi s glance went to the transparency and the stars that
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the lighting hid fromhim "Does that include Erthunmoi everywhere? The whol e
Si x Races?"

She nodded. "Aside fromthe Naxians, those of themthat already know, and
are concealing the truth. Watever it is. Something trenendous, we believe.
Potenti al | yexpl osi ve? For good or ill, not anything we want iffesponsibly
rel eased. "

Hi s dryness was a chall enge: "Especially not to rival Houses.
Anger flickered. "W're no saints in Wndfell. But | don't think you,
either, would like this planet if the balance of power lay with a religious
fanatic like Anlus Huldring or a clutch of reckless comercialists like the
Seahol ns. "

He cocked a brow. She practically heard himrefrain fromsaying: So you
deem t hem

"And as for the galaxy at large," she continued, striving for calm "six
spacefaring speci es nmake things precarious enough. Just |ook at what the
busi ness about the Forerunners is causing-tensions, suspicions, frantic
conpetition to discover nmore. No, we intend to proceed with every possible
precaution. There may wel |l be danger anyway, danger enough to suit the
rashest rattle-brain."

He grinned. "Wich you assune | am not."

The abrupt |ightness of his manner eased her. He can handl e people pretty
wel | when he wants to, she thought. Excellent. She | aughed. "Explorers have
an old, old saying that adventure is what happens to the inconpetent. What
we intend is sinply an investigation. Once we know nore, we'll decide what
to do next." Sobering, she finished, "My father has been the Head of his
House, with as strong a voice in. the Wrld Council as any, for nearly two
hundred years. Ask yourself, hasn't he proven out? A hardheaded reali st,
yes, but concerned with the welfare of Ather nmore than of his kin or
clients, and with civilization as a whole over and above that. WII you put
your faith in himor in a coven of snakes?"

Vargen frowned the | east bit. She suspected he found her | anguage

obj ectionabl e, as a person m ght who had fared wi dely about and dealt wth
many different beings.
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"Ch, I'mnot parochial," she said quickly. "Contrariwi se. In fact, we were
alerted to this by a Naxian, and it-he'll travel with us."

"Us?" he murnured.

Bl ood heated her face. "If you accept the mssion."

"I rather think I will." He inhaled a fragrance fromthe cuisinette. "Your
cofftea's ready, mlady. I'Il bring it."

Taki ng a datacard out of her sleeve pocket, she put it in his term nal
"This has been edited, but only to bring tinme-separate parts together and
cut out nonessentials," she explained. "It's our basic record of the
encounter."

A woman appeared in the screen, seated at a desk. She was a sister of
Laurice's, but well-nigh a stranger, bom eighty years earlier and, newy
rejuvenated, |ooking girlishly younger. The i mage showed date and tinme in
one comer. Behind her, a viewscreen displayed the m ning canp she
superintended. Beyond it, rock and ice lay in a junble to the near horizon
The noon's gas giant primary hung as a crescent in the darkness above.

Fl orasol , shrunken by renoteness till the disk was barely perceptible,
gl eaned near the edge of its ring system
"Janya Wndfell, wedded to Elfer Ulosson, calling fromlsrith," she

procl ai med. The nane of her present husband wasn't necessary to identify
her, but she always made a point of using it. He was ampong the House's nost
prom nent clients, chief engineer at the base and, at hone, grown wealthy
fromhis investnments. "I have imredi ate need to speak with the Head,

conmuni cati ons enci phered. "

The screen blinked, the tine indicated was half an hour later, and she was
saying as crisply: "A strange spacecraft has arrived unheral ded and taken
up orbit about us. The pilot, who clainms to be alone, sent a request for

ti ght beam | aser contact. | obliged. It is a Naxian, asking urgently to be
put in touch with the | eadership of our House. Yes, it seens to understand
At heran sociopolitics fairly well and to be aware that operations on Isrith
are Wndfell's. That may be why it sought us instead of sonebody else, this
chance for secrecy. It doesn't want anything nmade public." She hesitated.

"I have no experience in dealing
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wi t h nonhumans. Nobody here does. Pending your orders, |'ve restricted news
of its arrival to those few who already know, and have activated the censor
programin all transmitters. Runors are flying. | have no idea how | ong the
Naxian will wait. Please advise ne."

The scene cut to a magnified i mage of the outsider vessel, a black bl ade
athwart stars and M| ky Way. Vargen whistled. "Naxian, for sure," he said.
"Scout type, small, high-boost, maneuverable. However, if one of them

si ngl ehanded her, it was pretty desperate. The best of their automatic
systens don't conpare to the average of ours, you know. 91

"Daring nore than desperate, 1'd say," Laurice nurnured. "You'll see.

Wat ch. "

Davith Wndfell's fine-boned visage took over the screen, against a
backdrop of his study, swirl-grained wainscot, an antique table, shelves of
codex books and menorabilia that had been in the famly for generations.
She tht-illed to the steadi ness of his voice. "The Naxian doesn't want to
tal k through hyperspace. Fears the neutrino beam being tapped. Well, it
could be, and our ciphers probably are not very secure. So we require a
personal representative of the House, and tinme is |lacking for consultation
Therefore | am appointing Laurice Wndfell envoy plenipotentiary. Although
she is young, her part in explorations of planets in this galactic vicinity
has gi ven her as much know edge of nonhunans as anyone on Ather seens Rely
to possess. She has al so denmonstrated self-control and sound judgnent, aRe
in emergencies and in ordinary difficulties. |I have every confidence in
her."

Dad thinks that of ne!

The screen showed Laurice in the conmand cabin of a courier boat. In
Vargen's apartnent, she observed hersel f observing herself as if another
person were yonder, and thought, Wiy? Do | want to know how he sees ne?
The rush to make ready and be off had told on her. instead of a glittery
fl ow obe, she wore a coverall, runpled, snudged here and there. The auburn
hair wasn't netted in gold but, under |ow accel eration, hung sweatl ank past
her ears. Still, she thought, she was very nuch a
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worman of her world, not tall but full-bodied, supple, tawny of skin and high
of cheekbones, short-nosed, heavylipped, stubborn-chinned. A fair-sized
nunber of nen found her attractive.... Stop that! she silently snapped.

The pilot |ooked into the pickup and said: "I record my understandi ng of ny
assignment just prior to medicating, getting into the flotation tank, and
ordering top boost for the passage.

"I"ve never net a Naxian before, and only tal ked casually wi th people who
have, but naturally |'ve been interested and studied up on them Now |'ve
brought al ong a database and will be accessing it en route. Transit tine,
about sixty hours, should let me | earn sonmething, though |I'd better arrive
reasonably rested and fresh. Better try to avoid preconceptions, too.
However, | can't help guessing. Since that may influence ny actions, I'lI
enter ny thoughts at this point.

"I doubt we've got any subtle schene under way. W're as alien to the

Naxi ans as they are to us. Wat buttons could they single out to push? Ch,
they do have their ability to read enotional states, but that's on an

i ndi vidual basis. It doesn't tell them how groups of us will react to
sonet hi ng.

"I al so doubt we've got a crimnal trying for a haven. Not that we can be
very sure what constitutes a crine anmong them But anybody smart enough to
make it here nust know we won't risk provoking an interstellar incident for
nothing. We'll need to be convinced it's worth our while to help.
"Neverthel ess, this isn't exactly a usual way for a stranger to show up. M
guess is that our visitor has come on behalf of sone faction. The Naxi ans
are no nore united than we Fxthurnoi. "

The image smled. "Don't worry. | won't enbroil us in a civil war of
theirs. | couldn't if I wanted to. I'mreally only enpowered to ask
guesti ons and make suggestions. Believe nme, I'll think hard before | do
either."

The screen blinked. The time displayed was two and a half standard days
later. Laurice floated weightless. She had spruced herself up. "l1've

proposed to the Naxi an that
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we rendezvous el sewhere,” she said, and projected the coordinates and
orbital elements, a mllion kilometers fromthe giant planet. "It has
agreed. That shoul d enabl e Janya to danp out runors and gossip on Isrith.

Pl ease informher. She mght tell the troops this turned out to be a stellar
survey expedition fromso far off that its database didn't include the

i nformation that this system has been di scovered and col oni zed by humans;
and it went on its way feeling enbar Tassed. Pl ausible. The galaxy is so big,
so full of stars.”
Var gen chuckl ed.

He | eaned tensely forward when the other ship swelled in view Running
comment ary described the matching of velocities and the extension of a gang
tube. Laurice appeared, spacesuited, an automatic canera on either

shoul der.

"I"mcrossing over like this," said her voice. "Not that the air or the
tenmperature or anything would kill me, but . . . well, just in case. The
suit is reinforced, and |I've got a blaster in ny oddnents pouch. "

"That much was beaned back to ny father," she said in the city. "The rest
had to wait till | returned to ny boat-no, | msspoke. Al | sent then was
word that | was safe and things | ooked interesting. The real information,

| wasn't about to trust to any transmtter. "

An interior flashed before her and the man. In its cranped austerity it
seened alnost familiar, until one noticed the details. The Naxi an poised
free-fall at the center. The sinuous body, dull red, as long as a man's,
was half coiled. It had extruded two stubby pseudohands, which clutched a
standard nodel sinultrans over which the blunt head swayed. Behind that
snhout the eyes glowed quite beautiful, Iike twin agates. The sinultrans
rendered purring, rustling sounds into flat Merse: "Wl |l be you cone, -
Erthuna. Have you immedi ate desires that | night perchance ful fill?"
Laurice's helnet included a sonic unit. "Can we get straight to business?
| don't want to be discourteous, but | don't know what's polite in your
society. My database told me that if we both bel onged to the Naga
nation"--the simultrans turned that human name into the appropriate
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hi sses-"we'd spend the next hour exchanging conmplinents. I'mwlling, but
not sure how.

Agai n Vargen chuckl ed.

"I amnot a nenber of it nyself,"” the Naxian said. Did the vocal tone carry
wrath or sorrow or eagerness? "And | will gladly go by the straightest
tunnel, the nore so when | sense that, beneath a natural wariness, your
intentions are honest. Names first? | often designate nyself Copperhue. |
function as male. "

"Laurice Wndfell. Female. | . . . imagine you know what ny nane
signifies."

"Yes. You belong to that one of Ather's doni nant consanguinities. It was
the best rendition the machi ne could make of a word in that particular

Naxi an | anguage, which attenpted to describe a concept perhaps unknown to
any Naxian culture. "The one that | sought."

Then you know nore about us than | do about you."

"I was here briefly, three rejuvenations ago. That was as a crew nmenber of
a ship conveying an expedition sent to gather information about what was
then a new col ony. "

"Yes. |'ve studied the accounts. Your people's only visit, wasn't it?"
Locri ans, Cephallonians, Crotonites, and Sami ans had conme simlarly for a
| ook, found no threat nor any particular promse to them and gone away
agai n.

"Correct. Since then, of course, much has evolved. | have striven to bring
nmy information up to date. Travelers often take al ong dat abases about their
hones. A copy is an appreciated gift or a trade item of sone value."

| know. But why did you care about us especially?"

The coils slithered around, whispering along the gl abrous hide. "The second
pl anet of this sun would be quite hospitable to ny species. "

"Venafer?" Laurice's image registered surprise. That hot, cloudy world of
swanps and deserts? "Well, yes . . . | suppose so . . . but there must be
plenty nmore in the gal axy, sone of them better, that you haven't settled
yet, or even found."

"True. However, | pray you, consider who will take them S-s-s-s-"

Copper hue's head struck at air, to and
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fro. Little protuberances like claws formed down its-his |ength.

"House Wndfell doesn't own all Venafer," Laurice said. "Nobody does."
"Correct." The head grew large in sight, drawi ng near her hel net. Fangs
glistened, eyes snoldered. "But your consanguinity is uniquely qualified.
First, it does own the large island on the planet that you call New Halla."
I't-he nmust have put a special entry in the simultrans's program "Territory
of scant or no use to you, originally clained for prestige and on the
chance of nineral resources, retained nerely because of inertia and, s-s-s,
pride. Second, as of recent years you have maintai ned excl usive operations
on the noon Isrith. This gave opportunity for a discreet approach.
realize ny plan is hopel ess unl ess we, your people and 1, can suddenly
present the galaxy with an acconplished fact."

Laurice's tone grew strained. "What do you want ?"

"The island. What else? | have considered how the transacti on may be done.
Pay me a sumequal to the agreed-on price for the land, with an option to

buy it. Leave the sumin escrow until | have fulfilled nmy part of the
bargain. | will know whether your chieftains intend to abide by this and,
afterward, whether | have truly met the terns as they understand them M
researches lead ne to expect they will be honest."
"You're asking ... a great deal."
"l offer much nore.”
"' What ?"
Copper hue hooked its-his tail around a stanchion. The |ong body swayed and
rippled. "I cannot precisely tell you, for | nyself do not know But it is

of the utnost.
"For CGod's sake! Get to reality, will you?"

The undul ati ons went hypnotic, the words sank to a breath. "Hearken. | am
a cosmonaut of the Python Confederacy, as you nane it. It embraces eight

i nhabited planets their suns |ying about seventeen hundred |ightyears ~o;~
this. You have heard? Yes-s-s-

"During the | ast several of your calendrical years, its Dom nance has
repeat edl y di spatched expeditions el sewhere.
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They are totally secret. Nothing whatsoever is said about them Key
personnel return to live sequestered in a special compound. | have gathered
that they enjoy every attention and luxury there, and are well satisfied.
O dinary crewfol k of the several ships go nore freely about on their |eaves,
but may not speak to anyone, no, not nestrmates or clones or even each other
of what they have done and seen.
"That is easy to obey, for we know well-nigh nothing. Qur vessels |eap
t hrough hyperspace to sonepl ace else. W lie there for varying tines while
the scientists use their instrunments and send out their probes, operations
in which we do not partake. Al we perceive is that we float in enpty,
unfam liar interstellar space until we go back. Ah, but the feelings of
those officers and scientists! They flanme, they freeze, they strike,

recoil, exult, shudder; the glory and the dread of Al m ghtiness are upon
t hem
"And at honme, | have once in a while cone near enough to certain of the

Dom nators that | sense the same in them Not the awe, no, for they do not
venture thither thenselves, to yonder renote part of the gal axy; but their
i nward dreanms grasp a pride and a hope that are denonic." (Wat did that
last word really mean in the Naxi an tongue?)

In free-fall there is no true over or under. Nonethel ess, Copperhue | ooned.
"I's this not a sufficient sign that something vast withes toward birth?"
it-he demanded

-1-1 can't say," Laurice stamered. "You, how and why did you-"

"They knew | was unhappy, until presently, slowy, | went aquiver, "
Copperhue said. "Well, ny race has |learned dissimulations. | led themto
believe that | suffered private difficulties, hostilities, until | began
seei ng ways whereby | m ght cope. They expected little of a hunble crew
menber, therefore suspected little. Meanwhile, | took ny surreptitious
stellar sightings and made ny cal cul ati ons.

"And at honme, | plotted with others. Jointly, they raised the neans to

obtain this spacecraft and send me off in it, all under false pretenses.
Qur need is that great.
"Here | am | know, quite closely, where and when the
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nmonster thing is to happen. It will be soon. What is this worth to you and
your Kkindred, Erthuma?"

The day before departure Laurice spent with her parents. They were at the
original famly home, on Wndfell itself. Small, a stronghold as nmuch as a
dwel | i ng, Ernhurst offered few of the conforts, none of the sensualities in
mansi ons and apartnents everywhere. Yet Davith and Mair had refrained from
enlarging it, and often returned there. It held so many nenories.
Fromthe top of a | ookout tower Laurice saw i nmensely far. Southward the
downs roll ed sunmer-golden to the sea, which was a line of gl eam ng argent
on that horizon. Wnd sent long ripples through the herbage; cloud shadows
swept mghtily over heights and hollows. It booned and bit, did the w nd,
but odors of growth, soil, water, sunlight brought life to its sharpness.
Northward the land clinbed toward hills darkling with forest. Far and far
beyond them the snow peak of Munt O den shone in heaven. Qther than the
estate, its gardens, and beast park, the sole traces of man lay to the
west, toylike at their renmpve-a power station, a synthesis plant, and the
vill age clustered around them
"Ch, it's good to be here again," she sighed.
"Then why are you so sel don?" her father asked quietly.
She | ooked away fromhim "You know why. Too nuch to do, too little tinme."
H s laugh sounded wistful. "Too little patience, you nean. You're trying to
experi ence the whol e universe, and you not yet forty years in it. Relax. It
won't go away."
"I'"ve heard that aplenty fromyou, when Mther hasn't been after me to
settle down, get narried, present you with another batch of grandchildren
You rel ax, you two. That won't go away. My next cycle, or nmy third, I'll be
ready to start experinenting with domesticity. "
"I'f you live till you reach an age for rejuvenation.” She sensed how he
must force the words out. "Ordinarily, yes, we'd be content to let you
enjoy your first time around in freedom 1|ike nost people. But your
yout hful enthusiasnms are not just intellectual or artistic or athletic, and
your
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i dea of a youthful fling is to hare off and hazard your life on sonme weird
planet.... I'msorry, my dear. | don't want to nag you again, on this day of
all days." Her right hand rested on the parapet. He laid his left over it.
"We're. afraid, though, Mair and 1. How | rue the hour | asked you to go
nmeet that Naxian. Ever since, you've charged breakneck forward."

She bit her lip. "You could have taken ne off the project. You can still."
Aqui | i ne agai nst the sky, his head shook. "And have you hate me? No, I'm
too weak."

"What ? You?" She stared.

He turned to smile at her. "Where you are concerned, | am Al ways have
been, for whatever reason.”

"Dad-" She clung to his hand.

He grew grave. "I do have to talk with you, seriously and privately. This
seehis to be ny chance."

She rel eased herself, stepped back a nmeter , and confronted him He had now
put the well-worn inportunities aside, she knew. Doubtless he had only used
themas a way into what he really had to utter. Her heart knocked.

"Cl earance granted," she said, and realized that today this was no | onger
one of their shared jokes.

"You're bound into an unforeseeabl e but certainly dangerous situation-"
"No, no, no!" she protested automatically. "Must | explain for die, it
feels like the fiftieth time? The environnent's safe. Copperhue saw no
speci al precautions being taken. 11

"But Copperhue did learn that an extraordinary event will occur there in
the near future. Who knows what it will involve? If nothing else, the

Naxi ans won't be overjoyed when outsiders break in on their ultrasecret
undertaking. Their resentment mght ... express itself forcibly.
"Ch, Dad, that's ridiculous. They're civilized."

"There are Naxi ans and Naxi ans," he declared, "just as there are Erthunoi
and Erthunmoi. The rulers of the Python Confederacy are not the am abl e,

hel pful sorts who | ead nost of their nations. It isn't general know edge,
because we don't want to conprom se our sources, but
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some of our intelligence about them nmakes me wonder what we may have to
face, a century or two from now. "

, She didn't care to pursue that. The i medi ate argunment was what mattered.
"Anyhow, we'll be in clear space. |If anything |ooks threatening, we'll
hyperJunp off in a second. No, a mllisecond. Darya computes and reacts
faster than any organic brain."

"Understood. Ot herwise |I'd never have authorized the venture. But you in
turn understand-don't you?-you can't depend on the ship to handle
everything, especially not to make the basic decisions. If she could do
that to our satisfaction, anmong those countl ess unknowns, she woul dn't need
a master, nor even a scientific teamaboard. Laurice, the nore |'ve

consi dered your choice of personnel, the nmore |'ve di scovered about them
the | ess happy |I've becone. "

She cl enched her fists. "Copperhue? It-he's got to come al ong. Cuide,

advi sor, and, well, hostage for its-his own truthful ness. Yes, we know very
little about it-him but that's hardly its-his fault."

"Copperhue worries nme the least,"” Davith replied. "Wiy did you co-opt Yoran
Jarrol sson?"

"Huh? You know. He's an abl e physicist, specializing in astronom ca

probl ems. Bachel or, no particular attachnents, easily persuaded to join an
expedi ti on whose purpose he won't learn till we're in space. |If anybody
shoul d be loyal to us, that's Yoran. " You made hi mwhat he is, Dad,

recogni zed talent in a ragged patronless kid, sponsored him funded him

t hrough school, got himhis position at the Institute."

Davith frowned. "Yes, | assumed as nuch nyself, till it occurred to nme to
order an inquiry. 1'd lost touch with him Well, it turns out he's not
popul ar-"

"Abrasive, yes. |'ve generally gotten along with him Consulted hi mabout

stuff relating to various explorations, you remenber.
Davith's lips quirked a bit. "You don't feel his an-ogance, as his
inferiors do." Earnestly: "Also, | suspect that-never mnd. The fact is, he
is ... no gentleman. Less than perfectly honest, in spite of that raspy
tongue. And | daresay an inpoverished chil dhood |ike his would
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| eave many peopl e sonewhat enbittered, but nbost wouldn't make it an excuse
for chronic ill behavior.

"As long as he can do the job-"

Laurice broke off, went back to the parapet, gazed over the vast billows of
| and. After a monent she said, "I think I know where part of his trouble
stems from He's a scientist bom Nature nmeant himto make brilliant

di scoveries. But there aren't any to make anynore, not in fundanental
physics. Nothing new for-centuries, is it? The nost he can do is study a
star or a nebula or whatever that's acting in some not quite standard way.
Then he puts the data through his conputer, and,it explains everything in
conventional terms, slightly unusual paraneters and that's all. Wen

hinted we m ght be on the trail of sonething truly strange--you should have
seen his face."

"Scientific idealismor personal anbition?" Once nore, Davith sighed. "No
matter. Too late now in any event. |I'msinply warning you. Be careful. Keep
on the watch for ... instability. If he proves out, fine, then I've ms-
judged him no harm done."

Laurice turned to face himagain. "Have you anythi ng agai nst the rest of

t he tean?"

"Newan, Enry, Thura? Well, you told ne he nom nated themto you, but

ot herwi se-- No, they appear sound enough, except that they | ack deep space
experi ence.

Darya and Captain Vargen supply that.
She saw the change in him It was as if the wind reached in under her coat.
"Al'l right, what is it, Dad? Speak out."

"Harul Vargen," he said bleakly. "Seened to me, too, as good a choice as
any, better than nost. But why did he abandon his career, drift away,
finally bury himself anbng us? That's what it's anounted to. If he's
certificated for robotic ship command, he was near the top of his profes-
sion. Here, the best he mght ever get was a captaincy on sone scow of an

i nterplanetary freighter-until you approached him Wat happened, those
many years ago?"

Laurice stood braced agai nst the stones. Their hardness gave strength.
"None of our business," she replied. "A tragedy he doesn't want to talk
about, probably not think
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about. My guess-a few words that slipped | oose a couple of tines, when we
were sitting over drinks-he does drink pretty fast-1 think he lost his w fe.
If they'd been married a long tine, maybe since his first cycle, her death
woul d hit hard, wouldn't it?"
"Not that hard, that permanently, if his spirit was healthy," Davith said.
"Why has he postponed his next rejuvenation so | ong? Another two or three
decades at nost, and it will be too late, you know. | wondered, and got
background i nformati on on him He's making no provision for it, financial
or otherw se. How nuch does he want to live?" He raised a palm "Yes, of
course | had no legal or ethical right to pry. To destruction with that. M
daughter's life will be in his hands."
"Not really."
"By now he's integrated with the ship. Her skipper. Hi s orders will
override anyone else's."
Def ense: "Yes, down underneath, he is a sad man. | think this voyage, this
fresh begi nning, may rouse himout of that. But mainly-Dad, | haven't
survived so far by entrusting nyself to inconpetents. Look at Harul -at
Vargen's record, just in this system The Arinberg Castle weck, the
Bannerport riot. Both tines he earned a comendati on. No, whatever his
enotions are, they don't cloud his judgnent or dull his sense of duty.
Laurice felt the blood in her face. She turned into the cooling wind. It
tossed her hair.
"I took that for granted, given the facts," Davith pursued. "But were they
sufficient? Finally | sent an agent to Bretta, Vargen's hone planet. "
She gasped. "You did? Wy, the-the cost-"
"I't was your life."
She flared. "And you didn't see fit to tell ne."
"I did not," he replied. "You'd object. Even if you prom sed to keep

silent, | feared you' d | et sonething escape to him "
W know each other too well, Dad and 1, she thought.
"Well," Davith continued, "the spoor was cold, and it led off Bretta, and

the upshot is that |I only got the report yesterday. | think you'd better
hear what it said. "
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Her neck had stiffened fill it was painful to nod. "Go ahead. "

He regarded her with a pain of his own behind his eyes before he asked | ow,
"Have you ever heard about the Novaya di saster?"

"No, |- Wait." She groped anong shards of recollection. "I think | read
somet hi ng once. An asteroid strike, was it?"

"In a way. Novaya's far off, but at the tine, the news flashed across the
Gal axy. It was well before you were bom though, and other events, | ooking
bi gger in their perspective, soon pushed this down to the bottom of our
general consciousness."

Renor sel essly: "Erthuna-col oni zed planet. A large asteroid was perturbed
into a collision orbit. It happened suddenly and unpredictably. The
asteroi d passed near a gas giant with many noons. Chaotic events occur
sonetines in celestial nechanics, as well as on smaller scales. Factors are
so precariously balanced that an i measurably small force can make them go
one way rather than another. This asteroid was flung al nost straight at
Novaya

"Alnmost. It plowed through the atnmosphere. That woul d have been catastrophe
enough, the shock wave, a continent ignited, but the friction slowed it
into capture. An eccentric, decaying orbit, bringing it back again and
again. At each approach, nmore broke off, huge chunks crasbing down on un
foreseeabl e spots. They touched of f quakes and vol canoes. The tsunami s from
ocean strikes were nearly as bad. A war passing over the planet woul d have
done | ess harmthan that asteroid did, before the last fragment of it cane
to rest.

"Meanwhi l e, naturally, as nmany peopl e as possible were evacuated. Tenporary
shelters were established on the Novayan noon, to hold the refugees till
they coul d be transported out-system Spacecraft shuttled between planet
and noon. An appeal went out, and ships arrived fromfar and wi de to hel p.
Yes, sone of them were nonhunan.

"Your friend Vargen was anmong the newconers. He conmanded a robotic vesse
chartered by the Galactic Survey. Her owners put her at the disposal of the
rescue effort. For a short while, Vargen was a busy ferryman.



The Bum ng Sky 155

"Then the asteroid returned. The next bomnbardnent began. He got in his ship
and fled. Raced out of the gravity well, sprang through hyperspace, slunk
home to Bretta.

"He could offer no excuse. The owners fired him H's

wife left him He went on the bum drifted about for

decades, living hand to mouth of f odd, unsavory jobs, now

and then wangling a berth in a ship that'd take himto

some different system Finally, when he reached Fl orasol

he pulled hinsel f together and got steady enpl oynent. But

his pronmotions-1've verified this for myself --- they haven't

been due any particular anmbition on his part. He's nerely

noved up the seniority |adder

"That is your captain, Laurice," Davith finished.

She stood a long while nute. The wind skirled, the cloud shadows hunted
each ot her across the downs.

"I"'mafraid it's too late in this case, also," she said finally, dully.
"No, we can replace him Owar or Sora aren't really totally unsuitable. O
| can | ook outside our House."

