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ONE

The ship from Sigma.in the Dragon had changed orbit, inexplicably asaways. Now it circled close,
barely above atmosphere, a star which newscasts around the world said would rise before dawn. Many
folk must have wondered, must have been alittle hopeful or alittle afraid; but probably few got up to
witnessthe sight. Three blank years had somewhat blunted awe.

That did not seem to be the case in We. The coming of the ship had been more for the Theontologists
than aspiritual event. Everything was supposed to be that. It had brought on akind of spiritua criss.
Finally they integrated the ship's existence with the formal part of their religion, and the sole telescreenin
We was monitored largdly for whatever word might comein abot it.

One among those who had spent the night in vigil blew on a conch to awaken the rest. The lowing roused
SKip, too, where he dept on apallet in the room of Uranias two small boys. He yawned, muttered a
drowsy Damn," and climbed from under his blankets. Adobe makes good insulation, but the nights get
cold in northwest New Mexico and the window stood open. He shivered. The air wasdry in his nogtrils,
faintly sweetened by sagebrush smoke. He turned on the fiuoros, glad he didn't have to fumble around
with candles. This community might believein the smplelife, but it had the common senseto redize how
smplicity depended on asdlective use of technics.. Tom Swift and hisdectric Tibet,' he had said to
himsdlf onfirg arriving here.

Theroom legped forth in the light—handmade furniture, an outsize God's Eye hung on awhitewashed
wal.

Uraniabelonged to the Spirits cult. But she or somebody had aso made humanly foolish toysfor the
children, and half-finished on another wall was the murd of fairytale charactersthat Skip was painting.
This colony didn't seem to hold more than the usud proportion of stuffed shirts. Maybeless, infact. He
had been received with cheer aswell aswarmth.

His packsack held one good suit, dark-blue tunic and pantsin the Timeless style. He didn't carry
curly-toed buskins around, though, just a change of walking shoes. Passing into the main room, he found
Sandal phon and Urania. The man, who wastall and richly bearded, belonged to the Jesus cult and had
thus donned a black ceremonial robe, setting off a pectoral cross of turquoise-studded silver. The
woman's dight form was amost lost in an Indian blanket; Skip glimpsed an ankle-length beaded gown
beneath.

'Blessings,’ Sandalphon greeted. 'I'm sorry the call interrupted your deep.’

Isthat a hint? 'Uh, | figured I'd tail dong," Skip answered. 'But of course, if you'd rather not have
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outsiders—or if you want a babysitter—'

'Nonsense!" Urania squeezed his hand. ‘Nothing to fear. The boyswill till be tucked in when we come
back. And asfor the ceremonies, thisis agenera observance—no in-cult secrets—and you are
welcome." Her pert features kindled with a smile. "Why, we might convert you.'

Likelihood not bloody, Skip thought. He ducked into the bathroom. Combing his hair took little time.
Heworeit short, bobbed directly under the ears, to save trouble. Or at least he minimized trouble; the
brown locks dways seemed to go their own ways after about five minutes. Hewaslikewise an
individuaist in being clean-shaven, though that was because, a age twenty-two, he couldn't yet raisea
crop of whiskerswhich wouldn't look asif locusts had beeninit. (Hey, a cartoon idea there.)
Otherwise he wasin appearance ordinary: medium height; rather stocky; however, more agile than most;
freckled face, snub nose, large green eyes.

Returning, he found Sandal phon and Uraniabenched at the rough plank table in the kitchen. Anincense
stick smoked near ateapot and three cups. Outside, the conch had been joined by agong. Skip
wondered how the kids could deep, then decided they must be used to chanting and such at odd hours.
Uranialad finger on lips and motioned him to Sit. Sandalphon traced acrossin the air; she kept her gaze
downward into her cup. The teawas drunk with dow ceremoniousness. It was hot, pungent, atrifle
dizzying. Probably some pot in the pot, Skip thought.

When they were finished, Urania stopped on the way out and draped a necklace of miscellaneous shells
over her guest's shoulders. No doubt each had a meaning. He'd been surprised at first by the
elaborateness of ritual and symbolismin We. The village was only about ten years old. For that matter,
the origina preachings of what was to become Theontology had been less than three decades ago. Soon
he redlized that most was adapted from ancient traditions. ‘Our apprehension of redity islargely the
congtruct of our own minds," Joswick wrote. 'Thus anything ever imagined hastruthin it, partial and
digtorted; it isa sign among many pointing towards that cosmic onenesswe cal God. Through meditation
upon all these aspects, conventiona and unconventiona religion, myth, science, philosophy, art, al we
can experience, we open our beings and may in the end hope for direct apprehension of the divine.'

With frugdity, hard work, and endless devotional exercises, We therefore combined ecstatic states and
occasiondly orgiagtic rites. Withdrawn from the modern world, it nonetheless practised up-to-date dry
farming with the latest gene-tailored plants; it turned out handicrafts shrewdly designed to sdll at good
pricesin big-city stores; and few of its dwellers seemed intolerant of anything that outsiders might choose
to do.

A nice bunch, Skip thought. Rather too george for me. | won't be staying long, especially if none of
the aliceswill give me a gallop. But I'mglad | came.

Uraniatook him by the hand. His pulses legped. He was a bit in love with her. Of course, he was nearly
adwaysabit in love with somebody.

They emerged in the single unpaved street. The adobes shouldered black against asky il dark, still wild
with crystdline stars and Milky Way. At the far end of the Street, leaders were assembling their groups
by abon- fire. Lanterns swayed and glowed, picking out banners, rosaries, costumes, rapt
countenances, the thousand-odd adults and older children. Their feet shuffled loud in the murk, their
bresth smoked whitein the crackling cold.

Sandalphon left to join those whose cult-lodge-token was of Jesus. Uranialed Skip towards three
masked, feathered dancers at the head of the Spirits people. Their tom-toms had begun to mutter. On
the way, he saw the varioudy clad ones who chose to seek God in Brahma, Amida Butsu, Snake,



Oracle. FHute, lyre, and Gregorian chant came into the music, which somehow remained aharmonious
whole. The lanterns were extinguished. In seven columns, the last for postulants, the villagers passed
dowly on to the Nason's Pegk trail.

The moon was down, but starlight touched grey-white vistas of cultivated fields danting towards a stream
where cottonwoods grew, of sagebrush elsawhere, boulders, a scuttering jackrabbit, a ghosting owl,
magestic mountains. Skip felt hisirreverent heart uplifted. The night was so huge and holy.

A hdf hour's climb gained the top. Here stood that altar block inscribed 'To the Unknown God'. The
people of We placed themselves behind it, faced west, and were silent.

The spacecraft rose, and along soft 'O-0-0-oh!" broke forth.

Skip had seen the sight hefore, when the ship happened to be smilarly near Earth. 1t was an endless
marvel and joy to him—that beings beyond the sky had made the abyss come alive by sending an
emissxy in his lifetime. That the envoy should be so strange that three years of struggleto reach
undergtanding only deegpened bewilderment in the best minds mankind had to offer, wasto him exciting, a
chalenge, maybe even someday a chancefor him.

This hour before dawn he stood among a thousand who had come to believe that the traveller from
Sigma Draconis must be adirect manifestation of God; and the coldness of the mountain night ran dong
hisspine.

The twinkling light-point swung rapidly higher among the congtellations. Skip wasn't sure whether or not
he could make out the accompanying module. A few binocular lenses shimmered wan in hissight. He
didn't quite dare ask to borrow. Those folk were looking on a persona of their ultimate.

'Hail ... Ave ... Om mani pa3me hum..." The chants, the dances, the knedlings and prostrations
commenced. They went on after the ship had vanished in the paling eastern heaven. Skip stood aside.

Worship ended, cult by cult. In smple unorganized fashion, the community straggled back to breskfast.
Some chatted, some walked silent. The east whitened, the land came awake with light.

Skip found himself again accompanying Urania. "Where's Sandal phon? he asked.

Sheblinked long-lashed eyes at him. A breeze stirred the hairs which had strayed from her ruddy braids.
'Didn't you know? I'm sorry. He and | must each have assumed the other told you. He's been arranging
to go on amonth'sretreat, and decided to make thisthe occasion of starting.'

Sologtin the landscape lay Wethat Skip must laugh. ‘A hermitage from that?

She smiled in turn. Outside her orisons, and to alarge extent insde them, she was arelaxed and
unaffected young woman. No name change upon being received into the kiva of the Spirits could wipe
out little Mary Peterson, who had once felt hollow and unhappy in Chicago. Takes dl kinds, hm?Like
you. I'm curious about you, more maybe than you are about me.”

He shrugged. 'Y ou've heard the officia facts. Not much to them.’

In thefirgt stage of acquaintance, when she asked about him, he had said: "'Thomas John Wayburn,
aways caled Skip, | don't know why. Born and raised in Berkeley, California, comfortable middle class,
father an eectronics engineer, mother acomputer programmer. Brother and sSister stayed george. None
of them are overjoyed a having asigaroon in the family, but we aren't estranged either. | see them now



and then!'
‘A... what?

'George. Staid taxpayer type... Oh. Y ou mean sigaroon? | supposeit isanewish bit of argot at that. A
drifter.' In haste! 'Not a grifter. We have our standards—wadll, nothing like afraternity exists, we only
kind of think dike, live dike, junction up together when we meet—we don't beg, bully, or sted. Whoever
does soon finds the rest won't have any further to do with him, if only to protect their own good name.

Y ou see, werre migratory workers, dependent on being trusted.’

'I've heard about those, naturally. But you talk asif alot more have taken up that life since | came here.
Can they redly find work?

'Y ou'd be. surprised. Sure, machines are doing most of the harvesting aswell as manufacturing these
days. But you'd be surprised what a demand thereisfor odd jobs done, personal services, entertainment
that doesn't come out of atube. And, uh, were not clinkerbrains. Some of us have college educations. |
was offered ascholarship. But | didn't want to be tied down, anyway not before I'd tasted alot of the
world, so | went on thewing. If you didn't want me to decorate that room we've been talking about, well,
I'm a pretty fair carpenter, mechanic, repairman, gardener, et cetera, and | have songsto sing and stories
totel.

She had nodded thoughtfully, her gaze gone far away, as she remembered what she had left. '1 see she
murmured. '"Modern materia productivity can support dmost any class of persons, any style of
exisence.’

'Plenty of money floating around, for sure. | haven't yet had to exercise my right to a public works billet.
That's acommon stunt, though—do clean-up or whatever for just haf ayear. Y ou can then get by a
liberty for the next six months, if your wants are few.'

‘Right. Please understand that this community doesn't disdain cybernation and machines. Without
them—without income guarantee, the low price of most necessities, cheap arid versatile power tools,
everything technology makes possible—I doubt we could have made ago of this." She had gestured at
We around her.

Now she asked: 'Did you redlly come here for no other purpose than to see what it'slike?

'l told you that when | arrived, Urania," he answered. Tm a sub-culture hopper. The sub-culturesare
springing up like mushrooms." He frowned. 'Poi son toadstool s among them. But plenty of good clean
mushrooms, like here.'

She giggled. 'What acompliment! Cdling me amushroom.’
'Why, uh—' Confused, he blushed.

Shetook hisarm, pressing it against her side. Don't be so teasable. | want to know you better. A lot
better. That'swhy Sandalphon decided to |eave this soon.'

He stopped. His heart sprang. 'Y ou... you mean—"7

'Yes, | do mean,' she said frankly. "We don't observe formal marriage. Too much chance of
complications, jedousy, adozen kinds of distraction from the spirit. But cdlibacy isworseyet, isn't it?



They kissed. The sun rose blindingly over atal pesk. A lark whigtled. A few personsin sight voiced
friendly cheers.

After awhile Urania stepped back, flushed and breathing hard. "That's another thing you're good at, boy,’
shesad.

'And you." Actually, she seemed naive compared to some—how many atogether, snce hewas
fourteen?— but maybe she was shy in public, and anyhow it didn't matter, hewasin love again for atime
and he had ajob he enjoyed and though shadows were long and blue the air had dready warmed enough
to bring him a sweetness of sage.

They continued downhill, hand in hand but faster than before, dancing and laughing. When they reached
Uranias house, she must first ready her youngstersfor school. We avoided trouble with state education
authorities by keeping its own certified teachers of required subjects. Ample hours remained for
Theontology.

Uraniawhispered sheld arranged yesterday to have today off from her share of communa [abour. He
needn't faunch. Besides, breakfast would be mighty welcome!

'l wanted to see the spaceship,” Micah said.

His mother rumpled his hair. "Too early for you, dear. It lookslike any artificid satellite.
He clouded for astorm. 'l want to!'

‘That'sawrong attitude. Y ou're turning inward from God."

'‘Aw, he'sonly sx," Skip said. 'Mike, | mean, not God. | think you can seeit Saturday, fella, if it'shung
around. Eight? Now c'mon, you bucks, get washed and dressed and I'll tell you astory whilethe
pancakes are making.'

'A Maroon Balloon story,’ Joel demanded at once, for Skip always made him the hero of those.
‘A story 'bout the planet Willoughby,' Micah said for Smilar reasons.
'No time for both," Skip pointed out. 'I'll tell you about &, uh, adragon.’

While they splashed and shouted and became more or |ess presentable, he sat at the kitchen table, his
attention half on a Uraniamoving about more sensuoudy than hitherto, haf on the sketch pad he used to
illustratewhile herelated. A dragon... what about a dragon? Hedrew it potbellied and smug-looking,
so much that he put ahalo above. A most pious dragon. Bible clutched under the right forepaw. In fact,
a saint dragon. No. Better not. Might spoil her mood. He changed the Bible to a piece of sheet music,
wrote '0 solemio' in what had been the halo, and the story became that of Philibert Phiredrake, who
wanted to sing on the concert stage but kept setting it aflame until two clever boys named Joel and Micah
thought to install a hood, whaose pipe led to a Dutch oven where the dragon's dinner could be cooked.
Tdling it gave him small opportunity to eat before the haf-brothers had scampered out.

He reached for Urania, who dodged. 'Don't paw my clean floor,' she said merrily. 'l want aproper meal
inyou. Weve the entire day and night, you know.' She had told the kidsto stay elsawheretill next
morning. Such, favours were casudly exchanged. Doing away with the nuclear family had its advantages,
Skip reflected, though he knew that presently he would find the togetherness of 'We tifling.

She started to cook for him. He sipped his coffee. Sunlight poured through the open window, soaked
into mellow earth walls, glowed on a kachina pattern. Fragrance welled from the stove. Shewasright, he



confessed: hisbdlly was growling. Otherwise thewalk had invigorated him. He fdt gigantic with
happiness.

"That was quite ayarn,’ Uraniasaid. 'l don't see.how you can do it on the spur of the moment. They'll
miss you when you go.’

'Oh, it's nothing special,” he said, touched by quick unease.

She sobered, didn't look hisway, busied her hands. Til missyou too,’ she said low. 'Y ou wouldn't
congder saying?

'l wouldn't fit in. Not the rligious type.’

'Everybody is, at heart. That'swhy society isbreaking in pieces... Yes, itis. The Ortho grows more and
more frantic, hunting for pleasure, novelty, thrills, anything to numb the pain of being empty. | belonged to
the Ortho mysdlf, remember; | know. And what makes the rest break away atogether, turn their backs
on thewhole thing, try completely new waysto live or try to revive old ones from a past that never was?
What except a search, aneed, for meanings? Y our sgaroonsincluded, darling. Y ou yoursdlf.'

'N-n-no, hardly me. I'm just an artist. | hope someday to be agood artist. That's the end of my
ambitions." Skip rubbed his chin. He was not introspective by nature. 'l think in the long runit'll turn out
that going on the wing was right for me. Staying in astudio, reading books and gawping a TV, what
doesthat give abuck to paint about}'

Shedid regard him. 1 can't believe you weren't near God this dawn,’ she said.

Briefly aghogt of that eerinessreturned. 'Well... maybe— Kind of like times|'ve camped out, lainin my
deegping bag and looked straight up at the stars. I'd fed what awhirling tiny bal the planet is, and us
nothing more than specks and flickers on it. The feeling was scary and glorious.' He retreated towards
the everyday. 'But shucks, lady, | can't stay solemn for moren thirty secondsin arow.’

She pursued. The mystery, Skip. That being isn't merely aforeigner in costume. It'sacresture, a... an
exigence we can't comprehend. Don't you see, it shows usthat science will never give morethan a
broken piece of understanding, even of what we can see and touch?

The cakes were ready. She shovelled them on to his plate and sat down opposite him. He poured on
molassess. // / don't steer her off this missionary runway, it could be hours before she'll gallop.
Maybe never, if she gets angry at me. 'M-m-m, what lovely proviant!" he said around amouthful.

She sighed and reached across to stroke hishand. '| want you to win enlightenment. Y ou deserveit.’

'Not redly. Look, robin, let me be honest. | respect your beliefs but they aren't mine. To me, the
Sigman'sbehaviour is, well, interesting. A problem they'll solve sooner or later. It obvioudy doesn't think
like us, but would you expect a non-human to? Eventualy some bright boy will find akey, and once
were through the door, | bet corn-munication’ll get established astonishingly fast.'

'Unlessit leavesfirdt. Forever.'

Skip nodded, his pleasure dimmed. That fear was voiced quite often as the months of bafflement
mounted into years. Didn't the ship take frequent tours e sewhere, immense curvesto Sster planets, at
Speeds unmatchable by the puny craft of man'sfirst half-century in space—yes, sometimes orbiting the
aunitsdf, close enough for radiation to kill ahuman vessd—the human crew would long have been
dead—wouldn't such a path at last reach, not back to Earth in weeks, but to Ginnungagap?



That technological miracleswould go with it, out of man's grasp, was the smallest dread. The possbility
of star travel had now been proven. But this generation would be denied it. Maybe the denia would
outlive humankind. Skip, who always carried severa paperback books and found odd moments for
reading diem, had seen more than one competent scientist's doubts whether machine civilization, confined
to asngleliveable planet, would survive many centuries.

Tm afraid that could be," he said. 'How long can we expect the chap, donetheway he, she, or it is,
getting nowhere at arranging alanguage with us, how long a hedl-cooling can we reasonably expect?

‘Thetroubleis," Uraniasaid, caught up by earnestness, ‘they're taking too limited an gpproach. Sending
scientists mosdy, afew officers and bureaucrats and journaists. Nobody e se getsinvited. Haan't it
occurred to anyone that perhaps what the Sigman wantsisn't to communicate but commune?

'Can you do the second without the first? Skip resgned himsdlf to aconversation which, if notinthe
main line of hisimmediate interest, need not be dull ether. "What's occurred to meis, the Sigman may not
redlly beinterested in us. Polite, | suppose we must admit. But maybe having no motives, emotions,
purposes in common with us. Though damn it, you'd think their being a species who build starships, like
we hope to, you'd think that shows the reason for making thetrip is one we could see. If—'

And hismouth fell open, hisfork clattered to the table, he let out ayell which brought Urania scrambling
frightened to her feet.

TWO

After aweek, the vessel returned to its usual Earth orbit. The manned satellites reported it was englobed
for an hour in arainbow ripple of luminance. That meant the Sigman would receive visitors. dmost the
sole signa which men believed they had unambiguoudy decoded. Because those welcomes never lasted
more than afew days, spacecraft and personnel were kept on standby, according to schemes which had
formerly been the subject of fierce scholarly and politica wrangling. Nowadays ass gnments were made
on asomewhat more rationd basis.

Not that that said anything very noble about Homo sapiens, Y vonne Canter reflected. (Meanwhile she
scrambled into a coverdl, grabbed the bag she aways kept packed, closed her apartment, took the
elevator fifty floors down to the conurb's garage, set the pilot of her car for Armstrong Basg, lit a
cigarette, and tried to relax. She did not succeed.) Three years of frustration had drained most of the
prestige, professiona or international, out of being personaly on the scene. Besides, everything that
happened was fully recorded in every feasible way and put on the open datalines. Y ou could mull it over
in the comfort and privacy of your office and have as good a chance of getting a publishable paper asdid
the poor devilswho'd swested to gather such amaddeningly tiny and vague increment of information.