She shook her head. "Any replacement woul d take too | ong. Ship-captain

i ntegration. Copperhue keeps rem nding us that the climax will come soon
Any day now, perhaps. If we showed up afterward, could we discover what the
Naxi ans di d? Besides, it's a cosm c-scale thing. The environment |ater may
be lethal ."

She attenpted a grin. "Anyhow," she said, 11 aren't you glad we've got a
cautious man in charge?"

Schooled in public inpassivity, he still could not entirely hide from her
what he felt. It was well-nigh nore than she coul d bear

"Come on," she proposed, "let's go down and say silly things at Mdther, the
way we used to, till lunch."

The ship accel erated outward, seeking free space for her |eap across
light-years. Aft, the sun dw ndl ed. Forward and everywhere around, night
glittered with stars, the Ml ky Wy was a white torrent of them nebul ae
gl owed or reared dark across brilliance, sister gal axi es beckoned from
across gulfs that imagination itself could not bridge.
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In her sal oon, revel ation. The physicists-Yoran Jarrol sson, Enry Bobsson
Newan Lucosson, Thura Hal sdaughter -stared over the table at Copperhue.
After a noment their eyes swung toward each other's, as if for confort or
conr adeshi p. Watching in a comer, Laurice saw lips nove silently and caught
Yoran's muttered, anmazed obscenity.

The team chi ef recovered his wits first. But then, he had al ways kept his
associ at es dependent on him He | eaned forward. "Have you no clues to what
t he obj ect may be?" he demanded.

Coil ed on the opposite bench, head uplifted, the Naxi an consi dered before
respondi ng. "None that appear significant. W conmon crew were sel dom

al l owed as rmuch as a | ook out; viewscreens were kept blank nost of the
time. | obtained ny star sightings, fromwhich | later calculated the

| ocation, when | went forth in a work party to retrieve a probe that had
failed to dock properly with our ship."

Yoran's dark, hook-nosed features drew into a scow. "How did you take the
measur ement s, anyway?"

"I had fashioned an instrunent while hone on | eave, and smuggled it aboard
in my personal kit. On a prior trip, despite the unfam liar shape of the
galactic belt, | had recogni zed certain navigational objects, such as the
Magel | ani ¢ Cl ouds. When this opportunity canme, | wthdrew fromny gang,
telling them!| had spied what m ght be a | oose object, mssing fromthe
probe. When out of sight, | quickly nmade my observations and discarded the
instrument. The nunbers | stored in ny mind: | had been confident such a
chance woul d cone, because the probes frequently had difficulty with
rendezvous. "

"Yah, your Naxian robotics aren't worth scrap. And we're supposed to
proceed on your nenories of your amateur star shooting?"

"We've satisfied ourselves that the data are adequate,"” Laurice decl ared.
Yoran gl anced her way. "Uh, sure. Sorry, mlady." Half ferociously, he
turned back to Copperhue. "But did you never see or overhear anything? Dd
you never think what this might all be about?"

"The Dom nance knows well how to keep secrets. G ven
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our species's ability to sense enmptional states, perhaps it has devel oped a
few nethods slightly better than you conceptualize. "

A shane, Laurice thought, that the sinultrans just gives out unenphatic
Merse. What's Copperhue really saying with overtones and body | anguage?
"But you must have specul ated, " excl ai med Thura.

Yoran threw her a glower. "I'Il handle this discussion,” he said

Vel |, Laurice thought, everybody babbling at once woul d make for confusion
and wasted time. Neverthel ess-

She admi red how Copperhue remained dignified. O did it-he not care whether
t he bi peds were polite? "Since the location is in interstellar space, the
phenonenon i s presumably astronom cal,” the Naxian said. "The probability
of someone having cone upon it by accident is nil, considering the vol une
of space involved." Was that a studied insult? Certainly Yoran fl ushed.
"Doubt | ess sonet hi ng was noticed fromafar. Mst likely this was in the
course of a general astrographic survey. The Pyt hon Confederacy, |ike nost
nations that can afford to, has nounted several during its history. They do
not significantly overlap, as huge as the galaxy is. One of these ships
detected sonme anomaly, such as a peculiar spectrum and went for a closer

| ook. The report that it brought back caused the Donmi nance to make this a
state secret and nount its own intensive investigation. "

Yoran tugged his chin. "Wll, yes, your reasoning is, uh, reasonable. Have
you any further thoughts?"

"Mainly this. Gven the character of the Domi nance, | amsure that its
nmenbers hope for some outcome, sone discovery, that will greatly strengthen
t he Confederacy and therefore thenselves. It may be scientific, it may be
economc, it may be something else. | do not know, and doubt that they

know, yet. But in their nminds, the possibility justifies the effort-which
is, actually, a nodest investnent, a small ganble for perhaps a cosmically
| arge stake. "

Yoran strai ghtened on his bench, as if he were a judge.
betrayi ng your peopl e?"
"They are not ny people,’
soft.

,"d you're

Copperhue replied, its-his natural voice gone
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Laurice stirred. "That will do," she ordered. Things |ooked |like they were
getting nasty. The expedition could ill afford quarrels.

Yoran shifted his glare to her. "Mlady, |I've had a hard life," he said.
"I"ve learned | essons a patron |like you is spared. Atraitor once is apt to
be a traitor twce."

"Qur conrade's notives are honorable," she clipped. "Watch your | anguage.
Renenber, it's going into the log. 11

Enbarrassnment yielded visibly to relief anmong the subordi nates when Yoran
hunched his shoul ders and growl ed, "As milady w shes. No of fense neant."
And maybe, she, thought, that's true. Maybe he does not perceive his own
boori shness.

Newan pl ucked up courage to say, "I beg nilady's pardon, but what's this
about a | og?"

"A robotic ship records everything that happens on a voyage, inboard as
wel | as outboard, unless directed not to," Laurice explained. "It isn't
normally a violation of privacy. W have very little of that anyway, while
we travel. As a general rule, at journey's end the ship edits everything
irrelevant to the mssion out of the database. But we can't foresee what
may teach us sonething that may be valuable in future operations.
Psychol ogi cal stresses are as real as physical, and as dangerous, when
you' re bound into places never nmeant for humans."

Had Vargen been |istening outside, or did he chance to enter at that
monent? His body filled the doorframe vertically, though its janbs stood
wel |l apart fromhim "Pardon nme," he said in his usual mannerly style. "I
know t his has been a big surprise sprung on you four and you have a sunful
of questions; but we're just a couple of hours from hypetJunp, and | need
to make a certain decision first. Wuld you come confer with me in ny
cabi n, Copper hue?"

"I ndeed."” The Naxian slithered off its-his bench and flowed to the captain.
They depart ed.

The rest gaped after them "Well," said Yoran. "lIsn't he the inportant one?
What m ght this decision be that we commoners nustn't hear about ?"
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Why does that irritate nme? wondered Laurice. Al oud, curtly: "I daresay he
wants to consider possible hazards, w thout groundsiders butting in. You,
sir, mght best be preparing yourself and your team for your job, once
we've arrived. "

And what will nine be? she thought, not for the first tine. What's waiting
in space for ne? I'monly a planetarist. And even that title is a fake.
don't do geol ogy, oceanography, atnospherics, chem stry, biology, ethology,
or xenology. | dabble at themall, and then dare call nyself a scientist.
She rose to her feet. | help get the specialists together, and keep them
toget her, and sonetines keep themalive. That's nmy work. That justifies ny
bei ng here, though | had to force it every centineter of the way.

Yoran got up too and approached her. Hi s squatness barely reached above her
chin. As he neared, he nade a dism ssing gesture at the others. They didn't
| eave, but they sat where they were, very silently.

"Maybe | could put a few of our questions to you-, Mlady Wndfell," he
sai d.
"Certainly," she replied. Be friendly. After all, it was she who had

brought himinto this, and for justifiable reasons. She knew himto be
able, quick-witted, fearless. That she synpathized with him felt sorry,
would Iike to give hima shot at his dreanfese things were beside the
point. Weren't they? "I'll answer as best | can. "

He cocked his head. "But we are under confidentiality. There m ght be sone
advant age to our House."

She picked her words with care. "Possibly. Still, you know Wndfell isn't
interested in conquering anybody. W sinply want to ... stay on top of
what ever wave we'll be riding. Keep the power to nmake our own fate."

"OfF course. But then why are you willing to cede New Halla to that snake?"
"W won't necessarily. An assenbly of the House will judge how nuch
Copperhue's help was worth to us. " | never felt nmore proud of what | am
than when it-he agreed to trust our honor, it-he who can feel our feelings.
"W will take good faith for granted and into account. The island would be
no great loss to us."
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"But why does it, uh, it-he want the place?"

"Well, you see, Copperhue is a . . . crypto-dissident in its-his nation. |
don't entirely understand the situation. Maybe no human can. But it
seens-we' ve verifie"ere' s been a novenment anong the Naxians, starting
several centuries ago. The 'trans calls it the "Ad Truth." Areligion, a
way of life, or what?" Laurice spread her hands. "Something that neans
everything to its believers. And that doesn't fit well into nost Naxian
societies. It's been generally persecuted, especially in the Python

Conf ederacy, where it was finally forbidden altogether. Copperhue's |ineage
is one of those that pretended to convert back to orthodoxy, but has

mai ntai ned the rites and practices as best it can in secret, always hoping
for some kind of Iiberation.
Yoran gazed at a bul khead. "I see.

"New Hall a woul d be a haven for the A d Truthers," Laurice proceeded. "They
aren't so many that they need nore, and probably quite a few coul dn't
manage to | eave their planets anyhow. But Copperhue, does have this idea of
a refuge for them "

"Yes." The bl ack eyes caught at hers. "They'll be under Atheran
sovereignty. We'll be their protectors. And they' |l nultiply, and nove into
ot her parts, and eventually our evening star will be full of snakes, won't
it?"

"How woul d that harm us?" she retorted. "They'd acquire any further |and
legitimately. We've made sure that their principles are decent. | should

think there'd be pretty wonderful potentials in having beings that
different for our friends and nei ghbors. "

"Well-" The hostility dropped away. He shivered. "Maybe. Wo knows? You
understand, mlady, don't you, |'m concerned about our House. It's nine
too. I'monly a client, adopted at that, but | belong with Wndfell. "

Pushy, she thought; and then: No, that's unfair. Isn't it?

Encourage him "Leave politics to the patrons, Yoran. Look to your persona
future. Why would the Pythons be so interested in this thing ahead of us,
if they didn't believe it may |lead themto sonething really new? Sonething
as revolutionary as, oh, quantum mechanics or nuclear fission and fusion or
the unifying equation.”
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She saw the pallor conme and go in the blue cheeks, the hair stir on the
backs of his hands. "Yes," he said hoarsely,

yes, that's possible, isn't it? Thank you, mlady. "

Again his gaze sought hers, but this tinme half in worship. Wll, she
t hought, 1've known for years he's in love with ne.

"Stand by for hypedunp." The ship's voice filled her cabins and corridors
with nel ody. Laurice had a noment's envisionnment of her as the stars mght
see, a golden torpedo soaring anmidst.their nyriads.

"Ten, nine, eight-" sang the countdown. It wasn't necessary, only a custom
foll owed when tinme allowed. That sense of oneness with history, clear back
to the rockets of antiquity, gave heart on the rimof enigma. --five,
four-" Laurice tensed in her safety harness. The consol e before her seened
abruptly alien. She, the fire control officer? A jape, a sop. Darya al one
could direct the weapons she carried. --two" Well, but sonmebody had to

deci de whether to shoot and at what, and Vargen woul d have plenty el se
occupying his attention. --one-" Besides, Vargen was a coward.

11 -zero. 11
And the viewscreens that engl obed Laurice showed a sky gone strange.

I nexperi enced, she lost a second or two before she saw the differences.
Stars in space were so nmany, unw nking di anond-bright; constellations
becane hard tb trace. Mreover, the distances she had hitherto traveled, to
suns near hers, changed thembut little. Now she had ski pped over-how many
light-years had Copperhue said? Fifty-four thousand, seven hundred and
some. To the other side of the galaxy's heart.

Accel eration had term nated shortly before transit through hyperspace. The
ship fell free, at whatever velocity her kinetic and potential energies
determ ned. It couldn't be high, for an instrunment reveal ed that she had
not generated an exterior force field to screen off interstellar atoms. Nor
did there seemto be any other radiation hazard. Wi ght-



162 POUL ANDERSON

| ess, Laurice revolved her chair three-dinmensionally and studi ed her new
heavens.

Qdd, she thought, how familiar the MIky Way | ooks. Some differences, this
bend, that bay, yonder silhouette of the Sagittarian dust clouds; but |
expected it to be quite altered. And Copperhue didn't nmention red stars.
How many? A score at |east, strewn all around us- "Damm! | clean forgot.
Sweat prickled her skin. "Any trace of Naxi ans?"

"None," replied the ship.

Her muscles eased. "Well," she said redundantly, "our navigation data
aren't what you'd call precise. W'll have to cast around a sizable region
till we find what we're after, close enough to identify it."

Vargen's command over the intercomwas otherwi se. "Captain to science team
Start your studies.”

"What ?" responded Yoran. "W can't be anywhere near our goal. Cornnence
your search pattern. '

"I"ll give the orders, if you please. W' re not going to hypedunp about at

randomtill we have sonme idea of what this part of space is like. | want at
| east a prelimnary report within an hour. Get busy."
Captain Caution, Laurice thought. But it does make sense, | guess. She

touched her own intercoin switchplate. "Fire control," she said. "I'm
obviously no use here. May | be relieved? | could give a hand el sewhere.™
"Perhaps." Vargen sounded skeptical, as well he might. "Stay aft of the
comand sector."”

Why, what will you be doing that nobody el se should interrupt? "Aye, aye."
Laurice unsecured, shoved with a foot, and arrowed toward the exit. A dim
circle of light marked it, for it was part of the simulacrurn system Wen
it retracted for her, she passed through the galactic band into a prosaic
conpani onway.

Motion in zero gravity was fun, but now she sped on to business-to find
Copper hue and put certain questions to it-him The Naxi an occupi ed one of
the crew cubicles. It was unlocked. Entering, she found it enpty, save for
the few curious objects that were personal possessions.

Hm Wbuld the wight crawl around idly under these
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conditions? No, it-he was a cosnmonaut and knew better. Just the sane,
Laurice searched everywhere she was permitted to go. It took a while to
establish that the Naxian nust be forward with Vargen

VWhy? Well, it-he did go reticent after that private talk of theirs. \Wat
are they hatching? Let's try the physics lab. | barely glanced in earlier
There Laurice found confusion, Yoran's three assistants struggling with
apparatus that wandered perversely fromthem The chief was shouting at the
intercom "-weight! These people can't work in free-falll™
"Then they'd better learn," Vargen's voi ce snapped.

"God curse it, do you want a quick report or don't you? Nobody else is here
to detect us, unless you' ve brought al ong sone phantoms of your own."

After a noment during which the whirr of the ventilators seemed | oud: "Very
well. One gee in five mnutes."

Yoran switched off. "Treats us like offal. What's he think he is, a
patron?" He noticed Laurice. "Ch. MIady."

"I'"l1l help you get your stuff together before the boost," she said. "Not to
let it crash down helter-skelter." Skillfully, she noved about, plucking

things fromthe air. "I didn't know you three lack this training," she told
themangrily. "I took for granted you had it. What possessed you to choose
them Yoran?"

The man's tone went sullen., "I made sure they aren't subject to

spacesi ckness. That woul d have been adequate, if our dear captain showed
some comon sense. Wiy shoul d we conduct these studies? El ementary, routine
procedures. The ship can perfectly well do them Bring up one or two robot
bodies fromthe hold, if necessary. "

"This tests how well you'll performwhen we need procedures that are not
routine," Laurice replied. "Well, I'lIl give you three sone basic drill as
soon as may be, and hope for the best. But Yoran, |'mvery disappointed in
you. "

She wondered how much rage he rnust suppress in order to nmunble, "lI'msorry,
mlady. " The wondering was brief. A thought came to the fore instead.

Test ~
Count down gave warni ng, power coursed silent through
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t he engi ne, the deck was once nore downward and feet pressed against it.
Havi ng nothing better to do, Laurice sat in a coner and watched the
physici sts work. She confessed to herself that Yoran got things organized
fast and thereafter efficiency prevail ed. Spectroscopes, radio receivers,
mass detectors she recogni zed; others she did not, but they spoke to those
who under st ood.

Exci tement waxed. "Yes, got to be nasered- Three hundred twenty kil ohertz-
This'n's nearly twi ce that And another-" Mnute by mnute, suspicion
gathered in her.

Vargen: "You've had your hour. \Wat can you tell nieT I

Yoran nuttered an oath and raised his shock head fromthe instrunent over
whi ch be had stood crouched. "W don't need interruptions!” he call ed.

"I didn't say you nust stop work. | only want to know what you' ve found out
so far. You can keep on as long as needful . "
Yoran strai ghtened. "That may be some while. " H's

tone gentled, with a tinge of awe. "This is certainly
a very peculiar region. Radio em ssions frorn--a num
ber of sources, we haven't established how many but
they're in every direction. Mstly coherent waves. Fre
guencies and intensities vary by several orders of nagn
tude. We've only checked two Doppler shifts as yet, but
t hey show nmotions of kiloneters per second, which
suspect are orbital. Many graviton sources are also pres
ent. | can't state positively that they are invisible acceler
ated masses. . . . Oh, we'll be busy here. Is this a natura
phenonenon, or could there be artifacts of the Forerunners
still operating after how many nillions of years-T
"What do you propose to do?"
"Keep studying, of course. Exam ne everything. W haven't even begun to
search for matter particles, for instance. Neutrino spectra, perhaps?

Captain, | don't want to make any hypot heses before we know a rnuckl oad
nore. "
"Very well. Carry on." Vargen |laughed. "Don't forget to fix yourselves a

bite to eat now and then. " He switched Of.
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He woul dn't crack a joke here, would he? Unl ess-

It shivered through Laurice. She rose. "Yoran," she said, "would you

anal yze one or two of those red stars?"

The physicist blinked. "Hub? Wiy, they're just dimred dwarfs, late M
types, mlady. You'd need anplification to see any that are nore than three
or four light-years off."

"Pl ease. | have a notion about them"

| "But-' |

Laurice put command in her voice. "I have a notion. You can do it quickly,
can't you?"

"Well, yes. Automated spectroscopy.” Wth visible resentnent, Yoran

squinted into a finder and operated controls on a box.

"Hasn't it struck you odd that we've got this many around us?" Laurice
asked. "Not that |'ve seen any except the closest, as you said, but they
imply plenty nore. "

"Red dwarfs are much the commonest kind of star, mlady,"’
"They often occur together."

"I know," Laurice answered. "These, though, aren't enough to be a proper
cluster, are they?" O the usual sort, that is.

She saw how Yoran stiffened where he stood. Did he see what she was driving
at? He stuck to his task regardl ess, until he could | ook up and announce:
"This specimen is extrenely netal poor. As nmuch so as any |'ve ever seen
described. Ancient-- H's features congeal ed. "Shall we survey the rest?"

"I don't think that will be necessary." 4aurice touched the intercom
"Captain Vargen, | can tell you what we . . . have found. "

An ast oni shed- soundi ng hi ss bespoke Copperhue's presence at the other end.
"Then do," Vargen said slowy.

Victory responded. "This is the remains of a globular cluster. Add, old
formed al nbst at the beginning, firstgeneration stars, when hardly any
atonms heavier than lithiumexisted. Probably drifted in here fromthe
galactic halo. Al the big suns in it went supernova ages ago. The | esser
ones evolved into red giants, sank down to white dwarfs, radiated away that
energy too. Only the smallest and feeblest are still on the main sequence.
Everyt hing el se

Thura vent ur ed.
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is clinkers, cold and bl ack, or at nost emitting so little it's well-nigh
lost in the cosm ¢ background. Maybe a few neutron stars give off pul sar
beans yet, but weak, and none happen to be pointed at us. Mre likely, 1'd
guess, they're also dead. Cinders, enbers, ashes; let's get out of here.
1
Ai r whi sper ed.
"The radi o waves?" Vargen asked. She heard the strain.
"Beacons," she said. "What el se? You' d need themto firid your way around
in this gloom The debris may not be cl osely packed by pl anetsi de
standards, but the risk of collision would be appreciable, especially when
you hypedunp, if you didn't know where objects are. A higher risk would be
comng out of a junp too deep in a gravity well, and bl owi ng your engine.
"Somebody finds it worthwhile to mine the cluster. The anci ent supenovae
must have plated certain snmaller bodies with a rich layer of rare isotopes.
| daresay it's a Samian enterprise. This sort of thing fits what |'ve read
about them "
Laurice glanced around. The three assistants had retreated toward the
bul kheads. They | ooked al arned. Yoran stood his ground, |egs w de apart,
shoul ders forward, hands flexing at his sides. Lips had drawn away from
teeth. Wrd by word, he spat, "You knew about this. You did not take us to
our goal ."

"I will, when your teamis ready to cope," Vargen replied coldly.
"Congratul ations, Mlady Wndfell. | didn't expect my little puzzle would
be solved this fast. Maybe | should arrange another practice session
Though it won't be as informative when you' ve been forewarned, will it?"

"You swi ne-sucker," Yoran said. "You smug, whitebellied snot-fink. If you

t hi nk you and your snake bedmate are fit to comand nen-"

| ' Enough. Silence, or I'Il order up the robots and put you in confinenent.
CGo back to your duties."

Her exultation had vani shed fromLaurice. It was as if the frozen darkness
out board reached in to touch her. "Captain," she said, "you and | had
better hold a conference. "
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He hesitated. "Inmediately," she said,

The response came flat. "Very well. The ship has things under control
Aside fromthe people, she thought.

She turned the intercomoff. "That's right, mlady," Yoran snarled. "G ve
hi m his bucketful right back in his nmouth. You've got the rank to do it.
"Have a care," she said into the snoldering eyes. "Wthout discipline,

we' re done for."

Striding the corridors, she worked of f sonme tension and arranged sone
words. At the back of awareness, she was glad of the accel eration

Wei ght | essness nmade faces go puffy and unattractive.

G ven Darya's ommi presence, the captain need sel dom occupy his own

vi ewgl obe. Laurice found himin his cabin. The ship must have announced her
arrival to him for the door retracted as she approached it, and he stood
waiting. "Come in, please," he invited. She heard the tension in his voice,
saw it in his visage and stance.

Copper hue uncoil ed on the deck. "Best | betake nyself,"” it-he said.
"No, | want to speak with you too," Laurice answered.

The head shook, solemmly imtating a human negation. "Not at present,
honored one. Later, if you still wish. | shall be in ny quarters."™ Hol ding

the "trans in three extruded flipper-arns, the supple formslithered past
her. The door closed behind it.

Laurice stared after. "Why?" she asked. "If it-he neets Yoran along the
way, there'll likely be an unpl easant scene. "

"Naxi ans read enotions," Vargen reninded her. "Copperhue rmust deemwe'll do
better alone." Hi s tone sharpened. "As for Yoran, |'mbloody sick of his

i nsol ence. Maybe you can warn him |f he pushes ne further, | just m ght
give himtwenty-four hours of sensory deprivation, and hope to teach him
some manners. "

Yes, she thought, his type is bound to grate on you. | should have
foreseen. Well, it's up to me to -set matters right--or, at any rate, make
t hem endur abl e.

Returning to him her glance traversed the cabin. It was
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| arger than the sl eeping cubicles, but mainly because it contai ned a desk,
a four-screen termnal with associ ated keyboards, and access to a tiny
bat hroom O herwise it was nonki shly austere, the bunk rmade up drumhead
tight. H's garb was a plain white coverall and slipshoes.
"Be seated, mlady." He gestured at the single chair. Wen she took it, he
hal f settled on the desk. His smile was forced. "Seated because | suppose
we' d better allow our groundl ubbers another half hour or so of weight to
get their stuff properly stowed."
Nor did she sit at ease. She conpelled herself to neet his gaze and say, "I
know Yoran can be difficult, but he is able. On balance, | judged himthe
best person readily available for his tasks. | did not anticipate- Vargen
I must insist you show the understanding, the-the kind of |eadership I
t hought you woul d. "
H's reply was | ow, al nbst subdued, but stubborn. "What have | done wrong?"
"This trick you played on us, wth Copperhue's connivance. | nean to
reprimand it-himas well. Frankly, | feel insulted. But it's the scientists
whom you' ve wronged nost. "
"Mlady, did you really think we'd be wise to plunge straight to an unknown
destination without a single trial run? Nowit's proven that we need a
training period, if not a conplete shakedown cruise."
"You know perfectly well, doctrine is that the noment we spot sonethi ng
we're not sure we can handl e, we hypexJunp away."
"W may not be able to, on half a second's notice."
"Yes, and strolling through Riverview Park at home, we nmay be struck by
[ightning. One can't provide against every conceivabl e contingency, not
even by huddling forever in a hole." Laurice drew breath. "This is getting

beside the point. " It is getting closer to the basic truth than | want,
God help nme. "W will have no nore such incidents. Is that clear?"
Vargen frowned. "M lady, | amthe captain. My duty is to follow ny best
j udgment . "

Davith m ght have uttered those words, with the sane
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gravity. Yes, and as Vargen said diem he |ooked rmuch like the Head. For an
instant, Laurice's eyes stung, her heart stunbled. She pulled her body
straight and replied, recognizing that she spoke too | oud and fast, "You're
in conmand of the spacecKaft while she's underway. She and her robots obey
you. The rest of us nmust not obstruct, nor refuse a legitinmate order
However, it is the House of Wndfell that sponsors this expedition and its
policies that you are to execute. | speak for it. |I have authority to direct
us to any |lawful destination, including directly back hone; and upon our
return,. you are answerable to the House for all actions. "

He folded his arns and | eaned back a little. "Let's not fight," he said
quietly. "Just what is your conplaint?"

- "l told you. Your distrust of us is bad enough. Don't you know how

i mportant norale is, 6lan, on every exploratory nission? The way you showed
your attitude was downright humiliating. | can swallow it for the sake of
peace; but then, it didn't touch me in nmy honor. Yoran is a proud man. He
has a right to be infuriated."

"Proud? ' Overbearing' would be a better word; and he doesn't have the
genuine worth that m ght excuse it. He's too small. He can't stand having
his superiority called into question. Mst of his tantrumwas because you,
the amateur, reached the truth before he did."

You see cruelly well, Laurice thought, but your vision is narrow "You
don't understand. And you've got to. Yoran's had to fight for everything,
all his life. Hs parents weren't only poor, they were |lowy,

despi sed- patronl ess. As a boy he needed unlunted brashness, first to keep
hope alive, then to bring hinmself to the attention of those high and

m ghti nesses, who could help him In spite of his adoption, his

schol arshi ps, his acconplishnents, he continued suffering scorn and

di scrimnation. Professionally, too, he was always thwarted. He was born
too late to beconme the great scientist he could have been centuries ago.
Unl ess this voyage of ours- That's one reason | picked him Harul. Don't
ruin his dream ™"

"Must everybody indul ge himforever?" Vargen retorted--"Is he the single
being alive that's had troubl es and
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frustrations? A real man puts such things behind him acknow edges his

m st akes, and goes on."