That's what they think, Yvonnetold hersdf. Doubtless they've been right hitherto. But thistime, oh,
this time, maybe— The blood beet high within her.

The Denver dreetswere only thinly inuse a fiveam.

Traffic Control's computers steered the car out of town In short order. When their e ectronic writ no
longer ran, the pilot opened fue cdls to maximum, till the dectricswhined doud, and made the
300-odd-kilometre run inside gi ninety minutes. Y vonne hardly noticed the flat agriculturd landscape redl
by, nor the sprawling complex through which shefinaly rolled.

The observation did cross amind otherwise churning with plans: Not alone Armstrong, the working



spaceport, had lost glamour. The same had happened to Kennedy's R & D—to all of man's astronautical
facilities. With a star-ship overhead, you continued ferrying suppliesto the Lunar and Martian sations,
you continued organizing a Jupiter expedition, you spoke of sending men to Saturn; but your heart wasn't
init.

She came back to dertness when she sat before Colonel Almeida's desk for briefing. Lift-off was set at
9.45; shed arrivefirst by two hours— 'l forget. Who elseis coming?

‘Just Wang,' hetold her. "'The Europeans haven't finished repairs after the Copernicus crash, you know.
We offered to carry Duclos or whoever for them, but they declined. | suspect they've about decided to
save their money and use second-hand material. The Russans—um —they informed Centre that Serov is
ill and no subgtitute immediately available, therefore they'll Sit this dance out. My guessisthey're hurting
more from their last fiscd crissthan they careto admit.’

'Wang and me? Well... at least welll be less crowded,’

Almeidastudied her. She was atal woman, dender, verging on thinness, though ordinarily her careful
dressing and grooming brought a number of excellent festuresto notice. Her face was likewise
rather.long and thin: high cheekbones, curved nose, pointed chin, astructure attractivein itsway and
brought dive by the full mouth, the lustrous dark eyes under arching brows, acomplexion to which no
one of her age, thirty, had alega right. The coverdl and the normaly shoulder-length black hair drawn
into asevere bun did her lessthan justice.

'l didn't redize Wang annoyed you,' the intelligence officer said dowly.

She laughed. 'On camera the whole time, who makes a pass at whom? Besides, he's robotically correct.’
Serioudy, atouch hesitantly: 'No, nothing to complain about. | shouldn't have spoken. Hes smply not
cheerful company. Under that tiff surface he'stoo tense, or should | say intense? Y ou fed he never stops
watching you, calculating what you'll do next. It gets on the nerves!

Almeidarefrained from answering that she had given him an exaggerated description of hisimpression of
her own persondity. Her standoffishness, her haf-fanatical concentration on work at hand, made him
wonder if she had anyone you might cal aclose friend— Parents and other kin back east, Berdt, Jewish
name, didn't that suggest she had awarm place to fly back to? Or had Professor and Mrs Berdt taken
overmuch prideintheir brilliant-girl, unwittingly driving her from them by urging her without pause
towards achievement?... Almeidadoubted Y vonne had had any bed partner in her life except her
husband, and that marriage disintegrated within five years... two years ago, right?... She'd joined the
Sigman project shortly before.

He recalled his attention to her: 'No worries, Andy. I'll be too busy to notice, thistime.’
'What?Y ou have alead?

'Maybe. A thought that came to me after the last session. I've been working with it Snce, and a pattern
doesfinaly seem to be emerging.’ Enthusiasm made her suddenly beautiful. But she closed her lipsand
shook her head. 'I'd prefer to say no more until I'vetried theideaout.'

Almeidatugged his military Vandyke beard. 'Y ou've noted it, haven't you, in case of, um, accidents?

‘Certainly. In my study at home, with therest of my papers.’ Yvonnerose. 'If were finished here, I'd like
abiteto eat.’



She couldn't imagine she would ever weary of the sight as her pilot manoeuvred towards rendezvous.

In the left window, ten degrees wide at 75,000 kilometres remove, Earth glowed against the dark.
Dayside was ahundred rich shades of blue, swirled over by dazzling pure whitenesses that were weether.
The blurred greenish brown glimpses of land were unidentifiable by her, asif she had areedy |eft for
shores never trodden. Nightside was black, overlaid with faint shimmers, dancing with brief sparksthat
might be thunderstorms or might be cities.

Turning her glance away and letting pupils expand after that lambence, she found stars. Because of cabin
illumination, they were actualy no more than you might see from Pike's Pegk, but unwinking and
wintry-sharp. Athwart them floated the ship they had sent.

What you saw there was likewise fragmentary. The craft was—perhgps—more an interplay of enigmatic
huge force-fields than it was metal, crystal, and synthetic. Y ou saw two spheroids, shining coppery in
colour. The larger, some hundred metres across, was entirely enclosed. From the hull protruded turrets,
needles, discs, frames, domes, webs, less nameabl e objects, at whose functions you could merely guess.
They made no ugly chaos. Instead, the shapes and masses had a flowing, breathtaking unity, never static
because the eye kept finding new angles, the mind new aspects; Parthenon, Chartres Cathedrd, T
Mahd, Tdiesn West could not match thisintricate smplicity, this serene dynamism.

About two kilometres aft, locked in place by hydromag-netics (?), asmaller, less spectacularly equipped
globewas of skeletal congtruction, open to the void. Telescopes reveaed a pattern which Yvonne
couldn't help thinking had charm, playfulness. Y et around it could burn the energies that shape suns.
Astronomers had picked out the monstrous blaze of the ship, asit decelerated towards the Solar System,
alight-year away. For ayear and three-quartersthat running star had waxed, while perplexity and
anxiety on Earth bred panic often exploding into rict. Y vonne remembered anew how the calm words of
Sigurd-sen'sfamous television lecture had turned her own tension to hope, yes, exuberance.

'—beyond doubt a spaceship from another planetary system. R. W. Bussard suggested back in the last
century the principle it must be using. Interstellar spaceisnot atotal vacuum. In thisgaactic
neighbourhood, the gas amounts to about one hydrogen atom per cubic centimetre. Little indeed!
However, when you travel at speeds comparable to light's—light speed, the never-quite-reachable
maximum which the laws of reldivity physics permit—e when you travel thet fadt, those few atoms,
colliding with your ship, will release X-rays and charged particlesin such letha concentration that no
materia shielding can protect you from nearly ingtant degth.

'No material shieding. But we have learned something oursalves about e ectromagnetic and nuclear
forces. The reactor which probably supplies the eectricity for your home uses those forcesto contain a
plasmaof hydrogen atoms which move so violently that they fuse to make helium and thus generate
power. Bussard theorized that smilar forces, on avast scae, might someday deflect interstellar gasat a
safe distance from a starship. He went on to propose that, since the gas was under control, it could be
channelled &ft, could be made to undergo reactions and thereby power the ship. In other words, a
Bussard vessd would "live off the country”. Needing only amodest amount of fuel to get up to ramjet
velocity, it could thereafter gpproach indefinitely close to the ultimate speed. So we could reach the
nearer gars, not in millenniabut in amere few years. The gates of the universe would swing wide for
humenity.

'Wéll, we've been anticipated by amore advanced civilization. That body hasto be a Buzzard-type
vessdl. No reasonabl e dternative explanation has been suggested, among the hundreds that have been
made. It isaspacecraft, coming in at about one-third gravity negative acceleration, which hintsthat the
crew hailsfrom asmaller planet than Earth. The chances are it comes from anearby system, quite likely
to investigate the curious. radio emissonsits builders have been detecting from usfor the past century. If



S0, judging by its present course, the most plausible originis Sigma Draconis. Thisisastar not unlike Sol,
alittle more than eighteen light-years distant. We shall see.

'We shdl have nothing to fear. On the contrary, we have a cosmosto gain. | know afew of my
colleagues worry about the ship's photon drive. Apparently it does not expel matter for thrust. It does till
another thing we have not learned how to do it. It uses an enormous gas laser to project radiation, a
beam of photons, the most efficient kind of reaction motor we canimagine. If abeam of that intensity
struck any part of Earth, the devastation would be beyond our imagining.

"Thiswill not happen. | agree with those who hold that star-exploring civilizations must be peaceful,
because otherwise they would have destroyed themsalves before reaching the required leve of
technology. We oursdlves, primitive though we are, have been forced—sd owly, reluctantly, but forced by
stark necessity—to create ameasure of internationd stability, international arms control. | do not believe
we will fal back into the nightmare condition of nuclear rockets ready to fire. | believe our children and
grandchildren will go beyond today's uneasy, often surly limited co-operation, towards positive benignity.

'However, we don't need faith to reassure us about our visitors. They may not be saints, but they cannot
beidiots. Theleast of interstdlar distancesis an immensty we can denumerate but can never conceive.
That isno fleet gpproaching us, it isasolitary ship—by dl indications, smaller than many of ours.
Nonethelessiit represents an achievement and an investment to beggar the Pyramids, the Great Wall, and
the exploration of the Solar System. What can its crew gain by harming us? What loot can beworth a
fraction of the freight charges, what population pressures can be relieved an iota, what ego gratification
liesin attacking the defensel ess after one has conquered the chasm?

'No, those travellers can only have asingle prime desire—knowledge. Adventure and glory too,
perhaps, but surely knowledge. And there, | trust, we are not hopelesdy outclassed. We have
information about entire worlds, planet-ography, biology, history, anthropology, everything we are and
have been, to trade for what they can reved to us.

'In fact, to be honest, what puzzles meiswhy the ship hascomet all. It would be enormoudy easier and
chegper to exchange information by laser beams or the like. Obvioudy the builders of the vessel could
have punched asignal here which would attract our notice.

'Arethey too impatient for knowledge? It would take many lifetimesto establish a satisfactory mutual
language, when thirty-six years must pass between question asked and answer received. A preliminary
in-the-flesh expedition could lay the groundwork far more quickly. Thereafter we could indeed use
interstellar television. Maybe the Sigma Draconians, if that istheir home, have just this one craft, their
ambassador to Star after star.

‘That's merely aguess, of course. | can't wait to learn the truth! Meanwhile, be assured our visitorswill
take due precautions. They will shut off their dangerous photon engine at the fringes of the Solar System
and comein on asuitable drive—probably, | think, a superior version of our ion jet. And they will come
in the same peace asthe angels came to Bethlehem.

'Children of man, make ready for your guests.'

He was right about the alien's harmlessness. But everything else—." And I've since wondered
about the harmlessness. What has the cruel, cruel disappointment done to out poor, already sick
and divided race? Eagernessreturned. Will 1, I, here and now, really find the beginning of the way
to liftit?

'Steedly ... Roll three degrees— Twelve gauss, wow, let's pull off aways  Raisethrust six

newtons _ Bearing ten, zero, two and a hdf; range e ght-point-four----Cut.’



Silence, freefaling, garsin the windows.

The pilot yawned and stretched. 'Okay, Dr Canter, here's your stop,’ he said prosaicdly. "Want to rest
awhile?

'No, thank you." She shivered. 'At once." A second later she remembered to add, 'Please.’

The co-pilot nodded. 'I'll take you." He unbuckled together with her. Already spacesuited, they made
their final checks, secured jetpacks on shoulders, closed helmets, and cycled out the airlock.

Y vonne wished briefly she could cross aoneto the ship, amidst the now undimmed splendour of the
gars. But no. While her training after shejoined the project wasintensive, it had not equipped her to
meet an emergency in raw space. Linked by acord to the man's ankles, she hung on to her box of food
and other supplies and let him tow her. He went dowly, cautioudy, congtantly taking sightswith his
dromometer, to keep them in the tunnd that the Sig-man had, for atime, opened in the forces around the
vessd. Neverthd ess, the humans brushed these more than once. It felt like pulling through aswift current
of hot water. Deeper in, at full intendty, an invader would doubtless have been torn gpart.

At the shivering tranducent curtain of ... different

energies... which covered aporta that had dilated in the hull, they stopped. The co-pilot unsnapped the
lifdine from her suit, hisfree hand keeping agrip on her. Earthlight, reflected off his helmet, made him
faceless, and a seething of gtatic distorted hisradio voice, asthey hung for amoment there between stars
and argosy. 'Okay? he asked.

IY%‘

'Well—don't forget, well trail you in orbit. When you're ready to leave, when he dismisses you and
flashesthe signd, well haul around to the present configuration. Wait here for me to come and escort you
back.'

'I'm not as new to these assignments as you seem to be!’ she rapped. Recognizing her discourtesy, she
made herself add, 'No offence meant. Excuse me. | want to get right to work. An extraminute could be
precious.’

‘Sure.’ He released her. She tapped a control and jetted forward, through the curtain that let her pass but
not the ship'sair, inboard to confront the Sigman.

THREE

Though he burned to be off with the word that had come to him, Skip finished the mural as promised. His
categorica imperative was. 'Always leave a clean camp.' Uraniaand the boys kept dropping wistful hints
about his staying longer, and they cried when he said good-bye. He didn't take it too hard, especidly
since his feet would soon have got itchy regardless. 'I'll try to come back,' he said. Maybe he would at
that.

A man bound into town for supplies gave him alift. "'Town' was a dozen houses, a couple of stores, a
charging station, and abar. Skip made adivefor thelast of these.

They only used intoxicants for religious purposesin We. After he came up, snorting and blowing, he put
guestionsto the proprietor. Over his second beer he did sometravel arithmetic.



Normaly he would have hitch-hiked. They still had elbow room in these parts, and thus lessreason to be
wary of their fellow men than most of Earth's poor rat-frenetic seven-plus billion. Hed have talked with
them, asked about things, stopped at wherever looked interesting, often on impulse changed hiswhole
destination. But now hewasin ahurry. We's multiplex Lord knew when the Sigman would get tired and
leave, and it'd take Skip awhile to reach the President of the United States or the High Commissioner of
the Peace Authority or whoever else turned out to be appropriate.

Let's count the jingle again. Uraniahadn't paid much. There was hardly more personal money per
capitain We than in the average sigaroon junction. He hadn't cared, then. Adding the sum to what wasin
his pockets on arrivl—Damn, that C-coin'sin old dollars; divide by a thousand and get a dime
—hereached atota of $233.50. And he must buy food and drink aswell astickets, and these two
brews had already set him back four bucks----

Call Berkeley? Ask Dad to transfer a bit of credit? He'd be glad to oblige. Skip grimaced. No. He
hated indebtedness, and the mora part he could never pay, sSince he had no intention of going george.

Hedecided to invest in aretrieval. The public phone was about the only modern item in the pleasant,

cool and dim archaism of the tavern: so up-to-date that it didn't take coins. If Skip had put his credit card
inthe dot, the No Funds bulb would have kindled in its unnecessarily snotty fashion. He borrowed the
proprietor's, after showing he had cash to cover charges. The phone screen lit with arecording, a pretty
girl whose smile was probably just as automatic in the flesh. 'Data service. May we help you?

He punched out essential words on the keyboard to avoid bringing in an expensive live operator.
Elsewhere on the continent, a computer routed the inquiry to the appropriate memory bank; electron
beams scanned giant molecules and drew forth the information contained in their distortions; after a
minute's wait—channels must be crowded today—the recording said, "Y our answer isready. Do you
wish aprintout?

'No, thanks," Skip said, his natura memory being cheaper. He wondered why he thanked these gadgets.
Words unrolled on the screen, dowly until he turned the speed knob.

What Keeper caravans are where? Reply: Morgan'sin Connecticut on an erosion contract; the Friends
of Earth reforesting in Wiscongn; the Terrans on arescue mission clear off in Egypt, dong with severd
amilar outfitsfrom other countries, under aegis of the Environment Authority; Commonwed doing flood
control in Alabama—

When the screen blanked, Skip paid the proprietor and returned to his beer and calculations. Hed
worked for the Terrans last year, waswel thought of among them, had hoped their chief would give him
hisfirst boost towards his god. But he'd not make it to Egypt on,the wing in any reasonabletime, and
he'd have the problem of getting back. Besides, | don't want to go. News pictures are as much as|
can take of what happens when the ecology of an overpeopled land collapses. The Tuathade
Danaan were nearest, at Lake Tahoe, but who was he to them? Hed have to enrall in their auxiliaries
and spend six months proving himsdlf before he could likely get arecommendation to someoneredly
influentid.

No, wait. Hed followed the Tahoe job with interest. It involved more than restoring purity of waters and
the wilderness around them. It covered that whole part of the Sierra. Besides watershed, wildlife, timber,
and recrestion, agriculture was in the plans. Carefully located farms, crops and techniques lately
developed for uplands, would not smply throw alittle extrafood into the world's ever hungrier gape.
They could make a positive contribution towards maintaining nature's balance, and the owners could
double as wardens. Small, isolated, such a spread was made to order for a Freeman—and the
government had promised homesteading rights to qudified persons who worked for the duration of the



project—and the nearest Freemen to Tahoe were those in Mendocino County, who were SKip's
friends—|

'Hey, bartender, you know if anybody's driving north today?

The bus was crowded. Most things were, around population centres. Mosiah hadn't lasted long asa
shiny decent-sized New Town; the Salt Lake City-Pro vo octopus engulfed it. Thisride being express,
graight through to Reno, Skip had no great hope of shaking the bore who had settled next to him.

'—barbarism,’ said the grey man. 'Not decadence, barbarism. Y ou're an example, if you'll pardon me.
Not your fault. A factory turned you out, not aschool, most certainly not a college. And why? He
tapped his seat-mate's knee. 'Because nobody cares. No respect for learning, scholarship, humanities;
hardly any surviving awareness that such phenomenaever existed.

Skip sighed and looked out of the window. The bus boomed over aland once again blessedly empty.
Through dust kicked up by the air-cushion drive, Skip saw akai-white ground thinly strewn with
sagebrush, distant bluish-brown mountains, a couple of buzzardswhedling far doft. He wished the
window could be opened or at least weren't self-darkening—hot pungent air, incandescent sunlight... A
contrail crossed heaven, and another and another. He wished he could afford afirst-classjet. Or a
jumbo—no less acattle car than this, but it would liberie him faster.

'Y ou haven't been educated, you've been processed, said the grey man.

Skip debated whether to show him the paperback of Robinson Jeffersin histunic pocket. No, that might
encourage him. Well, shall | dap himin the face with the truth? Something like:

—My parents, Sr, explained the Stuation to me, | believe correctly. They are intelligent, open-minded
people who give thought to what they experience. | differ from them but that does not diminish my
respect for their brains.

—As children they witnessed the |ast fashionable radicalism and youthism. For years theregfter they
heard ageing members of the Now Generation lament how the ungrateful young rejected the wisdom of
their eders. My parents own generation, however, was too busy surviving for capitalized Causes. too
busy surviving intellectudly, sometimes physcdly, in schools more packed, more explosvely mixed, for
each year that passed. Sir, how could the children of the poor at first, but presently the children of al
except the very rich, be taught anything, unless afresh look was taken at the problem, unless every
philosopher of education from Plato to Skinner was cdled into scientific question, unless an engineering
approach threw overboard that metaphor misnamed "psychology’ and applied the findings of rigorous
research on man as awhole organism?

—The teaching machine was amere beginning. Psychophysiologica conditioning followed. Sublimind
exposure was the aspect that roused most controversy, but smpler and subtler approaches went deeper.
For instance, after it was found what isthe most effective kind of positive reinforcement—reward, if you
choose—for achild's giving the right response, the rate of learning and retention skyrocketed.

—Y es, indeed, most education today, clear through college, isjust another technology. And | am glad. It
has saved me years of ennui, out of these too few that | was granted.

—Y our problem, gir, isthat you were born too late. Y ou are a professor in an erawhen academe is no
longer taken serioudy. The researchers have been lured away by industry and government. Therare,
genuine, born teacher necessarily redtricts the number of hisdisciples. Y ou havethetitle, you are



equipped with afull battery of platitudes, but none except a pathetic handful like yourself pay attention. In
the public mind, educators have been relegated to the skilled-technician class, dong with repairmen,
police officers, doctors, astronauts—

No. That would be too cruel. Skip contented himself with saying, 'Don't ask me. I'm only avagabond.’
'Y ou've given up the struggle, then.’
Skip shrugged. ‘What'sto struggle for?

The professor pinched hislipstogether. "The sense of drift, as Toynbee wrote. Why strive, when the
current sweeps us helpless towards the brink? He leaned close. The abrupt intensity of his stare and his
tone astounded Skip. 'We might have coped with the machine," he declared. "We might have hoped for a
renai ssance after the dark age descending on us. But not when that devil's ship pollutes our sky.'

'Huh?

"The dien. The Sigman. The thing from outsde. Don't you see, however inhuman, amachineis
nevertheless a product of humanity? But this being, thismonster... obscenely hideous, itsvery body a
jeer a man... theincalculable power, the arrogance of Satar—no, worse than that, for Satanisat least a
human archetype—and we make agod of it, in someinstances literally—we rack our best brains, we
spend billions of dollarsthat could feed starving children—on Moloch, on trying to twist ourselvesinto so
inhuman away of thinking that we can converse with Moloch in his own language and semantics!'

The professor drew breath. He leaned back and said more levelly: 'Oh, | know the arguments about the
Sig-man's peacefulness. I'm not convinced. Still they might be correct. Don't you see, though, it doesn't
matter? The Sigman isthe epitome of the find dehumanization. Whether we die or become davesor
flesh-and-blood robots or two-legged caricatures of Sigmans, makes no difference. Man will be gone
from the universe!’

'What do you suggest? Skip ventured. 'We should ignore that ship till the pilot quits and goes home?

'We should destroy it," said the professor, and now he spoke quite calmly. ‘I would be proud, no, joyful
to smuggle an atomic bomb aboard and detonate it'

Frustration breeds fanatics, Skip decided.

It cameto him that he'd heard more paranoia about the ship than you might expect, especidly from
low-rank members of the Ortho like this fellow. The remarks had made no specia impression on him,
snce he generdly avoided extended conversations with persons he found dreary. And what was drearier
than the classwhich his seatmate typified?

They didn't have the talent to become high-paid managers, engineers, scientists, paliticians, any of the
professonaswho, with spit and baing wire, kept civilization somehow creaking along. Nor could they
become the equaly expensive entertainers who lubricated the machine. They were routineers, who rarely
had much to offer that a computer-effector hook-up couldn't supply better.

No doubt mordity aswell astimidity kept them from dropping down to the Underworld. But lack of
origindity aswell aslack of nerve restrained them from joining any Byworld sub-culture, let lone starting
anew one. In apathetic and, to Skip, fairly horrible manner, these shopkeepers, clerks, office flunkies,
holders of titles that the red Ortho hadn't got around to abolishing, continued to ape their masters and tell
themselves that they too were essentid.

The wonder wasthat hatreds did not ferment in more of their brains. Public opinion pollssaid alarge



majority of Americanswere pro-Sigman.

Hm. How reliable are the polls, in a country as kaleidoscopic as thisn's become? And what about
foreign countries? And how many minds have changed, after three years of negative? And what
demagogue might find here. the exact issue he needs?

Yes, |'d better hustle.

Currently the Tuatha de Danaan were on the south shore of Lake Tahoe, which most urgently needed
them. The hordes who had defeated every earlier attempt at rehabilitation were gone. The resorts and
clip joints which drew them had been razed, after the inmates had been redistributed in various New
Towns. Condemnation proceedings never have been much of apoalitica hurdle since Cdifornias Centra
Vadlley turned into malodorous desert. Nor was new topsoil hard to come by, what with container dumps
bio-degrading everywhere you went. But the soil must be distributed, fertilized, watered, planted to the
right species. When that first, quick-growing lot of trees and bushes had made aforest of sorts, thefirst
kinds of wildlife must be introduced. Meanwhile you worked your way around the banks. And
processing the entire lake, to get rid of contaminants and agae, would take years.

The camp didn't welcome tourits, but applications for employment were solicited. Skip told aguard
jokesfor an hour and won a pass to ook around and seeif | might fit in'. Two more hours of sauntering,
gabbing, and inquiring led him to Roger Nedl, whom held known in Mendocino.

The younger-son Freeman was working for an eventual hearth and home-acre of his own. His assignment
wasto aless pastora scene than close to the fence, where trees remained and afew entomological
technicians were stock-, ing bugs that attacked plant pests. Here, on a steep red dope, bulldozers
rumbled, dirtspreaders upchucked, graders whuffled, a hundred men swarmed and shouted above the
noise. Most of that racket came from the water, where it roared down the tubes of barge-mounted
processors and spouted back, white under a brilliant sun. Y et locally the lake was glittering again, jewe
blue; and kilometres away, scars hidden by distance, peaks held forth a promise of what might someday
come back.

Might, Skip had thought. I dunno. India, Egypt, half China ... oh, huge chunks of this planet—Who
says North America hasn't already gone too far down that same road? If some of us, a few of us,
could start fresh on a new world—

Roger, muscular, sunburned, hiswork clothes muddied, shook hands vigoroudy. 'Grest to see you!
Gonnasign on? 'Fraid we can't have another Night of the Barn—no girls here—but aweekend in
Hangtown, these days, is something to remember. What you been doing, horn? Bet you got amillion
yarnsto spin. Bet four of 'em aretrue.’

Skip grinned. He had first met Rog when, at fifteen, his chronic restlessness led him to a summer job on
that farm. He had found the Freemen pretty straitlaced. They were, infact, still another Utopian
movement, attempting to restore the independent, patriarcha yeoman on abasis of modern agronomics,
chegp and sophigticated equipment, abundant power, easy € ectronic communication with the outside
world. The Night of the Barn had cdled on Skip'sfull resources of generaship and deviousnessto
arrange. None of the adults having ever learned about it, he remained welcome among the Mendocino
colonigts, and could always pick up alittle jingle odd-jobbing for them.

'Fve,' "hesaid. Y ou forgot the normal kind. What do you mean, no girls? Wild, glamorous K eegper’
women— wheresyour initiative?



"Too big aration of auxiliariesto cadre, this project. Too much competition. Hangtown's eesier. | will
say, though, on fiesta nights, watching those alices dance amongst the fires—yeah, I'll stay in camp for
that.'

Skip nodded, recalling histime among the Terrans. Keepers, full-time conservers and restorers, might
live in mobile houses of necessity; aman on atask of months or years would want hisfamily around, and
kids could get their forma education via multiple-hook-up two-way screens. The nomad communities
might thus become close-knit; they might cometo view what they did romanticaly, dmost religioudy, as
the most important work on Earth; they would develop their specia folkways; yes, dl quite naturd. But
Skip suspected that the gipsylike overtones, the holidays where ceremony and convividity flowed
together, the plangent songs, the colourful garb... had their growth not been forced awee bit? An extra
inducement for outsde help?

No matter. Hed enjoyed himsdlf.
'I'm not after abillet, Rog,' hesaid. 'I'd like to talk with you when you get off.'

‘Sure. Spend the night. Thefood's okay. I'll Sign achit for you. Y ou can spread your sack on my
bunkhouse floor, or on the ground if you prefer. My mates|l be ddighted.’

Skip made himself unobtrusivetill the 5.30 whistle blew. The Keepers help had no objectionsto a
forty-hour week. Overtime pay was wel come when there wasn't much to do in camp but earnit.

He explained hiserrand. Rog didn't have immediate access to Chief Keough, but hisforeman did. Skip
spent the evening winning over the foreman, which wasn't hard. The fellow was fresh from Alaska, where
you rarely met asigaroon, so to him the song-jape-story routine was enchanting. He gladly made an
appointment on Skip's behalf 'to talk about an ideathat might be useful'.

Daniel Keough, next noon, was adifferent case. Hed seen hundreds like hisvigitor. His courtesy was
gruff. 'St yoursdf, Mr Wayburn. I'm afraid | can't spareyou alot of time.'

Skip eased into afolding chair, like the one which held Keough's huge frame. Working or no, the chief
wore fringed pants, embroidered tunic, red sash and beret, sllver on neck and wrigts. Hiswifeand
daughters, flitting in and out of the dirigible dwelling, were still more gaudy. The latter cast glances at Skip
which made him wish he could stay. Around, pines climbed green into blue heaven. A butterfly cruised
through sun-speckled sweet-smelling shadows, abird whistled, asquirrel ran fiery up abole. Distantly
came the noise of the machines that sought to bring this back everywhere.

'Reckon I'll have to convinceyou fadt, S’
Keough puffed his pipe and waited.

'l want to see President Braverman,” Skip said. 'Or Commissioner Uchida or somebody like that,
somebody at the top of the office.'

Keough's brows lifted in the seamed, bronzed face. 'How can | help you?

'By passing me on to theright person, Sir. You see, | doubt if anybody in this country is more than, oh,
ten steps away from the top. Usudly fewer. Like, | know my father, who knows a state committeeman of
the Popular Party, who must be buddy-buddy with our senators, who've got the ear of the President.
Likethat.'

Keough stiroked his beard. "Then why not ask your father?



'l may. But only for back-up, an extrasmidgin of influence. Politicianswill tend to dismissme asacrank,
and they've learned how to dough off cranks—Darwinian necessity.' Keough chuckled, which
encouraged Skip to continue. Nonetheless he felt nervous enough that, hardly thinking about it, he took
pad and pencil from histunic and started sketching while he spoke. They will listen to areputable
scientist or engineer. And that kind islikelier to listen to me, And you, Sir, must know any number of
such. Please help. It'surgent. Not for me. | don't care who ddivers my message, if he ddiversit straight.
Thisisfor the humanrace’

Keough's eyes veiled.

'l know," Skip said. ‘A beardless boy intends to save the world. Aren't cranks generdly older? All | want
to do isgive the authorities an idea that doesn't seem to have hit them. If | wrote to Washington, you
know I'd get aform letter thanking me for my interest in democracy. But if you tell somebody respected,
who respects you, that you think | may be on to something, hell listen. And soit'll

'What's that you're doodling? Keough asked sharply.

'Huh? Oh... nothing. | guesswhat you're doing here suggested it." Skip passed the cartoon over. A few
lines showed a steppe, in the background a burning town, in the foreground several mounted Mongol s of
Genghis Khan'stime. They were looking in some dismay at aleader who, pointing furioudy to alone
blade of grass, exclamed, "Whao's responsiblefor this?

Skip didn't think the little jest rated such volcanic laughter. 'Okay,’ Keough said. Y ou've earned yoursdlf
fiveminutes!

At the end of them, hesaid, 'Go on.'

After an hour, he sprang to hisfeet. Y ou could beflat wrong," he roared, 'but what's to lose? And a
gaaxy to grab! Sure, I'll buck you on, lad. I'll arrange your transportation, too. If you arewrong, if you
never do another deed in your life worth abelch, remember, you did give old Dan Keough an hour's
hope for hisgrandchildren!’

FOUR

Beyond the energy curtain was a short tubular passage set with odd projections that might be handgrips.
Y vonne used them to pull hersdf dong. The corridor, like the room to which it led, waslined with an
unknown materia, smooth, dightly yielding, in which colours swirled and eddied, adow, intricate dance
that could fascinate you close to hypnotism if you watched. The substance also provided adequate
neutrd illumination.

From the passage Y vonne entered a hemispherica chamber, about thirty metresin radius. It likewise was
provided with grips, whereon successive human visitors had secured deeping harness, cameras, portable
andyticd kits, and other such gear, until itsoriginad harmony waslogt in clutter. A paraboloid bulged into
it, leaving amaximum of four metres between sections.

This seemed to be a veranda projecting from whatever rooms lay behind. It was transparent, seemingly
unbroken. On occasion it had dilated, when the Sigman passed out small biologica samplesin glass
containers through a oneway force screen. The being had declined the terrestrial specimens offered, by
smply not admitting them, and had made no further presents since the early days.

The light within the dome was orange-yellow in hue and more intense than what fals on Earth. The



atmosphere likewise differed from the kind provided in the 'guest quarters. The Sigman had obliged with
abottleful. The composition turned out to be approximately like Earth's on ahumid day, but twice as
dense. Bolometersindicated atropical temperature, variable but averaging 33 * C. How thesefacts
could be reconciled with the hypothesis that the planet of origin was smaller than man's, no one was sure
and everyone wanted greeatly to know.

It was likewise unclear why the dome was crowded, not only with athree-dimensional |attice of fixed
objects (mostly adjustable, frequently moving or changing shape asif of themselves, none understandable
to men abeit dways pleasing to the eye) but with a hundred varieties, athousand colours of plants
(blue-green fronded leaves, exquisite when they weren't magnificent) which seemingly grew out of certain
|attice members. To renew oxygen? But man aready had more efficient methods for that. Some
unheard-of symbiosis? A hobby, to relieve loneliness? An aspect of rdigion? Scientists had cometo
damn their beauty. 1t blocked them from, seeing more than afew metres past the inner wall.

The Sigman rardly showed itsdlf before its visitors had unsuited and stowed their baggage. Y vonne did
this quickly. She had soon got the hang of operating in weightlessness. Bluestocking she might be, but she
wasin addition agood swimmer and ferocious tennis player.

The air was comfortably warm. It held adight spicy odour. The utter stillness—ventilation without pumps
was another trick humanswould like to acquire—added to the surred feding of flight. Yvonne
suppressed adesire to indulge in acrobatics as sternly as she suppressed the wish for acigarette. A job
was on hand. She checked the camera and recording instruments, which had naturaly been left going.
Ample tape remained. Doubtlessit held aslittle of interest asdl its predecesors.

Blast it, the Sgman can't be busy every moment on those junkets around our system! This ship
must be wholly self-running; oursalmost are. I can imagine the creature taking off to make
planetological studies or simply to break the monotony. | can even see that it might not care to
have us around for more than limited periods of time. But why won't it go on camera and start
establishing a language? Point to a drawing or photograph or whatever of something, make a
noise or write a word. Lord knows our peopletried. They'd point to a companion and say, ‘Man'.
They'd diagram the Solar System, the periodic table, the water molecule. We never got a response
inkind.

| think the suggestion must be right, that the Sgman refuses our specimens because it already
knows about them. Perhaps they are dangerous to it. (Though we, taking elabor ate precautions,
found nothing to fear. How could a life using dextro amino acids and levo sugars eat us, let alone
infect us?) More plausible is the idea that thisis not the first Sgman visit. A long development
must lie behind a ship as perfected as this, and Sol is among their nearer stars. Probably they
made their scientific studies ten thousand years ago. Or one thousand; we'd have no reliable
record. Probably Earth's radio emission attracted them back and our visitor isa cultural
anthropologist.

Then why doesn't it act like one?
And if, contrariwise, it has no interest in us, why doesit admit us at all?

The thoughts, worn smooth by repetition, passed through Y vonne's head like atune she couldn't shake
loose. She must concentrate too hard on her chores. But when, at last, she had placed her cluster of
gpparaus on the dome with suction cups, and hersdf in an duminium frame smilarly fastened—then her
new thoughts rushed forth, and she quivered with eagerness.

The Sgman came.



No amount of earnest effort could altogether prevent the sght from turning her dightly queasy. Many
people, seeing it on television, were physicaly sickened. 'Welook as horribleto it asit doesto us had
become acliche, like "This ought to show us how tiny the differences between humansredly are.’ Neither
had made many converts.

A comedian had described the being as a cross between adug and a pine-cone. The phrase stuck.
About three metreslong, 130 centimetresthick, the body was aflexible dlipsoid shingled in squarish
golden-brown plates. Those were indegpendently mounted, on muscular stalks at three different levels, so
that seen from outside they overlapped. When the Sigman stretched itsalf, cameras occasiondly recorded
glimpses of the inner body thus protected, a spongy black mass.

Symmetry was preserved by four stumpy, shell-covered legs near the middle, with disc-shaped webbed
feet, and by apair of armsfarther out at either end. Hence the Sigman had no front or rear; it moved and
worked as easily 'backward' as ‘forward'. Each arm possessed shoulder joint, elbow, and wrigt, but
there the resemblance to man's stopped. The hard brown materia sheathed it like acrab's. Vaguely
crustacean, too, were the four mandibles at the end, whose cutting and grinding surfaces worked againgt
each other. The Sigman had been observed eating. The claws macerated what must be food, then held
the mess against the spongy surface they surrounded. There, gpparently, fierce digestive juices brokeit
down till it was absorbed straight up the arms.

The clawsin turn were, set by set, surrounded by six ropy short tentacles. These made excellent fingers
but, to aman,.suggested a snakepit.

Retractible beneath the shingles or extensible between them, here and there over the whole body, were
assorted thin tendrils. Presumably they were sensors but, aside from four unmistakable eyes, their
functions remained unidentified.

The plates dways glistened, hot smply with moisture but with dripping dimes that were thought to be
excreted matter.

Y vonne had her repugnance well under control. 'Hello,' she said. Her smile, she knew, was useless.

The shape hauled itself through the lattice until two of those stalked, unwinking black eyes stared into
hers. Fog wraiths curled behind; water droplets formed on leaves, broke loose and danced among them
liketiny Sars.

The Sigman boomed. Somehow sound was passed through the dome. Phonograms were automeatically
made. Y vonne wondered how many thousand man-hours had been spent poring over them. Shed
contributed plenty hersdlf.

Before her was a console from which awire ran back to the sonic synthesizer that had been ingtaled. It
could reproduce e ements of Sigman speech, if speech was what those noises were, in any combination.
To date it had got no response, had seemed rather to make the Sigman go away soone.

Y vonne refreshed memory by aglance at her clipboarded notes, and struck the first of the phrases she
had planned. It came forth as a chord, twanging bass through treble, smultaneous chirp and whistle.

Will it work? Her heartbeat shook her.
The Sgman'seyestaksroserigid.

Y vonne played a second phrase. Claws spread wide. The creature was showing more reaction than to
any previous atempt. Y vonne let the notes die away. She took from her clipboard the first of a series of



photographs and drawings. It showed a hude man. She played the phrase again.

A dight variation in it accompanied the picture of awoman. A third variation was associated with amixed
group. The Sigman extended tendril after tendril. Wasit getting theideaat last? Did it redlize that shewas
suggesting words for ‘human-maé, * human-femal€, 'humans?

The Sigman trilled and withdrew from sght. Y vonne waited, head awhirl. The Sigman returned quickly,
carryingasmall globular object. The projector! flashed through Yvonne. O God, O God, it hasn't
brought that out for jmore than two years!

Inthe air gppeared a three-dimensiona multicoloured interweaving of shapes, curves, lines. It flowed
through changes, complex and beautiful as running water. The Sigman meanwhile piped and growled,
waved tendrilsin akind of balet, and exuded afine soray of ydlow fluid.

Y vonne shook her head. Disgppointment was like abelly blow. 'l don't understand,’ she said,
dry-mouthed.

The Sigman paused. Silence waxed. And then, retracting most of itstendrils, it operated to project ared
band whose pointed end was directed at itsdlf. It waited. She brought forth a chord. The Sigman
repested it. The band swung to indicate her. She sounded what she had given for ‘woman' and heard it
given back.

For a second, darkness passed through her. She came out of the near faint sobbing, but for glory. After
three years, the stranger was ready to help create acommon language,

Y vonne turned when her team-mate's spacesuited form floated in. Damn! was her firgt reaction. Inthe
flame of achievement, she had actualy forgotten Wang Li was dueto join her. Then sheredized shewas
atremble with tenson and the swest that soaked her coverdl gave off an unladylike smell.

Maybe the Sigman welcomed a break too. It stuck the optical projector between two barswhich lifted
from the deck in superb helices, and floated off into the flowers. Presently leaves began to wave and
rustle; it had turned a blower on them, asit often did.

Y vonne paused not to wonder why. With jittering fingers she assembled her notes. She went to the
sound recorder and tapped its keys, projecting on to the screen the successive phonograms of the
words.

'‘Good day, Dr Canter.'

Her exasperation vanished. She couldn't help hersdlf, even before this man she didn't like. He had
unsuited and now hung close beside her, lightly holding ahandgrip. Her arms went around him, amost
knocking him loose. She cried into hisear: 'I've doneit! We've won! We have the key!"

'What? His habitual impassivity broke to the extent of widened eyes and open mouth. 'Are you certain?