"Li ke you?" escaped from her

"What do you nean?" he cried.
He jerked to his feet and swayed above her. She nust needs rise too. He had
gone appallingly white. -D-don't be so self-righteous," she stanmered.
"You' ve made y-your m stakes. Everybody has. -

"M ne?" It sounded as if he were being garroted.

|'ve got to retrieve this, oh, God, | didn't realize how woundabl e he stil
is. "Your, well, your record shows you gave up an excell ent position once.
You nust have ... had reasons. -

Hi s head sank. He turned fromher. A hand dropped to the desktop and | ay
hel pl ess. "You know them then." The words fell enpty.

| could bite out my tongue, she thought. O should I? May it not be better
to bring this forth, between the two of us, and | try to gauge how
trustworthy he is? If I can. If | can. Dad, be with ne, lend me your w sdom
and strength.

About Novaya, yes," she said.

He stared at whatever rose before him "And still you kept ne on?"

"We didn't find out till alnost departure tine, and Copperhue thinks the
hour is late for us. Wiich is one reason this ... delay ... upset ne. But
1, 1 was willing to have you anyway, Harul. W' d gotten to know each ot her
at least a little. 1'd like to hear your side of the story. 11

"Nobody el se ever did.... Ha-a-ah!" he cawed. "Now |I' m soundi ng |ike Yoran
Self-pity. No. There was no excuse. | ran away because | was weak. Couldn't
stand it. How many mght | have saved?"

She reached toward his back, but withdrew "It was terrible, I'msure."

"Bl ackened | and, ash blowi ng on acid winds. Craters, trees strewn around
themlike jackstraws, kilometer after kilometer after kil ometer, snags of
wal | above toppled ruins, a bunt-out city. The dead in their thousands-
mllions, we knew ani mal, human, spraw ed bl oated and
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stinking till they fell apart and the bones grinned through-, | Vargen
checked the shrillness that had arisen in his voice. After a nonent, he went
on in a nmonotone: "But it was good when we hel ped survivors. Planetside
vehi cl es, ground and air, located them and brought themto the spacecraft.
Many were ragged, filthy, starved, sick, but they would live. | lifted ny
share of themto the noon, and canme back for nmore. 9 9

He stopped. Wien the silence had |lasted too long for her, she touched the
hand that dangl ed at his side and whi spered, "Wat happened then?"

He turned around. She | ooked upon despair. "The next |ot of stones
arrived," he said harshly. "They were strung out along the whole orbit, of
course, so that the night sky was always full of shooting stars, except
where dust or storms hid them W' d get a major strike somewhere al npst
daily. But the bulk of them stayed clustered together. \Wen that returned,
the real barrage began again.

"The orbit was perturbed and the planet rotated, so new areas were hit

wor st at every such tinme. Now Suzda's turn came, a big, beautiful, heavily
popul ated island off in an ocean that from above | ooked |ike blued silver.
| was ordered to a certain town, unharned as yet. Ni ght had fallen when I
| anded. Anot her ship was already there. An awkward, crewed hul k, she was.
But much bigger than mine, with a belly that could take a hundred. They
were streamng out toward her. It was chaos. Not quite a nob scene,
everybody seenmed brave, struggled to maintain order, but neverthel ess the
mass swirled and eddi ed, yelled and noaned, nothers tried to pass snall
children al ong over the heads of people in front- The rescue operation

al ways was badly confused, you see. There had been so little warning, and
t hen vol unteer vessels |like mne kept appearing unannounced firorn across
hal f the gal axy--do you see? Nobody here had heard I was com ng. At |east,

nobody appeared to know. | wondered if anyone had even seen ne land; it was
some di stance off, naturally. | debarked, hoping I could do something
toward straightening matters out. | was shaken and sickened by what 1'd

seen earlier, but | did debark. | shouted and waved. 'Over here! This way!'
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He fought for air. She could not but take both his hands in hers and ask,
"What then? What was it |ike?"

"Li ke the--4he end of the world, the weck of the gods, in-in some ancient
nmyth." He groaned. "I was in a brushy nmeadow, near a road, severa
kilometers fromthe town. Its roofs, spires, donmes stood bl ack agai nst the
sky. The sky was afire, you see. Flanes streaked over it, out of the west,
from horizon to horizon. Hundreds of flanmesthe great fireballs, blue-white,
tailing off in red and yellow, that left ne half blinded, till | didn't
know what was afterimage and what was rock booming in at kiloneters per
second--and the little devils, countless, zip-zip-zip, wcked for an

i nstant across the dark, gone, but nore were there at once, nore and nore.
Only the night wasn't really dark. Not with all those thunderbolts
splitting and shaking it, and a forest burning to the south, and- They
roared, screaned, whistled. Wien a big one struck somewhere, |'d see a
flash over the horizon. A second or two |later the ground shivered under ny
feet, up through ny bones and teeth; and then the airborne noise reached
nme, sonetinmes |like a cannon, sonetinmes |ike an aval anche that went on and
on, below that uproar overhead. The air reeked of smoke and |ightning. And
I knew | was defenseless. If anything hit anywhere near, by the sheerest
bli nd chance, that ended ny universe."

H s hands were cold between her fingers. "You could face that," she

f or eknew.

Yes." The tears broke forth. "Barely."

But what happened next ?"

[-1-" He wenched free of her. "No."

"Tell me."

He sl umped onto the chair, covered his eyes, and shuddered.

"I hurried toward the crowd," she nmade out. "I waved and shouted. Severa
on the fringes, they saw, they noved ny way. A girt ran ahead of them She
was maybe six or seven years old, light on her feet. |I've wondered why she
went al one. Got separated fromher famly in the scranbl e? There | was, as
terrified as her, but she didn't know that. | was a man, hol ding out ny

arns to her, under that
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horri bl e sky, and at ny back the ship that was life. She held a kitten to
her breast-"

He wept, long, racking gulps and rattles, into his hands. "The strike- The
town went up, a crash that deafened and staggered nme, a blaze that rose and
rose and lost itself in a black tree of snoke and dust- Fragnments- They
tore through the crowd |ike sleet. Those people that were making for ne,
they, they became . . . rags flung right and left. The little girl rolled
over. She flopped into a bush. It caught fire. | ran to her and stanped at
the flames. It'd been such a pretty dress. Her hair- 'Please, oh, please!’
I think she screamed. The chunk had ripped through her. Guts slurped out.
Her kitten was burned too. | put my heel down on its skull. It crunched.
That was all | could do for her. Wasn't it? By then she was dead. A bolide
trundl ed and runbl ed overhead. Its |ight brought her face out of the
shadows, in fits and starts, fallen jaw and staring eyes. She | ooked very
much |i ke ny daughter the same age, ny daughter who'd died the year before.

"I don't remenber nuch else, till | was back in space, outbound. "
Vargen raised his head, pawed at the tears, caught a breath, and said,
saw edged, "No excuses. | never made any. | had that rmuch self-respect left

ne.
"We are none of us infinitely strong,"” Davith Wndfell had told his own
daughter. "Al ways the universe can break us. If we go on afterward, scars
and all, it's because luck made us brave. " She knelt to enfold the man who
had opened hinsel f to her

The ship sprang to a known part of space. There she coasted whil e Newan,
Enry, and Thura practiced in freefall. Violet and rose, a nebul a
phosphoresced across a fourth of heaven. Through its | aciness gl eaned
fierce points of light, newborn giant suns and the coals that were stars
still form ng. Oh, no | ack of wonders whereon to heighten skills!

Gven intelligence and healthy refl exes, nost Erthumpi soon | earned how to
handl e their weightl ess bodies. Precision wirk was the hard thing to
master. It began with
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al ways, automatically, naking sure that objects would stay where you | eft
them Over and over and over, Laurice put her pupils through the drill,
expl ai ned, chi ded, encouraged, denonstrated, guided. Then foll owed
assignments in partnership with the ffiree robots. Wio knew but that the

mul tipl e mani pul ators and ship-1inked but individual intelligences of Un

Du, and Tre woul d be needed?

"Time for lunch," she said wearily. "Meet again in half an hour. You're
doing quite well. In fact, you no |onger require me to hector you. "

"Why, Sergeant Mjor, you sound downright human," Enry japed.

Laurice laughed. "I have reason. | won't be here next session. Seriously,

I am pl eased. Keep on as hard as you have been, get your efforts a little
better coordinated, and we'll be in shape to fight mad tax collectors.™
Their friendship felt like a warmh at her back as she left. Yes, she had
driven them hard, but they realized why. House Wndfell's clients knew that
it traditionally expected nore of its patrons than it did of them

The whol e cosnos was warm and bright. Flying down the corridors, Laurice
whi stl ed that bawdy old ballad "Two Lovers in Two Spacesuits. "

She assumed Yoran would be at a rec screen, whether to play

t hr ee- di mensi onal go against the ship or watch one of the loud, flashy

nmusi cal shows he'd put in the library database. He wasn't, though. She
inquired. "He is in the el ectronics shop,"” Darya told her

What's he want there?" Laurice wondered al oud.

Hi therto she couldn't have gotten a reply. The ship's capabilities weren't
for crewfolk to spy on each other. Vargen had lately directed that she have
the sane full access as hinmself. It was just a gesture, inpulsive, scarcely
significant but endearing. She'd forgotten, and felt surprise at first when
Darya said, "He appears to be witing a program | cannot tell for certain,
because he is using a personal conputer he brought al ong, unconnected to ny
systens, and his body bl ocks the keyboard and display fromnmy sensors. Do
you wi sh a visual ?"
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"No, no. | only have to talk with him I'lIl go in person." Laurice set off.
Al ready conpetent in zero gravity, he hunched at the middle of the
conpartnent, |egs w apped around a stanchi on, machine friction-hooked to
his lap. It was a mni, useful enough when sonething nore powerful wasn't
avail able. He started when she entered and sl amred the cover shut. She
smled. "Hullo," she greeted. "\at are you up to?"

He swal l owed. "Ali, uh, experimental procedure. |I don't want to showit to
anybody till it's finished."

"Why not use Darya's systens? You'd finish in a tenth the tine, not
counting blind alleys that that gincrack may | et you wander into."

He flushed, then pal ed. How haggard he had grown, these past severa

wat ches. And solitary, silent. She al nost missed his waspishness. "I don't
choose to! Wien nmy program s ready, when |'msatisfied, I'll put it in the
networ k. "

And if it's a failure, there'll be no record of it. Nobody will ever know,
not even the ship. You poor, forlorn devil

Best avoid the subject. "As you like. I"'maffidid you'll have to set it

aside and rejoin your team at twelve-thirty hours.

He gl ared. "Wy?"
"They're ready to practice with you."
"And where will you be?" After a pause: "Ml ady."

"El sewhere. " It tingled through her skin. "I've given themtheir basic
instruction. Now | should not be. underfoot. It's your team Get theminto
uni son with you."

"I see," he said. "And you will be el sewhere.”
"Look," she pointed out, as mldly as possible, "it shouldn't take long. |
hope not. W don't want to cone late for the big event. However, when
you're prepared, we'll take two extra watches and rest before we proceed to
destination. We'll do it under boost, so everybody can feel at ease while
regai ni ng some nuscle tone. Captain Vargen thinks, and | agree, we'd better
reach the scene in optimumcondition. That'll give you time to conplete

this project of yours, if you want.
well, do you?

And you will. You don't sleep nuch or
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"Captai n Vargen. Yoran's attention went back to his conputer. "Very well,

mlady. Now, if you will excuse ne, | may be able to wite this subroutine
before conpleting nmy duties. "
"OfF course." If only I could share happiness with you who hardly know what

it is. Inpossible. So why mar mne? "Good luck." Laurice left him

On her passage forward, she net Copperhue outside the galley. Enry, Newan,
and Thura were in it, fixing their nmeal, but the Naxian was evidently

t hrough eating. By tacit accommodation, it-he did so alone. The two species
didn't like the smells of each other's food. "WII| you not join your
fellows?" it-he hailed her.

Courtesy demanded she press pal m agai nst bul khead and brake hersel f.
"Later," she said. "I nust report to the skipper. | |
The | um nous eyes searched her. "You are hungry."

She | aughed. It sounded the |east bit nervous to her. "Does your enotion

readi ng extend to that? Yes, | would like a sandwi ch, but it can wait."
The artificial voice |lowered together with the sibilant purring. "Honored
one, let nme suggest you be nore ... circunmspect. Feelings toward you have

intensified."
Bl ood throbbed in her throat. "What do you nean?"

A ripple down the long body m ght correspond to a shrug. "l detect
enoti ons, not thoughts, and with an alien race ny perceptions are basic;
nuances are lost on me. Still, | can identify joy, and rageful bitterness,

and even anicable, slightly prurient curiosity. This enables nme to make
deductions that as yet are probably nere speculations in the ninds of the
rest. " Those lips could not smle, those pseudopods could not enbrace, and
t he speech was synthetic. Yet did she sense benevol ence, concern, perhaps

a kind of love? "None of ny business, as your saying goes, especially when
| ama total outsider. But | do pray |eave to counsel discretion. W are
enbarking into nystery. W must remain united."”
"Sufficient. "

Copper hue flowed off. She | ooked after it-himtill it-he disappeared around
a comer, before she continued forward.
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It-he's right, she knew. W have been careless, Harul and 1. Well, it
happened so suddenly, overwhelmngly.... No justification. W're not freed
fromour responsibilty for crew and m ssion

On earlier expeditions she had stayed prudent, celibate except on the two
she made in conpany with Tumas Witewater, and there it was known

bef orehand they woul d be together. (They had tal ked eagerly about forging
one nore marriage bond between their Houses. That faded out with the
relationship, in wstful but not unpleasant wi se. He was too i nmature.)

Pl anet si de, you could be as private as you wanted, and in any event

jeal ousy wouldn't create a hazard.

But damm it, Harul's the best lover |'ve ever had or hoped to have.

Knowi ng, considerate, ardent. As fine a human being as I'Il ever neet.
Wse, gentle, resolute. He's conme back out of the night-1 raised himfrom
it, he ~ays-with a strength, a know edge, beyond mny imagining, | who have
never been there. Dad and Mbther won't be happy at first, but they'l

| earn, they too

Meanwhi | e, yes, of course, we'd better see to our masks. If we can. How do
you appear in public not radiating gl adness?

Junp.

Brilliance.
Slow y, she eased. Nothing had happened. She floated before the weapons
console in silence and the ocean of stars. Well, she thought, we knew

Copperhue's fix was rough, and the snallest difference in astronomcal dis-
tances is big beyond our conceiving.

She gazed about her. Now the M|l ky Way di d have an al t oget her new shape
seen fromits farther side, fromw thin another spiral arm Awe wal ked col d
over her spine, on into arns and fingertips. She searched the strangeness
for anything she might identify, as the Naxian had done. Magell anic d ouds,
Andr oneda gal axy, a few nakedeye sisters--clotted darkness shiel ded her
fromthe blaze at the heart of her own galaxy and marked it for her--an
obvi ous bl ue giant, maybe five hundred |ight-years away, mght be in sone
survey cat al ogue- -
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"What do you detect?" Vargen breathed through the night.

"No radiations such as spacecraft enit," Darya reported. "An anonal ous
source at nineteen twenty-six hours planar, sixty-two degrees south. Radio,
optical, X-ray; possible neutrino conmponent."

Excitement pul sed in Vargen's voice: "That's got to be it. Al right, let's
aimthe array."

Request pernission to | eave ny post,"” Laurice said.

"Granted," Vargen answered. "Cone join ne. W may want to swap ideas off
the intercom not to disturb the scientists. "

You transparent innocent! Laurice thought. W could talk directly, cubicle
to cabin.... Well, but if | know Yoran, he's now too engaged in his work to
notice.... Never mnd him Wat better time to be at your side, darling?
She hastened. dorious though the sight was, he had abandoned it for his
gquarters. The kiss lasted long. "Hold, hold," he rmunbl ed when her hands
began to nove. "We'd better wait awhile. The team shoul d have word for us
in a few mnutes."

"I know," she said in his ear. "Make sone arrangenments for |ater, though
will you? And not nuch later, either. Have |I told you -you're as good in
zero gee as you are under boost?"

He chuckled, lowin his throat. "The feeling's mutual. Uh, the ship---

"Ch, Darya knows too, the way we kept forgetting she existed. And if we cut
her off now, we night delay an energency call. You won't tell on us, wll
you, Darya, dear?"

"I am programred. not to reveal mssion-irrelevant matters to others than

t he captain upon command, and yourself," replied the sweet tones. "Those
will be wi ped upon our return, prior to |ogging the permanent record."
"Yes, yes. But it's nice of you to, well, care.” Did the robotic brain? A
phi | osophi cal question, never really answered. Certainly Darya was not,
could not be voyeuristic. Still, her consciousness didn't seem conpletely
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i npersonal and al oof. And-Laurice felt a blush-that unseen presence did add
alittle extra spice.

As if any were needed! She nuzzled. "You snell good," she murrmured. "d ean
but male. O should that be male but clean?"

Hal f an hour passed. They required sonething to discuss if they were to
stay chaste and alert. Vargen declined their search as a subject. "It is a
capital mistake to theorize before one has data,"” he said. She got the

i mpressi on he was quoting, perhaps a translation froman ancient witer;
like her father, he read widely. Well, they had their future to imagine,
and to plan soberly. They were quite aware that much of it would be
difficult, especially at first, before he had once nmore fully proven

hi nsel f.

The intercom chimed. They accepted. Yoran sounded al nost friendly, or was
t hat sheer exuberance? Wi chever, Laurice was delighted to hear it. "W've
got our prelimnary data, Captain, milady. Sonething peculiar, for certain.
I'"d rather keep ny ideas in reserve for the nonment. "

Vargen, too, showed pleasure. "Wat can you tell, in layman's | anguage?"
"Well, actually there are two radi ati on sources. Radial velocities
tremendous; you'd think they were quasars. Spectra indicate nostly
hydrogen, some helium traces of nmetals. In short, interstellar nedium but
at sunlike tenperatures. Each source appears to be rotating differentially,
the inner parts at speeds approaching c, but we aren't sure of that yet.
Nor of much else, aside frorn- It is extraordinary, Captain. "

"Good work. | hereby become your errand boy. Wat do you want us to do?"
"Skip around. Cet parallaxes so we can determ ne the location in space,
transverse conponent of velocity, intrinsic brightness. Cbserving from
various distances, over a range of a hundred parsecs or so, we can foll ow
any evolution that's been taking place. That should let us figure out the
nature of the beast."”

Vargen frowned. Yoran's reply had been scoffingly obvious. Vargen's brow
cleared. Laurice saw he was willing to overlook the matter. As keyed up as
he was, Yoran
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doubt| ess bypassed tact w thout noticing. "Fine. Gve me your plan."

"I"ll develop it as we go along and collect nore information. For the
present, hmm | nust do sone figuring. I'll get back to you with the
coordi nates of the next observation point in about an hour." The physi ci st
cut the connection

"An hour," Laurice said. "That'll serve."

Var gen blinked. "What?"

"An hour of our own. Let's take advantage. W may not have nore for sone
time to cone.”

Fifty hours of |eap, study, |eap were unendurably |ong and unbelievably
few At the end, the travelers net in the saloon. Wrd like this should be
face-to-face, where hand coul d seize hand. For it, they gave thensel ves
boost, weight, that they might sit around the table at ease, perhaps the

| ast ease they would ever know.

Yoran rose. Pride swelled his stunpy form "I amready to tell you what |
have found," he said.

"After the Python Confederacy." Copperhue nurnured the words, but forgot to
keep the "trans equally quiet. Well, Laurice thought beneath her
heart -t hunpi ng, Children's Day norning expectancy, of course all beings
want their races given all due honor, whether or not they like the

gover nment s.

Yoran surprised her with a mld answer: "True. And your people scarcely
cane upon this by last-m nute accident. As |long as they've been
spacefaring, | imagine they found it hundreds of years ago. They-the
rulers, that is-saw the potentialities, but bided their tine till the
climactic nonent neared. Erthunoi couldn't have kept a secret like that. "
Has his triunmph nmade himgentler? wondered Laurice. I'mglad for you,

Yor an.
"What are the potentialities, then?" Vargen demanded.

"I don't know," the physicist replied. "Neither do the Naxians, or they
woul dn't be making such an effort. " He paused. Something nystical entered
hi s speech, his whole manner. "An unprecedented event, rare if not totally
uni que
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in the universe. Wio can say what it will unleash? Quite possibly, phenonena
never suspected by us. Conceivably, |aws of nature unknown even to the
Forerunners. "

And what technol ogi es, what powers m ght spring fromthose discoveries?
went chill through Laurice. For good or ill, salvation or damati on.

can't blame the Naxians of the Python for wanting to keep it to thensel ves.
I wish we humans coul d.
"Tell us what it is!" she blurted.

The three assistants shifted on their bench. They knew. Their master had
laid silence on them This was to be his nonent.

He | ooked at her and neasured out his words. "I can give you the basic fact
in a single sentence, nmlady. Two black holes are on a collision course.”
Copper hue hi ssed. and Vargen softly whistled.

Bl ack hol es, Laurice evoked frommenmory. Suns two--or was it three?-or nore
times greater than Florasol, ragingly hurdnous, consuming their cores with
nuclear fire until after mere mllions of years they expl oded as
supernovae, briefly rivaling their whol e gal axy; then the remant col -

| apsing, but not into the stability of a white dwarf or a neutron star. No,

the mass was still too huge, gravitation overcane quantum repul sion
shri nkage went on and on toward zero size and infinite density. The force
of gravity rose until light itself could not escape.... She had seen

pi ctures taken from spacecraft at a distance and by probes venturing

cl oser. The event horizon, the sphere of ultinmate darkness, appeared

sel dom and only when data processing succeeded. It was asteroid size, a
few tens of kilonmeters across at nost, and screened fromview For around
it wheeled fire, the accretion disk, matter captured from space, spiraling
ever faster into the maw, giving off a blaze of energy as it fell.... No
transm ssions had cone from nearby. The stupendous gravity dragged at radio
and |ight waves, reddened them twi sted their paths. Its tidal forces
stretched a probe asunder and whirled the fragnents off into the disk...
Most of the know edge was to Laurice little nore than words-quant um
tunnel i ng, Hawki ng radi ation, space and tinme interchangeably distorted...
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I"mnot badly inforned for a |l ayman, she thought. | renenber Professor
Arbureth remarking how much is still unknown to anybody in any of the Six
Races. He opined that in the nature of the case it always woul d be unknown
t oo, because there is no possible way for information to reach us through
the event horizon. But if a pair of them crash together-

That nust be rare indeed,"” Copperhue said | ow

Unl ess at gal actic center?" Vargen nused.

"Conj ecture, " Yoran snorted. "Yes, perhaps |esser black holes are anong
the stars that the Monster engulfs, but no probe has survived to tell us
what's going on there. Here the event is out where we can watch it." He
grew mlder. "Also, this is not a sinple linear collision, such as we
bel i eve we have sone theoretical understanding of. That woul d be

vani shingly inprobable, two singularities ainmed straight at each other
This will be a grazing encounter

"From our observation of orbits and accel erations, we've obtained the
masses of the bodies with considerable accuracy. They are approxi mately
nine and ten Sols. That neans the event horizons are about sixty kiloneters
in diameter. Cal cul ation of closest approach-that involves sone frank
guesswork. We have good figures for the orbital elements. If these were
Newt oni an poi nt nmasses, they'd swing by on hyperbolic paths at a distance
of about thirty kiloneters and a speed of about one-third light. But they
aren't, and it'd be a waste of breath to give you exact figures, when al
I"msure of is that the event horizons will intersect. The ship has
programs taking relativistic and quantum effects into account. |'ve -used
them However, certain key answers conme out as essentially nonsense. The
matrices blowup in a nmess of infinities W sinply don't know enough. W
shal |l have to observe.'

Can we get that near and live?" Vargen asked.

"As near as the Naxians, | daresay." Yoran sounded boyishly bold and
carel ess.

How near is that, do you suppose?"

"Probably cl oser than humans woul d venture, if this had been our project
fromthe beginning. We'd send in sophisticated robotic ~ vessels. The
Naxians will do their
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best with probes, but that best isn't very good. No nonhuman race's is. They
all keep trying to copy fromus, and never get it right. "

"Every species has its special talents,” Laurice interjected for shane's
sake. She wondered if Copperhue cared, either way.
"Gve nme a figure, will you?" Vargen snapped.

"An estimate," Yoran replied. "It takes into account our advanced
protection systens; we can fend off nore than nost ships. The Naxi ans mnust
have sonme that are equally shieldable. Integrating the expected radiation
over tine around the event, and throwing in a reasonable safety factor, 1'd
undertake to keep on station at a distance of two hundred mllion
kilometers, for two hundred fifty hours before the inmpact and maybe as much
as thirty hours after it, depending on what the actual intensities turn out
to be. That's far too deep in the gravity well for a hypedunp escape, of
course, but I'd call the odds acceptable."

He spread his hands. "Granted,"” he went on, "the whole reason for the
exercise is that nobody can predict what will happen. | make no prom ses.
Al | say is, if | were the Naxian in charge, 1'd post four live crews at
approximately that distance. Two on the coordinate axis through the point
of contact, nornmal to the tangent to the orbits at that point and in their
pl ane. Two on the axis normal to this at the same point. |1'd put others

el sewhere, naturally, but these four should have the best positions, if our
theories correspond to any part of reality.

"And if | were that Naxian, I'd join one of those crews. "
Laurice | eaned forward. She shivered. "Wien will the encounter be?" she
asked.

"I'f we junped nowto the vicinity,'
style, "we would observe it in alittle nore than el even standard days.
"That soon," Vargen nmurnured into stillness renewed. "W barely nmade it
didn't we?"

He shook hinsel f, straightened where he sat, and clipped, "Very well. Thank
you, Dr. Yoran. If you haven't already, please put your data and

concl usions in proper form

Yoran told themin carefully acadenic



184 POUL ANDERSON

for transmi ssion. W've got to notify headquarters. Wat we' ve | earned thus
far nustn't be lost with us. Besides, |I'Il be interested in the exact

i nformation, -the actual nunbers, too." His smile was crooked. "Personally
interested.”

Lauri ce saw doubt on Enry; Newan swal | owed; Thura | aughed al oud. They
foreknew. It was Copperhue who said, "Thereafter, do you intend that we
shal | seek the event?"

Vargen's head lifted. "Wat else? On Ather, they'd never outfit and
scranbl e another ship in tinme. "
"Humans won't get another chance,’

Yoran agreed, and | doubt the Naxi ans

will share what they learn. '
Laurice paid himno heed. She caught Vargen's arm "Yes, certainly," rang
from-her. "It's up to us. That's how you were bound to think, Harul. "

Yoran stood where he was. He drooped, the glee drained out of him as if
somehow gravity had reached fromthe |ightless nasses yonder

Neut ri nos passed through hyperspace, across half the breadth of the gal axy.
Their nodul ations carried the findings made aboard Darya. Laurice w shed
she could talk with her father when they were done, but haste forbade. The
instruments gathered information at rates hugely greater than the
transmtter could send it. Conveying all they had took severa

i rrecoverabl e hours. For the same reason, the expedition would send hone
not hi ng but the new data from each stop along its course henceforward-and
not hi ng what soever, once it was close to the black holes, until it was

out ward bound agai n.