Shereleasad him. "Ten words, this past hour,’ she chattered. "We ran through them over and over,
m-m-mak-ing sure there was no mistake. See, no, listen, I'll play back the tapes, you can look at my
notes and the 'grams—here, pictures of severd different men, colour, clothes, build .. the Sgman itself
can't confusethem... and | got the same word each time, "human-mae’'— The clipboard dipped from
her grasp and twirled out of reach.

Wang retrieved it. He stayed where he was, paging through the sheets, frowning in his concentration.



Maybe just as well he's such a cold fish, Y vonne thought while she cdmed down. If he were
somebody who could celebrate, | might... have done anything. And we do have a long, tough haul
before us, calling for every brain cell we've got.

She studied him. He was aNorth Chinese, hence tdler than she though of dender build. Clean-shavenin
the manner of his country, hisface was strong in jaws and nose, beneath a high forehead and short grey
hair. Freefdl or no, he remained ramrod-straight in the drab brown quasi -uniform common among
officias of the People's Republic. For he was not smply a professor at Peking University. The
government had backed his research into what was cdled 'linguatherapy' more because the results might
help in absorbing Tibetans, Mongoals, and other minorities, than for their possible vauein treating mental
illness. (She did assumethat he himsalf had had the latter purposein mind.)

'Wonderful, if true," he said at length. His English was fluent, the accent dight. * No discourtesy, of
course. But we have had fal se hopesin the past. The Sigman would apparently be co-operative, but after
minutesit would go away for hours, and hasinvariably dismissed uswithin afew days'

'Exactly,’ Yvonne answered. 'I've had afull hour. And for thefirst time, as| said, theresultsare
reproduced. It will adopt any word | giveit in association with something, and repeat that word next time
the something isindicated. Always before, it seemed to be trying to teach usaword of its own, but
disappeared very shortly when we played those phonemes back. And our attempts at setting up vocal or
visual codes had still more disma endings. | tell you, now— Wat! It'sreturning! Y ou'll seefor yoursdlf.

The Sigman carried an iridescent ovoid, which it attached to abar near the domewall. 'l have seen that
thing, Wang said, 'adbeit not for somewhile. | believeit isarecording device.

‘Sure. 1t'd about given up on trying to communicate with us. But now that we can build amutua language,
naturdly it'll have to take notes.'

Y vonne and the Sigman got back to work. Wang Li floated motionless, watching. The camerasfilmed
nothing dramati c—exchange of sounds, woman holding up pictures, non-human projecting recognizable
copies (asaDavid painting might recognizably have suggested one by Van Gogh)—what was happening
wastoo big for drama.

At the end of two more hours, the Sigman had evidently had enough for awhile and retired. Y vonne
didn't mind. She felt wrung out. Entering the sanitary cubicle, she undressed, sponged herself clean, and
donned afresh coverall. Emerging, she found that Wang had opened the rations and started them hegting
at the glower. He dready had a squeeze bottle of coffeefor her.

‘Thanks." It warmed and relaxed her. She strapped her body loosdly into place and stretched out.
‘A pity we have no champagne,' he said, faintly smiling.
'Oh, | seldom drink. I would like a smoke—tobacco, | mean, not marijuana.’

'We are similar in that respect. Wang's ook was very steady on her. "Would you like to explain your
accomplishment? It redlly does seem asif you have succeeded, and | offer congratul ations both heartfelt
and humble!

Down underneath, he's human. Maybe that thought joined with triumph and with the need to uncail, to
make her fed friendlier towards him than would otherwise have been the case. And they were, after dll,
doneinthisstrange, quiet room.

‘Certainly.’ She sipped. 'Only... wel, I'mtired, my mind'sin disarray. May | keegp thingsona



kindergarten level and tell you stuff you know aswell asyou know your name?

"That might actualy he best. 1t will give perspective and point out what, in awelter of data, issgnificant.
Y our eventud full report may not be easy reading for me.'

The words rushed from her asif she wereintoxicated:

'Perhaps not. Y ou recall my research before this project was in mathematical semantics, though my
PhJD. wasin comparative linguigtics. | used alot of math.

'What was the situation? The Sigman can't produce human-type sounds; its own appear to comefrom a

set of vibrating tympani. We can't produce Sigman vocables. That is, we can with the synthesizer, but it's
amogt impossibly difficult. Ten ringers, moving through ectromagnetic fields, are supposed to generate

ahigh-fiddlity version of alanguage that uses hundreds of frequencies and amplitudes smultaneoudy?

'Not having a corresponding instrument—and | think, now, | know why not—the Sigman attempted at
firgt to teach men itstongue. Those sounds, those incomprehens ble however lovely drawings and
whatnot it exhibited... we didn't get theidea. | mean, none of the research teams did; | wasn't here at the
sart, of course. We tried showing objects and pictures ourselves. The Sigman would make anoise.

Wed take a phonogram of that noise, feed thisinto the synthesizer, and try haltingly to combine el ements
to get higher abgtractions. "Man" and "Sigman" together equas "intdlligent beings'—that sort of thing. The
Sigman quickly retrested to itsinner uite.

'We guessed its language might be so hopelessly aien that our combinations were nonsensical. In fact,
I've dways fdt Fuentes ideaisright. The Sigman languageisonly vocd in part. Position, gesture,
perhaps odours emitted at will, may be more important. Therefore communication may be extremely
subtle and complex. It may be nonlinear, it may involve many concepts at once that we humans put
separately, it may ded with whole aspects of redity where we haveto take apiece at atime. The cdlular
study of those biological samples hints at something likethis.

'Wdll, if we couldn't learn Sigman, might the opposite gpproach work? Wetried to build an artificial
language from the ground up, onethat it could pronounce and we could synthesize and both races could
comprehend. The attempt got results just as bad, or worse. Do you redlize that in three years men have
been aboard this vessdl atotal of ninety-eight days?

'| keep track," Wang said. 'Ah, | believe dinner isready.'

Yvonnesighed. 'l did have areason for that lecture. Y our suggestion that | emphasize the pointswhich
spurred my thinking. Or did | need to? Maybe I'm high on happiness.’

'Please say whatever you desire." Wang handed her her rack. To smplify work, mealswere
standardized. Tonight' they both had fish filet, fried rice and onions (in squeeze bags), bok choy (in
covered disposable dishes), and cookies. They scarcely noticed.

"Thered job | did can't be put in words," Y vonne said.

Itinvolved every kind of statistical analysis of datathat | could think of . If | didn't have apriority on
computer time, I'd fill beat it.

'Oh, yes, others have done the same. But none of those people demonstrated that any patterns they
found were ggnificant. Remember, given finite sets of numbers, you can condruct alitera infinity of
functionsrelating them. | applied some resultsfrom my earlier work in human linguigtics, especidly a
theorem I'm quite proud of . That let me make quantitative predictions of the consequences of certain



hypotheses which occurred to me!’
She stopped to chew. Wang ate on, imperturbably.

'Wdll, I'll giveyou thereaults,' Yvonne said. 'Firdt, | can show, that we've been going too fast. The
frequencies with which identifiable combinations recur in the Sig-man's utterances average out at half the
median of human languages. Maybe it actudly thinks more dowly, if more deeply, than we do. But if I'm
wrong about this, our comparative machine-gun chatter must at any rate be confusing and annoying. The
confusion it could overcome— the annoyance, not. In fact, | suspect we've been inflicting outright pain.’

Wang's hand paused haf-way to his mouth.

Y vonne nodded. Y our people hear English as harsh and staccato, mine hear Chinese as high-pitched and
singsong,’ she said. TSTot too pleasant till one gets used to it. Our musics are atill more clear-cut
example. Actudly, | enjoy some Chinese music, as you perhaps enjoy my beloved Beethoven, but to
many of my countrymen a concert would be excruciating. We needn't go outside of asingle society,
though. | find today's popular American music merely band. But I've heard recordings from, oh, fifty
years back. Having to St through an evening of that stuff would be, to me, literd torture.

'l cameto believe the Sigman smply can't endure our clumsy attemptsto makeitskind of sounds.

'And that, | think, iswhy it didn't bring a synthesizer. Continuous human speech would have been
unbearable. Attempts at communication by visua symbols broke down for smilar reasons. Our
drawings, our aphabet are too ugly, perhaps too angular. Maybe we should have tried Chinese
characters.'

Wang frowned while he consumed the interrupted morsdl. 'Would so shrinkingly sensitive asoul cross
interstellar pace? he asked findly.

'We don't know its psychology. Supposeit, trying to speak to us, kept making noises like afingernail
scraping on a blackboard—or el se those subsonic notes that induce fear reactions. Many humans
couldn't have stood thét.

'l admit you have agood point, Professor Wang, so good that no one before me thought it might be
invalid. Oh, the question may not turn on actua pain. The trouble may, as| said before, just be
annoyance. The Sigman may keep going off in ahuff because we keep making such awful cacophonies.

'So | went back to the tapes and phonograms and analysed them for musical rules!’
'Intonation? Wang asked at once.

Yvonne laughed. 'I'm not sure. Principaly what | found were relationships like those governing our scales
and keys. Furthermore, there are rel ationships between tonal qualities—some occur together, some
don't—and the interludes between them. It's extraordinarily complicated. | doubt if I've extracted more
than afraction yet.

‘But | could see what we'd done wrong. We can record a phrase and play it back with high fiddlity.
However, Sigman grammar doesn't operate by tacking phrases together, any more than a heavily
inflected language like Léatin does. Besides, the method is hopelesdy dow and awkward. Later we tried
creeting an artificia speech, with the synthes zer making Sigman-type vocables. Only we got every
relationship wrong. The effect was as bad—asirritating or outright painful—asthat of atone-deaf person
trying to sing. Or worse, probably.

'What | did, therefore, was start fresh. The computer hel ped me devise a spoken language which obeys



the basic harmony rules but which is not too complicated to produce on the synthesizer. And it can't be
hopelesdy amiss .., because the Sigman is working on learning it!*

Wang sat quiet along while before he nodded. 'Wonderful indeed.’ His smile didn't seem to go farther
than the teeth. Well, no doubt he felt adegree of jedlousy, on his country's behdf if not hisown.

'Oh, | anticipate," Y vonne confessed. 'Thisis very new. What | have, thusfar, is about a hundred nouns,
verbs, and adjectivesthat can be defined ostensibly. I've roughed out a pidgin grammar, the smplest and
least ambiguous | could invent on short notice. It's positiona, like English or Chinese. So far the only
inflections are to show plurds. I think well want them for tenses too, but maybe not. Maybe the Sigmans
have atime-concept like the HopL Well haveto fed our way. But well get therel”

The existing vocabulary was soon conveyed, and afew trial sentences constructed. That went lesswell.
Perhaps Sigmans didn't make anything strictly corresponding to sentences. However, towards the end
the non-human was projecting its edritch sketches in animation and suiting words to the actions depicted.
‘Man walks. Men wak. Sigman waks. Men and Sigmanswalk. Planet rotates. Planet revolves. Blue
planet revolves. Green planet revolves. Blue and green planetsrotate and revolve.'

Wang watched, studied her notes, made occasiona suggestions, generally kept in the background.

On thethird day the Sigman dismissed the Earthlings. The indication was awarbling note. After thefirst
two times, when agradua but inexorable drop in air pressure followed, men had got the message,,

'I'm not sorry, to be honest,' Yvonne said. 'l suspect it wantsto rest and ponder. And | could use arest
mysdf.

"Y ou deserve one,' Wang replied tonelesdly.

Thelr respective spacecraft removed them in response to ared flicker-signd. Y vonne took the
records—films, tapes, plates, rolls, from ascore of scientific instruments— because it was an American's
turn to do so. The ruleimpressed her as ridiculous, when they were promptly scanned for the public data
banks, but it hung on.

Or is'ridiculous the proper word? crossed momentarily through her Joy. The arrangement means
nothing per se. However, as a symbol of anachronisms that are deadly dangerousin an era when
men can blow up the world—21 wonder .

FIVE

Behind the desk, which seemed wide and glassy to Wang Li asafusion bomb crater, Genera Chou
Y uan reared upright in hischair. "Y ou did not even demand immediate transmission, of her
computations? he exclamed.

Wang bent his head. 'No, Comrade Generd,' he said miserably. ‘It... did not occur to me. She promised
to send the materia soon. But it isin her gpartment, where she has her study, and ..". no doubt her
superiorswill keep her on base for awhile... and journdigts, considering what a sensation the news must
be—'

'Itisthat.’ Chou's tone was grim. His broad face seldom showed much expression, but he was scowling



now, and he drummed on the desk-top. For Wang, those uniformed shoulders blocked out most of the
window behind. Blue summer air of Earth, glimpse of utterly green trees and a soaring arc of temple roof
on Prospect Hill, stood infinitely remote. A breeze wandering in had somehow lost freshness, carried
nothing save the endless murmur of Peking'straffic.

Despite noise, the office held astretched silence. And it was bare; except for the tenant—no, with the
tenant—how bare and barren! On theright wall hung a portrait of Lenin, on the left one of Mao. Wang
felt that their eyes, and the eyes of Chairman Sung's picture at his back, drilled into him,

What am | afraid off | am a patriot, they know that,, they trust me.... Public humiliation? No, |
must not think of confession and correction before my friends as 'humiliation’. Have | been too
much in the West? Perhaps the Western virus has entered my blood and needs cleaning out— It
cameto Wang why hetrembled. They might take him off the Sigman project, just when it was unfolding
likeablossom in springtime.

‘Catastrophic, this news babbled over the radio on Canter's way down," Chou said. ‘Could you not have
advised discretion until the possibilities for good or ill have been consdered?

'l never dreamed it could be anything but occasion for ddlight, Comrade Generd.' Inspiration: 'Chairman
Sung has repeatedly instructed usthat an advanced society like our vigitor's can only be anti-imperidistic
and can only have correct thoughtsto offer.’

'Yes. Yes. Chou sat ill for amoment. 'Well, when do you expect to receive Canter's material ?

'Not for days at best, | fear. Shetold meit was disorganized, considerable parts of it in her private
abbreviations, and she would write aforma report.’

'Moredday! Andif and when the Americans et her transmit to us, publish to the world—uwiill they alow
afull and truthful account?

'Why should they not? Wang asked, startled half out of hisworry.

‘Comrade Professor, you have been abroad more than most, have correspondentsin foreign countries,
have free access to foreign publications and programmes.’ Chou barked the remainder: Y ou should not
be naive. That spaceship istotally invulnerable to any weapon we know; it isimmensdly faster,
completely manoeuvrable, dtogether self-cpntained and sdf-supplying; by its photon drive, if nothing
else it can lay waste whatever areas the pilot chooses, with scalpel precision. Who controls those
powersis master of theworld. Do you imagine this has not occurred to. the imperiaist governments?

‘But, but the Sigman—'

Chou regarded Wang stonily for another while. And then, greatest surprise yet, he leaned back, smiled,
took out a cigarette and struck it. Smoke streamed forth to accompany words gone mild:

'Y ou have given insufficient thought to the ramifications, Comrade Professor. However, | daresay apure
researcher like you cannot redlly be blamed. Y our work has been valuable. Now perhaps you can render
asupreme service, so that men athousand years from today will bow to your name.’

Wang unclenched hisfists. He felt abruptly wesk. 'l listen, Comrade Generd,' he whispered. | 'Chairman
Sung and his advisers have andysed the palitica implications of the Sigman's arriva. These are manifold.
Before we can decide what to do, we need answersto any number of crucia questions. Y ou, our most
able and experienced investigator of the problem, are our present best hope for that.'

Chou drew breeth before he went on: 'Some believe the Sigman will inevitably put itself at the disposal of



the peopl€'s sacred cause, when communication has become good enough for it to redlize what
conditions are like on Earth. Thisis possible, of course, and pleasant to believe. But if theory stops at that
point, the theorist revedlsignorance and laziness." Chou tautened again. Renewed cold fury lashed, this
time beyond the office, around the world. ‘Can any educated person suppose the imperidists and
revisonists have not considered the idea too? Have they no preparations againgt that contingency? Will
they meekly surrender their profits and powers? Y ou know better!’

'l, 1 do. How well | do," Wang stammered.

Theimage of hisfather limped across memory, wounded by the Americans asayouth in Korea, dain by
the Russans as an army officer in Shberia. And the Soviet arcraft afterward, terrible snarling whistle when
they danted through the heaven of alittle boy who wept for hisfather and screamed for terror... |
nourished my hopes. | thought the slow opening of gates, the Tokyo Accord, the arms control
agreements, the famine relief effort—such things seemed to me the harbingers of a better day,
when China will no longer be ringed in by demons. And they may have been; they may have been;

| do not doubt that the vast majority of people everywhere are honest and of good will.

Yet Chou speaks rightly. Too sudden a dawn may alarm the demons of night to the point of
madness.

Wang wet hislips. "We must proceed with utmost care, yes, | understand,’ he said.

"There are other possibilities,’ Chou told him. ‘Conceivably the Americans, for example, may find waysto
lieto the Sgman, ddudeit into striking amorta blow for them. Or, more likdly, it will answer any
technical questions put, never dreaming they areimperiaists who ask. As Chairman Sung has declared,
we cannot blindly assume that history on so different a planet followed an identica course with ours. For
al we know, Sigmans have aways been pure and peaceful Communigts, or they may long since have
transcended Communism itsdlf.

'l will follow every word of every discusson in the ship,'
Wang promised. 'Should we demand a genera moratorium on requests for engineering data?

"That will be decided.’ Chou jabbed his cigarette forward like abayonet. 'It is even conceivabl e that the
Sigman has evil intentions, or can be persuaded to evil actions. Wait! Thelaws of Marx, Lenin, and Mao
must be applied imaginatively, not dogmeaticaly. Suppose the Sigman'srace did not build that vessd.
Suppose the creature isakind of pirate who stole the craft, after the trusting owners had provided
ingruction in its use. Have you never fdt just atrifle suspicious of one who makes years-long voyages
aone?

If itisdone’
'If not, why haveits companions never reveded themsdaves?

'Who can gauge the motives of amind absolutely non-human? Wang frowned. 'l must admit, | havein
fact often said, | am puzzled by its solitary travelling. Intelligence, sentience, by any reasonable definition
we can make, must involve communication in the most fundamenta way, might indeed well be said to be
communication. For what is thought except the creation and manipulation of symbols? A primitive species
with no indtinctive drive towards communication—adrive actudly stronger than sex, often stronger than
sdf-preservation, asin a Communist who undergoes martyrdom to help spread the truth—a race without
that kind of urge would, presumably, not evolve ahuman-leve brain. It would remain merdy animd.
Therefore the Sigman ought to want companionship, conversation, mora support, like you or me. | doubt
we could stay sane, Comrade Generd, if we had to endure so prolonged alondiness.’



"Thisisno timefor lectures,” Chou said. 'Y ou are directed for the nonce, first, to understand that your
country may be in morta danger; second, to lend your fullest efforts towards speedy guarding against any

dangers

—and, naturdly, speedy redlizing of the bright opportunities we hope will proveto bethe redity of this
Stuation.’

Wang lifted his hand. 'For the people!" The traditional pledge came forth briskly, but failed to stir his
spirit. He wondered why, and decided that the stark response he had got to hisjubilant tidings had
downcast him.

'Push forward with your whole energy towards mastering the language,” Chou said. 'If we can stay
abreast of the Americansin that respect—if, better, we can surpass them—they will not be ableto
hoodwink us or the Sigman.’

‘But thelanguageis atificial,' Wang objected, ‘and thusfar is rudimentary.’
"Then you must take aleading rolein its further development.’

'M-m-m... yes. Asit grows, | suspect, in due modesty, | will become the most proficient inits actua use.
Dr Canter isbrilliant, but her geniusliesin theory; shelacks my practical experience with avariety of
tongues. Serov, Duclos, and—'

'Indeed, indeed.' Chou registered ardour. ‘At last you may become able to talk with the Sigman
privately—if, for instance, no one el se can follow the conversation—and explain the facts." He checked
himsdlf. 'Let such decisonswait their proper time. Theimmediate requirement isto get full informetion.
Can you phone Canter and ask her to send her material at once, no matter how chaotic it looks?

'l cantry," Wang said doubtfully. 'Her superiors may dready haveforbiddenit. Or, if not, sheis... avery
vulnerable person, | think, hiding in abrittle shell. She may not wish to show anyone else something of
hersthat is scrawled and disorderly.’ He paused. ‘Besides, might a call not seem over eager?

Chou dragged on his cigarette. Reluctant, he agreed, ‘It might," and smashed the stub into a crowded
aghtray.

'Frankly, Comrade Genera,' Wang continued with more vigour—for reminded of the magnificent
scientific, xomp ahead of him, he could forget about man's vicious lunacies—'1 do not believe it matters.
She gave methe essentid information. My own notes are copious, and my office has received printouts
of the latest recordings, as per agreement. Dr Canter spoke fredly to me™ often unnecessarily fulsomely.
We lack nothing except her precise mathematical analysis and the exact rules discovered by it.

'Do you not see, theingight itsalf iswhat counts? Now that we know what to look for, | fee surewe can
duplicate her resultsin two or three weeks. Any competent analyst who has access to computers—'

'Excdllent!" Chou actualy beamed. 'Y ou arein charge. Work space will be cleared for you in thisvery
building. Sleeping quarterswill adjoin it. Commandeer anything and anyone you please.’

'What? Wang blinked. 'l can operate from my home. Or, if alarge staff isrequired, my University
department—*

'‘Comrade Wang,' Chou said, happily more than severdly, 'l redize you are anxious to see your wife and
children, but | fear the needs of the people comefirst. Security measures are essentid; you know why.
Asyou have probably guessed, thisinterview was ordered on the highest level of government.



"Y our wife will beinformed that you are detained on business.’ Chou paused. ‘If you, ah, find that
biologica urges digtract you from your studies—'

'No, no," Wang said. There passed through him:

Not what he's thinking of, especially. In fact, let us be honest, here alone among ourselves, we
several souls (for | do believe that many primitive tribes, and as subtle and powerful a folk asthe
ancient Egyptians, spoke a profound truth when they said that man has more than one soul)—my
Yao, who was moonlight and mountain peaks, has become a dour fanatic whom | stay with largely
be-cause her impeccable respectability guarantees me permission to travel, correspond, read,
listen, savour this entire marvellous world. {Until we have a system which grants the same
freedomto all men, security tragically requires that only a few can enjoy it)

Oh, | have further reasons. Men always do. | sense that down underneath the shrill voice and the
tight lips, she too remembers; she too wonders, hurt and bewildered, what happened.

And do you recall, O souls, that conference in England (calligraphic austerity of Oxford's spires
against iron-grey clouds a-race on an enormous wet wind), and the book with which | read myself
to sleep one night, what was the author's name, yes, Chesterton, cranky, wrong-headed, already
archaic a hundred years ago ... nevertheless he defined asceticism as the appetite for that which
one does not like—? We have an element of asceticismin us, do we not, my souls?

He had been looking forward" to his home smply as aplace. He rated (the Americanswould say) a
house and garden well outside this city, built for amandarin in Manchu days. The curve of branches
across afull moon; the grand sweep of roof, paradoxica in the mellowness of old red tiles; shadows of
breeze-blown flowers on awal where hung ascroll of willows, bridge, mountain captured in afew swift
lines eight hundred years ago by Ma'Y uan himsdlf; the books, yes, old Li Po, the poet who was more
drunk on life, redly, than on the wine he sang of—

Before everything e se Wang missed his children. Ping. Tai and Chen were good boys, onetook pridein
Ta'sexcellent marks at school and his earnestness among the Pioneers, one felt sure Chen would
outgrow the hobbledehoy's loudness. But smdl, small Ping (which sounds not unlike the word for
crab-apple that blooms red and white across the quickening earth, but which really means peace) came
running and laughing to meet him, holding out her arms, squedling delight when hetossed her inthear;
shewalked hand in hand with him through the garden and called him agrest big bag of love.

Well, a week, two or three maybe. No more. To help make sure that incandescent horror will
never bloom above P'ing, that her melted eyeballs will never run down her cooked chubby face,
that she will, rather, inherit the stars.

Wang grew aware that Chou was regarding him in puzzlement. A whole minute had gone by. He laughed,
hearing it himsalf as shrill and uneven. 'l beg your pardon, Comrade Generd. | was thinking and forgot—
Yes, | will get busy & once.’

'Good,' Chou said. 'We are fortunate to have you on our side. Tell me, do the Americans have anyone
€lse to compare with this Canter?

Surprised, Wang searched his mind. 'Difficult to judge. They have extremely competent men. Levinsohn,

Hillman, Wonsberg... Still, talents, capabilities vary. For example, Hillman has aweek heart; they cannot
send him to space. | daresay, in view of what she has accomplished, Dr Canter will remain their principa
agent. Why do you ask?

'However well-meaning hersdlf,’ Chou said, 'she reportsto imperidists. We spoke of explaining the truth



to the Sigman. Do you think the chance of doing this, uninterrupted, would be better in Canter's
absence?

'Why... perhaps... likewise hard to tel." Wang fdt atwisting in him. She had talked so gladly. "It might
be worthwhile trying to get her removed from the project. Suppose |— No, if | said, at this precise
juncture, she was personally obnoxiousto me, | would not be believed----

M-m-m... if we could prevail on someone else, arepresentative of somethird country, to have aquarrel
with her and— Thisisnot my province, Comrade General.'

'| redizethat. | only wanted your opinion asto the desirability of easing her out.'

The conversation went on awhile longer, until Chou rang for aflunky to guide Wang to his new quarters.
Alone, the genera called an extremely important man and reported. Having received his orders, he next
punched a button on the phone which activated a satdllite relay to America. Scrambled after enciphering,
the beam would if intercepted be taken for aburst of ordinary radio noise. That particular facility was as
secret and rarely used as anything owned by the People's Republic.

The man who styled himsalf Sam Jones |eaned across the table. Y ou know how alot of usfed,' he said.
'We can't trust the Sigman monster. How can we dare? Next to it, the Chinks are like our brothers.
Chrig, it drips shit out of itswhole body!"

'Y eh, I've kind of wondered mysdlf,' Nick Waller rumbled.

'And now this Canter woman. On the screen, in the papers, everywhere, you must have heard. She's
foundaway totak toit.'

'l heard.’

The room was surrounded by night. Though the hour was late, a vibration went through, the huge noise of
megal opolis. An overhead fluoro pocketed Jones gaunt face with shadow. He shifted the briefcase on his

lap.
"This has got to be stopped,’ he said. 'Y ou can see that. If we don't try to talk to "the thing, maybeit'll

giveup onus.. Whatever plansit has, it must need away of talking first. Right? Otherwiseit could Smply
flame our planet. It needs human dupes and tools.’

Waler drew on hiscigar and let the smoke out dowly, velling hiseyes. ‘Maybe," he said. 'What you
getting a?

'l don't say the project will cometo ahalt without Mrs Canter," Jones told him, 'but it'd be handicapped,
and we've got to start somewhere.”

Waler tirred. 'Who are you, anyway? All | know is, Luigi said I'd be interested to talk with you. How
do you connect to him?

'Never mind how,' Jones said. 'Don't be afraid of Luigi. Everybody has a hundred different connections. |
could have traced you, got this appointment, through, oh, your mother if need be. She/d know a serving
maid, who'd also work for abanker, who'd be afriend of acousin of mine. Y ou see?

Wadler grunted.



"What I'm after is professond help,’ Jones said. 'l have-alot of information, but not much in the way of
workers. The FBI— Never mind. | have ajob for you which should be easy, if you want it, and the kind
of money in this briefcase—more to come on completion of assgnment— that | hope will make you want
it.

Waler settled back to listen. He was not perturbed and scarcely curious. Hed need to make sure this
Jones, whatever the rea name might be, was not a police agent; but that wasn't hard. Nor should it be
hard to cover tracks so well that, if Jones blatted afterward, the heavies wouldn't be ableto prove
anything about Nick Waller's company ..

Okay, Joneswas off orbit. What matter, if he had the jingleto pay for hiswhims? As many skewbrains
as there were around these days, probably afew were bound to berich.

Of course, Waller wouldn't commit before checking with his astrologer. But the horoscope would have
to be pretty bad to deter him, who carried an amulet made especialy for him by theloca One.

'Go ahead,’ heinvited. 'Mind you, | doubt if | can help you mysdlf. But maybe | can give you aname or
two.'

Standard operating procedure. The revolutionaries hadn't brought down the Ortho—it smply wore them
out, in ageneration of running guerrillawarfare—but they had brought agood many, idess, like new
weapons and protective gimmicks and organization by cdlls, to the attention of the Underworld. Nick
Waller had been ahigh school rebd himsdlf.

S X

Yvonnedid not think she wastimid: merely reserved, merely fond of her privacy and enjoying best those
socid occasions where afew good friends met for good food and conversation. She had expected to
savour her triumph. And the congratul ations, from personnel a Armstrong Base, by visiphone from Dad
and Mother and the whole family, from the President and her colleagues around the globe, certainly they
warmed her to the marrow. Y et they didn't quite make up for the stresses—the debriefings, the talks with
assorted officids, the professond discussions, the cataract of requestsfor interviews, articles, lectures,
support of worthy causes—finaly the teleconference, when adozen journdigtic facesin their different
screensthrew ablizzard of questions at her weary head, many of them personal, and it was estimated
that 100 million persons watched in the United States alone—

'Oh, please,' she begged on the evening of her fifth day. 'Let me go home.'

Colond Almeidanodded. 'Y ou shdl, Yvonne. Y ou look like death. I've been working to stal everybody
else, clear your sked, so you can take avacation. Get your duffel from your room and I'll flit you to
Denver mysdf!

'My car's here!’

‘Leaveit, unless you want to be mobbed by admirers, autograph hounds, newsmen, pitchmen, and
whacks. Y our conurb has practicaly been under siege, didn't you know?

Better let mefly you. I'll have aman bring the car around tomorrow." Almeidadrew adip of paper from
histunic. 'Here. Almost forgot. Y our unlisted phone number. | took the liberty of arranging for it.'

'Y ou're sweset, Andy," she mumbled through the haze of exhaustion.



His Roman-nosed features broke into agrin. TSTo, just reasonably competent. | don't want you suffering
the fate of the early astronauts and spending the rest of your career on the cream-chicken circuit. We
need you too badly.’

Hedidn't press conversation on her in the helicopter. The ride was bam. Only a murmur of blades and
wind, the gentlest quiver through seat and flesh, broke tillness. They flew high; stars surrounded the
canopy, myriads aglitter in an almost space-clear dark, Deneb of the Swan, Vega of the Lyre, Pegasus,
the Gresat Bear, and Draco, Draco curving itsregd arc half-way around Polaris. The land benesth lay
wide and mysterious. Now and again a congtdllation glittered upon it, some town where perhaps afew
humans also |ooked upward and wondered.

When Denver's sky-glow had appesred, Y vonne fdt sufficiently rested for talk. She reached after a
cigarette, withdrew her hand—too much smoking, hour upon hectic hour; her mouth felt scorched and
she might be wise to get an anti-cancer booster shot—and said, Andy?

'Y es? His profile, vaguely seen againgt the Milky Way, did not turn.

'Why do you claim I'm needed? I'm not that important. Lots of people can carry on, equaly well or
better.’

'Don't you want to? Histone stayed level.

'Oh, yes, yes. But... dl right, | made a breakthrough, but somebody e se would have done the same
eventudly, and | doubt if the next big discovery will bemine!’

"Think therell be any?1 mean, from here onin, isn't it amatter of developing languagetill we caninquire
directly about things?

Y vonne shook her head. The air swirled over her shoulders and brushed her cheeks. 'l suspect we're
lacking another critical piece of the puzzle. Why hasn't the Sig-man signalled usyet for anew delegation?

It never has, this soon after itslast callersleft.

The stuation ought to be different now. Given the expectation, finaly, of red intercourse—' Y vonne
heard Almeida chuckle, and fet hersdf flush—waell, wouldn't you or | carry on a maximum rate? No, |
think the Sigman iswaiting for something more. Until we have that to offer, itll only spend odd moments
on us, timeswhen it isn't busy doing whatever elseit came herefor.’

'Y ou may beright,' the colond said. 'Y ou were earlier.’

He paused, then went on gravely: 'l didn't mean to raise the subject tonight, you being played out. But
you seem a bit more chipper, and my superiorsand | do want to start you thinking about it." Another
pause. 'Understand, nobody's mad at you. However, frankly, Y vonne, we wish to hell you hadn't
reported your success on the way back, when the whole world could listen. And if that damned
Chinaman hadn't been dong— Given secrecy, though, we could have worked behind the scenesto
influence hismasters. Y ou've no idea, | suppose, how wretchedly hard it is, reaching politica or military
agreementsin aglare of publicity.’

Surprisejerked her upright. "What? Andy, you're not serious!'

'l never was more serious. Look, Yvonne, you're aliberal intellectua, which means you're areasonable
and basicdly gentle person. So you assume everybody elseistoo. If only you'd apply to the rest of life
the same rigorous thought and search for fact you do in your sciencel



'Consider. What the Sigman knows—or smply possession of its vessel—could give the overlordship of
humanity to whoever got the exclusive franchise. Or if severa factions acquired those powers, we'd be
back in the missle era—worse off, probably, because | don't imagine we could cope with the problems
raised by non-human technology, bursting on us overnight, as readily asfor something we developed
oursaves!

Y vonne decided to smoke after adl. 'Andy,' shesad, 'l hadn't imagined you were stuck in... ina
cold-war attitude obsolete before you were born. Why, I've travelled from end to end of the Soviet
Union myself and seen what they're like. Thousands visit Chinaevery year. And the arms-control treeties,
the... wdl, you must have read, seen on TV, been told, how the Soviets are undergoing the same kind of
internd differentiation we are, the entire West and Japan are... and the Chinese are beginning

to__ Andy, since before the Sigman came, for Six or seven decadesin fact, every mgor power hastried
to avoid armed conflict. And when fighting did happen, no maor power hastried for tota victory. They
haven't been that insane. And nowhere on Earth, these past ten years or more, has there been any
conflict worth calling awar. Do you honestly mean that persons high in the United States government are

dill afraid of ... bogeymen?
She sat back and inhaled deeply.

‘Occasiona bogeymen arered, my friend,” Almeidaanswered. 'Please listen. Please believe | intend no
insult, | like and respect you, when | say you're stuck in an attitude which isworse than obsolete; it never
had any relationship to redlity. Sure, the Chinese are loosening up abit, like the Soviets before them. In
ether case, the origina religious fervour tended to die out with the original revolutionaries. Besides,
experience showed that domestic terrorism isn't needed to further imperia ambitions, isactudly
counter-productive. Likewise, the nukesfinaly convinced the most foam-at-the-mouth fanatic that he
couldn't possibly win in arocket swap.

'None of this provesthat the present leaders of our old rivas have renounced the old ambitions. Think
of—oh, an example that doesn't ook too partissn—England. The English had their Cromwellian period
and outgrew it. Spreading the Gospel became ssimply one motive among many that sent their people
forth. Nevertheless, they overran alarge part of the world and wiped out alarge number of non-English
cultures.’

‘Today we havethe Y elow Peril," Yvonne said sarcagticaly.

‘Japan’'s so aMongoloid country, and strong,” Almeida responded. 'Indonesiais getting there. | suppose
we can leave the Africans out—though not for more than another generation is my guess—but sure, we
face aWhite Peril too, not entirdly Russian. West Europeans, Latin Americans... and, yes, Yankees. The
Chinesg, for ingtance, see us as posing athresat to them. They seethemsaves asthe last wall between
man and an insatiable American empire. Or have you never listened to a speech by Chairman Sung?

'Rhetoric,' Yvonne said in afainter voice.

"Well—' Almeidadrew breath. 'L et me preach abit, will you? Okay, you've been in the USSR, you've
been to Europe and Mexico and wherever, no doubt you'll reach Chinaeventudly. May | point out,
again with no putdown intended, you're not an intelligence agent, nor asigaroon for that matter, yourea
lady who travelsfirgt class? Of course you see only the pretty sights and meet only the charming people!
I'm sure likewise that Wang Li admiresyou and has no fear of you. But does he trust President
Braverman? Or General Nygard? Or lower-downs like me? | know damn well he does not. We've
researched him. He's a Party member, probably not afanatic but married to one; he'sacaptain in their
military reserve; he's a Chinese patriot, steeped in Chinese culture, which was aways xenophobic.



'Relax. My preaching won't include a sermon about how | believe Western civilization and the American
state are worth preserving, how they hold out the hest long-range hope for mankind. Just grant methat a
lot of men and women share my antiquated prejudice. And alot of others share Wang's, and so on for
every power bloc on Earth. The balance that keepsthe peaceis more fragilethan | like to think about.
The old fears and hatreds aren't dead. They're not even in aparticularly deep deep.

"The chance that somebody may get an instant ability to conquer the rest—don't you see how that forces
everybody to grab for amonopoly if it can be got, for parity at aminimum—how the very scramble
could touch off the arms race and the explosion? Besides a country, Y vonne, I've got awife and kids.
They won't go down the furnaceiif | can helpit.'

She stared before her. Denver's exurbs scrawled multicol oured ideograms on aland now scarred and
paved over. The centra sky-glow mounted high, bright, and restless, like that cast by acity in flames.

'What do you want? she said at last.

Almeidaswordsremained cam. "Well, if | had my druthers, Americawould acquire the monopoly. |
think we can better be trusted than anyone el se—maybe because | feel more at home among Americans.
Failing that, welll try to dicker out another arrangement we can live with. Doubtless et first well play by
ear.

"Thepoaint is, Y vonne, from here on in, whoever we send aoft will have to work on our behalf, observe
security, follow orders, give unconditiond priority to the best interests of the United States.” He hesitated.
"They needn't be opposed to the best interests of humanity at large. From your viewpoint, Y vonne, better
you on our team than some chauvinist. Right? From my viewpoint, | want the top talent available, and at
the present stage, that's you. Think it over.’

He became busy obtaining his route assignment from the agrid branch of Traffic Control. Yvonne sat
glent.

Thelights of central Denver glared, blinked, crawled, swooped, leaped, drowned the last stars.
Eisenhower Con-urb loomed ahead, a mesa studded with torches. Almeida set down on the landing
deck, sprang out, and helped her descend. At thisleve, the sounds from below were amuted rumble. A
cold wind stresked by, ruffling hair and dacks, sheathing her face.

Almeidawaved to the guards. Recognizing Y vonne, they didn't ingpect her pass or check with whoever
might have invited her. Almeida clasped her hand. Half shadowed, hissmilewaswry. 'l didn't want to
perturb you,' he said. 'Take your time recuperating. Cal meif you need anything, day or night, office or
home!'

I will, she said. Thanks, Andy.'

He climbed back into his machine. She walked towards the entrance. A guard approached, touching his
cap. 'Good evening, Dr Canter," he said shyly. "Welcome back.'

'Oh, hello, Sergeant Bascomb. How have you been?

'Fine, maam, fine. Don't you worry. Seemed like amillion people wastrying to see you in your place, but
we got them curbed and not aman among us that isn't bound to watch over your safety and privacy.'

'You're very kind." Y vonne shivered in the breeze.

'Uh... | wonder... | got thiskid, twelve yearsold, really wild about space. He thinks the world of you,
after what you did. Would you maybe—? The guard extended a notepad.



Yvonne smiled on theleft sde of her mouth. 'Certainly.
The guard added a pen. 'His name's Ernest. Ernest Bascomb.'

When shewasinsde, Yvonne gusted asigh. Shefelt again, too tired for worrying over Almeidas
satements, for anything except, Now | can be alone!

No need to leave the conurb; it was a complete community. No need, even, to be stared at in its
restaurants, shops, theatres, churches, schools, recreation sections.

Whatever she wanted physically could be ordered and sent by the ddlivery shaft, whatever her spirit
wanted could be projected on a screen or duplicated on the ReaderFax or— In two, three days I'll
throw a party. A quiet little dinner, quiet talking, maybe—she must chuckle—maybe, in
reward, a game of Scrabble. Her friends had long refused to play with her, on the not unreasonable
ground that they dwayslogt.