Yoran spent the waiting period in the electronics shop. Laurice supposed he
tinkered with sonmething in hopes that it would ease his tension and ..
unhappi ness? O did the nagnificence ahead of himdrive out nortal wi shes?
Newan monitored the reporting. Vargen studied the facts, with Thura and
Enry on hand to answer questions. In the saloon, Laurice and Copperhue

pl ayed round upon round of Integer until, at length, they fell into
conversation. It turned to private hopes, fears, loves. You could confide
to a synmpathetic alien what you could not to any of your
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own species. "I look forward to your Venafer colony," Laurice said finally,
sincerely.

The sunmmons resounded. Crew took their posts. Countdown. Junp. A |ight-year
fromtheir destination, they poised.

Wrds reached Laurice in her globe as if fromacross an equal gulf. She had
instantly established that no other vessel was in the nei ghborhood. Absurd
to i magi ne that any would be, those few score nmotes strewn through the
abyss. Wy, for starters, consider that the light-year is a human unit, a
menory of AOd Earth like the standard year and day, the neter, the gram
the gee. Nobody el se uses them ... Her eyes sought the predicted

coordi nates on the sphere. She couldn't tell whether she picked the two
sparks out of the host that glittered around. Her fingers trenbled a little
as she set the console viewscreen to them and turned up the optics.

The breath caught in her throat. Magnified, anplified, two conets flamed
before her. Fromtheir incandescent brows strearned flattened blue-white
manes, beconi ng manyforked tails that shaded through fierce gold to a red
like newy spilled blood. Fragments rolled behind, and she inmagi ned the
turbul ence within, great waves and tides through the gas, |ightnings, atons
ripped into plasma, roaring down to their doom

And this is only howit was a year ago, she realized. The bl ack holes were
still well apart. How far did Yoran say? | forget. The span of a thousand
average pl anetary systens? The accretion disks had just begun to interact
strongly with the interstellar nmedium Their bow shocks were nostly
generating visible light. Later it shifted toward X rays, harder and

har der .

Next junp," Yoran call ed.

Ah- eady?" Vargen asked.

The reply screeched. "Chaos take you, we haven't got a second to wastel!
Not hi ng regi sters here that we can't account for in principle. |'ve
programred everything for maxi mum data input and processing. Mike use of
it, you clot-brain! "

Hoy, that's far too strong, Yoran, thought Laurice, half
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di smayed. Harul has every right to put you in confinenent. Are you off your
bean? Now, in these |last, supreme days?

Rel i ef washed through her when Vargen rapped, "Watch your |anguage. The
next offense, | will penalize."

She consi dered ordering the ship to show her the physicist. Mybe, know ng
him she could cal mhi mdown. The sense of deliverance nmounted at his
grudging, "Sorry ... Captain. May we proceed?" She hadn't wanted to cope

wi th him

Darya knew t he planned pattern in which she was to draw nigh. "Ten," she
sang. Vargen nust have given her a signal, not quite trusting hinself, to
speak. "N ne. Eight. Seven--

At half a light-year, the comets burned naked-eye bright. Optics showed
their tails contracted, thickened, drawn into intricate strands that | ooped
around as if seeking forward to the hungry furnaces of the comas. Enry's
voi ce was fall of awe and puzzlenent: "Sir, that |ooks al m ghty strange,
doesn't it? | can't think how you' d get curvatures like that in the gas, at
this stage of things."

"Nor can 1, " Yoran admitted eagerly. Rapture had eclipsed wath. "The
cosnos is running an experiment |ike none we've ever seen before or ever
will again. |1'd guess that nutual attraction is-was-appreciably distorting
the event horizons. That'd be bound to affect magnetic fields and charge
distributions. But we need nore information. | |

Not that it would soon reveal the truth, Laurice realized. Understandi ng
must wait upon nmonths or years of analysis, hypothesis, tests in

| aboratories and observatory ships and brains, back at Ather and no doubt
el sewhere, anong the Six Races. The task here set before Yoran's geni us was
to decide what sorts of data, out of the inpossibly nmany his teammnight try
for, would likely bear such fruit. "The polarizing synchrometer shoul d-"
The conversation fromthe intercomwent out of Laurice's reach

She tuned it | ow and made a direct connection with Copperhue in the sal oon
Her yearning was for Vargen's words, since she could not have his presence.
The ski pper
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shoul dn't be distracted, though, nor should the others be given grounds to
suspect he was. Besides, she felt sorry for the Naxian, becone functionless,
restricted to whatever view Darya got a chance to project on a rec: screen
for it-him

"How re you doi ng?" she inquired softly.

"We fare anong spl endors," she heard. "Is this not worth an island?"
"Yes, oh, yes." A thought she had not wanted to think pushed to the
forefront. "WII your-will the Pythons really let us carry it home?"

"We have considered this before, honored one. The vessels on which | served
were unarmed. The Dom nators have no cause to expect us. The fleet conme for
the climax may include a few naval units of nodels suitable for rescue and
sal vage operations, should those prove necessary; but they are probably not
form dable. "

"I know. | renenber. However, it's occurred to me--it didn't before,
because on Ather we don't think that way-in a nunber of Erthunma societies,
the mlitary would insist on having a big presence, if only for the
prestige."”

"They do not think like that in the Confederacy either, honored one. There
is no distinction between organi zati ons serving the Dom nance; they are
simply specialized branches of the same growh. This means that conmanders
can act decisively, without having to consult high officials first. You
see, their intelligence and enotional stability have been verified

bef orehand. | warned your father that I do not know what the doctrine is
with respect to preserving this secret. But | doubt that orders read 'at
all costs.' Additional combat vessels will scarcely be sent from afar

under any but desperate circunstances. That woul d nean | eakage of the
truth, fromcrewfolk not predisciplined to closeness about it. Besides, the
Conf ederacy is as desirous of maintaining stability as any other nation
is." Copperhue hesitated. "I do counsel that we avoid undue provocation
Well, you can advise the captain. Can't you?"

"I can try. Perhaps |I shall bring you into conference, if possible. Your
rapport with both himand nme nmay enabl e you to nmake ourselves clear to one
anot her. "
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It thrilled in her, "I can't inagine any better service. Thank you, old

dear, thank you."

Jump went the ship in a while. And again, presently, junp. And hour affe
hour, junp, to a different point of view, to a new di stance, but al ways

nearer, junp, junp, junp.

Junp.
At one light-hour, the incandescence around the bl ack hol es made themthe
brightest of the stars. You could have read by that livid radiance. Their
cl oseness was deceptive; Darya had energed well off any normal to their
paths. Yet even as Laurice watched, her unaided eyes saw them creep nearer
Chill went through her, marrow deep. Second by second, those col ossa
accel erati ons were nounting.
And what when -they nmet? Yoran believed the masses would fuse. |If nothing
el se could | eave such a gravity well, how could the thing itselP. But this
was no sinple, head-on crash, it would be a grazing blow. He said the case
had been considered theoretically, centuries ago, but not as fully as it
m ght have been, and had since |ain obscure--probably in the archives of
ot her races too-for nobody awaited it in reality. He spoke of problenms with
i near and angul ar nonentum potential fields, quantum tunneling by
phot ons, |eptons, baryons, gravitons. The event horizons shoul d undergo
convul si ve changes of shape. Still more should the static limts, bel ow
whi ch everything from outside was ineluctably hauled into orbit in the sane
sense as a black hole's rotation. These twain had opposite spins with
di stinct orientations. Wat wavelike distortions mght their neeting send
out through the continuun? Al ready, space-tine around each was warped. In
a black hole's own frame, the collapse to singularity was swift. To a
safely distant observer, it took forever; what she saw was not a conpl eted
bei ng but an eternal becoming. Yet if sonehow the inside of it should be
bared, however briefly, to her universe, there was no way even to guess
what woul d fol | ow
"Em ssions from spacecraft power plant detected," said Darya - "I estimate
the nearest at fifteen million kilonmeters. "
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No surprise, here. Nevertheless Laurice knew guiltily that for a pul se beat
she had let her attention stray from her guns. Vargen remrai ned cool: "Any

i ndi cations that they've noticed us?"

"None. They may well fail to. The background is high because of em ssions
fromthe search objects, and the Naxi ans have no reason to watch for new
arrivals. --

6 'Uh-huh. Hard to see how they can think about anything but ... that. "
Laurice allowed herself a magnified view The optics nust adjust brightness
pi xel by pixel before she could see any detail against the glare at either
forefront. The conet tails were gone. Instead, changeable Iight seethed in
a ring around each flattened fire gl obe. She thought she coul d nmake out
fountains and geysers within it, brief saw teeth on the rim Dopplering
shaded it clearly toward violet on the one edge, red on the other, a
whirling rai nbow

"Em ssions indeed!" Yoran shouted. "God, these readings! "

Not hi ng dangerous to ship or crew This puny radius, which would not have
touched the OCort cloud of a typical planetary system was still beyond
nortal conprehension. You could give it a name and hang nunbers on it; that
was all.

"Yes, event horizons distinctly defornmed,” Yoran well ni gh crooned.

Laurice knew that his instruments saw what she could not. The sight before

her, like every such earlier, must in at |east some part be illusion
Gravity sucked matter in fromevery direction, while its colliding atons
gave off radiation that grew the nore furious the deeper it fell; but as it

neared the static limt, bent space-time conpelled it into the rmael strom
Yonder conma was no nore than its last clotting and sparking before it
entered the accretion disk; the ring was no nore than the verge of an

i nwar d-rushi ng cataract. Yoran's devices | ooked past them through the
ergosphere, to the ultimate blindness itself. And they had not the eyes of
gods wherewith to do this. They took spectra, traced particles, neasured
mut abl e fields; fromwhat they gathered, conputers drew | ong nat hemati ca
chai ns of inference.
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That process would not end for years, perhaps not for generations. The
readouts and graphics that Yoran saw flash before himwere the barest
prelimnary theorizing. They m ght be dead wong. It was a wonderful m nd
that could, regardl ess, inmediately grasp sonething of what went on

Time went tinelessly past, but in retrospect astonishingly short, until he
said, "We're clear to nove on, Captain. "

Prai se him Laurice thought. He needs it. He's earned it. "Fast work," she
chined in.

Hi s laugh rattled. "Ch, we could spend weeks here and not exhaust the
material. But we haven't got them"

No, she thought, we now have days to reap a share of the harvest for which
t he Naxi ans spent decades or centuries preparing.

"Right," Vargen agreed. "I take it you want to go on to your next planned
poi nt ?" Sane di stance, but directly confronting the inpact to be.
"No. |'ve changed ny nmind, on the basis of what |'ve learned in the |ast

few stops. The latest input seems to confirmny ideas. W' re going straight
in"

"What ? | mmedi atel y? You know we're close to the boundary for hypedunp,

gi ven masses |ike those."

Once inside it, we run strictly on norrmal drive, till we've gotten renote
enough again. W're committed.

"Yes, yes,. yes. " Laurice heard how Yoran barely controlled his tenper.
"But you know, or should, contact will take place in a hundred and
seventy-six hours. | want to be at the two hundred million kil ometer radius
| cal cul ated was safe, before that happens, in tine to set up experinents
|'ve devised. How fast can you get us there, ship?"

"At one gravity acceleration, with turnover, considering our present
velocity, that will require eighty-eight hours, plus maneuvering tine,"
Darya told him

Laurice visualized himshaking fists in air. "You can boost higher than
that. A lot higher! W' ve got nedications agai nst excess weight. W could
even go into the flotation tank. "
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"Such a delta vee woul d dangerously deplete our reserve. Does the captain
order it?"

"No," Vargen decided at once. "One gee it is. You can still observe as we

go, Yoran."

"But-" ' Me physicist gasped in a breath. "Can't you understand? W' ve got

to be close in, and prepared, for the main event. | expect fluctuations in

the netric, shortlived superparticles, polarized gravitons, superstrings-
Aargh! Time's grown so scant as is. If you hadn't farted it away,
everywhere el se in space---

"Mbst of what we | ost was because the people you chose turned out to
require training," Vargen interrupted stiffly. "Prudence demands we don't
squander so nuch convertible mass that we can't get onto emnergency
trajectories. "

"Yes, you'll keep your hide safe, won't you, whatever else may be
sacrificed?"

"That will do. If your considered judgnent as a scientist is that we should
head directly inward, | assume you don't want to dawdl e here arguing. Gve

the ship the coordinates you have in mnd. Crew, stand by for boost at one
gravity."

Laurice and Vargen were in his cabin when the nessage cane.

"To the captain,” Darya said. "Incom ng audi o signal on the fifth standard
band. Radar touched us sixty seconds ago and is now | ocked on. Code:

" Acknowl edge and respond.' Shall IT

Vargen di sentangl ed hinself and rose fromthe bunk. "Do, and relay to ne,
with translation. Surely a Naxian. " To Laurice, wyly: "I knew this
couldn't last. We're picking up nore power plant em ssions every hour
Sonebody was bound to notice ours, and wonder."

She needed a nmonent nore to swmup fromthe sweet aftermath of | ovemaking.
The warnmt h and odor of himstill lingered as she heard "Ship Green Pyranid
Dom nat or Hel i x commandi ng and speaking, to vessel accelerating through
sector eighty-seven dash ei ghteen dash zero-one. " That nust be Darya's
best attenpt to render the coordinate system established for this locality,
she thought. "You do not conformto the plan. Identify yourself. "
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"Captain Harul Vargen, fromAther, Florasol Il1l, with crew on a scientific
m ssion," the man stated. "W intend no interference or other harm and
will be glad to cooperate in any reasonable way."

The [ ast drowsiness fled from Laurice. She glanced at her watch. Silence
mur mur ed. She got up too. The deck felt sensuously resilient beneath her
bare feet, but rempte, no longer quite real

Twent y-ei ght seconds before response. If Helix hadn't hesitated, its-his
(?) craft was four mllion-plus kilonmeters away. "Your presence is

i nadm ssable. This region is closed. Renove yoursel ves."

Laurice bent over the intercomcontrol and pushed for Copperhue's cubicle.
"W are not aware of any such interdiction," Vargen was saying. "By what
ni ght do you declare it? It seens to be in violation both of treaty agree-
ments and general custom”

"Copper hue," Laurice whispered. "They're on to us. At |east one ship. They
conmand we turn back. Listen in, and tell us what you think."

S-s-s," the fugitive breathed.

"The Dom nance of the Python Confederacy has taken sovereignty," Helix

said. "Under its policy and in its name, | order you to return to clear
space i mredi ately and hypei Junp hence. El se you are subject to detention
and penalties. | warn you, we have weapons. |f necessary, we will use them

with regret but without hesitation."

"I should hope no civilized being would make a threat |ike that, wthout
even having discussed the matter first," Vargen answered. "Certainly we
require nore authority than yours. Wat are your reasons for this demand?"
"I't-he bluffs, | believe," Copperhue nmurmured. Vargen al so | eaned close to
hear, flank to flank with Laurice. She laid an 4rm about his waist. "Tel
it-himthat the Houses of Ather would have known if any such claimwere
regisiered with the D plomacy Guild."

She noticed the tinme | ag had grown. Darya was outrunning Green Pyramd, if
"run" made sense when you spoke of coordinates, vectors, fields, and their
derivatives in three-space. Evidently Helix thought that sw tching over
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to hypertransmi ssion would be nore trouble than it was worth. O did it-he
wel cone these nonents, to consider what to say? "The Dom nance i s concerned
about safety." Was it-he trying to wheedl e? "A cosnmic cataclysmw |l soon
take place. You are not prepared for it."
Vargen strai ghtened and grinned. "Ch. but we are. That's why we're here."
He went on as Copperhue had advised, finishing with: "Since no claimhas
been assented to, we have as nuch right as anybody. They know on At her
where we are, and that you are here. | don't inagine your superiors want an
interstellar incident. "
Di smay and rage hi ssed under the incongruous nell owness of Darya's
translating voice. "How do you know? What spies have you set on our sacred
Nest not her ?"
"To the best of my know edge, none. And | wouldn't call the conceal nent of
a scientific treasure trove a friendly act. Nor do | suppose the Six Races,
i ncluding the other Naxian nations, will so regard it. | repeat, we mean no
harm or interference. W hope your chief of operations will contact us when
your officers have conferred and deci ded on a proposal intended to be
mutual |y satisfactory. | respectfully suggest, and ask you to convey the
suggestion, that they start thinking at once. "
"Good, " oozed from Copperhue's cubicle. "Firmess and correctness, after
Helix faltered in both. The grand commander should well evaluate the
pl ayback of this conversation. "
"Signing off, then," the Naxian captain said grimy. "You shall receive
nore soon." Laurice heard an abrupt absence of background sounds she had
not noticed before.
"You did it! Wee, you did!'" She | eaped at Vargen, threw her arns about his
neck, kicked heels in air. "I love youl"
| 'We've just begun," he cautioned, "and God knows what'l| happen next.
She l et go and he activated the general intercom "Attention. U gent news."
"We're busy, for Founder's sake! " Yoran exclained, obviously fromthe main
| ab.
"Too busy for the Naxi ans?"
"Hub? Ch. Carry on, you," to the assistants.
Tell ne."

,("Amnute . . . Al right.
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Vargen did. "We're | eaving them behind, you say,"
"They' re doubtl ess unarmed anyway.

"Unl ess that fell ow was |ying, they do have sone conmbatworthy units. And
hyper beans nmust be flying fromend to end of their fleet."

"The farther in we go,'-' Darya rem nded, "the smaller the volunme of

anbi ent space and therefore the nmore difficult evasion becomes. It is
certainly inconpatible with keeping station. "

"I'"l1l bet you're better arned than anything they've got here,"’
"Stand up to the stinking snakes. Make themcrawl . "

"Copper hue, " Vargen sighed, "may we have your opinion, and your pardon for
that | anguage?"

"My guess is that naval strength is small and incidental, confined to two
or three craft whose real task is to help out in energencies," replied

t he physicist answered.

Yor an sai d.

cal mess--or steely self-control? "Granted, the conmand wi |l consider our

advent an energency. If they do possess superior force, they will probably
threaten us with it."

"They don't," Yoran said. "I swear they don't. Fight. Blow 'emout of the

uni verse. "

Laurice renmenbered viol ent deaths she had witnessed. It was like a
benedi cti on when Vargen responded, "Only in self-defense, and only as an
absolute last resort. | don't want to hear any nore such tal k. Go back to
your studies. Let me know if a worthwhile thought occurs to you." He
switched off.

Turning to Laurice, he took her hands in his. "I'"mafraid that henceforward
we're on twenty-four-hour duty. " He snmiled the snile that was |ike
Davith's. "Well, we did luck out on this watch." He drew her close. The
kiss was brief and wistful.

"Menories to | ook at, whenever we get a nmonent to pull them out of our
pockets," Laurice agreed. "We'll enlarge the collection in future."
Abruptly she giggled. "Speaking of pockets, we'd better grab a quick shower
and get dressed. It doesn't make any difference to the
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Naxi ans, but we'd scarcely overawe our human shiprmates as we are, would we?"

Ahead, the envel opes of the black hol es burned hell bright, drowning
naked-eye vision of everything else in the dark around them Wthout
magni fi cation, they were still little nore than star points. Incredible,
that the nasses of whole suns and the energies to annihilate themwere
rammed down into volunes so tiny. But fromthe outer edges of the disks,
beyond t he ergospheres, gas had begun reaching, |like two candle flanes

poi nted at each other. Sparks drifted off them and guttered out.

El sewhere in heaven, from her control globe, Laurice saw the Naxian ships.
They and Darya had matched vel ocities and now orbited unpowered, those
three in linear formation,' she sonme thousand kilonmeters fromthem a
separation that would increase only slowy for the next hour or tws. Mich
enl arged, their images remai ned m nuscul e, spindle shapes lost in the

st ar - swar m beyond.

Just the sane, she felt very alone. Vargen was in his own gl obe. He had

i nked his communi cator to hers, but no other human was in the circuit, nor
was Copperhue. This connection woul d be audiovisual, and it-he had coun-
sel ed against letting the Naxi ans know of one whomthey nust regard as a
traitor. Yonder midges could spit lightnings and m ssiles. Her heart beat
t hi ckly.

The screen before her flickered. Its projection split into a pair. Vargen's
head confronted that of a Naxian, whose skin was yellow wi th black zi gzags
down the sides. Was the sane strain upon both faces? She couldn't read the
alien's. Nor could she know what feelings were in the tones that went
underneat h Darya's nethodi cal running translation

"Hail, Captain Hand Vargen," she heard. "I am Crystal That Sparkles,

Dom nator, in ultimte command of the Python Confederacy's astrophysica
quest . "

"Your presence honors us, madam" How does he know that creature's

guasi sex? she wondered. Well, in the past he dealt with nenbers of all Six
Races, and he's intelligent, observing--he cares-
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"Ts-s-s." A laugh? "You show us curious courtesy, sir. In total contenpt of
aut hority, you have continued on your way, forcing us to divert these craft
frominportant duties. That nakes hypocrisy of your assertion that you nean
to create no disturbance.”

"No, madam " Vargen spoke levelly, patiently. "As soon as your
representative called for rendezvous at a point we agreed was reasonabl e,
we comenced maneuvers toward it. | cannot see any need for you to send
three vessels. One would have served, surely; or we could have tal ked by
hyperbeam Are you trying to intimdate us? Quite unnecessary. W're the
same peaceful scientists we took you to be.™

Now t here's hypocrisy for you! whooped Laurice. A fraction of the

sweat -col d tension slacked off within her

Hairless head lifted on sinuous neck. "Police need weapons agai nst

cont umaci ous | awbreakers. Indications were that your ship is of a heavily
armed type."

"That is true, nadam but it doesn't nmean we want to menace anybody or

t hrow our wei ght around."” No nore than we've got to. "You have had a good

| ook at us. If your databanks are conplete, you' ve recognized the nodel and
know nore or |ess what firepower we carry. You should al so know why. This
vessel is for exploration, where unpredictable demands on her can al ways
conme out of nowhere."

"You do not need nucl eonics against primtive natives, sir, and when have
starfarers attacked you?"

"Never, madam " Tbank whatever god- "And we devoutly hope none ever will."
-made those terrible devourers up ahead. "Certainly the owners, the House
of Wndfell, have no such intention. But an expedition just mght run into,
ah, parties willing to violate civilized canons. Far nore |ikely, of

course, nature nmay suddenly turn hostile. Antim ssile magnet ohydronami cs
deflect solar flare particles. A warhead excavates where a shelter is to be
built. An energy beamdrills a hole through ice, for geol ogists and
prospectors to reach the minerals beneath. Besides work like that, this
ship took a large investnment. People protect their investments."
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"Your best protection is to depart, sir. This vicinity will soon be
unpredi ctably dangerous. " Does it-she have a dry sense of hunor? wondered
Laurice. Well, Copperhue does.

"We're prepared for that as ftdly as |I'd guess you are, madam This
situation is unique. W can't abandon our mnission w thout betraying our
race." Vargen raised his brows and sniled-for Laurice. "Unless the

Dom nance plans to share everything you discover with the rrst of the
civilizations. "

Crystal's head struck back and forth, at enptiness. "How did you | earn of
us?"

"I"'mnot at liberty to tell you, madam assumng for argunment's sake that
| know. But we've transmitted hone the data we acquired al ong the way.
You' d expect us to, wouldn't you? The basic secret is out. Wiy not let us
carry on our observations in peace-or, better yet, join you in nmaking then?
Thi nk of the goodwill the Confederacy will earn throughout the gal axy. "
Sil ence seethed. Had the black hol es noved perceptibly closer? Less than
two days remai ned before the crash

"No," fell fromCrystal. "I ... have noright . . . to grant such

perm ssion. This was our discovery. W staked our efforts, our lives, for
cycle after cycle. Yes, you have stolen sonething fromus, but the great
revel ati ons you shall not have. Turn about, sir, or we nust destroy you."
"Can you?" Vargen challenged. "And firing on us would be an act of war,
madam "

"Sir, it would not. Ather would feel aggrieved, but be a single planet
agai nst the Confederacy. No other nation would be so lunatic as to fight
about an incident so renpte in every sense of the concept. The Di pl omacy
Quild would arbitrate, an indemity m ght be paid, and that would be that.
I't-she understands politics, Laurice thought. And ... | wouldn't spend
lives and treasure nyself, over sonething like this. Mybe, in a hundred
years, when the Pythons have powers nobody el se does, nmaybe then I'd be
sorry. But today I'd just hope that things will work out sonmehow.
"Therefore," Crystal continued, "I urge you, sir. | inplore you, not to
conpel us. Be satisfied with what you have. Go hone."
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Vargen made it-her wait for an entire mnute before he replied, "Mdam

wi th due respect, with synmpathy for you in your dilemm, your demand is

unl awful , unreasonabl e, and unacceptabl e. The right of innocent passage and
access to unclainmed celestial bodies is recognized by every nation of the
Si x Races. | have no intention of heeding your demand, and do not believe
you have the power to enforce it."

"They are small units," Darya had said. "Their conbined firepower barely
approximates mne; and | ama single vessel, self-integrated, with stronger
def enses and nore accel eration capability. They could perhaps take nme in a
wel | coordinated attack, but | estinmate the probability of that as no nore
than forty percent."

"And supposing they did w pe us, you' d get one or two of themfirst, nost
likely, wouldn't you?" Laurice had pointed out. "That'd be a big setback to
their whole operation. I'msure those three are all the armed craft they
have here. They aren't meant for guardians, they're for possible rescue or
sal vage work, and they must have scientific assignments of their own as
well. "

"Right," Vargen had said. "They'll be making the same cal cul ations."

The image of Crystal's head | eaned forward, as if trying to neet the man's
eyes. "Wuld you truly be so barbarous as to initiate deadly viol ence?"
it-she asked | ow

"We' || go about our business, and defend ourselves if assaulted,” Vargen
declared. "After all, madam a governnment that really upheld civilized

i deal s woul d not have kept a discovery Re this hidden. It would have

i nvited gal axywi de cooperation, for everybody's benefit. Please don't speak
to ne about barbarity."

Silence and stars. |Is Crystal ashaned? Poor being. But dangerous, because
duti ful

"W don't want to disrupt your work, or anything like that," Vargen
continued. "Nor do you, madam In spite of everything, you are civilized
too. " No matter those aspects of your society that drove Copperhue to seek
refuge, and caused you to conceal these wonders. "Can't we conprom se?"
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Sil ence again. Laurice's knuckl es whitened above the weapons consol e.
i 4.11: appears we nust,"” said Crystal, and Laurice's hands fted through
wei ghtl essness to catch at tears.

Agai n Darya decel erated toward her destination

Vargen, Laurice, and Copperhue entered the sal oon together. The physicists
were already there, aquiver. Yoran leaped to his feet. "Well?" he cried.
"W have | eave to proceed," Vargen told them

Enry gusted out a breath. Newan and Thura raised a cheer. "Marvel ous!"
Yoran jubilated. "Oh, mlady-" He saw her face nore cl osely and broke off.

Vargen nmoved to the head of the table. His companions flanked him "It was
a tough bargaining session," the woman said.