An elevator, adideway, another elevator, a corridor, her door. Under the system employed here, the
chief of guards had its single magnetic key. Yvonnelaid palm on scanner plate. The door verified thet she
was among those for whom it should open (in fact, she was aonein that class) and obeyed.

When it had did shut again, she sent her clothes, including what she wore, down the cleaner chute,
unpacked the rest of her suitcase, and stowed it. Compulsive neatness, shethought. What | really
wanted to do was drop the thing on the floor.

She programmed the kitchen for asmple med. Though she enjoyed cuisine and was hersdf an excellent
cook, tonight she didn't fedl like doing the job. Next she savoured a hot shower. Emerging, cladina
woolly robe, shefelt much happier. Her timing was precise, as usua; haf an hour remained before
dinner. Because of the state of her mucous membranes, she choseto relax with amartini instead of a
joint, and because the water had made her delicioudy lazy, she changed her mind about Beethoven's
Ninth and didled the hi-fi for Schubert's gentle, sparkling Trout' quintet.

Leaned back in alounger, among familiar furnishings, carpet, drapes, books, pictures, thelast including
an animation of Cape Cod surf that could never weary her, window framing aview of spectacular
towers, music lilting, softness changing beneath her a every dight motion to fit every contour, she thought
half drowsly: Yes, lifeis good, on the whole. Those last two years with Cy, when we knew we were
drifting apart and tried not to but couldn't do anything about it except quarrel... the final break...
those hurt. Badly. However, they're behind us; neither would want to go back; | wonder if in time
we may not become pretty close friends__ And Andy Almeida gave me a jolt. Let's be honest, his
ideas may have a measure of truth. Yet not a full measure, surely, and nothing that can't be
worked out. | do belong on the team. May | say 'angels advocate'?... Probably another man will
come along, more under standing than Cy, and | hope by then I'll also have grown a little in

under standing, in knowing how to give... M-m-m, that noodle sauce smells great—

The door chimed.
What? The guards weren't supposed to let anybody at her.

Well, they couldn't control her fellow tenants. Though conurb families characteristically held aoof from
each other, she knew afraction of her neighbours, had been to dinner and the like. If thiswasa
ceebrity-hunting stranger, sheld enjoy directing him to hell. Her lipstightened. But how could she escape
the well-meant vigit of a Sue Robins or aJohn and Edith Lombardi?

Thedoor kept chiming. Could be urgent. If not, 1'll claima migraine. Sighing, Y vonne hauled



hersalf erect and walked to the scanner. She pushed the vision button.

While the face that gppeared in the screen was unfamiliar, thick-boned and jowly, the body wore ablue
Eisenhower uniform. "What do you wish? Yvonne said. 'l asked not to be disturbed.’

'l know, Dr Canter,' was the gruff reply. 'l read the orders board, and I'm sorry. Uh, thisis kind of
specid, maybe. Severd of usin the guards, living and working here in the same place as you, we decided
we'd like to show our appreciation. Nothing fancy, we know you're tired and don't want company, it's
just we can't send thisthrough the mailslega and a ddivery tube seemed kind of, well, cold." He held up
aribbon-wrapped carton of joints. Thisisyour brand, isn't it, maam? Cuban Gold? | won't stay a
minute. Got to get home mysdlf.'

"Why—oh, how touching. Y ou're so sweet." J wouldn't go through that much pot in a year. Sill, why
hurt their feelings? That's an expensive blend. Y vonne pushed the admittance button. The door did
aside, the man stepped through, the door closed again.

He tossed the carton aside and drew hisleft-hip pistal. It was not the anaesthetic needier, it wasthe .38
calibre automatic, and the mouth gaped monstrous. She stumbled back. A half-scream broke from her.

'Sorry, lady,’ the man said perfunctorily. "Want to say your prayers?

'No—no—go away—' Y vonne retreated, hardly able to whisper the words, hands raised asif to fend off
his bullet. He followed. His coolness capped the horror.

'Nothing persond,’ he said. 'Got a contract on you, isal. Don't know from who. Maybe one of those
warpheads that go after anybody famous? Now look, | can't afford alot of time.”

Y vonne stopped in the middle of the living-room. He did the same. Suddenly the spaciousness she had
loved became endlessness. A grey infinity of rug stretched about her and him, towards walls gone unreal
and receding like distant galaxies. The breath sobbed in and out of her. The music had grown tinny.
Otherwise there was no noise, no life, no help, nothing. Her garrisoned, soundproofed, automated
fortresslocked her off from the world.

Shewent through amoment'swhirling and night. She came out of it to find her intelligence clear and swift.
Terror churned beneath—this can't be happening to me, to Me, Yvonne Philippa Berdt Canter
whose family loves her, who has talked with a being from the stars— someday, yes, someday,
more far off and hazy than those walls—not this night, though, this night when the furnitureis
solid and my nose drinks plain cooking odours as well as the stench of my death-cold sweat—but
she knew with machine calm that she had nothing to lose, and she heard hersdf ask:

'What can | giveyou to let melive?

'Nothing,' the man in blue answered. 'I'd be dead mysdlf too soon afterward.’
"Ten minutes? Five?

'l said you could pray if you want.'

"1 don't want. | want to live. My life's been too long in my head, I've denied my body too long." She let
her robe drop on the floor and held out her arms. Take aslong as you want,' she said.

'Huh? The pistal jerked in hishand. "Y ou crazy?

'No. I'm buying two things, alittle more lifeand . something to fill it. The bedroom'sthisway." Y vonne



turned and scampered across the rug. Her shoulders ached with the tension of expecting abullet to
smash between them. Hisfootfalls came dowly behind. However bemused, he knew there was no rear
door to the outside.

Y vonne ran into the kitchen. She unfolded the screen behind her and snatched a boiling saucepan off the
stove. The jowly man shoved the screen aside. She cast the pan into hisface and hersdlf to the floor.

The gun crashed like doomsday. His scream was louder. He wabbled back out of sight, pawing at his
eyes. 'Y ou bitch, you bitch—' She grabbed the dropped pistol and pursued him. He stood swaying.
Noodles dripped grotesquely from his inflamed countenance. He got an eye open. 'Bitch, bitch," he
groaned and reached for his needier. She knew she was no markswoman. A heavy gun would buck and
missfor her. She sprang to him, rammed the muzzle againg his belly, leaned behind it, held it in both
hands and squeezed. The explosion half deafened her. He lurched back. She followed, squeezing and
squeezing, until after he lay fallen and jerked only "because of the dugs impact, until repeated clickstold
her the chamber was empty and she could collapse shrieking into his blood.

SEVEN

Almeidatook achair. Nurses passed to and fro beyond the open door of the otherwise private hospital
room.

'A pity you killed him, hesaid.
I'll have nightmaresthe rest of my life,' she answered dully.

He patted her hand, which lay lax on the bed coverlet. *No, you won't," he said. "Y ou're too sensible.

Y ou took abad shock, and rest and tranquillizers are prescribed. However, I'll bet they discharge you
insde aweek. In fact, no one here cautioned me about avoiding excitement. That animal was overdue for
killing. Don't waste sympathy on his hypothetical deprived childhood. Spend your goodwill on the billions
who need and deserveit. Don't worry about legal complications, either. Y our case has been closed. Not
that it was ever redlly open. An Orthian defending hersdf againgt amurderer from the Underworld—the
matter could've been alot less clear-cut and the authorities would not have cared. They remember the
revolutionary era.’

'I've been told. But thanks." Yvonne stirred. I don't feel too unhappy at the moment,’ she said. ‘Nor
happy. My emations areflat. Drugs, | know. In anintellectua way, | wonder what will comewhen I'm
released and the drugs wear off.'

'Y ou'll seetheincident in perspective and start enjoying life as before. Y our therapist promised me on his
reputation you would. He's handled really tough cases, Y oursis practicaly routine, about on apar with a
sengitive person who's witnessed a nasty accident.’

'Wdll, maybe. | do plan to move. Not because I'm scared but because that apartment will always be
where the thing happened.’

‘Sure, we approve. WEIl help you find an address that can be kept confidentia till this trouble's been
disposed of. That'swhy | said, pity you killed the swine. We could've got alead. Might've had to
narcoquiz, which would mean we couldn't prosecute afterward, but our redl interest is naturaly in who
hired him and why.’

'Have you any clues? Yvonne asked with aflicker of interest.



'Well, an identification. Never mind the name. A known gunman, though held escaped conviction for
murder; the time he served was for lesser offences. The police are checking his associates. Military
intelligence and the FBI are co-operating, plusfollowing separate lines of investigation, whichiswhy |
keep saying "we".'

'On my account? Y vonne shook her head. The gesture felt odd on a pillow. 'The hirer must be smply
a... madman. He probably believes the Sigman has designs on humanity.'

'l hopethat'strue.” Almeida's expression bleakened and hisvoice turned cold. '‘Bad enough if so. The
Underworld's mercenaries don't come cheap. Y our attacker was no chance-picked thug, hewasa
professona of gang war and crimina commando, dmost asoldier. We've established that through our
informants’

'Do you know how he got into the conurb?

‘Not for certain. He may have strolled into the public section, asif to buy something, and kept mingling
with legitimate people in restaurants, stores, twenty-four-hour bars, that kind of place, till gossp told him
you'd returned and he dipped on hisfake uniform in alavatory booth. If he acted cool, hed've had a
good chance of walking right by the dlevator guard for the residentia levels. But | suspect, insteed, a
front man rented an apartment in advance where he could den. We're checking on recent tenants,
especidly those who haven't been at home lately. Takestime, given the large and mobile population.’

Almeidas scowl grew darker. 'If aforeign power isout to do you in, Yvonne, hoping to delay our
rapport with the Sigman, were worse off,' he continued. They have agentsin our ranks—well, seeing we
have agentsin theirs, I'd be surprised to learn different—and maybe they'll manage to keep track of what
we're doing.’

'Oh, Andy 1' she said. 'That's paranoid. How could | be worth agreat country's attention?

'Y ou're being reasonable again,’ he chided. Thefact is, here and there various governments contain
para-noiacs.’

Y vonne was faintly surprised that she chuckled. "Who are out to get me!’
Almeidasighed. 'Let's not argue. Will you agree your safety is desirable?
'l won't live under congtant guard. Y ou don't know how I've dways pitied the White House family.'

'l can guess.' Almeida eased a bit and spoke around adight smile. "Forcing you into area nervous
breakdown won't help us. And you could well be right, that this was awild one-shot attempt. Would you
consder taking avacation in a safe spot for, m-m, two-three weeks or amonth? Meanwhile well carry
on our manhunt. If we don't succeed, well anyway have time to work out security measures that won't
intrude on your privetelife!

After afew seconds she nodded. 'Okay. My therapist does advise atrip. Mind you, no secret agent
tagging along and staring at me. The mere possibility of there being one would drive me off the track.'

'l was afraid you'd say that.'
"Who knows, given peace and quiet, | might get afew fresh ideas. Have you a suggestion?

'Yes' Almedasaid promptly. 'Infact, I've dready arranged it, subject to your approval. I'll know you're
safe, if you observe afew sensible precautions, and you'll know | can't have planted a bodyguard on
you—not in such a close-knit, stiff-necked outfit. The Long Serpent.’



Thewhat?

"Flagship of aseagipsy fleet, currently in mid-Pecific. She takes occasiona passengers, in ddightful
accommodations, lots of fun—if and only if the admiral gpproves of them. In your case, hefdl over
himsdlf to issue an invitation, soon's | called him. We can flit you there secretly.’

Yvonne frowned. 'Seagipses? I'm afraid I'd fedl uncomfortable among Byworlders!

"The Vikings arent, especidly, in spite of their flamboyant name," Almeida assured her. The most
eccentric, gaggle of ocean wanderersis nowhere near asfar gone asthe Amazons or the Crestive
Anachronists o—well, alot of self-styled Orthians, too, consdering what odd little businessesthey're
apt to run. The sea haslesstolerance for peculiar behaviour than the land. Besides, it takes considerable
capita to build aship of the kind required, let done afleet. The Vikings keep no particular religion or
socid ideology or what-have-you. They're mostly abunch of hard-headed Norwegians who decided that
for them there was more freedom and elbow room and probably more income on the water than on the
land. I'm sure you'll enjoy them. And you'll be safer than any place thissde of Apollo Station.'

Y vonneyidded. 'For that long a speech, Andy, you deserveto win.'

The big news broke the day after Skip had talked to Keough. 'This changes every configuration,’ the
Tuathachief said. 'Stick around awhile. | might wangle you adirect interview with Dr Canter.'

She had become the obvious target, especidly after the genera nature of her ideawas described. It tied
graight into Skip's hypothess, convincing him he was right. Nevertheless, the owners of impeccable
credentials were sanding in kilometres-long lines—thought his metaphorically danted mind—for ashort
vig phone conversation. Wheat priority would a broke twenty-two-year-old drifter be assgned?

'Patience, son,' Keough advised. Tm making calls halfway ‘round the world in both directions on your
behaf. Not telling what your ideais. Y ou've earned the right to spring that, and besides, you make it
more convincing than | could. | only say you're worth listening to on the Sigman matter. Y ou know, |
never stopped to figuretill you pointed it out, how many channelsto how many offices|'ve got. My
name's good among a hundred scientific and engineering leaders, and a percentage of 'em owe me
favours. Chances don't look too bad. So, as|'d tell a Japanese about to commit hara-kiri, contain
yoursdf.

Skip did, that first tremendous week, largely by wangling atemporary pick-and-shovel job which cast
him into deep each evening. The next severd days, with nothing but rehash on the 'casts, were more
difficult. When the announcement finaly came that Y vonne Canter had sought seclusion after an
assass nation attempt on her, he tossed on his bunk the whole night. Next morning, red-eyed and
tangle-haired, he bulled hisway past underlingsto Keough.

The chief wasin the headquarters shack. The sophisticated gear of communication and computation
stood incongruous againgt plain plastiboard wals and windowsfilled by amountain. A breeze gusted
through, bearing odours of pine, noises of machinery. Keough glanced from hisdesk. 'Hullo,' he said.
‘Youreearly. Sit.'

Skip dumped into achair. 'Y ou heard, sir? he mumbled.

'Y eah. 'Right after the event. Y ou know now they suppressed the information till they got things squared
avay.



But my tentacles reach into the Denver policelab.’

'And you didn't tell me? Skip lacked the strength to fed indignant. "Well, this closes the direct route.
Could you please start me on anew heading?

‘Contrariwise,’ Keough said, 'you should consider it alucky bresk, far's you're concerned.’
'What?

'l know where sheis. | can put you there!'

The word was like athunderbolt. Skip could merely gape.

Keough looked stern. 'l will, provided you make some promises. If you break them, you'll be kicked out
so fast your gutswill wrap around your tonsils; and I'll make a point of roasting you over aradioactive
fire afterward. That woman's had avery foul experience, right on top of severd daysthat must have
drained her to the bottom. Sheis not to be pestered. Let her teke theinitiative. If you can't make her do
that, come back here and we will begin over.'

Skip swallowed. Tiredness dropped away beneath a quickening heartbest. 'Y -yes, sir-1 promise.’

Keough relaxed. 'l figured you would. And | figure you can be trusted. I've been asking around about
you, here and there. Okay. A good many years back, before | became boss of thistribe, we were
working on the Greet Barrier Reef of Audtrdia. Y ou may recal they had an internationa crash project to
save it. Among the collaborators, for shipping and their specia expertise, was afleet of Norsky sea
gipsies. | got friendly with a skipper who's since risen to admird, and weve kept in touch. | mentioned
your problem to him. The chances there looked faint. However, what the hell, why not invest afew
minutes?

'My long shot paid off. He called me yesterday evening. Wasn't supposed to, but held given no oath, and
when the American agents tried to browbeat him into accepting one of theirs aboard in disguise, he got
his back up. That's an independent bunch of bastards. He knew 1'd be discreet and that | wouldn't have
sponsored you for no reason.

‘That'swhere sheis, Skip. In the middle of the Pacific Ocean, |oafing towards Maury Station and Los
Angeles, which last iswhere she gets off.'

'And you'll flit me? Skip breathed.

'Uh-huh. By the way, when he called me the admira was undecided whether to admit you or not. |
promised you'd tickle his crew's fancy. They don't see many amusing newcomers en route. That turned
the balance, so don't let me down. What I'll actualy do is give you a plane ticket to Hawaii and money to
hire a private 'copter from there, plus modest expenses on board.'

'l.... don't know how to thank you, Sir.’

'Well, aclichelikethat is not the way,' Keough grinned. 'Remember me when you're rich and famous.
Serioudy, | believe you're on to something important and the sooner you're given a hearing, the better.’

Skip sat quiet awhile. Finally he ventured, 'I'd never have expected her to take refuge in the Byworld.
From what the news accounts said, she's kind of, uh, spingterish, in spite of having been married. Isthat
why they chose the fleet—for a hidey-hole nobody'd guess at?

'Who saysdl the seagipsies belong in the Byworld?



'Why, isn't that what the word means? People who've | &ft the conventional way of the Ortho but not gone
into crime like the Underworld? | haven't made it to any argonaut community myself, but I've read and
heard—like one of them belongsto the Mormon Revivalists, another to the Free Basques—'

Skip'srecollection trailed on: You have your ships built, nuclear-powered, loaded with the materials
re-use equipment devel oped for bases on the moon and Mars, able to keep the sea indefinitely.
You fish; harvest plankton; process water for minerals; weed for food and fabric; prospect the
bottom for ore and oil, maybe under contract; do tramp cargo carrying; whatever's handy. Your
brokers ashore haul away and sell what you've produced, buy and haul back what you need.
You've registered your shipsin a primitive country with bribable rulers; you take out nominal
citizenship there yourself; the rulers pass laws which make your group, for practical purposes, a
sovereign state that can do anything it wants, provided it stays within international waters and
international law about stuff like navigation and conservation... Hey, what marvellous luck! | get
to see Yvonne Canter and a gipsy fleet!

Keough'swords reduced his excitement afraction: 'The Vikings are different. Sure, they fly the Pasdan
flag, but just to get out from under the welfare state & home. They consider themselves the repository of
the old-fashioned Northern virtues.'

'For which they stand four-squarehead,’ Skip chortled. He bounced to hisfeet. 'Whoo-ee! I'm redlly on
my way? Wow and yow!" He flung the door open and cartwhedled forth across the ground. He returned
inaminute, playing 'Sweet Betsy from Pike' on a harmonica snatched out of his pocket.

EIGHT

Massive, dow-gpoken Admira Granstad and family invited the passengersto dinner in their suite.
Y vonne Canter was introduced as 'Y olanda Cohen'. Skip didn't contradict. Poor thing, she looked
atogether empty, save for aghost behind her eyes.

'Are you a student, Mr Wayburn? He could barely hear her routine-polite inquiry,
'No," hesaid. 'I'm kind of looking around.’

'Oh," she said. For the rest of the evening she spoke little, mostly when spoken to. He didn't see her in
the next three days, except briefly and distantly. Though they were the only two outsiders, seclusion
wasn't hard to manage. Ortnen den Lange was enormous. Besides command posts and offices, it
housed in ample quarters four thousand men, women, and children, schools, hospita, cultural and
recregtiond facilities, and an astounding variety of small private enterprises.

Skip no longer minded biding histime. It brimmed with fun and fascination. His bachelor cabin, however
comfortable and charmingly decorated, was Ssmply to wash and deep in. Otherwise he was exploring the
ship and its half-dozen companions. The latter were more interesting technicaly; they did the work,
whereas Ormen was like afloating conurb, linked to the rest of the planet in standard el ectronic ways.
But the flagship had the sports and games, the ddlightful informa restaurants and taverns and live theetre,

the people.

These Vikings might exalt honest tail (well, actualy, competent and conscientious use of the machines
that did the toiling) and self-reliance. However, they weren't dour about it. Instead, they wereasjolly a
lot as Skip had ever encountered. The average upper-class Orthian was doubtless more hard-driving,
well informed, thoroughly trained, including in the new menta disciplineswhich could evoke effective



geniusfrom ordinary cerebra endowment; but he was aso anomic, chronicaly anxious, inwardly aone: a
sane and redidtic logician, emotionally crazy as a hoot owl.