"I know," Thura nmunbled. "It went on and on. And when boost came back, and
we didn't know where we were bound-"

"You'll have your shot at our target," said Vargen. He sat down. The rest

who were standing did Iikew se. Copperhue coiled on the bench. The
captain's gaze sought Yoran's.

"I couldn't push ny opposite nunber, Crystal That Sparkles, too hard," he
went on. "lt-she must have been in contact with whatever superiors at hone
could be reached i nmedi ately, and sone kind of hurried decision nust have
been nade. It obviously left Crystal with some discretion, sone choice.
That's usual for Python officers in the field. And mainly, no

rei nforcements could reach it-her in time. Even if they junped at once,
it'd take themtoo long to cross the normal -drive distance. The bl ack hol es
woul d al ready have net, and meanwhil e we coul d be playing hob with the

Naxi ans on the scene. And in fact, Darya hasn't detected any new arrivals,
whi ch she could do. Still, Crystal surely received orders not to give away
the store.”

"An officer of the Confederacy who shows cowardice is strangled,"” Copperhue
sai d. "One who shows poor judgnent is ruined. Over and above these

consi derations is nest honor. "
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"So | mustn't leave it-her with no choice but to attack," Vargen conti nued.
"That woul d nean a certainty of heavy loss to the Naxians and a better than
fifty percent chance of |osing everything; though if we won, we mght stil
be crippled. And while the political repercussions wouldn't be
catastrophic, they'd be troubl esome. On the other hand, Crystal couldn't,
woul dn't, neekly stand aside and | et us take all the forbidden fruit we

m ght .

"The fact that we had al ready taken a good deal, and passed it on to Ather
wei ghed heavily. What | had to do was give Crystal a way to cut its-her
side's | osses. W dickered-'

Yoran's fist snote the table. "WII you get to the point?" he yelled. "Wat
did you agree to?"

Vargen squared his shoul ders. "No cooperation, no information exchange," he
said. "That was too nuch to hope for. But we may take station at the

m ni mum saf e di stance you want. Congratul ations; they'd arrived at al npst
the identical figure, and had nore and better numbers to work with. They
have four live-crewed ships there, on the two orthogonal axes you

descri bed.

"W nust not cone any nearer to either axis than--the Naxian units equa
about one nmillion kilometers. W nmust not enter the orbital plane of the

bl ack holes at all "

"What ?" Yoran sprang back to his feet. He | eaned across the table,
shudderi ng. "Wy, you- That plane's where the nost vital observations- You
clot-brain! Didn't you ever listen to nme? A rotating black hole drags the
inertial frame with it. Those two have opposite spins, differently
oriented. Cancellations, additions-the whole tendency will be for things to
happen, unprecedented things, exactly in that mutual plane-- And you threw
this away for us!"

"Quiet!" Vargen shouted. Intothe rage that choked and sputtered at him he
explained in a voice gone flat: "I did know So did Crystal. | asked for a
pl ace farther out on the axis in the plane, or at |east somewhere in it.
It-she refused. W went around and around, with me offering different
versions, and always it ended in refusal. | couldn't stop to consult with
you, if I'd wanted to. Frankly, | was
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amazed to get what | did. The mininumradius, only a nmllion kiloneters
north of the plane. Not quite twenty mnutes of arc to sight down al ong.
Does it nake any serious difference?"

"Yes," Yoran said as if through a noose. "Plane polarization of generated
gravitons is likely, and who can foresee what else? It-it-Captain, you' ve
got to renegotiate. You nust."
"No," Vargen stated. "I can't risk it."

"The balance in Crystal's nind is certain to be fragHe," Copperhue added.
"It-she may well decide that an attenpt to alter the agreenent shows bad
faith, and feel conpelled to give us an ultinmatum that we depart or fight.
"Then, by God, you give the ultimtumyourself!" Yoran flung forth.
"They' ||l back down. You adnmit you were surprised at what they did concede.
They are weaker than us. W can destroy them do our research, and be
safely honeward bound before they can bring any real warship to bear. And
they know it. "

"I'f I knew for sure we'd win any fight w thout damage to ourselves," Vargen
said, "l still would not risk killing sentient beings for as little as
this."

"Little, you call it? Little? You idiot, you idiot, youtraitor to your
race- - -

Wath flashed up in Laurice. She slapped the table. "That will do, client,"
she called. "Hold your tongue, or else if the captain doesn't confine you,
Iowill."

The eyes into which she | ooked seenmed gl azed, blind. "Yes, you would,"
Yoran raved, "you, his slut. Do you inmagi ne we haven't seen you two smrk
sneak off, and cone back smarny enough to gag a di sposal ?"

It isn'"t the loss to his science that's driven himover the edge, she
under st ood, appal | ed.

Wrse canme after: "Ch, you've got fine taste in nmen, you do. You pick the
great Harul Vargen, the one who ran away at Novaya. Have you heard,

shi pmat es? They were evacuating people froma neteoroid bonbardnment. He
lost his nerve and bolted. Now he's so very tender of lives. How many did
you | eave to die on Novaya, Vargen?"
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He stopped, stared past themall. A convulsion went through him He fel
back on the bench and buried face in hands.

Silence lasted. H s breathing hacked at it. Nobody el se noved. Vargen's
features had stiffened and bl eached, |ike a dead man's.

At last, hearing it as if a stranger spoke far away from her, Laurice said,
"That's what you did in your spare tinme. Wrked out a programto slip into
the ship's network. To listen to us, what we discussed in private. And to
watch? Isn't that correct, Darya?"

"l have been unaware of it," the robot brain answered. "I would be, if the
program was cl everly designed. Let me search. There is a new file. Access
is blocked to ne. ~ 9

"I would kill you," Laurice said. How cal m she sounded. "But it isn't worth
the trouble it would cause. And ny hands woul d al ways be soil ed. The
authorities will deal with you when we return. Go to your cubicle. Rations
wi |l be brought you. You may visit the lavatory at need. Otherwi se you are
guarantined for the duration of this voyage."

Yoran rai sed his head. Tears whi pped down the coarse cheeks. Sobs went raw.
"Mlady, | crave pardon, | did wong, scourge ne but--but don't deny ne-"

| told you to go."

"Wait." No robot spoke as nechanically as Vargen did. "W do need him For
scientific purposes. Wthout him we could not [earn half as much. Can you
continue in the |l aboratory, Yoran? If your performance is satisfactory, we

wi Il consider entering no charges agai nst you."

Does a tiny, evil joy flicker? Atrial would bring everything out in
public. "Y-yes, sir," Yoran hiccoughed. "I'll do my best. My hunbl e

apol ogi es, sir. "

| may have to let you go free, Laurice thought. You'll have your

prof essional triunph. But never a place on ny world. You'll dwell

el sewhere, anywhere el se. Aloud: "Darya, knowi ng about the illicit program
you can screen it off, can't you?"

"Certainly," said the ship. "I will take precautions against further

tanpering."
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"Not needed, | swear, not needed," Yoran nouthed.
Laurice ignored him "Good, Darya," she said. "Save the programitself. W
m ght want it for evidence." Her glance swept around the table. "Shipnates,
"Il be grateful for your discretion after we return. Meanwhile, | trust
you will carry on, setting this depl orabl e business aside as nmuch as
possi ble. Now | think Captain Vargen and | deserve sone privacy. It's stil
several hours to destination. We aren't likely to nmeet trouble en route. -
She rose. "Come, Harul. -
She nust pluck at his sleeve before he got up and foll owed her
In his cabin she turned about to cast herself against him "GCh, darling,
darling. Don't let it hurt you. You nustn't. That horrible little aninal.
Can't gnaw you down. You're too big. "

He stood novel ess, |ooking past her. She stepped back. "Harul," she

pl eaded, "what does it matter if they know? They al so - know what you are,
what you' ve made of yourself s-s-since then. | do. That's what counts.
Isn't it?"

He hugged hinsel f and, nonmentarily, shivered.
"You didn't run because you were afraid," she said. "You couldn't stand
seeing the pain, the death. Isn't that right?"
The reply cane rusty. "Is it?"
"And, and you've lived it down, whatever it was. You' ve becone strong and
brave. A man for my pride, Harul. -
"Have |IT
"Il show you!" Again she enbraced him arnms, hands, |ips, tongue, body.
After a while he began to respond.
She led himto the bunk. Nothing happened. He tried, but nothing happened.
"It's all right." She held his head to her breasts. "l understand. Don't
worry. It's only natural. Come on, boy, cheer up. W've got a job waiting
for us. The two of us. "
Oh, damm Yoran Jarrol sson. Damm hi m down into the bottom of a black hole.

The ship took station. Maintaining it was a delicate, intricate bal anci ng
act, when the anbient gravitational field
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constantly changed as the two masses burtled i nward. Those ever-shifting

i near accel erations gave no wei ght that flesh and bl ood noticed, but
sometines you felt it a bit when the hull rotated

Qddl 'y enough, or perhaps not, her people worked on in al nbost nornal

fashi on. Yoran spoke softly and avoi ded Laurice's eyes on the rare

occasi ons when they net in a corridor. An assistant fetched food and drink
for himto take anbng his instruments. Those three persons |ikew se were
sel dom away fromthe |aboratory, never for long. What they did, what
unf ol ded before them was all absorbing, overwhel ming. She blessed it.
Mostly she, Vargen, and Copperhue watched the drama roll onward. Darya
supplied not only exterior views, nodified as desired, but graphics and
commentary to the rec screens, adapted fromthe ongoi ng analysis of the
conputers. Laurice was soon wholly caught up. Vargen continued generally
silent. But what can you say in the presence of inhuman m ght and majesty?
She saw his tension lessen, until at last he smled once in a while or his
fingers responded when she caught his hand.

She had taken an opportunity to draw Copper hue aside. "How is he doi ng?"
she asked, and trenbl ed.

"He approaches calm" the Naxian said. "The shock was savage, like a

hal f - heal ed physical wound tom open. However, he is not shattered. G ven
peace, inner peace, he should regain his sense of worth. It may be the
stronger for this." The serpent body flowed through the air and curled
lightly around her. "Until then, his strength cones fromyou. 99

She hugged it-himand laid her cheek against the dry, cablelike suppleness.
"Thank you," she whi spered.

Wth detectors and optics she found the scientific vessel occupying the
fluctuant point that Yoran had desired. Vargen beamed a greeting--out of
curiosity," he said. How wonderful that he began again taking some interest
in things. The craft turned out to be Helix's Green Pyranid. Amusing

coi nci dence. No, not unduly inprobable. The Naxi ans coul dn't have

di spatched a large fleet if they
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wanted to preserve secrecy. Traders, diplomats, outsiders of every kind
woul d i nevitably have noticed sonething afoot and started inquiring.
Besi des, if each vessel had half Darya's capabilities, ten or fifteen should
be anmpl e. They nust be that many, however, to contain the large scientific
teans-4wenty to fifty individuals per hull, she guessedthat nade up for the
relatively primtive robotics and automation
If only we'd come with nore of our own, Laurice thought. Well, we'll bring
hone enough know edge that the Confederacy never will spring a surprise on
the gal axy.... She grinmaced. "We" in that context meant Yoran. She nust
admit it. She did not like it.
Green Pyranid had a partner, or guardian, or both. Crystal's flagship,
whose nane Darya rendered Altitude, maintained at a few kil oneters from
her. Probably specialists aboard conducted experinments of their own.
Certainly she was where she was, after a rapid reshuffle of plans, to make
sure that the Erthunoi observed the terns of the truce. Alone, she couldn't
stop them but by harassment she could nake a breach pointless.
Al'l vessels hovered isolated. Because it would interfere with various
delicate instrunents, transm ssion through hyperspace was stopped; and what
di d anybody have to say over the |asers? Paradoxically, the muteness nade
Laurice feel closer to yonder beings. Her folk would keep their pron ses.
So woul d the Naxi ans. As the judgnment instant neared, you forgot your
nmerely nortal quarrels.

Shrouded in fire, the black holes sped to their destiny. Mnute by m nute,
second by second, they swelled in sight, blazed nmore wildly brilliant,
roared the | ouder throtighout every spectrum of radiance. The di sks were
whirling storms, riven, aflare with eerie lightnings. Vast tatters broke
of f, exploded into flame, torrented back down or threw red spindrift across
heaven before vani shing into vacuum It was as if the stars, their |ight
rays bent, scattered terrified fromaround those masses. Afloat in the
captain's globe, Laurice heard the blood thunder in her ears like the
hooves of gall opi ng war-horses. And yet this
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was only a shadow show. To have seen with your bare eyes woul d have been to
be stricken blind, and afterward die.
She gripped Vargen's hand. It was cold. H's breath went harsh. The sky had
burned over Novaya too; but not like this, not like this.
The bl ack hol es net.
Nobody in real tinme sawthat. It was too swift. At one heartbeat they were
wel | apart, at the next they blurred into streaks, and then |ight erupted.
White it was at the center, raw sun stuff, thence it becane night violet,
dusk violet, day blue, steel blue, gold yellow, brass yellow blood red,
sunset red. Qutward and outward it bl ooned. The fringes were streans,

fountains, lace in a wind. They arced over and began to return in a mllion
di fferent, pure mathematical curves.
"I didn't know it would be beautiful!" Laurice cried.

Force cramed her agai nst her harness. Her head tossed. Wth no weight for
protection, dizziness swept black across vision and mnd. Another, opposite
bl ow sl anmed, and another. The nmetal of the ship toned.

"Graviton surges," she dimy heard Vargen gasp. "Predicted-uneven-hang on-"
The waves passed. She floated. The noise and gi ddy dark drai ned from her
head. He, in his chair, strained toward her. "How are you, darling?" The
wor ds quavered. "Are you hurt?"

"No. No. | ... came through ... intact, | think. You?"

"Yes. If you hadn't-" He mastered hinself. "But you did. It was a, a wave
of force. The physicists didn't expect it'd be this strong, with this short
a wavel ength. Mst of it was supposed to spread out in the orbital plane-
Look. Look. 9 0

The fire geysers rained back toward what had becone a single fierce,
flickery star. As they fell, their |lovely chaos drew toget her and nade
rivers of many-hued splendor. The flows tw sted, braided, forned flat
spirals that rushed inward, trailing sparks. A new accretion di sk was

f orm ng.
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El sewhere, though, half a dozen bl obs of dancing, spitting luridness fled
fromthem

The Iight played unrestful over Vargen's face, as if he were a hunter on
ancient Earth, crouched above his canp fire in a night when tigers and
ghosts prow ed. "Report,"” he said at the general intercom "Everybody.
Darya?"

"All well," the ship said. Her serenity was balm -hdinor damage, nostly
froma blast of |lasered gamma rays that struck well aft. Nothing disabling
or not soon repairable. Interior background count went high for half a sec-
ond, but the dose was within safe limts and the count is down to a |evel
acceptable for twenty watches."

"We'| | be gone well before then," Vargen prom sed. "Uh, crew?"

The replies babbl ed, joyous, one (never mnd whose) hal f' hysterical. No
har m sust ai ned.

How d the observati ons go?" Vargen asked tartly.

"W won't know for weeks," Yoran answered. "That flood of input- But it

seens |ike every systemfunctioned. | do believe we ... we have a
scientific revolution at birth."
Laurice's attention had stayed with the nystery. "It seens to be dinmng,"

she ventured.

"It's receding fast,"” Yoran said. "The resultant momentum But, |'m not
sure yet, but | think the tensors; aren't quite what relativity would
predict. Something we don't understand came into play. Certainly that
gravitational effect exceeded ny top guess by orders of magnitude. Captain,
we will followthe star. Wn't we?"

"OfF course," Vargen replied. "For as long as feasible. Taking due
precautions. Positioning ourselves here, we took a bigger ganble than we
knew. | don't want to push our luck further. "

"Nor 1, sir." Yoran |aughed like a boy. "Not with everything we've got to
carry home!™"

They' ve forgotten their feud, Laurice thought. | have too. At least, it
doesn't matter anynore. Probably it will again, when we are again anong
human- things. But today it's of no inportance whatsoever.

Carry home ... Yes, this precious freight of know -
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edge. There nust be nore data aboard now than we could transmt back in
days, maybe in tens of days. W have nore in our care than just our lives.
"Those fiery clouds that got ejected," she asked, "why weren't they
recapt ured?"

"The energies rel eased caused themto exceed escape velocity fromthe

vicinity of the ergosphere,” Yoran said. "I'mhalf afraid to cal cul ate how
much energy that was. The ergospheres thensel ves, |ike the event horizons,
went through contortions as they nmet and fused. Space-tine did. | don't

know what happened in those m croseconds. Maybe we never will." Awe shook
his words. "For an instant, the gates stood open between entire universes

"The hints al one should reveal a new cosnos to your m nds,"'
mur mur ed.
Lauri ce nodded, dazed nore than conprehendi ng. "But what, now, holds the
cl ouds together? Why don't they whiff away, evaporate?"
Yoran | aughed afresh. "Do you take me for an oracle, mlady? At this stage,
we can only guess. Magnetic bottle effects, conceivably, as in bal
lightning. @ maybe each is the-4he atnosphere around a new-formed nass.
Yes, | think that's a bit nmore likely. But we'll find out."
"Those nmasses woul d need to be planet-sized," Vargen said low "That gas is
i ncandescent hot. It'd never stay around anything less. As if ... this
union tried to beget worlds--
"Signal received," Darya broke in. "Audio on the fifth standard | aser band.
Code: 'Distress. Please respond i mediately.' | |
A dream hand caught Laurice around the throat.
"You know where it's fron?" she heard Vargen snap
"Yes. The Naxi an ships just south of us. One of them" If Darya has to
correct herself, is she frightened?
"Acknow edge afid translate, for God' s sake!"
Laurice had an inpression that the hisses and whistles beneath the
i mper sonal robotic voice were equally calm "Crystal That Sparkl es,
conmandi ng Altitude, beaming to Erthuma vessel Darya. W request
information as to your condition after the event."

Copper hue
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"We're in good shape," Vargen said. "You?"
"Not so," cane after seconds of tine lag. "W and Green Pyram d were tossed
together, too fast for effective preventive action. Both ships are
di sabl ed. Casualties are severe. 9t

"A gravitational vortex," Yoran said raggedly. "A potential well, an
abnormal local netric, expanding principally in the main inertial plane. It
didn't flatten to the ordinary curvature of space-tinme till it had passed

you." Laurice thought he found refuge in theory. Did he utter nere guesses?
Bel i ke he did. Who was sure of anything, here?

Her eyes tracked the dwindling star that was not a star. It gl eaned
exquisite, like a ringed planet seen froma distance, save that it was al so
like a galaxy with a single spiral arm There passed through her: If Harul
hadn't settled for I ess than we wanted, Darya too would be drifting
hel pl ess, a weck. | mght be dead. On, he m ght bel

"We're sorry to hear that, madam" Vargen said. "Can we hel p?"

"I do not know," Crystal answered, "but you are our single hope. W have
contacted our nearer fellows. Ordinarily we could wait for diem However,
observation and cal cul ati on show we are on a collision trajectory with one
of those gaseous objects spewed fromthe fusion. W shall enter it in
approxi mately four hours and pass through the center. At its speed, that
will go very fast. But radiornetric measurenents show tenperatures near the
core that even in so brief a passage will be lethal. No Naxian craft is

cl ose enough, with sufficient boost capability, to arrive before them"
Stillness descended. The time felt long until Vargen asked, slowy, "You
have no escape? No auxiliaries, anything Iike that?"

"Nothing in working order," said Crystal. "Else | would not have troubled
you. W realize that for you, too, a rescue may well be inpossible.”

"W can cross the distance between at maxi num boost, ten Erthuma gravities,
with turnover," Darya said, "in
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approxi mately one hundred and fifty mnutes. To escape afterward, we should
accel erate orthogonally to the thing's path, but at no nore than five
gravities, since you have injured persons with you and the hale will have no
opportunity to prepare thenselves either. This accel erati on nust begin no
| aterthan hal f an hour before predicted inpact, if we are to avoid the
hottest zone. Before we start, my crew nust nmeke ready; otherw se, at the
end of the first boost they will be disabled, perhaps dead. Allowing tine
for that also, we should have half an hour, or slightly less, for the
transfer of crews fromyour vessels to ne. "

In short, Laurice thought, the operation is crazily dicey. No. W can't.
The odds are too big agai nst us.

Her gaze went to the clouds. She didn't know which of them was the mnurderer
on its way, but they seemed nuch alike. Faerie nebul osity reached out
around a gl owi ng pink that nmust be gas overlying the white-hot,
ultraviolet-hot, X-ray-hot niddle. As she watched, small |ight streaks
flashed fromit and vani shed. Meteors. No, they nmust in reality be
nonstrous gouts of fire.

"I see," Crystal was saying gravely. "Qur hope was slight at best. Since
those are the actual paraneters, the risk is unacceptable. | would make

t hat judgnent nyself, were situations reversed. Thank you and farewell."
,"No, wait!" Vargen clawed at the |ocks on his. harness. "W're com ng
Crew, prepare for ten gee acceleration."

I's this possible? "Harul, you can't nean that,
H s | ook upon her was netallic. "You heard ne,’
Get into the tank. That's an order."

Laurice protested.
he said. "All of you did.

The chamber was conpletely filled and closed of f; should a sudden change of
vector occur, slosh could be fatal. The salt water was at body tenperature;
apart fromtheir sanitary units, skinsuits served only nodesty. Afloat,

| oosely tethered, breathing through air tube and masks, you m ght soon have
drowsed, were your faring peaceful. Not that confort was conplete. The
liquid took weight off bones and muscles, it hel ped keep body fluids where
t hey bel onged. Yet heavi ness dragged at interior organs, while
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not hi ng but medi cati on held pain and weariness at bay. Eventually you mnust
pay what your vigor was costing you, with interest.

A low, nearly sublimnmnal pulse throbbed through Laurice. Darya could not
hurl herself along at full power without a little of that inmense energy
escaping to sing in her structure. Hands and the minature control panel on
whi ch they rested were enlarged in vision, seened closer than they were.
Yet shipmates on every side had gone dim half unreal, in a greenish
twilight.

Tal k went by conduction froma di aphragmin the mask. After the scranble
and profanity of getting positioned were done and boost had comenced,
silence replaced a privacy that no | onger existed.
Laurice broke it first. "Captain,"” she said stiffly.

Vargen never took his eyes off the single viewscreen, before which he was.
"Yes?"

"Captain, | petition you to reconsider. | believe the others will join ne
inthis."

"I do, sir!" She had not expected shy Newan to speak up. "The science we're
| osing, that we nmight do every minute if we weren't idled here."

"The science we wiU lose, sir, if we don't survive," Thura. chinmed in.
"That all the human race will."

"The chances of our survival are poor, you know, " Laurice said.

"A crazy ganble," Enry felt enbol dened to add, "and for what? For sone
snhakes that did their best to keep us away. f |

"M nd your |anguage,” Vargen reprinmanded in an automatic fashion. "Yoran
have you any coment ?"

"Well, Captain, uh, well,"” the physicist replied, "of course, when you
conmanded, we obeyed. W're no nutineers. But it's not too late for you to
reconsi der and turn back, sir. Your inpulse was generous--fearless, yes-
but thinking it over, wouldn't you agree we have a hi gher duty?"
"Copperbue? ... No, | forgot, your simultrans wouldn't work here. Laurice
t hought fleetingly how | onesone that nust feel. Vargen turned his head.
"But you have picked
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up a little Merse, | believe. Nod if you vote for us going on, wave your
tail if you vote for us going back."
After seconds had nounted, it was the tail that noved.
Vargen barked a | augh. "Unani mous, eh? Except for nme." He stared again at
the viewscreen. From her post, Laurice saw it full of night; but he nust be
wat ching the flanes. "However, | amthe captain."
She sumoned her will. "Sir," she said, "I have the authority to set our
destination. It is in safe space.™
"I have the authority to overrule you if | see a preenptive necessity.'
"Crew may lawfully protest unreasonable orders."
"If the protest is denied, they nmust obey."

"This will mean a board of inquiry after the voyage."

"Yes. After the voyage."

"I'f the captain shows ... dangerous inconpetence, the crew may relieve him
of his duties. The board of inquiry will decide whether or not they were

justified. It is a desperate measure."

"How do you propose to carry it out? This ship is progranmed to ne." Vargen
rai sed his voice, though it remanined as cold as before. "Darya, would you
renove me from command of you?"

"No," came the |evel answer. "What you attenpt is exceedingly difficult and

may fail, but success is possible, and it is not for ne to nmake val ue
j udgments. "
"Val ues," Vargen murnured. "Everybody al ways told ne what val ue sentient

life has. The old, old saying, 'Geater |ove has no man than this, that he
lay down his life for his friends.' Don't you agree any |onger? Have your
bel i ef s suddenly changed? W are seven. There must be ten or twenty tines
that many aboard those ships. G vilized spacefarers go to the aid of the
di stressed. W shall. "

Sharply: "My judgrment is that we can do it, provided we keep our heads and
wor k together. Otherw se we doubtless are doonmed. | assume you are al

able, self-controlled people when you choose to be. Very well, we'll now
devel op a basic plan of action. As we approach, 1'll con-
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tact Crystal again, learn in detail what the situation is as of that tine,
and assign tasks. "
"No, please, sir," Yoran stammered

Laurice uncl enched her jaws. "You heard the captain," she said. "Let's get
cracking. "

The sky burned.

A fireball glared lightning colored. It would have been blinding to behol d,
were it not shrouded in a vast ninbus that gl owed blue, yellow, red with
its own heat. Snoke streaked the vapors, ragged, hasty, as the thing
whirled. Currents tw sted thenselves into naelstrons. The |linb of the
flattened di sk faded toward darkness. Tongues of flane |eaped fromit,
arced over, streamed sparks behind their deluge. At the equator, many broke
of f and sprang free, conetary incandescences. Those that were ained forward
ran ahead of the mass that birthed them Right, left, above, below they
passed bl azi ng around the ships. They would not gutter out for thousands of
kil oneters nore.

If any of those thunderbolts hits us, we're done, Laurice knew.

Spacesuited, she clung to a handhold near the portside forward airl ock and
wai ted. A viewscreen showed a pal e ghost of what |ay ahead. Darya
maneuvered now at fractions of a gravity, but shifts in direction brought
nmonentary di zzi ness, as if chaos reached in to grab at her. The Naxian
craft were outlined black across the oncoming lightstorm Their inpact had
driven plates and ribs together, forned a single grotesque mass, two boughs
reaching froma stunp. It wobbl ed and tunbl ed. Shards danced around.

A fire tongue streaked, swelled, was gone. It had mi ssed Darya by a few
hundred neters. At Laurice's side, Vargen caught a breath, half a cry. In
her audi o receiver it sounded alnost |like the screamof a bullet. Through
their helnmets she saw sweat runnel down the creases in his face. "You

shoul dn't be here," she told him "You belong in the conmand gl obe."

He shook his head. "The ship c-can cope. W need ... every hand. "
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At | east, she thought, he has enough sense left to refrain from boasting he
won't send crew into any danger he won't neet hinself. The hazards are mnuch
t he sane wherever we nmay be, with that ogre boom ng down on us. But if he
stayed behi nd, he wouldn't be out anong the neteors. And he'd have an
overall view, he m ght nake the snap decision a robot brain wouldn't, that
saves us.

No use. |'ve tried. He's determ ned. And, true, we're ghastly undernanned
as is.

Laurice swall oned fear, anger, bitterness, and braced herself. They were
about to make contact.

Wi ght ended. She floated fire. Silence pressed i nward, save for noises of
breath and her slugging heart. Voices went back and forth, she knew,
Darya's and Crystal's or Helix's or whoever was in charge over there; but
she wasn't in that circuit. The screen showed her the silhouette of an
extruded gang tube, groping for an airlock. Wrnmike, obscene, amdst the
terrible beauty of the flames. To hang here passive was to lie in

ni ght mare. How | ong? Seconds, mnutes, years? It had better be |less than
hal f an hour. That was about as nuch tinme as they had before death becane
i nescapabl e. Coul d she choke down her shriek that |ong?
How had anybody stayed sane at Novaya?

Cont act. Linkage. Weight returned, |ow but crazily, sickeningly shifty as
Darya mat ched the gyrations of the other hulls. The airlock val ve noved
asi de. The nouth beyond gaped. Laurice pushed into the chanber before she
shoul d | ose her last nerve. Vargen followed. They collided, whirled about
in clownish enbrace, caroned off the side. The valve shut. For a nonent
they were adrift in blindness, and she wanted to hol d hi mcl ose.

The inner valve opened. Air brawl ed down the gang tube. The conpart ment
beyond | ay bared to vacuum Launce let the wind hel p her along. Frost
formed briefly on dust, little streaners that glittered in the beans from
wist |lights.

She and Vargen canme forth into a cavern. Air fled and light fel

undi f fused, hard-edged. Things sprang solitary out of shadow that otherw se
engul fed sight---save where the hull was rent and stan marched nanifold
past .
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The rotations of the conjoi ned wecks caught at your blood and bal ance,
cast you about. Space was too confned for safe use of a jetpack. You nust
somehow recover, conpensate, be a master juggler; and the ball you kept
goi ng was yoursel f.

Yoursel f and others. Naxians in their |ong, nmany-jointed spacesuits waited
for deliverance. Mst tunbl ed hel pl ess. A nunber were violently nauseated,
their helnets snmeared with spew on which they choked. A handfu
(pseudopodful , Laurice thought with a lunatic chuckle) of trained personne
were there to shepherd themas well as might be. The task was too ruch for
so few Victins, especially the injured, kept flopping and drifting away.
The humans went after them

Things couldn't be so bad at the waist lock. It was joined to an unruptured
section. Cunsy though they nmight be, Yoran and his scientists could give

t he Naxi an marshal s sone hel p. And el sewhere, Darya's three robots flitted
to a part torn entirely |l oose. They would break in and tow back those whom
they found.

But this half of Green Pyram d had been barred fromthe rest. Danaged
servos didn't allow personnel trapped in it to transfer to the nmiddle and
await rescue. Instead, crewfolk fromAltitude rmust bring extra spacesuits
and, as rendezvous neared, herd, drag, nanhandl e the people into this

ri pped conpartment, the only one that Darya's forward gang tube coul d reach
when the middl e one was engaged.

Laurice's light picked out a threshing, drifting shape. She went for it.
Spi n changed its path. She kicked against a crunpled plate, intercepted,

cl utched. Pani cky, the Naxian struggled in her arms. "Hold still, you
idiot," she groaned.

Noi ses she coul d neither understand nor imtate gi bbered in her ears. Sone
that were cal mand steady cane to danpen them The Naxian didn't relax, but
stiffened, becanme a |oad Laurice could manage. She heard the Merse:
"Honored one, | aminforned that several victins are near the breach in the
hul | ." Back aboard Darya, simultrans active, Copperhue was the living
message swi tchboard
Laurice bore her burden to the tube nmouth and gave it
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an inpetus. The passage was already half filled with bodies. A Naxian
officer at either end clung by the tail to a handhold and issued orders.
Several at a tine, the fugitives were passing into the lock and thus to the
At heran ship. Laurice kicked off toward the gap where the stars danced.
Hoo! Nearly went through it! She clutched a piece of netal in tine and cast
light rays about. The serpentine forns appeared in the glow, suits
ashi mrer. They had w apped thensel ves fast to whatever they found, |est
they be cast adrift into space.

6 ' Copperhue," Laurice called,- "tell themto |link hands or tails or
what ever and let go when | take the lead. I'Il guide themto the tube,--"
Heaven vani shed in a burst of brilliance. For a noment there was no nore

ni ght. Throughout the cavern, each being, body, bit of weckage sprang
forth into sight. They had no color; that radi ance showed t hem nolten
white. Thunder crashed in Laurice's skull. The doonsday bl ow sent her off,
end over end, barely aware - She heard a

how and knew it was Vargen. Dazzlenent blewin rags. As if she dreant
t here passed across her: very near miss. Electric field. Discharge. How

cl ose by now are we to the vol cano?

Then a solidity captured her, and brought her to rest, and she heard,
"Laurice, are you all right, oh, Laurice."

Slow y, she | ooked about her. The fire splash afteri mages began to fade;

she glinpsed stars. The ringing in her ears dimnished. I'malive, she
knew.

"CGet into the tube," Vargen chattered. "Back aboard Darya. |'Il finish
here."

"No," she said hoarsely. "You go on. Back to your work. We've damm little
time left. I'Il join you in a couple of mnutes."

A sob caught in his throat. He rel eased her and sped off.

Stars, MIlky Way, sister gal axies shone in mjesty. Anong them the bl ack
hole and its disk were a jewel, mnute and dw ndling. Even the cloud from
whi ch Darya fled was now scarcely nore than another gleamin the

bri ght ness-crowded dark. The crinson that for ninut6s
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had raged and roared about her was becone a nmenory. She had radiated its
heat into space. The brutality of five-gee boost lingered only in aches,
brui ses, exhaustion, nothing that a good rest wouldn't heal; she flew at
gentl e Erthuma wei ght.
Menory still echoed. Nor had the ship yet relinquished her booty. Snakelike
bodi es crowded the decks. Pungent odors and sibilant words filled the air.
Laurice picked a way anmong them bound aft. Wsen she thought sone hail ed
her, she responded with a nod or a wave and passed on. It was all she could
do. They had their medics and others tending to the hurt anbng them She
was ignorant of their requirenents, and in any case wung dry, wanting no
nore than to creep into her cubicle, draw the bunk sheet over her, and
sl eep.
Her course took her past the | aboratory. Yoran saw and shanbled to the
door. "M lady," he called in an undertone. She heard urgency and stopped.
He beckoned her to enter. They were alone there, the others having gone to
their own places. H's back was bent and fatigue showed | eaden in every
gesture. Nonethel ess the ugly face grinned.
"What do you want ?" she asked
He rubbed his hands together. "I wanted you to know fir-st, milady. " He
| eaned cl ose. She was too fired to draw back. He spoke in a near whisper
al t hough no Naxians were in this corridor and probably none but Copperhue
knew any Merse. "As we were finishing the evacuation, mlady, | saw one of
them carrying a data box, and what'd be in it but their observations?
Different nodel fromany of ours, but it had to be a data box. Things were
crowded, confused. | shoved in and slipped it right out of that ridicul ous
fal se hand. The bearer didn't notice; wal king wounded. Nobody did. |I've got
it here, and |I'm about to copy off the file. Then I'Il |eave the box for
themto find, as though it got dropped accidentally. But when the stuffs
translated, we'll know what they found out, at least this part of what they
did. So our efforts paid off that nuch, didn't they, mlady?"
You little tunmor, she thought. | shouldn't accept this.
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But | suppose | nust. Maybe | should even congratul ate you.

He peered at her. "I did well, don't you think, nilady?" he asked. "You'l
put in a good word for me when we get hone, won't you, mlady?"
"I'"ll stay neutral, if I can. It's up to you." She turned and left.

Copper hue, bound forward with its-his personal kit, net her farther on
They halted. "How fare you, honored one?" it-he greeted. Under the 'trans,

did she hear concern? "I have not seen you since you went to aid in the
rescue. "

"I"'mall right,." she said. "Everybody is, or as much as coul d be expected,
| guess. You?"

"Sh-s-s, | hold back. The Naxi an officers know that a menber of their race
has been aboard this ship, but they know no nore than that. Captain Vargen
agrees it is best they not neet me. On his advice, | seek the nunmber two
hold. "

Slightly surprised, Laurice noticed herself bridle. "I should hope, after

what we've done, they won't cause trouble.
"No, but why provoke enotions? | can bide ny tine. Soon we nmake rendezvous
and transfer our passengers. After that, in view of our condition and the
delta vee we have expended, Captain Vargen says we shall go straight hone.
Surely other researchers will come from Ather, and from many nore worlds."
"I don't imagine those Pythons are so grateful to us they' Il make their

di scoveries public.”

Wul d you in their place, honored one?"
Laurice laughed a bit. "No, probably not.'

Though in the long run, now that

the great secret is out, everybody will know everything that can be known
about it.

She stroked Copperhue's head. "Go rest, then," she said, "Pleasant dreans.”
"I fear yours will not be," it-he replied.

Her hand froze where it was. After a space she said, "Well, of course you

feel what 1'mfeeling."

"I feel that you are woefid. | wish I could help."



The Bum ng Sky 219

"And ... and hin®"
"He was full of pride and gladness, until there cane a dread | believe was
on your account. Ilat was the last | saw of him about a quarter hour ago."

"Don't worry about it."

"I do not worry much about you, honored one. You are undaunted. He- But go,
since that is your wish. May the time be short until your happier day."
Lauri ce wal ked on

In the crew section, the assistant physicists had already closed their
doors and nust be sound asl eep. Deck, bul kheads, overhead reached gray and
enpty, save for the tall formthat waited

She jarred to a stop. They stood for a time. Air rustled around di em
"Laurice," Vargen said finally.

"I should think you'd be resting or else in conference with Comrander
Crystal ," she stated.

"This is nore inportant. He made as if to approach her, but curbed the
notion. "Laurice, why are you here? Wiy not the cabin? Wen you didn't
show, | asked Darya, and-'t

"I'f you please," she said, "I amvery tired and need sone rest of ny own."
Bewi | der nent ravaged di e haggard features. "Laurice, what's wong? W saved
t hose beings, we're safe ourselves, why do you | ook at ne that way?"

Get this over with. "You saved them 1t was your decison, your will."
"But-no, wait. " He swall owed, straightened his shoul ders, and said, "I
see. You're angry because | put your life at risk. No, that's unfair.
Because | ganbled with everybody's. Including nine."

"No," she sighed, "you do not see. It's because of why you did."
He stared.

"Wirse than staking us, you staked what we'd gained here for our people,"
she told him "It was in fact a crazy thing to do, from any nornal

vi ewpoi nt. Maybe, norally, it was justified. Seven lives, a valuable ship,
and an inval uable store of know edge, against half a hundred other
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l[ives. W did win through, and | daresay we have gotten sone goodw || that
our | eaders may find useful in future negotiations. But ... Vargen, none of
this was what you had in mnd. Not really. Was it?"

"What do you nean?" she barely heard.

She shook her head, |ike one who renenbers a sorrow. "You redeened
yourself. You net again with the terror you'd nin from and this tine you
overcanme it, first in your spirit, then in reality. Even if you'd died,
you' d have won what mattered, the respect of your peers back, and of
yoursel f.

"I"d cone to know you. Copperhue's now confirned nmy understanding, but it
wasn't necessary. | knew. What mattered to you above all else-the only
thing that mattered-was your redenption. "
"No, " he croaked, and reached for her

She denied the wish to lay her head on his breast. "Yes," she said. "Ch,
never fear. You'll receive the honors you've earned, and |'ll speak never
a word against them But | can't stay with any creature so selfish. Please
| eave me al one. -

She dodged by him into her cubicle, and shut the door. The light came on
She doused it and lay down in the kindly darkness.



| SLANDOFTHEGODS
HARRY TURTLEDOVE

WAVES SLAPPED GENTLY AGAI NST THE BOWN OF THE gal l ey Hewnall as it drew
near the Island of the Gods. That was what the locals called it, at any
rate; Terry Fischer thought of it as Laputa. The setting sun, a G 3 star
the Azusans called Tonclif, silhouetted the artifacts, nmonunments,
what ever they were, that the Hi dden Folk had left on Laputa-and floating
above it. That was how the island got its Erthuma nane.
The Hi dden Fol k had been gone at least a mllion years. Their creations
seened as fresh as if they'd left yesterday and woul d be back tonorrow.
Like all the remains of the Hi dden Fol k, they al so renmai ned nmaddeni ngly
i nconpr ehensi bl e.
The nerely human eye had troubl e even grasping the proper proportions of
some of those-things-ahead. Lines faded, tw sted, shifted; curves bent in
ways curves had no busi ness bendi ng.
Terry | ooked away, shaking her head. "This isn't what alien ruins are
supposed to be like," she muttered, not for the first time. "Were's the
big monolith that |ooks |ike the old UN buil ding' s granddad?"
"I presume this is the inmage to which you refer,"” the robot Chives said. It
projected a scene fromthe imortal 2001: man-apes capering around a bl ack
rectangul ar prism
"Yes, that's it," Terry said. "Now turn it off, if you please. You're
maki ng the natives restless." Several crewral es had stopped rowing to gape
at the picture hanging in
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the air. The rowraster hissed at them They got back into
before the oars foul ed.

their rhythm

"My apol ogies," Chives said. The still from 2001 vani shed. The star called

Tonclif glittered off the coat of green enanel that gave

Chi ves its nane.

Rat her nore to the point, the paint job nade the robot the sane col or as
the Azusans, and made them | ess nervous about it. Not that it rnuch
resenbl ed them ot herwi se: they were man-sized bi peds, yes, but dinosaurian

wi th cl awed hands, forwardslung torsos, and |long, stiff,
count er bal ance the wei ght of those torsos.

spiky tails to

They were also primtives, Terry thought with faint contenpt. The Hewnal
was as fine a machine as they could build, yet the Greeks had sailed better
when their fleet beat Xerxes' at Salams. But for Laputa and its other

chief oddity, Tonclif IV m ght have been one of the nany

they housed intelligent life, were hardly worth visiting.

Lorah chose that nonment to cone spiraling down from what
to call the Crotonite's nest. His wings were too weak to

Tonclif's atnosphere, but he still made a fine sail pl ane.
front of Terry, folded those batlike wi ngs over his back

eyes glittered as he peered up at the hunman.

"What was that picture you were | ooking at?" he denmanded.

worlds that, while

Terry kept wanting
let himfly in
He | anded just in
H s small bl ack

H s short beak

and the breathing tube that ran into the comer of his nmouth fromthe tank
strapped on his chest nmade his English hard to follow, but Terry had grown

used to it.

"A scene froman old filin-a piece of visual fiction," she answered.

"Fiction,
"No, this is a tale known not to be true,

Lorah said scornfully. "This is another word for lies."
Terry said. "It was an early

i magi ni ng of what contact with a nore advanced species mght be like for

humans. "
"You see the reality before you." Lorah preened his fine

gray hair. He

turned, used one of his two stubby arnms to point to the great nasses

floating above the island they
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wer e approaching. "You al so see proof ahead that the Hi dden Fol k were
wi nged, as we are. Wy else would they have built as they did? Surely no
dirt-hugger would have felt at ease so far off the ground.”
"Ch, | don't know," Terry said easily. "The human nane for this place cones
froman island that floated in the air in one of our fables. "
Lorah hissed at her. Crotonites had noods, and reveled in them Terry was
briefly glad she had got Lorah annoyed. In a perverse way, he would be
happi er on account O it.
"More lies. More human frivolity," he said after another sip on the
suppl enent al oxygen heavily laced with amoni a and hydrogen cyani de t hat
et himsurvive in what was, to him an unpleasantly thin atnmosphere. "The

H dden Fol k, | assure you, had no use for lies or frivolity. "

"To be perfectly accurate, we have no idea what the Hi dden Fol k had uses
for," Chives said. "By "we,' | include not only Erthumoi but all six
starfaring races currendy inhabiting this galaxy."

If the Crotonite had hissed at Terry, he snarled at the robot: "I do not

care to discuss the matter with an overautomated bottle opener.”

None of the other five species with advanced technol ogy had gone in for
devel oping artificial intelligences. Ile big, slow Sam ans found the
concept vastly amusing. Crotonites tended to ook on it as a perversion of
both machinery and intelligence. Crotonites, Terry thought, tended to | ook
on' everything they hadn't cone up with for thenselves as a perversion of
one kind or anot her.

"Chives is right, Lorah, as |I'msure you know quite well enough, " she said
sharply. "If we were sure of anything nuch about the H dden Fol k, we

woul dn't need to keep exploring sites like this one in the hope that one
day parts of themwuld start to make sense.' :,

"They make sense enough to ny people, Lorah retorted. "It is you other
races whose brains are stuck down in the dirt with your bodies and cannot
soar toward the truth. '
"Your comment reminds me of a tale in ny database,”
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Chi ves observed, his voice electronically snooth as always: "the tale of the
mental |y defective Earthman who coul d not recognize his own illness, but
instead projected it outward, saying to his only friend, 'Aye, the whole
worl d's mad save ne and thee, and | have ny doubts about thee.' "

Terry knew Chives was not programmed to be deliberately insulting. Its

dat abase was so | arge, though, that everything anybody said rem nded it of
a story. Since by human standards Crotonites were sel f-centered and rude,
the stories they nade it recall also ran in that direction

Bef ore Lorah went fromsnarling at Chives to screeching at it, the Azusans
di stracted himby starting to screech thensel ves. They had formi dable teeth
for an intelligent species, Terry thought-as they hooted and poi nted, she
was reni nded of nothing so nuch as a pack of Dei nonychus that had just
spotted some |arge, |unbering herbivorous dinosaur to tear and rend.
"What's happened?" Terry called. Chives translated her words into the
Azusans' | anguage. She kept repeating herself, and Chives kept getting

| ouder, until the locals finally paid attention to her

"That ship beached there in the harbor. " The Hewnall's captain was a
stalwart nal e named Ekrekek. He kept the claws on his index fingers filed
to needl e points. The left one sparkled now as he stabbed it out toward the
of f endi ng vessel

Terry | ooked at the ship. It |looked Iike a ship, |onger and broader than
the Hewnal |, perhaps, but just a ship. She carried some |ightweight

bi nocul ars on her belt. She |ooked at it through them She still couldn't
see anything wong with it. "Wat about it?" she asked.

Ekr ekek made a series of noises |ike something going badly wong inside a
steam engi ne. "Expletives," Chives said helpfully. After a while, the
captain began mxing in a few words that were not expletives: "That's a
tail-biting, nest-robbing, egg-sucking Gormani an ship, that's what about

it. 19

"Ch," Terry said, and then again: "Ch."
spotted prey after all. They'd spotted

The pack of Dei nonychus had not
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rivals. Tonclif 1V was one of the handful of worlds in the galaxy with two
intelligent species. Saying Azusans and Gormani ans did not get al ong was
i ke sayi ng magnesi um oxi di zed rapi dly when heated: It was true, but it
didn't convey the full flavor of the reaction
That was so nost of the time, at any rate. Terry said, "lIs this not the
I sl and of the Gods? No one fights on the Island of the Gods."
Cor mani ans and Azusans agreed on that. It was about the only thing on which
they did agree. The island they called the Island of the Gods |ay about
m dway between the continents where their two speci es had evol ved. They'd
both di scovered it about the sanme time. The awe the remains of the Hi dden
Fol k raised in themwas enough to overcone even the hatred they felt for
each ot her.
But now, Ekrekek said, "It is our time, ny people's time, to visit the holy
i sl and. The CGormani ans have no business setting foot there for the next two
moons. W would be within our rights to slay them"
For the past hundred years and nore, the six starfaring races of the gal axy
had uphel d and strengthened the truce the two | ocal species had worked out
on their own. That was only partly altruism Research on the H dden Fol ks
artifacts went nore smoothly if the locals were not busy killing each
other. The easiest way to keep Azusans from fighti ng Gormani ans was never
to let the twain neet. Fortunately, their religious calendars nmade it
practical for each species to visit the island exclusively for half the
year.
Terry wondered why the Gormani an had conme here now. She said, "Surely only
an energency woul d have made that ship land on the Island of the Gods out
of season. "
"And so?" Ekrekek answered. "They have transgressed, and we will make them
pay for their transgressions.” He wore only a series of belts. Some were
decorative; sonme, along with his gilded tail spikes, showed his rank; sone
were for hanging things on---the Azusan equival ent of pockets. From one of
the latter he took a bronze-headed axe and waved it about. His sailors
screeched. They brandi shed weapons t oo.
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Lorah spread his wings. Wth them fol ded on his back, he | ooked small and
uni mpressive. Now they enfolded himlike a cape, |ending hima presence he
had not had before. He did not need Chives to translate for him he spoke
Azusan hinsel f, and sarcastic Azusan at that: "You, my good captain
Ekrekek, are an idiot."

"And you are a liar," Ekrekek retorted, his manners bad as the Crotonite's.
"The gods decree that we kill the sixlegs where and when we find them

Fi nding them on the gods' own island in our proper tine can only nean a
gift fromthe gods of their blood. "

"Their gods bid themslay you," Lorah answered, "and fromthe size of their
ship as many of themare here as of you. How do you propose to return to
Azusa with nost of your crew slain? Do your gods bid you to slay yoursel ves
to no purpose?"

"Anyone who dies killing a Gormani an assures hinself a joyous afterlife,"
Ekr ekek said. Even so, he |lowered his axe, though he did not let go of it.
"That may be," Chives broke in, "but are you, are any of you"-it rotated
its metal head through three hundred sixty degrees to | ook at all the
sailors; the Azusans stared and nmuttered to thensel ves-"so eager to enter
the afterlife at this nmonent?"

"Keep quiet, contraption,” Lorah said. "I amdoing well enough on ny own."
Wi | e Ekrekek still | ooked defiant, Chives's renmark had its effect on the
Azusan captain's crew. Suddenly they seemed to renenber that, while they
were going to fight the Gornanians, the Gormani ans would al so fight back
Terry wat ched Ekrekek gauge his nmales; he seemed to be naking the sane

cal cul ati on she was. She said, "For all you know, shipmaster, the
Cormani ans may al ready be in anmbush anobng the wonders on the Island of the
Cods, ready to take you by surprise after you |land."

"They will be sorry if they try," Ekrekek said. Terry's heart sank. Cetting
caught in the mddle of a batch of battling primtives was not why she'd
cone to Tonclif 1V. Then the captain of the Hewnall went on, "But we will
stretch a point for the sake of you off-worlders. So | ong as
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the cursed sixlegs do not attack us, we will not bare our weapons agai nst
them "

Sone of the sailors hissed angrily at that. Ekrekek shouted them down. "He
says he is the captain, and they will have to fight himbefore they can get

to the Gormani ans,"” Chives translated for Terry. She knew she woul dn't want
to take on Ekrekek, not without a neuronic whip tuned to his species--or
maybe a portabl e rocket |auncher

Lorah said, "Folk fromany truly intelligent race would | earn a | anguage
for themsel ves instead of giving the work to an unreliable machine."

"Ch, shut up," Terry muttered. The other five starfaring peoples were al
better linguists than humans. That was true of Crotonites even w thout the
brain anplifiers they had unpl anted when they needed to carry several extra
| anguages around for a limted time, as Lorah was doing now Terry stifled
the urge to tell himto place the anplifier in a body cavity for which it
had not been desi gned.

Chives drew a flare pistol fromthe pocket in his right thigh and fired it
up and out, being careful to mss the Hewnall's rigging. As the brilliant
red flare slowy descended toward the sea, Lorah screeched, "Wat did you
do that for, you-" English invective failed him he squawked sonet hi ng

of fensive in his own | anguage. "I think the salt spray is corroding your
circuits."”

Unli ke Terry, Chives had no tenper to | ose; none had been programmed into
him She envied himfor that. He answered calmy, "The flare will let the
Cor mani ans know our ship carries off-planet folk. That shoul d nmake them

| ess eager to attack these Azusans on sight."

"I hope so," Terry said. She carried nothing nore |ethal than a stunner
that could not outrange a CGormani an crossbow. She did not think Lorah bore
any nore dangerous weapons. No one was supposed to, not on worlds with
intelligent but lowtech natives. OF course, Crotonites were al nost as good
as humans at getting around rules they didn't care for

The Hewnall glided into the habor of the Island of the Gods. Chives fired
of f another flare, blue this tinme. Lorah
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sai d nothing, by which Terry concluded he'd decided it was a good i dea.

| be ship grounded with a jolt. Terry grabbed a rail to keep from bei ng

pi tched over the side. Ekrekek shouted orders. Azusans sprang down onto the
sand. Others pitched ropes to them They dragged the Hewnall further out of
the water so it would not refloat at high tide.

"The crew of the Gormanian vessel is being very quiet," Chives observed.
The ot her ship was beached three or four hundred neters away fromthe
Hewnal | .

"You're right. They shoul d be paying us sone attention, shouldn't they?"
Terry brought her binoculars up to her eyes again. The Gormani an ship
seened to leap closer. She could spell out its nane in the syflabic script
t he Gormani ans used: Agwadul si. She could not see anyone aboard. She said
as nuch.

"You must be wrong. Not even barbarians woul d be stupid enough to abandon
their ship without |eaving so nuch as a sentry behind,"” Lorah said.
"Perhaps this is especially true of barbarians, in fact, as they often need
to make sure they are not about to be attacked."

"I woul d have thought the sane." Terry did not |ike agreeing with the
Crotonite about anything, but had no choice here. "But | saw what | saw.
Look for yourself." She held the binoculars out to him

"I don't need your toys." Lorah used one of his short, feeble arns to wave
t he binocul ars away. He peered toward the Agwadul si, boasting, "Eyes
nodified in the genes serve me better."

"Eyes nodified in the genes won't see anything if there's nothing to see,”
Terry said.

Lorah did not answer for some little while. Then, grudgingly, he admtted,
"I al so see no one. Perhaps the CGormani ans observed our approach and are
hi di ng on the deck bel ow our |evel of vision. "

"I"liat is unlikely on two counts,"” Chives said. "First, CGormani an ships
are not often constructed with such a deck. Second, |I make no infrared
signature that would indicate the presence of any warm bl ooded |ife-forns
aboard. From sone of the hasty |ashings | observe, and the m ss-
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ing section of rail, | would say this ship has recently encountered heavy
weat her. Whether that is germane, | could not specul ate.”

The Crotonite took no notice of the robot. Fromthat, Terry concluded he
could not argue with Chives. Chives mght be an artificial intelligence,
she thought, but it was not a petul ant one. Such nusings vani shed in her
greater concern: "\Were are the Gormani ans?" she said.

No one had an answer. Terry and Chives wal ked down t he gangpl ank. Her boots
dug into fine gray sand. Lorah scranbled to the top of the rail and glided
down besi de her. However much he despi sed humans-whi ch went double for
human-built Al s-he preferred civilized conpany to that of the I ocals.

Sone of the Azusan sailors, spears and axes at the ready, advanced on the
Agvwdul si. After a cautious pause, one of the Azusans cast a |ooped |ine
until it caught on a belaying pin. Tails flailed as a couple of sailors
scranbled up the line onto the Gormani an gall ey. \Wen they reappeared, they
spread their hands in a very humanlike gesture of bew | dernent.