The oldest Vikings kept youthful spirits. And the younger adultsimmediately swarmed over Skip. They
spoke excellent English. He was thefirst sgaroon most of them had encountered. They reveled in what
he could offer, and vied to interest and divert him in return. His firgt three nights after the Granstads
diffish dinner, he was carousing till implausible hours. On the morning of the fourth day, astunning blonde
nurse hed met in the course of thisinvited him to et at her place after she got off work. She made it
clear that that wasn't dl shewasinviting himfor.

Sure, let sunshine and sea air draw La Canter out of her shell. First she hasto satisfy herself |
can't possibly be a G-man. Dunno why she objects so violently to being guarded—touch-me-not
personality reinforced to an unreasonable degree by her nervous condition, | suppose— but if it's
a fact that the U.S. government had to accommodate to, | can do the same. Next she has to get
acquainted with me. Well, okay. We don't reach port for quite a spell.

Intending to be properly rested for the evening ahead, Skip took his sketchbook and coloured pencilson
to a promenade deck. He was aone there; the population was at its jobs or in its schools. My chance to
try drawing waves, not making them.

The scene cried for athousand different pictures. Below the bleached mahogany and ropework safety
rails of this high place, the superstructure fell down, fore and aft, occasiondly rearing back aoft, ina
many-shadowed intricacy not unlike a pastel-and-white, streamlined Grand Canyon. Often its severity
was relieved by miniature parks or hanging gardens. Beyond, the remaining fleet was strewn across
kilometres. Thelean-hulled service vessel paced closest; ahum from one of its machine shops drifted to
him. Farther out, asquat factory ship processed kelp harvested esawhere; water roiled white at the
intake and exhaust pipes of aminera-extractor craft; the trawler was more distant, dmost on the gigantic
circumference of vison. The sea surges were wrinkled, foam-laced, roya blue shading to clear green
under the crests and soft most-black in the troughs, forever moving, aive with change, like the blood in
aman's heart. Diamond dust gleamed and danced, cast by the sun out of a gentle sky where two or three
bright clouds drifted.

Stabilized, Ormen wasfree from roll, and its nuclear engine made neither smoke nor noise. A low
vibration did pervade the hull, again reminding Skip of the pulseingde himsdf. The ocean rushed,
boomed, hissed, laughed, beneath alulling cool wind that carried odours of sdt, iodine, ozone. Thewind
rumpled Skip's hair and tried to play with his sketchbook. He swore at it cheerfully because he liked the
song it blew, of the leagues upon leaguesiit had fared and the wanderings till to come.

'‘Good morning, Mr Wayburn.'

Heturned, caught off guard by the soprano voice. TJh, good morning, Dr Can—Miss Cohen.' Damn! |
was supposed to play along unless/until she admits who sheis.

She regarded him fairly calmly. '‘Canter, were you about to say? Y ou're not the first. | do resemble her.
Not surprising. We're second cousins!'

'Oh. Wdll, I will be unique and not bug you for details about your famous reative,’ answered Skip, giving
thanksto any gods who might expect it. I'll bet you've scarcely met her.’

"Y ou'd win your bet.'

That she could lie thus easily indicated she was making afast recovery. Furthermore, while her tunic and
dacksformed aprim contrast to the doppiness of his coveral, their buttercup colour must reflect a



degree of cheerfulness. Her lost weight had just begun coming back; high cheekbones and arched nose
stood forth hatchetlike. Y et the ponytailed hair shone ebony, thetilted and redly rather lovely eyeswere
no longer dark-rimmed, the lips— their remaining paleness not hidden by cosmetics—curved inasmile
that was small, awee bit frightened, neverthelessa genuine amile.

'l didn't want to avoid you,' Skip said, 'nor bother you either. The admird's wife told meyou need arest.’

'| hateto... seem rude,’ she said hesitantly. '‘Mrs Granstad told you aright. Finding you when | came up
here—' She groped out a cigarette from her beltpurse and struck it.

'Please don't think you have to make conversation. In fact, | can leave. I've plenty else to keep me out of
mischief, or in it asthe case may be.’

Her amilerevived, alittlelarger. 'Y es, | noticed you off and on. Cutting quite asocia swath, no? And |
seeyourean artist.’

‘Gnawing away at it. I'm afraid these billows of minewon't give Hokusai much competition.'

'May | see? she asked. He handed her the book. She studied his sketch with what he believed was
appreciation. 'Why, that's excdllent. The way you catch the interference patterns— Have you more? May
| look through?

'If you want. Mainly they're doodles. Or cartoons. | drew this, for instance, on the chopper that brought
me here!

A laugh, weak but alaugh, broke from her. The picture showed two real Vikings, in horned helmets and
ring-mail, who stood on afjord shore watching alongship sail past. One said to the other: 'He's a pretty
peaceable fellow, you know." The figurehead on the ship and the tail on the stern-post were those of a
mouse.

"Y ou could sl such things, I'm sure,' she said.

Skip shrugged. 'Sometimes | do, like to asmall-town paper. The big periodicastake too long to reply.
Chances are I'd be e sewhere when they did, leaving no forwarding address.”

'Indeed? She returned his book and inhaed dowly of her cigarette, studying him edgewise. 'How come?

'I'm asigaroon. Migratory jack-of-miscellaneous-trades, entertainer, you nameit and I'll tell you what to
feedit

'Pardon me, you look too voung for that.'
"Younger'n |l am. | turned officidly adult four years back. That'swhen | went on thewing.'

He had tried it dmost two years earlier, but had been caught. The officer who made the arrest took him
for aratpack type and administered askilful beating. Because his restlessness had brought ever more
friction into familia relationships, his parents consented to his three months commitment to ajuvenile
rehabilitation centre. There the authorities weren't cruel, but he was soon ready to vomit with boredom.

Why mention it? What embitterment had been in him was long since blown out by the many winds he had
fdt.

'And you're obviously well educated,’ Y vonne Canter said.
'A lot of usare.” Skip explained the background and philosophy of his part of the Byworld. Shewasa



good listener. 'I've lots of respectable friends," he finished, 'including the man who arranged for meto visit
here.’

He could guess her thought: An influential friend, to arrange his passage simultaneously with mine.
Not that the Vikings are bound to obey directives from the American government. They find its
goodwill useful, though.... Well, he seems pleasant and harmless. | won't complain.

Skip's task was to make himself more than 'pleasant and harmless in her eyes. An awkwardness had
descended. She said lamely, 'l wonder where their submarineistoday .

"They collect manganese nodules off the bottom," he replied. 'l wastold it's scouting for new territory, like
thefarmer'scat.’

'What?

'Nothing,' he said in haste. She might find the joke atrifle too earthy. "Y ou know, Miss Cohen, I'd be
glad to do your portrait if you'd Sit. At your convenience, naturaly, and you could keep the result. You
have an exotic look that challenges me.”

'Oh? How? Pinkness crept into the ivory cheeks, and the lashes fluttered. She was not so far off the
human femae norm that she didn't enjoy acompliment.

'Hold still aminute, please, and I'll try to show you.' Heflipped to afresh page. Clutching book and
pencil box in theleft hand, he circled back and forth around her, crouched, cocked his head, finaly
settled on an angle of view and started drawing. Though she had finished her smoke, and perhaps wished
for another, she held her pose, iffly and self-conscioudly.

His pencil flew, leaving atrail of curves and shadings. He had intended to glamourize as much as he
guessad he could without insulting her intelligence. But asthe picture grew, the concept did likewise.
Erasethisline, that shadow, damnation, they're wrong! She is beautiful—austere beauty, half
abstract, like Death Valley or a Monterey cypress bent and strained by a century of storms.
'Excuse me, I've had amidfire, would you hang on for an extratwo-three minutes? Better not make
those comparisons aloud. She'd doubtless misunderstand. Therel Thanks agoogolplex. It's rough,
but maybe you can seewhat | saw.’

Heripped off the sheet and gaveit to her. She made alow noise of astonishment. Colour mounted and
sank in her face. Her index finger searched along his perspectives. He had done more than subtly
emphasi ze her best features, he had captured aquality of bowstring tautness. The dightly Oriental cast of
countenance remained, but the clothes flowed back around bosom and leg in amanner to recall Nike of
Samothrace, and therail behind her was shown from a point which made it clear that she was looking
into the sky.

'l never... Remarkable,' she breathed. Y ou make me appear more strenuousthan | am—'
Oh, no, Yvonne.

'—or am | reading something in that nobody & se would? What a souvenir!" Her glance dropped. 'If it's
for me,' she said uncertainly.

'Why, sure, if youwant,” Skip told her." 'S nothing more than a cartoon, in the origina sense of the word.'
Outrageous, the idea bounced through hismind of adding the Sigman and a caption. (‘Now what did it
mean by that}' Or. 'Doesits language consst entirely of smut? Or—) 'I'm redlly trying to sell you on
letting me paint you," he reminded her. Your portrait, | should say, though you know, when you've put



on a few morekilos | could have fun— Whoa, horsie.

I'll haveto think about it. Y our offer ismost kind, of course. She struck afresh cigarette. Hadtily, asif to
steer conversation from hersdlf: 'Y ou must have earned by your talent occasiondly, Mr Wayburn.
Besides casual sdlesof drawings, that is!

'Call me Skip, will you? Everybody € se does. Complicates matters here, it meaning "ship” in Norwegian
though pronounced about the same asthe Englishword _ Yeah,

| have got commissions here and there. I've grown atad cautious about accepting them, after some
trouble one landed mein, a couple years back.'

'What happened?

‘Longish ory.'

'I've nothing to hurry for.'

Good! That means she's enjoying this chatter of mine. Keep it up, boy.

'WEell, you see,' he began, 'l chanced through atiny Southern town, not Byworld exactly, but more
fundamentalist than iseasy to believein thisday and age. In fact, everything there was haf acentury or
worse out of date. They even had ajukebox in the diner—ever seen one? The Sigman, by being rude
enough to exi<t, had upset the faithful like atornado. They had areaction going that would've put a
Colossusrocket in Lunar orbit. | fell talking with the owner of that diner. He meant to close for aweek
and cal on hisrdatives dsawhere. | suggested he let me brighten his blesk little place while he was away.
We settled on aprice for aBible scene.

'l didn't let anybody in before the grand unveiling, and | cooked and dept there when the fever had redlly
grabbed me. | did patronize my friendly neighbourhood moonshiner. First timel came back from him, |
looked at what 1'd begun, and redized what a noble opportunity | was missing. All that space, and |
planned to do the Sermon on the Mount? Ridiculous! Not that Jesus lacks possibilities, but | haven't
clarified them for mysdlf and see no sense in copying someone e se'sidess.

"When | woke next morning the zed was till in me, proving that however drunk she waslast night and
hung over today, my Muse was authentic. | laid in asupply of jugs and for the rest of that week, half out
of my head from lack of proper food and deep, plus superabundance of corn squeezin's, | painted the
best tning 1'd ever done, maybe the bet I'll ever do, the Reveation of St John the Divine.

'Angelsin the four corners, ceiling high, emptied vias of wrath upon the jukebox, the television set, and
the doors of the ladies and gents rooms. God the Father burned with glory on that ceiling; hislong white
hair and beard tossed in the storm of destruction, like hisrobes, and his face was haf human, half lion.
The Son on hisright hand was less successful—I wanted to show that he pitied the damned he was
helping cast into eternd fire— well, he came out more likeagrimly satisfied revivaist saying, "l told you
s0." The flames around the thrones— not hellflames, mind you; modelled on solar prominences
—reached up around the Holy Ghost, whose wings carried their lesp farther. Gabriel | modelled on a
film 1'd once seen, atrumpeter ‘way back in the jazz era, Bix Beider-becke; he was obvioudy blowing
riffs, syncopating, having thetime of hisimmortd life. Therest of the angels, the ders, thewhole divine
crew, were distracted by his concert. Some were annoyed, trying to concentrate on their work, but a
couplewerelistening in totaly goofed-out ecstasy. Me, | had thetime of my life with the zoo around the
throne___I'm babbling.'

'No, no, do continue,' she said, her gaze never leaving him.



'M-m, well, etymology aside, why should murals not include floors, considering how tough the modern
paints are? Thisfloor became Earth. The dead wererising out of it. Y ou saw tombstonesfaling, graves
opening, the whole scene chaotic, since | guessed that by Judgment Day every spot on the planet will've
been used athousand timesfor burias. | doubted the resurrection of the flesh would be instantaneous so
| showed different stages—a recent corpse till haf rotten, askull rolling to rgoin its vertebrae, two
skeletons squabbling over ashinbone, ancient dust starting to whirl into thefirst ghostly outlines— And
the completed cased! | didn't try for tragic dignity, like the Orpheus Fountain in Stockholm. Revelationsis
awild book, utter lunacy. The weaker among the resurrected were painfully trying to haul themsalves
upright with the help of the counter stools. A couple of loverswere crying for joy in each other'sarms,
yes, but they were old when they died. Remembering that in heaven thereisno marriage, ayoung couple
was trying to sneak a quick—ah— well, acowboy and an Indian were kicking and gouging, and you can
imaginetheres.

'Along the lower part of thefront wall | put adistant view of burning cities, floods, earthquakes, and
amilar caamities, including alightning bolt that struck afundamentalist church. On theright wal, the
saved were whirling upward like dry leavesin acyclonic wind. Most | modelled on happy drunks, happy
potheads, et cetera, but some looked dubious, some bewildered, one was thoroughly airsick. Naturaly,
everyone was naked. Scripture says nothing about restoring shrouds. On the left wall, the damned were
smilarly tumbling downward. Hellflames were roaring aoft to greet them, and the first few had begun to
Szzle, oh, that was not nice. Nor were the devils who hurried them dong. I'll spare you details. Satan
himself was better-looking, in an ophidian way. One hand reached out to rake the sinnersin, the other
made afig a God; middle finger extended.

‘Behind the counter, for the del ectation of the trade, was a further view of the opposition, the Great
Whore of Babylon on her beast. | wrote the number of the beast in binary. She was glad-eyeing the
Antichrigt, and | made it perfectly obviouswhat hehadinmind__No, sorry, | don't want to offend you.'

Skip's gpology was pro forma. Shewas giggling. 'Oh, my, oh, my,' she said. 'How did the town react?

'A-wing and awash as | was, it never occurred to me they mightn't appreciate my masterpiece.” Skip
sghed. 'l had to justify my nickname for sure, that day.' Not the first or last time | was glad to be
good at karate and kendo. 'No doubt the owner repainted.’

She sobered. He redlized that the verve of his account had been due to more than gusto, and that she
noticed this. 'Odd,' she said dowly. 'l never met anybody before who had art in the blood.

"Takes the strangest forms," he tried to quip. His reference escaped her.

'‘Competent illustrators, of course,' she went on. Her gaze moved from him to the water and back. "'Two
or three who bragged about their dedication and were not competent. None werered artists, the way
I've known severd bone-red musicians and scientists. Until you today.'

Dare | take the opening? Yes—carefully, carefully. Jet back the microsecond she registers distaste
for the subject. 'l thank you," he drawled. 'Me, however, | suspect no person aive, no human who ever
lived short of maybe a Rembrandt or aBach, comparesin... artigness?... to Earth's distinguished guest.’

Did sheflinch? He couldn't quite tell. But raised brows questioned him.
"The Sigman.' Skip pointed skyward at random.

'Well, m-m, Canter—' she couldn't hel p blushing— 'Canter does, you know, appear to have proved the
being indsts an aesthetic standard be met. Like, say, a Helan period Japanese nobleman.’



'Not what I'm getting at, though Dr Canter's work does suggest my notion may not be too skewed.'
'What is your idea? Now she was merely being courteous, he assumed; yet she didn't sound resigned.

He was reminded of how you played agame fish on athin line. ‘Aw, nothing much.' He turned, leaned on
therail, stared out acrossthe waves. ‘A sigaroon-typeidea.’

She moved to stand beside him. 'Go on, Skip. Do.’

He struggled to sound calm. 'Maybe I'm dead wrong,' he said. 'l think | know what the Sigman camefor,
what it'sdoing, why it's hardly paid attention to us, how we can makeit Sit up and wag thetall it hasn't
got and declare that nothing istoo good for the human race. Extravagant of me, no?

Herisked asddong glance. The profile that intrigued him was turned seaward, the ponytail fluttering
back in a strengthened breeze. He hadn't scared her off. She did grip therail tightly, and her voicewasa
triflesrained: Tel me!'

NINE

She dropped her incognito for him the same day. They maintained it in the presence of others, except the
Gran-stads, whom they seldom encountered. This cost Skip the

friendship of the blonde nurse, who started wondering why he spent hours on end with that skinny Cohen
woman, old enough to be his aunt—weéll, years older than him—that he could have spent with her. She
didn't take kindly to his explanation that Miss Cohen had awonderful mind.

Oh, well, thered been afew dmighty enjoyable nights. And he kept on playing an occasiona game of
ball or bending an occasiona ebow with the rest of the younger set. Though equally puzzled by the
changein his behaviour, they didn't ask him the reason. Individuaism would not combine with close
quarters and need for disciplined co-operation unless you added the catalyst of respect for privacy.
Doubtless they decided that one must expect eccentricitiesin asigaroon.

Skip quickly got on first-name termswith Y vonne. They were both afire, exploring the consequences of
his hypothesis, laying plans, making preparations. Barring the un-~ foreseeable, she was pledged to stay
inthefleet to Los Angdes. Colond Almedaand company needed that long a aminimum to arrange for
her safety. Shefretted, until she discovered how she and Skip could put the interval to use. Ormen could
draw on datalines, computer banks, worldwide visiphone service, as readily as her workroom at home.
The ReaderFax could print out acopy of any item in any important library anywhere, with any degree of
fiddity for which the customer was ready to be charged. There was even aMitsui Sculptor, todo a
smilar job for three-dimensional objects whose scanswere on file. Normaly these were statues and
ceramics, but Skip ingsted on it for paintings, and hang the expense.

"Texture's more important than people redize, he said. They don't know how sengtive their own vison
is, trained or not. Thefact'smost obviousin oil painterswho put on thick daubs, like many
Impressionists. Don't think it doesn't matter for others, though. They can be asdick as Ddli, but that
surfaceisnot opticaly flat. Samefor Orienta inks and water colours. In them, the cloth or paper
becomes part of the composition.' He hesitated. 'Uh, Uncle Sam will reimburse you for those weve
ordered here aboard for examination. Won't he?

'Silly," she laughed. 'l can debit him directly.’



They stood on the fantail, |ate after aday of projecting image after image on the screen, making choices,
continuing to debate these while they went out for dinner. Nobody € se was here astern. The throb of full
gpeed was tranquil in the ship. Above shone stars, and amoon that built a bridge over darkly sheening
waters and turned the wake into awhite river. Thelights of acompanion vessd glowed tiny and
jewel-coloured across kilometres. The air was mild, quiet save for that low besat of engines, the rush and
gurgle of passage. Y vonne and Skip leaned on the taffrail, Sde by side, gazing aft and drinking peace.

'Good," he said. Musingly: "Y ou know, I've wondered if modern repro is atogether adesirable
development. | mean, ook, if you can have alL.eonardo or Monet or whatever in your living-room at
reasonable cost—not a print from a photograph, not acopy by some hack, but in essence the red thing,
every shade and contour identical— well, won't you? Instead of travelling thousands of kilometresto
break down your archesin agdlery?

'Y-yes. At home | collect Matisse and Picasso... and Byzantines, by the way.’

'What | wondered about is, what's going to happen now that the modern artist has to compete this
directly with the masters of two or three thousand years? | see usthese days as on the brink of a
renaissance. Y ou know what absol ute garbage-pit bottom we hit in about the middle twentieth century,
don't you? Or have you been spared? | see anew idiom with all sorts of potentials, ablend of Western,
Crienta, aborigina, and scientific motifs, | seeit beginning to develop. Will it get the chance, though? Wil
enough aficionados pay for it? And the artist himself, surrounded by overwhelming grestness—what'll
that do to him? One reason | went on the wing wasto try and get back to lifeitsalf and find how | look at
things'

Y vonne patted his hand. She smiled in the moonlight. 'Y oure anidedigt.’ At once, asif frightened, she
withdrew the touch and reached into her beltpurse.