The ship is enpty, then," Terry said.

Chives translated the remark for Ekrekek, who was standing cl ose by. The
Azusan captain let out a baffled hiss. "Wat are the stinking sixlegs

pl ayi ng at?" he demanded. "We have only to bumtheir ship and sail off to
put themin desperate straits. They are vile, but they are not stupid. Wy
do they | eave thensel ves vul nerable to us?"

"I'f we knew, we would tell you," Terry said, though she doubted Lorah woul d
tell anyone not a Crotonite anything of any inportance if he could help it.
No, she admitted to herself, that was not entirely true. "W depend on you,
after all, to return us to our base on Azusa."

"WIIl | be able to?" Ekrekek asked. "Can | be sure the accursed Cormani ans
have not found . sonme sorcery that lets themturn thensel ves invisible so
they can fall on us w thout danger?" He stuck out his |ong, bifurcated
tongue in an apotropai c gesture.
"There is no such a thing as magic,'

Lorah sai d contenptuously.
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"Of course there is," Ekrekek told him shocked. " How
el se to account for things Iike you?" -

So there, Terry thought. Before she could answer, Chives said, "Good
captain, you surely know that the inside of the eye nust be dark to see. If
the Gormani ans made their flesh invisible, light would strike their eyes
fromall sides and they would be blind. That, then, is a nagic you need not
fear. "

"I't may be so," Ekrekek adnmitted after pausing for a while to work through
the robot's | ogic.

-An Azusan came dashi ng back fromthe Agwadul si, his torso held al npbst
parallel to the ground and his tail stuck straight out behind to bal ance
him "Captain, a scent trail fromthe sixlegs' ship leads into the jungle.
W find no other traces of their reek. For whatever reason, they all seem
to have gone that way."

Ekrekek's tail |ashed back and forth. "Something mad, but something all the
same. Very well." He glanced at the sky. Light was fading fast. "Cone

nmor ni ng, we-some of us-will follow The Gormanian stench will not have van-
i shed by then, and | do not care to enter the jungle in the dark. \Wen we
can see as well as snell, we will learn what evil reasons they have for

di sturbing the Island of the Gods." He turned to Terry, Lorah, and Chives.
"WIl you acconpany ny nal es? Seeing you anong us ni ght make the Gornmani ans
less willing to attack from anmbush.”

6 'Yes," Terry said at once. Lorah al so agreed, though nore slowy and | ess
ent husi astically.

"You track by scent?" Chives asked Ekrekek the next norning as an arned
Azusan party, and the off-worlders with it, headed down a trail through

thi ck green-blue vegetation. The captain did not risk his whole crew, about
hal f waited back at the Hewnall

"My nose is not keen like a ftorek's," Ekrekek answered, "but | can pick up
t he dead-neat stink of a sixlegs well enough. Don't you snell it yourself?"
"l have no sense of snell," Chives said. "I was not built with one."
Ekrekek stared at the robot, perhaps out
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of pity for its lack, perhaps because it spoke of itself as being built
rather than born or hatched.

When Chives rel ayed the conversation to Terry, she sniffed the air, trying
to pick out the odor Ekrekek had described. Maybe the Azusans' noses were
better than they thought, or perhaps the trail they were following was to
her swal l owed up by all the other unfamiliar scents in the jungle, for she
noticed no snell like the one the captain had nentioned.

Nostrils low to the ground, the captain and his crewral es noved confidently
down the narrow pat hs that nmeandered, seem ngly at random through the
jungle. The |l eafy canopy overhead bl ocked off the sun so well that Terry
did not know in which direction they were going until she checked her wi st
conpass.

The jungle plants were not rmuch different fromthe ones that grew near the
Azusan port out of which the Hewnall had sail ed. The ocean currents fl owed
fromeast to west, from Azusa toward Gorman, so few if any Gornmanian plants
had ever established thenselves on the Island of the Cods.

The animals, what little Terry saw of them were also related to those of
Azusa: four-linbed, scaly, often erect on their hind | egs. Between the

I sland of the Gods and the continent of Gorman lay Tonclif IV s equival ent
of Wallace's Line: a stretch of deep ocean that had been deep ocean for
several hundred million years, preventing any interchange of |and fauna
until the Azusans and the very different Gormani ans di scovered one anot her
The Azusan band came out into a clearing. Even so, no sun shone over head:
One of the Hidden Fol k's huge floating nysteries blocked it fi-omview
Anot her, smaller, nonconprehensible object sat in the center of the

cl earing.

Terry raised her canera, took a holo of it, then shifted fromstill to vid
and wal ked all the way around it, photographing as she went. As was true of
all Hi dden Fol k gadgets, this one showed no sign of wear. Al its edges
.were sharp, all its colors bright and unfaded. G oundcovering plants grew
up to it, but not on it or over it. If it was for anything nore than
keeping itself tidy, though, no one knew what.



232 HARRY TURTLEDOVE

"You have a curious ritual," Ekrekek said when Terry returned to the band.
"Qur worship is sinpler.” He and his sailors saluted the artifact as they
m ght have a superior officer, then wal ked around it to follow the

Gor mani ans' odor trail.

"W nust stop to make a thorough exam nation of this tool of the Hidden

Fol k," Lorah said. "That, after all, is why we came to this w ng-forsaken
pl ace. Stop, | say!" he shouted as Ekrekek prepared to press on

"Lorah, that whatsit has been sitting there for close to a mllion years,"
Terry said. "lIt's not going to up and run away while we're finding out what

happened to the Gornani ans.
"l suppose not," the Crotonite admtted with poor grace. "But it remains
galling to have to bypass the m ssion for which we have traveled so far."
"Yes, | know. At a first quick |ook, that one rem nds nme of Hidden Fol k
remai ns on Bongliich H and Rop and maybe Mopona H. Those are supposed to
be late sites. If this is another one, it mght help us figure out in which
direction the Hi dden Fol k pulled out of the galaxy, if not why. it

"The why is sinple," Lorah said, fixing her with his usual stare of

di slike. "They were sickened by the evolution of so many w ngl ess races
here, and withdrew in disgust."

Terry did not bother to reply. Crotonites were even fonder of witing
racially flavored history than h
ever had been. They took the stuff seriously, too, no matter how nonsensica
it sounded to everyone else in the gal axy. Terry supposed that being the
only starfaring species with wings gave them a skewed vi ew of things.

Bei ng wi nged al so | eftLorah sl ow and clunsy on the ground. Wthout his
suppl enent ary at nosphere, he would not have lasted long on Tonclif |IV. Even
with it, he kept falling to the rear of the Azusan troop. Finally, Ekrekek
snapped, "If you cannot nove nore quickly, starfarer, we will |eave you
behi nd al one."

"Wuld you like me to carry you?" Chives asked the Crotonite. "Your weight
woul d not inpede ne to any great degree. "
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Terry expected Lorah to snarl and say no. Instead, he opened his mouth

wi de, the Crotonite equivalent of a big smle. "Certainly. It will be a

pl easure to see a nmachi ne enpl oyed as a nmachine, rather than fancying
itself an intelligent being."

"I am designed to do ny best to aneliorate the inefficiencies of organic
life," Chives said, which made Lorah shut his jaws with a snap
Nevert hel ess, he let the robot lift himand carry him al ong.

Artifacts of the Hi dden Fol k appeared with greater and greater frequency as
Ekr ekek and his band pushed deeper into the jungle. Terry photographed each
one as she hurried by; the Azusans began sal uting w thout stopping. Mst of
the remai ns kept on rem nding the human of Hi dden Fol k renmai ns presuned to
be | ate. Past that, no one resenbled any other in anything save being both
i nconpr ehensi bl e and apparently indestructible.

"How much further will you go?" Terry asked Ekrekek after severa
kilometers. "Do you want to risk being cut off fromthe Hewnal ff'

"No." The captain's nouth gaped wi der than Lorah's ever had; Azusans panted
rather than sweated. "But the sixlegs, curse them are noving toward the
tenmpl es we have set up to the gods of the island, toward | and upon which

t hey have no business setting their stinking furry feet at any tine of the
year, let alone during a nmoon when their kind are not allowed here. W will
puni sh themfor that. ' t

The Azusans and their off-world compani ons hurried on. The next object the
H dden Fol k | eft behind was what | ooked |ike an enpty plastic wadi ng pool
save that its orange jagged wall surrounded a fifty-neter circle. A gap
perhaps two neters wide | et people enter that circle. After the ritua

sal utes, Ekrekek and his sailors cautiously went inside, Terry, Chives, and
Lorah in their mdst.

-whaes the matter?" Terry asked when the Azusans began to mill about in
conf usi on.

Ekrekek pointed to the ground. It was bare rock. It was, Terry thought,
likely the sane bare rock that had been dwe when the H dden Fol k did

what ever they did to set
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this structure in place---as far as anyone could tell, they built for
eternity. But the captain of the Hewnall did not care about that. "The
trafl--ends here~- he said.
"But it can't," Terry protested automatically.

"But it does," Ekrekek said. "For all | know, the gods grew angry at the
Cormani ans for trespassing on holy ground and swal | owed t hem up."

That remark made several of the sailors with himhastily scurry back out of
the circle. It also nade Terry's eyes go wide. "There's no record of any

Hi dden Fol k artifact on Tonclif |V ever going active, is there?" she asked
Chi ves and Lor ah.

"None," the Crotonite and the robot answered at the sanme time. They both
sounded positive.

"I didn't think so, either." Terry's voice was taut with excitenent. Sone

t hi ngs the Hi dden Fol k had | eft behind on other worlds and in space were
still live (for all that anyone could figure out about Hi dden Fol k

technol ogy, that might have been literally true). They did what they did no
matter what starfarers tried with them Sone were beautiful, some exciting,
some dangerous-sone all dime at once. Assuming one lived to get them back
to a civilized world, active Hi dden Folk artifacts could make one-or even
three-rich for life.

Assuming ... Terry got out of the circle herself. If it had already

di sposed of a good many Gormani ans, she saw no reason to doubt it m ght do
the sane to her. \Wen Chives followed, Lorah said not a word in protest.
She wal ked around the artifact, taking pictures.

A voi ce speaki ng Azusan-but not a hissing Azusan voice, rather one deep and

diroaty---called fromthe. cover of the undergrowh ahead: "I have a good
bow. | can slay several of you before you hunt me down. But | wll speak to
you of what | saw the gods do if you pledge not to harmne once | show
mysel f."

Terry nodded vi gorously. On Chives's shoul ders, Lorah half spread his wi ngs
in a Crotonite gesture of agreement. But the decision was not theirs to
make. They both | ooked to Ekrekek. The captain said . "Aye, cone ahead,

si x| egs.
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1 prom se safe conduct for you. Wth so many of ny folk here, one Gornanian
is scarcely worth killing.

Bushes rustled. The CGormani an, still carrying a bow, but with no arrow in
it, stepped out into the clearing. The domnant life-forns of Tonclif IV s
western continent were hexapodal manmal oi ds: funny-1|ooking centaurs, in

ot her words.

That was cl ose enough for government work, anyhow, even if the local's
south end wasn't particularly horselike and his---no, her, for six bright
pi nk ni ppl es poked through the matted gray fur-4orso even | ess humanoi d.
She said, "My queen will pay ransomfor nme. | am Gussaw, captain of the
Agi wdul si . "

"You are also on the Island of the Gods out of season," Ekrekek said. "WII
your queen ransom such an oat hbreaker as you?"

Sone of Ekrekek's crewral es snarled at the Gormani an, hefted their weapons.
Terry said quickly, "Let Captain Gussaw tell what happened to her crew
That is of interest to all of us."

"Thank you-off-worlder?" Gussaw s voice was unsure; starfarers had rather
nore to do with Azusa than Gorman. The centaur's round, shaggy ears
twitched as her head swiveled to take in the human and then to robot and
Crotonite. She went on, "Yes, | knowit is not our time here, but we caught
a stormand were forced to make the best-the only-landfall we could."
Ekrekek's tail |ashed back and forth. "There | ooked to be damage," he
admtted. "Wether it was true storinhurt or applied with intention to
decei ve renmai ns as yet unhatched. "

"You are seeing threats where none exists, Captain," Lorah said. Terry
squeaked, but nmanaged to swall ow her laugh. This sort of comment from a
menber of the npbst paranoid species in the gal axy? Lorah had to be even
nore eager to find out about the circle of the Hi dden Fol k than Terry was.
"When it comes to sixlegs, | always see threats,"” Ekrekek said.

"Scal e-face, right nowl amtoo tired and hungry to threaten anyone,"
Qussaw sai d
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Terry supposed it was inevitable that the. CGormani ans woul d have as
unflattering a nanme for the Azusans as vice versa. She said, "Captain

Ekr ekek, could you or your sailors give Gussaw sonmething to eat? After
she's fed, | expect she will tell us what happened to the rest of her crew
"Feed the Cormani an?" Ekrekek coul d not have sounded nore scandalized if
she'd asked himto nmate with Gussaw. But he was not a fool, nor
unadapt abl e. Though he hissed and spluttered to hinmself, at |last he said,
"Well, the situation is unusual, and | suppose we have to keep the sixlegs
alive to ransomher. Saniri, you have some neat there. G ve the Gormani an
a chunk."

Sarriri hissed too, but the Hewnall had a disciplined crew The sailor cut
some salt meat off the gray slab she carried, tossed it in Qussaw s
direction. GQussaw s |arge round eyes were anything but delighted. "Lizard' s
neat," she said. Gornani ans were omnivores, unlike the cam vorous Azusans.
But hunger won over distaste. @Qussaw needed to do nore chew ng than, say,
Ekr ekek woul d have, but the nmeat vani shed quickly all the sane.

"Now you will talk," Elaekek said the noment GQussaw was fini shed. To back
up the captain's words, several sailors raised weapons.

"Put those down," the CGormanian said wearily. "You do not need them | said
| would talk, and | will. W beached here, let me see, four days ago. |
sent teanms into the forest to cut tinber for repairs. | knew those could
only be rough, but they would have let us sail back to Gorman. Thi ngs went
wel | enough the first day, but that night we started seeing lights in the
woods. "

"Lights in the woods?" Ekrekek echoed. "Don't be absurd. Your pirates were
the only people here. What could nake lights in the woods?"

"They came fromthe gods' things here," Gussaw answered, "fromthis one
that swall owed my crew and fromthe others as well. Sone shone blue, sone
orange, sone the purest white. Once we even saw for an instant a flash of
white light formthat magic floating thing there." The CGormani an rai sed a
four-fingered hand, pointed to one
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of the Hi dden Fol k's airbone structures that had been defying gravity for a
t housand mni | | enni a now.

Defying gravity was all it had been doing, though, so far as anyone knew.
And for O anyone knew, the grounded artifacts here hadn't done anyt hi ng,
either, except to stay perfectly preserved-which, Terry supposed, ought to
count for somet hing.

Bef ore she coul d speak, Ekrekek said, "Now I know you lie, sixlegs. The
gods' things do not glow, they sinply are." That was what she had been

t hi nki ng, though put in nore hostile terns.

"Tell me where ny sailors are and | will admt | ama liar," Qussaw said.
"Till you can do that, would you not say that listening and | eam ng seem a
wi ser course?"

Ekrekek took a step forward. "Don't do anything you'll be sorry for later,"”
Terry said quickly. She put her hand on the hilt of her stun pistol

"How could | be sorry for killing a Cxmani an?" Ekrekek said. But he
checked hinself. "Still, the sixlegs may possibly know somet hi ng worth
telling. Go on, sixlegs. So, you say the gods' things glowed in the night.
| amnot sure | believe this but, as you say, | do not know where you have

hi dden your sailors, either. Tell nme about them Tell ne what made you so
stupid as to take your whole crew of f the Agwadul si and send themtrai psing
through the jungle. If your kind were all such great fools, we would have
exterm nated you as soon as we nmet you. '

Terry gul ped at the Azusan's casual w sh for successful genocide. Again,

t hough, he'd found an insulting way to ask an inportant question. Had Terry
conmanded t he CGormani an gall ey, she would have left at |east sone of the
sailors behind there.

GQussaw sai d, "Scal e-face, there you have ne. Wien nom ng canme, we all felt
the urge to go into the woods, and we all went. No one thought anything of
it. Looking back, we should have." The CGormani an used both hands to try to
conb the matted hair on her flanks. "Looki ng back, we were crazy to do what
we did, but we did it. "
"You were crazy, aye," Ekrekek agreed, "but why
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were you crazy?" His tail went back and forth, back and forth like a
nmet r onone.
"That | do not know, " QGussaw said.
"Psychi c conpul si on?" Terry wondered out |oud. Some of the H dden Fol k's
devices played with the minds of intelligent beings. The ones that did,
t hough, did so all the tine. As with the |ights Gussaw had tal ked about,
this sudden activation of a new effect in the previously dornant
artifacts-if that was what had happened-woul d be sonet hi ng new.
"Do you want me to translate that?" Chives asked. "The best | can do is a
phrase that really neans sonething nore like 'nmind nagic."' "
"Never mind, then," Terry said. "Just tell the Gornmanian to go on."
Chives did. Gussaw gave the robot another curious stare before continuing,
"As | said, we went into the woods. W did not seek ny race's tenples here,
or even those of the Azusans, though we might well have done either,
suppose. " Her ears flapped, perhaps a gesture of annoyance or perplexity.
"I'n any case, we kept on until we found ourselves inside that circle there.
And then"--4hat ear-flap again-"nmy crew was gone."
"Were you inside the circle too?" Lorah asked. Terry's nouth was al ready
open for the same question

"Yes, | was," Cussaw said. "Wy | was not taken, only the gods know | felt
a biter craming here"---she pointed to a spot between the second and third
ni ppl es on her right side---and | ooked down to catch it. Wen | | ooked up
agai n, everyone was gone. | stayed near the circle in the hope they would

cone back again. But you are here instead.”

"Where were you standing?" This tine Terry got the words out first.

"I can show you," QGussaw said after Chives translated. "Are you sure you
want to go into the circle with ne, though? You--or 1-nmay vani sh as ny
crewfolk did."

"I was inside once, and it didn't take ne," Terry said with nore confidence
than she felt. "I'Il try it again if you will, Gussaw. "
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"I will stay outside," Lorah declared. "If you do vani sh, human, someone
froma civilized race should witness it and bring word back to the rest of
the starfaring peoples. "

611 am adequate for that purpose, if you feel the need to exanine the site
of the unexpl ai ned phenomenon at first hand," Chives said.

"Never mind, - Lorah said at once, so quickly that Terry | aughed. No one
had figured that physical courage would be necessary for this mssion

As she stepped toward the circle, though, the l|aughter faded. She found she
had to will each foot forward. "I hope the snark's not a boojum" she said.
"I ndeed."” Chives was not built to nod, but he put that tone into his voice.
More human unintelligibilities," Lorah conpl ai ned.

Up close, CGussaw did have a distinct odor. Terry did not find it

unpl easant, but it was different fromthe dry, nusky smell of the Azusans.
No wonder they had been able to track the crew of the Agwadul si by scent.
Gussaw | ed her up to the opening in the H dden Folk's circle. They both
flinched as they went through. "W're still here," Terry said when not hing
unt owar d- not hing at all - happened. Chives raised his electronic voice to
transl ate for Gussaw.

"So we are," the Gornmani an said, and Chives turned her words into English.
"Perhaps we even have some hope of remaining here-but then, ny crew thought
they did, too. "

"Show me where you were when they di sappeared,” Terry said.

"Here," Gussaw answered. "I amcertain of it. Do you see this red stripe in
the yellow inner wall of the circle? | was looking at it just before

began to itch."

| see it," Terry said.

Chives again did the translating. The robot had wal ked around the outer
perimeter of the circle to a point just outside where Terry and Gussaw
stood. Chives observed, "The red band extends conpletely through the wall."
"Does it? That's interesting," Terry said. Neither she nor Lorah had
brought any fancy scanners to the island. So far as anyone knew, artifacts
of the Hi dden Fol k were
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opaque to all the scanners the six starfaring races knew. But then, so far
as anyone knew, artifacts of the Hi dden Folk did not go around turning
t hensel ves on, either. Maybe scanners woul d have done some good. Since Terry
didn't have any, inmagining they woul d have done sone good was easy.

She asked, "Are there any other red bands around this circle?"

Still perched on Chives's shoulders |like an old buzzard of the sea, Lorah
said, "Humans are surely the nost unobservant species ever evol ved. Your
device carried ne past one back here. Wiy did you not notice it too?"

The obvious retort was that the stripe was only on the outside part of the
wal | . But when Terry | ooked back, she saw that the obvious, unfortunately
for her, was not true. The red line did extend all the way through. "I
wonder if there are any nore of them" she said.

Lorah let out a squawk of disgust. "You circled this object with your
canera. Did you not bother to take your brain along as well, to observe and
remenber what you were recordi ng?"

"I didn't knowit was going to be inportant,” Terry said |amely.

"And so you took no special notice. " Had the Crotonite's eyes been |ess
beady, he would have rolled them "It never ceases to amaze ne that humans
are classified as an intelligent race, let alone that they sonehow stunbl ed
across the hyperjunp."

"Merely because human intelligence differs fromyour own, L4mh, do not
underestimate it on that account,"” Chives said. "Having no psychic powers
to speak of and only an ordi nary sensonum humans were forced to becone
perhaps the nost skilled artificers in the galaxy. The result was-~

"Abom nations like you," Lorah said, effectively ending the conversation
Gussaw had been inpatiently shifting fromfoot to foot to foot to foot
while the of f-worl ders bickered. Now she said, "Wy does it matter that
this red band is here and not el sewhere? Does the color of a wall make it
somet hing different froma wall?"
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"I don't Imow," Terry said. "It may nean nothing at all. But seeing as it's
the only clue we have, we probably ought to check it out. " She peered over
to the far side of the circle. Wde as it was, spotting a thin red |line was

not easy.
Wth his electronically anplified vision, Chives did a better job of
searching than Terry could. "There are two nore lines over there," it

reported. "As nearly as | can deternine, the four points at which the bands
occur are separated one from another by ninety-degrees around the circle.
"Whi ch would | ead us to conclude that they are probably not just incidental
marks on the artifact, but probably relate to sonething inportant without
it," Terry said. She felt foolish for using "probably" twice in the sane
sentence, but that was as sure as anyone coul d be when tal ki ng about things
the Hi dden Fol k had | eft behind. She went on, "QGussaw, do you remenber
noticing those other three lines the last time you were inside the circle?"
"They were not here,"” the Gormani an said positively. Terry w shed she knew
how far she could rely on that. A lot of races had total recall; a lot that
didn't, humans anmong them often pretended to. She couldn't recall into

whi ch category Gormanians fit.

Then Chives said, "Those bands were not here the last tinme we exam ned the
circle. Review of ny data records shows that the only red |ine present then
was the one by which we are standing now "

Terry felt the small, fine bairs on her arnms trying to prickle upright.
"Then this site's shown new activity just in the last couple of hours," she
br eat hed.

"Activity perhaps designed to send us wherever the crew of the Agwadul si
went," Lorah said.

"No," Terry said. "You' ve missed something, LorahGussaw says these |ines
weren't here when the Gornmani ans vani shed. They have to be for sonething

el se.”

"\What ever their purpose,” Chives said, "I suspect we will not determne it
today. And since you organic folk will soon require nourishment and then
rest, the coming of night now upon us may be as good a time as any to
suspend our operations for the day."
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"The comi ng of night?" Terry | ooked up in surprise. How had Tonclif snuck
all the way down to the western horizon? She wondered if everyone was as

t aken aback by sunset as she was. Evidently not: Ekrekek's sailors seened
to have been goi ng about the business of setting up canp for sonme tine.
Lorah, for once, looked to be as benused as she was. "Let us continue
wor ki ng," he said. "I amnot the least bit hungry or tired. " As soon as
the words were out of his mouth, he gave vent to an enornous yawn. "Well,
perhaps the least bit," he amended, sounding as sheepish as a Crotonite
coul d, which wasn't very.

"What have you | earned?" Ekrekek demanded when Terry and Gussaw cane out of
the circle. "I see you have found the gods are no | onger hungry, else you
woul d have joined the rest of the Gormanians. " The peculiar rhythm c hiss
he I et out was Azusan | aughter

Terry thought it in poor taste. She asked Ekrekek, "Have you ever heard of
changes in any of the strange things here on the Island of the Gods?"

The captain | aughed again. "No, no nore than | have heard of themlighting
up. That is why | think this sixlegs you insist on maki ng nuch of is but
spinning out a fine tale to keep us fromdoing to her as we usually do wth
Gor mani ans. "

But - - 4he ransorn-" Terry said.

"May the ransom s eggs all break. Roasting and slicing the sixlegs now
woul d be nore enjoyable than collecting nmoney later. | know you think ny
peopl e harsh for this, but ask Gussaw what she and hers would do to nme if
ever | fell alone into their claws."

Terry gl anced toward the Gornani an. She was reluctantly eating another
chunk of snoked neat, which Ekrekek's sailors had reluctantly given her
She | ooked sad, bedraggl ed, very rmuch al one, and not in the |east
dangerous. Terry visualized her along with a few dozen nore |ike herself,
all of themwell-fed and cheerful. Could they match the Azusans atrocity
for atrocity? They probably could, Terry decided--reluctantly. Nothing in
Tonclif IV s history suggested ot herw se, anyhow.
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Wth tropical abruptness, |ight vanished fromthe sky. Stars made strange
patterns in the black done of the heavens, patterns interrupted here and
there by the floating artifacts of the H dden Fol k. Even uninterrupted,

t hough, the constellations would have neant nothing to Terry; she was sone
t housands of |ight-years from hone.

She turned to Lorah. "Are you close enough to your native world for the

| ocal stars to seemfaniliar to you?"

"No, though I rmust say nmany nore of them seemto be visible here than on
nmost worlds |'ve visited. | suppose that's nostly because the atnosphere
here is so beastly thin. On nost Crotonite worlds, stars are hardly visible
fromthe ground. "

"I never thought of that," Terry said. "Here we are, trying to unravel the
riddl es of the Hi dden Fol k, and we don't know nearly enough about one

another. Intelligence is like that, | suppos"ways pushing out into the dis-
tance wi thout worrying so much about what's close at hand. |f your people
couldn't see the stars, |I'msurprised you ever devel oped space travel ."

Lorah spread his wings. "Don't forget that we always had flight. Going up
and up was natural with us, and when we devel oped technology we used it to
do nore than we could unai ded. Ve--"

The Crotonite's voice faded as Ekrekek and his sailors cried out. C ose by
them the circle that had swept away the crew of the Agwadul si began to
glow a soft but piercing gold. Farther away and overhead, other relics of
t he Hi dden Fol k al so began to shine. GQussaw shouted sonet hing, again and

again. Chives translated for Terry: "l told you so!"

Terry had to admre Ekrekek for what he did then: He wal ked over to Gussaw
and saluted her as if she were one of his own species. "I found Iies when
you spoke truth,” he said. "It was so strange a truth, | could not believe

it, especially since it came froman eneny. But | see it was truth
nonet hel ess. "

"You* do not seek to trick me," Qussaw said slowy, half to herself, as if
probi ng for hidden neanings in the Azusan's words. "You have no need to
trick ne, for | am
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in your power. So | see you are also speaking the truth. But that an Azusan
shoul d apol ogize to a Gornanian is as strange a truth as these lights we see
now on the Island of the Cods."
"You are the enenmy | know, " Ekrekek said. "OF the gods and their toys here
| know not hing. The danger they present may well be greater than yours.

Until | know how great it is, | will act on that belief. As you say"-he
opened his nmouth wide to display those carnivore teeth-"1 can do with you
as | wish, when | wish. If slaying you seens to nmy advantage, | will slay

you. But there is no hurry. ~

"For an Azusan, that's a miracle of noderation," Terry said when Chives was
done translating. "Or, to be fair, for a Gormanian. " She thought again
about how Ekrekek woul d have fared alone with the whole crew of the
Agwadul si

"Yes, it is remarkable," Chives agreed. "It would be as well if the

al l egedly nore sophisticated and civilized starfaring races could al so
unite in the face of the unknown chall enge the Hi dden Fol k represent,

rat her than having menbers of each species scheme for their own aggrandi ze-
ment, often at the expense of others."

Chives was a di plomatic piece of machinery; it named no nanes. That was
probably just as well, Terry thought. Crotonites despised all w ngless
races, which neant they despised all the other races in the gal axy that had
di scovered the hyperjuni p-Lorah was | ess xenophobic than nost of his
peopl e. Humans were no mean connivers either, cone to that.

Lorah said, "I observe no bands of anomal ous col or on any of the other

Hi dden Folk relics within ny range of vision, and ny vision can be
anplified to the point where I would see themif they were of a width
simlar to the four red bands on the circle here.”

Chives did not |ook around. Instead, it said, "Let me review ny data store.
" After a nonent, it went on, "You are correct. Wat significance do you
ascribe to the fact?"

"I don't know. " Lorah sounded anythi ng but happy with the adm ssion
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"l nmust confess it is not obvious to nme, either,” Chives said. The robot's
voi ce was not programred to show nmuch enotion, but Terry did not think it
was happy. It had been designed to be curious--or with a drive to collect
and assess new data, which ambunted to the sane thing.
Terry said, "If the two barbarian races can work together here in the face
of the unknown, Lorah, do you think we can imtate them at |least as long
as we're here on the island?"
"Very well." Lorah stiff sounded | ess than enthusiastic, but went on, "The
potential for |earning here overcones mny distaste for cooperation, at |east
for the present.”
Terry knew that nmeant he woul d do what ever he thought necessary as soon as
they were off the Island of the Gods, but she'd known that all along. She
slid her backpack off her shoul ders, got out her sleeping bag. Wth a yawn,

she said, "I'mnot going to worry about anything till norning. "

Lorah folded his wings about hinself as if they were a cloak. Only the tip
of his nuzzle stuck out as he said, "For once, human, | cannot disagree
with you."

"As | do not require sleep, | will continue to nonitor the circular
artifact until the two of you arise," Chives said. "In view of our present
cooperation, Lorah, shall | provide you with a copy of ny data record for
the ni ght ?"

"Wul d you?" Lorah |lowered his wings until he could peer out at the robot.
"That woul d be uncomonl y"--he hesitated-"forthcom ng of you." He woul dn't
say generous, Terry thought, not to an Al, or probably to anyone who wasn't
a Crotonite.

"This is for the good of all," Chives said. After a nmonment, he added, "Who
knows what the starfarers of the galaxy could acconplish if they worked
toget her on all occasions as we do here? And not only we starfarers are
cooperati ng now. \Who woul d have i magi ned that Azusans and Gornani ans coul d
al so perceive the advantages of at |east postponing hostilities until a
nore propitious tinme?"

"Who woul d have i magi ned that a robot would end up turning social

phi | osopher on us?" A yawn blurred Terry's words. She snuggl ed deeper into
her sl eeping bag and drifted off al nbst at once.
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Tonclif was shining in her face when she woke. Local sunrise what not what
had roused her; one of the arboreal jungle |izards hereabouts had a mating
call that sounded |ike a giant breaking wind. Another machi ne-gun burst of
reptilian pseudofl atul ence nmade her snicker as she scranbl ed out of the

sl eepi ng bag.

Since the weather was tropically warmand she was the only human for
several hundred kil oneters, she hadn't bothered sleeping in clothes. She
did wear them during the day; she needed shoes, and liked the conveni ence
of pockets. QGussaw wat ched as she dressed. Chives translated the CGormani an
captain's comrent: "I see by your nipples that you are a true manmal, even
if you have but two of them Strange, then, that you should have cone to
the Island of the Gods with the scaly Azusans. "

So much for the brotherhood of all beings, Terry thought. She answered, "I
am not the sanme as an Azusan; | amnot the same as a Gornani an. Shoul d
despi se you as the Azusans do, because you have six |legs? O course not. So
why shoul d | despise them because they have scal es?"

Gussaw scrat ched her head and wal ked of f. Sounding as w stful as a robot
could, Chives said, "I wish the principle you propounded could al so be
extended fromorganic lifeforns to el ectronic ones."

"Hurmans think it can," Terry said. "W'd be |lost without Al's, and we know
it. If the other starfaring races can't see that Als are people too, wen,
they' re the ones maki ng the m stake."

Lorah's hearing seened as anplified as his vision. He | ooked up fromthe
reptile neat he was devouring for breakfast and said, "I amforced to adnit
that this robot of yours has proven noderately useful. Still, | amof the
opi ni on that machi nes should be tools rather than coll eagues. ™

"I'n a word, nonsense," Terry said. She was just as gl ad when Lorah went
back to eating: The argunent about Als had grown old for her, and she
doubt ed that anything short of a miracle would convince the Crotonite to
change his mind. Alarge mracle, she thought, digging through her backpack
for a ration pouch. She could eat snoked lizard
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haunch if she had to, but it was bad enough to make even survival rations
tasty by conpari son.
She hurried back to the spot where Gussaw had been standi ng when the rest

of the Gormani ans vani shed. The red band was still there. Since she had no
fancy sensors, she took out an ol d-fashioned tape and neasured it. "Three
hundred seventeen mllineters,"” she said for the record.

Lorah and Chives were standing outside the circle by another of the red
bands. Looking down at it, the Crotonite said, "This one is twenty-seven
and a third shal nod across. "

"That works out to three hundred seventeen millineters, " Chives added

hel pful ly.

They had spoken English. Gussaw asked Terry, "What are you talking about?"
Terry understood enough Azusan to follow that (she had not a word of any
Cor mani an tongue, and was gl ad Gussaw stuck with her captors' |anguage).
Still, she was pleased to see Chives put Lorah down and hurry over to
transl ate for her.

"Most interesting,"” Gussaw said when the robot was done explaining. "So you
and the wi nged one there do not use the sane system of neasurenent?"

"No," Terry said with a rueful shake of her head. "My race spent hundreds
of years getting to the point where we all used one system Then we got
into space and had to start converting all over again, because each species
that travels between the stars has its own units for distance, tinme, and
wei ght . "

"It is the sanme here," CGussaw said. "Mst Gormani ans use the sanme set of

wei ghts and measures, but the Azusans have several different ones." The
captai n of the Agwadul si wal ked partway around the circular relic of the

H dden Folk to another red band. "Now | would say that this line is about

t hree quat kuma across. El aekek"--the Gormani an raised her voice to catch
the Azusan's notice---you' re near that |ast band. How wi de do you nmake it
out to be?"

The captain of the Hewnall considered. "About four hands, 1'd say."
"Ah, you're fromone of the Azusan countries that-"

Gussaw s comment was | eft unfinished. Except for showi ng the red bands, the
relic of the H dden Fol k had been
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al toget her inactive while Toncl ff was in the sky. That inactivity now ended.
The bands began to glow, brighter and brighter. At the sane tine, the yell ow
of the rest of the circular wall faded until it was clear as air.
"Do you see that red square that's suddenly appeared in the center of the
circle?" Chives said.
"All | see is rock and dirt," Terry answered.
"And |," Lorah said. "Human, | think your machi ne has need of repair."
"Interesting,"” Chives said. "I perceive the spot and you do not. Yet you
should, for it radiates light at a fi-equency that your eyes can see and it
is quite bright, | assure you--as bright as the red bands by which the two
of you are standing. " The robot raised its voice, shifted |anguages:
"Qussaw, Ekrekek--does either of you see a red square in the center of the
area inside this circle?"
"No," the Azusan said. The Cornmani an added, "It |ooks the same to ne as it
did before.”
Terry had the feeling that she was m ssing sonething, that someone shoul d
have been doi ng sonething that wasn't getting done. When she tried to put
a nental finger on what was wong, the idea slipped away. The harder she
t hought about it, the blurrier her wits becane. That was annoying. After a
nonment, it was also famliar.
"A psychic conmpul sion field is operating here!" she exclained. "W ought to
do something, but it won't let us figure out what. "
"You are right." Lorah flapped his wings in frustration and waddl ed about
cl ose by the second pul sing red band. "How deneaning to be deliberately
befuddl ed, as if | were an aninal."
"I feel no psychic conpul sion," Chives said. "Perhaps the field does not
affect the electronic workings of an Al mnd. The answer to our dilemma, in
any case, would seemto be the investigation of that red square which | see
and all of you do not. Your blindness, |I conjecture, may well be anot her
aspect of the mental field. "
What the robot said nade sense to Terry-but only for a nonent. Chives's
words slipped out of her mind even as she considered them She wanted to
ask the Al to repeat
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itself, but waited too long. She'd even forgotten why what it said was

i mportant. She saw Lorah open his nouth. The Crotonite shut it again, as if
he too had | ost track of what he wanted to say.

Chives felt no such nental qualns. The robot clinbed over the
now-transparent border of the circle, walked briskly toward the center. Try
as she would, Terry saw nothing there but gray, boring rock.

Wth mechani cal snoot hness, Chives squatted, peered down. "I see," the Al
said. "I amintended to stand Wthin the square. Then this entire
installation will do what it was built to do." Chives rose, took a step

forward

Terry cried out. Now she saw a beam of |ight shooting straight up fromthe
ground. ft bathed Chives in a fierce glow. Then Terry cried out again,
along with everyone else, for the circle was no | onger enpty but for the
robot. Dozens of Gormanians milled about inside.

They shout ed when they saw t he Azusans. The Azusans, npst of whom had paid
no particular attention to what the off-worlders with themwere up to,
shout ed back and grabbed for their weapons.

Gussaw and Ekrekek | ocked eyes over the circle's wal"t was yell ow agai n,
Terry noted dazedly. Ekrekek's gaze broke away first. He whirled, yelled to
his crewmates, "Hold up! Don't attack unless the sixlegs do! The gods have
gi ven them back---they're no longer fit nmeat for us to slaughter. "

Gussaw bel | owed at the Gornmanians in their own | anguage-

"The captain of the Agwadul si says much the same thing to her crew. "
Chives's anplified voice overrode even the shouting locals as the robot
passed Gussaw s neaning on to Terry.

"Find out where the Gornanians were when the circle took them away,'
called to the robot.

"Fi ndi ng out whether we are about to find ourselves in the mddle of a
battle strikes me as being of nmore i medi ate inportance,” Chives said.
"They can't fight now, " Terry said, though she knew full well they could.
But they didn't, at |east not right

Terry
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away. The Gormani ans' dramatic appearance was enough to awe the Azusans out
of an inmedi ate onsl aught against their ancient foes. And the spectacl e of
two captains, one fromeach race, both crying out for peace, was a mracle
hardly nore credible than mamual oi d centaurs springing fromthin air. Wth
Chives electronically bellow ng for peace in both | anguages, and with the
robot and the two off-worlders to keep the Gormani ans of f bal ance by their
nere presence, no one made the first fatal nove.

Terry scramnbl ed over the waist-high fence and dropped down anong the
Cormani ans. Chives hurried toward her to protect her if the locals showed
hostility. She was glad to see the robot conming up, but not on account of
that-at the nonent, it hardly entered her mind. "Translate for nme," she
said to Chives.

"For one so easily damaged as yourself, do you think this the ideal noment
to come into close proximty to |locals who are both upset and arnmed?"

Chi ves asked.

"Hell, yes. | want to find out what happened to themwhile it's still fresh
intheir mnds. Ask this female here'!-Terry paused to fi-ane her question
as precisely as possible-"what she felt when the circle took her away, what
t he place she went to was |ike, how |l ong she thought she was gone, and how
she cane back here."

Chives emitted an eerily accurate imtation of a sigh. "Very well," it
sai d, then began speaking the throaty | anguage the crew of the Agwadul si
used.

The Gormani an next to Terry had listened in sone inpatience as two strange
creatures spoke with each other in an unknown tongue. Wen one of them
switched to her |anguage i medi ately afterward, her ears furled in sur-

pri se. Then she spoke herself, loudly and vol ubly.

"Her nane is Canlaster," Chives reported. "She says that she and her fell ow
sailors felt nothing out of the ordinary, but suddenly they were not here
any | onger. They were-sonepl ace el se, she says. She does not define it nore
closely than that, but | am conpelled to be of the opinion that they were
on anot her planet, either in this galaxy or another."
"Why?" Terry said.
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"The sky was the wong col or, she says, and everyone felt too light, and
the sun even | ooked the wong color all the tine--it was red or orange even
at noon, not yellow "

"That's another planet," Terry agreed. After a noment, she went on, "But
it's inmpossible! It would nean the Hidden Fol k have a way to nake a
hype~unmp straight off a planetary surface. By all the physics the six
starfaring races know, you can't do that."

"Perhaps the Hi dden Fol k have not had the inestimable benefit of reading
our physics texts," Chives said. Terry still wondered how t hey managed to
programirony into Als. The robot continued, "Days and nights both seened
too short, so Canlaster has trouble reckoning how | ong she and t he ot her
Cormani ans were on this strange world. Her best guess, though, is not far
fromthe length of time that Gussaw states had el apsed here."

"That has to mean the hypedurnp, no matter what our physics books say,"
Terry said.

"I often wonder at the human ability to cone to sweeping concl usions from
conpl etely inadequate data," Chives said. "Your speculation is possible,
certainly, perhaps even probable, but by no neans sure. "

Terry knew the robot was right. She didn't care. Chives was wel cone to cal
her conclusion a leap into the dark if it wanted to. She thought she was on
target just the sane.

Then somet hing el se occurred to her, sonmething that filled her with awe.
"Do you know what we di d?" she said to Chives. "W made this device work-we
activated it when it was dead."

"That does seemto be the case," the robot said. "Understandi ng precisely
how we did it, however, wll take nore work."

Trying to understand gnawed at Terry as she and her off-world conpani ons
mar ched with the Azusans and Gornmani ans back toward their ships. The two
speci es kept apart fromone another, with the human and robot (the latter
with the Crotonite on its shoul ders) tranping between them and acting as a
sort of spiritual buffer

Ekr ekek and Gussaw both seened to decide to say sonething to the starfarers
at the 'sane tine; the one hung
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back fromhis sailors while the other noved forward from hers. They eyed
each other warily, but they both kept com ng. Ekrekek spoke first: "How did
the gods' creation first swallow the Gormani ans and then restore then? You
folk who travel between the stars are |learned artificerssurely you nust
know. "

"I wish we did," Terry answered, "but | fear | still cannot tell you. W
cane to your Island of the Gods to try to learn that very thing." W got
nore than we bargained for, too, she thought: did we ever! Al oud, she went
on, "l saw what the circle did, but I could no nore explain howit did it
than | could tell you what this pillar here does." She pointed to what

m ght have been a blue ceranmic light pole a few neters to one side of the
pat h.

As her finger went up and toward it, though, her jaw dropped. The pillar
whi ch presumably had stood unchangi ng since the Hi dden Folk set it in place
for their own hidden reasons, suddenly turned as transparent as had the
circular wall of the-the transporter, Terry thought. And, as with the
transporter, four red bands appeared upon it, one above the next.

It's active too," Terry whispered.

As if drawn by a | odestone, she stepped toward the pillar. Fkrekek and
Gussaw fol l owed her. Chives stood still until Lorah pounded on the robot's
metallic craniumwi th both puny fists. "Go on!" the Crotonite squawked

i ndignantly. "Do you want ne to be the only one not in on this discovery?"
"I ndeed not," Chives answered, stepping forward at last. "In fact, upon
reflection | believe your presence may be required for any discovery to
take place. " Lorah preened at what sounded |like a conplinment.

"I see four red bands, each about the sane width-" Terry began

"The sane three hundred seventeen millinmeters we observed in the circle,”
Chi ves put in.

"Are they? | thought so." Terry went on, "They're separated from one

anot her by cl ear areas about half as wide as they are." She turned to her
conpani ons. "ls that
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what you see too? Translate for the locals, Chives, and also let ne know if
you perceive anything I'm m ssing."
No one, the robot included, saw anything different fromwhat Terry had

described. "In this case, it appears the

nous f
fa arti Icial intelligence has no special value," Lorah sneered. But he was
still in the mddle of his sentence when anot her red band began to shine

above the four.

"As there are now five bands and five beings present, an obvi ous hypot hesis
is that one band is intended for each of us," Chives said. "Shall we test
it?" He reached out and put a hand on the newy visible band of col or

Terry touched one al so. The pillar was cool and snooth. From Chives's

shoul der, Lorah bent down and set a hand on the red strip between Chives's
and Terry's. Through Chives, Terry asked Gussaw and Ekrekek, "WII| each of
you touch a red band too?"

Ekr ekek i medi ately reached out for one. Gussaw asked, "Wat will happen if
| do?"

That, Terry thought, was what the ancients for sone reason called the
sixty-four dollar question. "I don't know," she said. "That's what we're

trying to find out."

She did not need Chives to interpret GQussaw s skeptical grunt. Nonethel ess,
t he Gormani an al so extended a hand toward the pillar. In a sudden | oss of
nerve, Terry wanted to shout at her, to tell her to take her hand away. She
wanted to jerk back her own hand, so the presuned fivefold circuit would
remai n i nconpl ete. Who could say what the newy activated relic of the

H dden Fol k m ght do?

Too | ah>-~ussaw s hand fl attened against the pillar. For a |ong noment,
not hi ng happened at all. Terry wondered if even the H dden Fol k's marvel ous
machi nery-4f that was what it was-could wear out over the eons. Then al

t he bands of color flared so blindingly bright that her eyes squeezed shut
of their own accord.

Looki ng at her watch afterward, she found that she and her conpani ons were
caught up in that flash of light for about a minute and a hal f. That never
seened right to her. Either the experience had taken no time whatever, or
it lasted an eternity. A minute and a half of real tinme did not fit well
with either view
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And yet, considering what the pillar of the H dden Folk inparted, a mnute
and a half was not long to spend to acquire it. For by the tine Terry's
hand fell away fromthe pillar, she knew, at a |level far deeper than words,
what it was like to be a Crotonite, an Azusan, a Cormani an, even a robot.
The cl osest she could come to describing the feeling was to conpare it to

t he Naxi ans' enpathic sense, which let them grasp enotions.

What she' d experienced surpassed enpat hy, though: For that tinel ess instant
or endless mnute and a half, she'd been Lorah, Ekrekek, Gussaw, Chives.
She knew them as well as they knew t hensel ves, and knew t hey knew her and
one anot her the sanme way.

"How can we fight now?" Ekrekek said to Gussaw. The words were pacific;
hearing the tone, Terry understood, as she would not have before, that the
Azusan felt he had | ost sonething of great price.

And Chives nurnured, "So that is what the urgency of organic life derives
from Mich about which Als have only specul ated now becones clear. "
Renenbering the clean, crisp, orderly confines of the robot's nmind, Terry
wondered how it would deal with everything it had |l earned. A pity Chives
had not been designed to blush, she thought.

Fromthe Al's shoul ders, Lorah peered toward her. "Hunmans are very peculiar
creatures," he said. Terry was sure he'd had the same gift of understanding
t he Hi dden Fol k had given her. It had done little to mellow him though.
And that, she realized as she could not have before, was in keeping with
what he was, with what Crotonites were. Physically weak, unique in the

gal axy because of their w ngs, clannish anong thensel ves but m strustful of
all other races, they could not help acting as they did. Terry was al so
certain that Lorah would indignantly deny she knew the first thing about
himand his |land, no natter what wonders the pillar had wought. That too
was the Crotonite way.

Trying to make Lorah into sonething he wasn't could only be wasted effort.
Instead, Terry said, "Now we've activated two H dden Fol k devices. W know
the first one wasn't a fluke. Let's get back to the ship that brought us
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here, and then to our own starships. The research teans will start coming in
droves after this."

On the beach that evening, the off-worlders stayed with the Azusans by the
Hewnal | ; the Gormani ans were a few hundred nmeters away near the Agwwdul si .
Bot h Ekrekek and Gussaw had pledged to hold the truce until the ships went
their separate ways. After the pillar, Terry was sure she could trust the
captains. To hel p make sure none of the crewfol k on either side took things
into their own hands, Chives walked to and fro on the beach between the two
gal l eys, ready to shout out a warning at any sign of aggression

Lorah said, "That we have succeeded is indisputable. Wy we succeeded
remains, in nmy opinion, as yet obscure. " He took a noisy suck on his
breat hi ng tube.

Terry watched twilight fade ftomthe western sky, watched the artifacts
that fl oated above the Island of the Gods slowy begin to blend into the
dar keni ng sky. "Chives was a big pan of it," she said. "Wen the conpul sion
field at the transporter befuddled the rest of us, Chives still saw what
needed doing, and did it. And again at the pillar, that fifth band it up
when he drew cl ose.”

The Crotonite sniffed. "Despite all objections, you humans have insisted on
bringing your Als to H dden Folk sites before. Up until this time, they
have not shown thensel ves to be anything out of the ordinary in activating
those sites. Keeping that in mnd, | nust say | find it hard to believe
that our successes today are entirely attributable to the robot. | |

"No, but we wouldn't have nade either gadget work wi thout Chives." Terry
paused thoughtfully. "Cone to that, we wouldn't have nade either one of
themwork wi thout all of us. We had four people, each froma different

speci es, close by red bands or actually touching diem and Chives to
activate the transporter and to be the fifth at the pillar."

"Again, | amstill tenpted to ascribe this to coincidence, " Lorah said.
"Many exarriinations of relics of the H dden Fol k have invol ved nore than
one starfaring race; sone have involved all six. Wy, then, were we
successfid here where so many ot hers have fail ed?"
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Terry frowned. As she had while arguing with Chives, she felt sure she was
right. Even nore than Chives, though, Lorah had logic on his side. O did
he? "How many expeditions have included races that don't have starflight?"
"Not many, | would think," Lorah answered. "Mst intelligent species
without it are either lowtech like the ones here, or else have only used
technol ogy to do their best to destroy thensel ves, and thereupon renounced
it."

' "Exactly. " Terry pounced: "So how many tries at cracking H dden Fol k
artifacts have had nore than one species of starfarer, nore than one
species of lowtech intelligent being, and an Al, all working together?"
The Crotonite was silent for some tine. "That is intriguing," he said at
[ast. "Can you propose any explanation as to why the H dden Fol k m ght have
keyed their relics to Qespond only to such an unlikely conbination?"
"Maybe, just maybe," Terry said. "Suppose you were one of the Hi dden Fol k,
however many years ago they headed back for the Androneda gal axy or
wherever they cane from They nust have known intelligent life would
eventual ly arise here too, but what sort of intelligent |ife? They woul dn't
be interested in species that never devel oped technol ogy, and they woul dn't
be interested in species which got along so poorly even with thensel ves
that they ended up destroying their own planets."

Not for long, anyway, in the latter case,' Lorah said.

"No, not for long. And so maybe they rigged their artifacts to be able to
respond only to a party that showed it was nmade up of races My able to
cooperate with one another no matter how different they were
externally--and internally," she added, renenbering the experience of the
pillar. "Even different as to whether they evolved by thensel ves or were
created, if you take Chives into account. "

The robot again," Lorah said disgustedly.

"Yes, the robot again. Discrimnating against artificial intelligence is
just as foolish and arbitrary as discrimnating agai nst a being for any
other reason. And if the relics need two or nore | owtech species to get
them started, then under nobst circunstances that would be a pretty good
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i ndi cation that high-tech folk let |ess sophisticated races travel a great
deal on their starships. "
"Which isn't so, not even slightly,"” Chives said.

"No, but this is Tonclif IV, with two |owtech species already in place.

Not even the Hi dden Fol k would think that very likely, | suppose.” Terry's
eyes widened. "Or would they? Doesn't it seemto you as though the disap-
pearance of all the Agwadul si's crew except Gussaw was |ike a puzzle set up
to see if we were smart enough--and cooperative enough-to figure it out?"
"Possibly," Lorah said. "I would doubt sonme of your testing criteria,
however-surely a prerequisite would be that at |east one of the species

i nvolved in the investigation has wi ngs, as the Hi dden Fol k thensel ves were
surely winged. It

"\What ever you say, Lorah." Even having experienced it fromthe inside
thanks to the pillar, Terry thought as little of the Crotonites

speci es-wi de obsession with the overwhel ming i nportance of flight as they
did of humanity's penchant for building robots. She admitted to herself,

t hough, that she could be wong, just as Lorah had beenall she knew now was
that she | acked the data to be sure, one way or the other. Time would tell
Lorah suddenly hissed, as fiercely as if he were an Azusan. "If all is as
you descri be, human, why should you be allowed to escape from Tonclif IV?
Why shoul d ny people not gain the sole honor of contacting the H dden

Fol k?"

Crotonites owned a richly deserved reputation for being underhanded.
Lorah's starship was supposed to be no nore heavily armed than Terry's. But
what was supposed to be and what was sonetines weren't the sane thing.
Terry knew a nonment of real fear, but then she began to |augh. Lorah
squawked i ndi gnantly.

"I't would matter to ne if you blasted ny ship as soon as we lifted off,"
Terry said, "but would it do you any good in the long run? You night be rid
of what | know, and humanity woul dn't find out about it, but you' d have to
tell somebody, because | think you need anot her high-tech species as
partner. And even the Sam ans, good-natured as
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they are, would ask questions you couldn't answer. Besides, where would you
get an Al, except from humans? And you can bet humans woul d get very curious
very fast if Crotonites devel oped a sudden, consunming interest in robotics.
W may as well cooperate now, Lorah-we'll have to in the future. "

"What a distasteful concept,” the Crotonite nuttered.

"That's what the Azusans and Gormani ans think too," Terry pointed out.
"They managed, though, when they really had to. I hope we will, when the
time comes. If | had to guess, |I'd say the Hi dden Fol k probably are to us
as we are to the two species here. | just hope they're patient with us when
we finally do figure out howto contact them -~1

"They'll need to be,"” Lorah said. "If they are that advanced, we won't be
able to keep fromresenting themat the sane tine as we learn fromthem
The Crotonite paused, then continued, "One nore thing-"

"What' s what ?"

"Il still bet you three squantoken-in your neasure, about a tenth of a
kil o-of gold that when the Hi dden Fol k appear, they'll have w ngs. "
"You're on." Terry stuck out her arm One of Lorah's small, weak grasping

linbs stretched out to meet it. Their hands cl asped. This was cooperation
too, Terry thought, even in rivalry. "Good enough," she said.

"What ?" Lorah asked.

"Never mind."
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