'Who, me? Hisears grew warm. 'Lady, no! | do what | want, not alick moreif | can helpit. You'rethe
service-to-mankind specidist in thisduo.’

Shetook forth apack of joints and offered it to him. 'Thanks," he said. 'Reckon we could both stand a
relaxer, high-keyed the way we are.’ They struck and inhaed. 'Although,” he continued after thefirst
tingly breath, 'you thrive on work. Y ou were like a spook when | met you. Now, aweek later, on thejob
ten-twelve hours aday, you've fleshed out, you don't jump at shadows, you joke—'

That was not entirely true, he thought. She appreciated humour of certain kinds, but hadn't much of her
own. And, while physically she was about back to norma— which he enjoyed seeing—her nerves could
dtill attack her. Asnow. The red end of her cigarette trembled between her fingers, waxing and waning
with inadvisably quick, deep drags.

'Did | say something wrong? he asked.

She shook her head. Pain edged her voice. ‘Not your fault. Y ou accidentally reminded me. | am not
dtruigtic. If only | were, just to the average extent, | wouldn't have made the total mess| did.'

'Are you kidding? Y vonne, you've done tremendoudy.'

'Have 1?7 The pot must be grabbing hard and fast, in her exhausted state, for her to let down the barriers
s0. 'l killed aman. | see his dead face before me, pop-eyed and dack-jawed in bewilderment. Hed be
diveif I'd smply wounded him.'

'Huh? 1 knew aboltless nut tried to murder you, but the newscaster never—'



Shetold him, in short harsh words between inhaations. At the end, tears rivered down her chegkbones,
turning them slver inthe moonlight.

He clasped both her shoulders and said: 'Y vonne, listen. Y ou're not to blame. Not an atom'sworth. Y ou
were scared out of your wits. And you'd no experience with guns, had you? That must've been a
double-action weapon. Y ou can empty the magazine in seconds. Y ou didn't have time to know what you
were doing. And you did nothing evil anyhow. Y ou were defending yourself. The world needsyou. The
world is better off without thet cresture, that thing."

"That human being, Skip.'

‘Come off it. Shooting's an occupationd hazard in the Underworld. Would you fed sorry if the incident
had happened to a stranger and you heard about it?

"This happened to me! Y-y-you've never killed aman. Have you?

'No. I've come close. And | dways carry afang. Illegal astyphoid, but | sew a hiding place into every
pair of pants| buy, and | keep in practice. If someday there's no choice, sure, I'll open him up. Whichl
cause me neither pleasure nor remorse.’

Y ou're telling me the same as everybody else.’ She turned and looked back out to sea. Skip let hisright
arm dide down around her waist. She sighed and leaned lightly against him.

'Sorry." Her tone was muted, rather durred. ‘I shouldn’ wish my troubles on you.'

'I'm honoured to help, if only as a convenient shoulder,' he said. '"And | don't pass on what'stold mein
confidence!

"Thank you, Skip." She smiled, however forlornly. Her eyesremained fixed straight before her. 'I'm
hedling 'bout as fast's the therapist predicted. | don' often think 'bout... that... any more, an'it'srarer yet
| fed guilty. Soon I'll stop dl... a-to-gether. Doubtless, awhile af'erward, I'll stop wondering if | do
wrong not to fed guilty.' Shelet out adow, smoke-scented breath. This blongs to awhole complex of
troubles I've had throughout' life. Be glad you're 'n extrovert. Introverson's no fun. My marriage
disntegrated b'cause | saw too seldom that he needed more of me'n| wasgiving. An' do | redlly want to
be asaoneas| am? Shetossed the stub overboard. 'Hell with it. I'm stoned. Better go to bed.’

He escorted her to her cabin. At the door, in the empty, ventilator-murmurous, drive-quivering corridor,
she amiled a him, unsteady mouth and imperfectly focused eyes. 'Y ou're adarling,’ she whispered.

He rgjected temptation, bowed and kissed her hand, and |eft with asingle 'Good night.'

They had taken to meeting on the promenade deck each forenoon, to walk around it for an hour and
discusstheir work. Skip reported there next day, unsure whether Y vonne would. She did, though later
than usud, tiffly striding. 'Hi,' he greeted. 'How are you?

'Fine, thank you.' He could barely hear her, and her ook avoided his.

"Fraid you might've been sick,” he continued glibly. ‘Contrary to folklore, people do get sick froman
overdose of mary jane, and wetied one on last night, didn't we? At least, | did. Can't remember too
well—hazy recollection we said things which seemed important but probably weren't—drugs are sneaky
when you're not aregular user.’



She gave him aquick, sartled glance. 'Do... do youfed ill, then?

'Not bad. Thejudge gave me probation.' They started their walk at abrisk pace. Thewind blew loud
and chill, the waves ran heavy and grey-green, under many clouds. Ormen had entered the Japan
Current.

‘Let'slay the art question aside for awhile," Y vonne proposed, more quickly than was needful. 'lI've
noticed you don't seem to understand how Sigman biology differs from terrestrial. The facts may suggest
something to you.'

What is suggested to me, hethought, is that you want a safe topic—art being concerned with
emotion—till you get over having bared yourself. Okay. 'Well, | know the chemistry's another.
Where ana ogues exist, amino acids and whatnot, they're gpt to be... mirror images of ours... isomers, is
that the word?

Y vonnetook acigarette: tobacco, of course. 'I'm thinking about cellular organization,’ she said. The
biologica specimenswe were given were both plant and animd. A few of the plant sampleswere of
more than microscopic Sze, none of the anima. But the animal culesincluded both protozoans and
metazoans—single-celled and multi-celled—and there were severa grams of tissuethat may befrom a
member of the dominant species. Naturdly, our scientistsfailed to culture or cultivate anything, and the
cdlsdidnt look smilar to any of Earth. Some cytologists claim they've identified what correspondsto
chromosomes, ribosomeg et cetera. Others dispute this. No matter for now. The broad genera
principles seem roughly the same. Don't they? ¢

'l reckon,’ Skip said.
"They aren't! The metazoans are put together completely unlike the main terrestria kinds:!

Y vonne paused. A whale broached aways off. Skip thought: The human beast has redeemed itself to
the extent of establishing half-way decent conservation policies. Haw shoddy my life would be
with no miracleslike that yonder! '—easest explained by starting with—' Oops, | forgot. He made
himsdlf pay heed to the woman. Her lecture might be ashield for her; nevertheless, she ddivered it well:

'—the conjectura development of such organisms on Earth. I'm not abiologi<t, | may get detailswrong,
but hereishow | understand the idea.

"The origind aggregates of cels must have been mere clumps, something like them survivesin dgd ciliate
balls. They went on to become hollow spheres, often two concentric spheres, like the modern volvox.
But presently— thiswas till in the Pre-Cambrian era, remember—such spheres devel oped specidized
inner and outer walls. They had an opening at either end, for intake of nourishment and excretion of what
they could not use. From smple gastrulalike that is descended almost every kind of animal we know.
Some formed mere colonies, like the sponges and corass. But others joined end to end, becoming the
first ssgmented worms.

'From those early worms in turn—Skip refrained from the obvious double pun— evolved dl the higher
forms. In an elaborated version, we keep to this day that old, basic tubular-modular structure. The
bilateral symmetry, the oral-digestive-and tract, the ribs and vertebrae show it. Even branched-off organs
like heart and lungs adopt the cana principle, though the lungs have become sacs—well, | needn't
illugrate further.

‘Thisisn't the only way to evolve biological complexity, I'm sure you know. Plants haven't followed it.
And if weve been given afair sample, no Sigman life has. Perhapsthe closest terrestrid andoguetoit is
our ductless glands.



'Here on Earth, certain protozoa swim by means of cilia, hairlike processes along their sides. Something
smilar exigsin what we have seen from the Sigman planet. But not identical. Those protozoanstypicaly
arenot fiat but spheroidd. The ciliaare spaced over the entire surface, and they are for more than
locomotion. They whip the water, and any organic matter it may contain, towardsthe cell. Theanimacule
has no particular intake or outlet; its skin is permeable, and the currents raised by the ciliaforce the
foodstuff through to the interior. Oh, moreisinvolved than that. Chemica action on the membrane
probably breaks down the larger moleculesto smaller onesthat can passin, and interior processes must
be extraordinarily complicated. But our biologists would need a great many living specimensto tracethe
detals!

Y vonne stopped for breath. Skip said, 'l can guesswhat's coming. Yes, | remember vaguely reading an
aticle. My private life a the time was overloaded with new impressons and— Point is, when these
Sigman microbes decided to join forces, they held handsinstead of kissing.'

He was pleased to see aflash of grin. "Y ou would think in those terms,’ she said. 'Y es, they linked some
of their cilia. Theselost the origina sweeping function and became tubes for support and for the
conveyance of fluids. In various parts of the tissues our people have studied, the tubes have shrunk till the
cdlsareindirect contact. But thisisfor specid purposes, as we use independently swimming blood
corpuscles. The basic Sigman metazoan structure is alattice of spheroids held together and integrated by
rods. The rods may be solid, hollow, or permeable; they may berigid or flexible; that depends on what
their particular function is. The topology remains the same. So doesthe permeshiility of the cellular skin,
however modified this has been here and there in the course of millions of years!

They waked alap in thoughtful slence. A Viking passed by. 'God morgen, du' Skip hailed. His accent
wasn't bad. The sailor responded. Skip returned to his brown study.

'l believe | seewherethisleads,' he said at length. 'Check me out. The basic symmetry isnot bilaterd, it's
axid or radid. There's no tendency, anyhow much less tendency than here, to develop a definite front
and rear end. Y ou get much less development of speciaized organs, too. The permeable cell* can takein
itsown air and water vapour —it's kept free cilia, developed into efficient little fans, am | right?—and,
uh, it excretes waste products directly and continuously. Our Sigman friend needs claws to break down
solid food, but only to the point where the juices seeping from the surface between those claws can
reduce it to amush that dissolves and passes on up the arm. They must be even fiercer than our stomach
acids, those!'

'Y ou catch on fagt," Y vonne nodded. 'It's thought the same juices probably circulate throughout, in diluted
form —the main protection againgt disease germs. Asfor physica protection, the skinless|attice would
be hopelesdy vulnerable, except that probably most land animas have staggered pine-cone shingleslike
our spacetraveller. With air and water passing fredly between, the animal isn't insulated from sense
impressions, theway alobster or turtleis. Therefore the evolution of intelligence isn't inhibited.'

'Uh-huh," Skip said. 'And with four stalked eyesin addition, and who knows what other extensible
organs, I'll bet the Sigman experiences more than we do. Our only cellsthat make direct contact with the
environment are in the breathing apparatus, parts of the food tract, and the skin, and those last are dead
ontop.' Excitedly: 'The Sig-man'swhole body doed! I'll lay oddsthat if you limited it to human
capabilities, it'd go bonkers. Sensory impoverishment.’

'Oh, there must be many qudifications and exceptions,' Y vonne said. 'For instance, it must have abrain.’

'Must it? he challenged. 'Aswe understand a brain? Why can't those not very specidizing cdls carry
nerve impulses too? Maybe the Sigman thinks aswell as senseswith its entire body. If that'strue, | envy
it M-m, aless compact layout than our cerebral whatchacallum. Signalstake longer to cross. The



Sigman 'ud think dower'n us. Which might not matter on its planet. Animasthat want to make alunch off
it have the same handicap. And gravity's weaker. Y ou have more time to recover from a stumble or
dodge afaling rock.

Y vonne halted. "Why—you may beright!" she exclaimed. 'Among the features | found in the language
wasthat it does have considerably lower rate of information transmission.’

' recdl,’ Skip answered. 'Given the enormous sensory input, however—if we aren't building theoriesin
mid-air— well, I'd guessiit thinks more deeply than us. We're quickwitted hut shallow, it's ponderous but
profound.' He beat afist on arail-post. 'Hey, hey, hey! How about that? What type of artistic
conventions would develop— Zonk! Wowsers!'

He capered whooping around the deck. Finally he stopped before her and burbled, Y ou were inspired
to raise this subject. We've got to explore the notion further. C'mon, let'sinspire oursalves with amorning
beer in Olav's pub. A single schooner apiece. Two a mogt. All right, you win, three. If the sun isn't over
the yard-arm, welll have them lower the yard-arm for us.' He tugged her arm. She resisted. ‘Come on,
robin!" She did.

Maury Station rested on the continental shelf off the Oregon coast, about fifty kilometres out and as many
fathoms down. The Vikings had a cargo of refined metalsto ddliver. Ormen, too huge for the docks,
anchored a a. safe distance amidst itsfollowers, except for the concentrator ship. That onelaid dong the
assigned pier, which projected from the cal sson-mounted platforms supporting acomplex of buildings
and machinery.

Unloading would be quick, but Granstad had promised a six-hour stay for the sake of children who had
never toured the place. The rest must keep out; their numbers would swamp the available facilities. Most
of them had visted Maury or smilar colonies before. And the fleshpots of Los Angeles, where organic
products were to be landed, were now only a couple of days away.

A few men wangled leave to go off hydrofoiling, scubadiving, or dolphin riding under the aegis of loca
youths who frolicked about the vessel on their big fish-herder animals. Y vonne regarded the splashing,
legping, and shouting wistfully. 'I'd enjoy that,’ she said.

'Water's cold heregbouts," Skip warned. The merfolk are used to it, we aren't. True, you get warm fairly
quickly inawet suit _ Wdll, why don't you? Were passengers, not under orders, nothing to prevent.
And any boatman or diving guide or Dolphin boy would come snorting like agrampusto oblige you.’
Their relationship had reached the point where his habit of speaking little gallantries to any good-looking

woman didn't embarrass her. Thiswasthe first timein aweek or more that he had seen her dightly

unhappy.

She sighed. 'l mustn't. Andy Almeidawould be furious. Heinssted | stay aboard, incognito, the whole
trip. For safety's sake. | couldn't be Y olanda Cohen here. Not that I've ever been to Maury, but it's
crammed with scientists and some are statisticaly certain to have met me at Triple-A-S conventions or
wherever. My earlier work had applications to cetacean pseudo-speech.’ She squeezed hishand. 'l talk
too much. Y ou go. Havefun.'

'Do you yoursdlf think you'rein danger? he asked.

'No, she said emphatically. 'If the attempt on me wasn't a case of mistaken identity or something, then it
has to have been the work of alunatic-fringe anti-Sigman group. Those are known, and I'm sure the
government has put the fear of the Lord in them.’



'So does this Almeida.own you? Will asguad of police meet you at the gangplank?

'He wanted that, but | wouldn't haveit. He gavein when | pointed out that, precisely because no one will
know where I've been, no n can be lurking.'

‘Right. Well, take my word, you're ablessed sight safer in Maury, with the sealaying nine or ten
atmospheres of pressure on you, and killer whales which are supposed to be tame flippering around
loose, than in Los Angeles. I've not been here either, but | know LA and I've read about Maury. They're
your breed, of cat, comefrom al over the world to study and conquer the seabed together. How can
they threaten you?

'I'd... I'd hate for the newsto run ahead of me. A crowd of journdists would be dmost as bad asa
melodramatic killer.'

'Okay, we go firgt to the director and arrange precautions. Confound it, woman, | want to see the place
and | suddenly redlize you can get me entree to parts1'd never belet into by mysdf. Let'sfarel Right
away! No, don't stop to change your vests. Y ou're dressed for energetic sightseeing and | doubt they
ever noticewho'swearingwhat inan R & D dation.

Shelet hersalf be swept along. They descended the ladder on Ormen's dlifflike side. Skip whistled and
waved at apassing boat. The pilot was glad to give them alift in exchange for abit of gossip. From the
upper structure, they took an elevator down the shaft to the central underseadome. Five minutes
afterward, they were in the director's sanctum. Three of the minutes had been spent in finding it.

Burly and shaggy amidst aclutter of oceanic memorabiliathet filled walls and overflowed floor—books,
pictures, ingruments, an old-time diving helmet, coradls, mounted fish, harpoons, God knew
what—Randa | High-tower pumped Y vonne's hand till Skip wondered if water would gush from her
mouth, and boomed welcome. 'Sure, sure, m'lady, nothing's too good for you. I'll record anctice, for
hourly replay on the entire intercom system: Y ou must avoid strain and you don't want publicity and will
they please not get on the phone to Uncle Oscar in Keokuk or Cousin Ching-Chang in Shanghai for the
next few days, to blat that they persondly eyebdled Y vonne Canter. They'll understand. Y ou can trust
‘em. Y ou know what inhibited close-mouthed rabbitswe scientists are. | till think of myself asascienti<t.
Somebody's got to administer this chaos. | sneak off to my lab when | can. Experimenting with
production of alcohol from plankton. Bigger things are under way in Maury, of course. Alison!' He gave
his pretty secretary, who was standing by, a pat on the bottom. 'Man the gunsawhile. If anybody inssts
his business with me can't wait, drop him in the Mindanao Deep. I'm going to show these people around.

"The announcement,' Y vonne reminded him.
'At once, Dr Canter,' he said worshipfully.

The remaining hours were sheer marvel. The centra hemisphere was surrounded by aring of others.
These were connected by tunnels and kept at ambient pressure, allowing swvimmersto passin and out
through smple airlocks with no need for compression or decompression. To go between them and the
middle dome naturdly required timein achamber. Besdes atmospheric density, composition must be
dtered, at arate which dlowed the body to adjust. The helium content made voices shrill to the point of
unintdligibility. It was an experience to hear High tower roar squeskily. He supplied his guestswith
headsets that stepped down sonic frequencies. The mer-folk didn't bother. They were used to the upper
range, and were gradualy evolving aset of diaects adapted to it.

In two-three hundred years or less, Skip thought, a whole new undersea civilization.

Windows in the compression chamber looked out upon dimly greenish-lit waters, here and there



brightened by lamps or flashbeams; on crusted rocks, upward-waving green-and-brown kelp, fish, crab,
lobster, shellfish, squid, fishlike humans passing, bubbles astream from the M cPherson 'gills that
extracted oxygen for them, asounding orcaand aman directing it— A whole new world, Skip exulted.
Arts like none that landsmen could imagine.

When | settle down at last, why not a seabed colony? The biggest already have room for wives
and kids. Surely a painter coidd be squeezed in somewhere—and Charlie Russell didn't have a
wider-open range to fence with canvas!

When |aboratory workers engaged Y vonne in conversation, he found pleasure in the shapes of the
scientific gpparatus. He found ecstasy when Hightower gave him and Yvonne aridein asuperglass
submarine. When finaly they must return and the Vikings sailed off, he chattered to Y vonne over dinner
asif he had been blowing pot or downing gurgle, except that she thought histalk redly did verge on
brilliance. His gaiety infected her. Afterward they went dancing in the Bellman Club, with champagne on
theside.

At her door she said, holding hands, Thanks for awonderful day. Y our initiative madeit.’

"Thank you," hereplied. 'Mainly for your company, but for the magnum too.' He had no more resented
her buying than he would have resented buying for her if held been flush and she broke. ‘Not to mention
everything else I've enjoyed because of you. What an dl-time faring this has been! I'm sorry it's about to
end.

"WEll be going on, remember,’ she breathed.

Her eyes, her lips, her dight sway forward, could not be misunderstood. The kisslasted longer than
most, and she was better than he had expected.

They broke apart. She opened the door. He made a tentative move to follow her. ‘Good night, Skip,' she
said gently. He stopped. She lingered a second. He couldn't tell if she wished he would insst; she wasthe
first top-grade Orthian he/d had anything meaningful to do with, and eight years his senior to boot. ‘Good

night,’ she repeated. The door closed behind her.

Oh, well, hethought. Maybe later. 1t'd be—I dunno— another dimension for something great—or
am | smply curious? Unaccustomed to brooding over his own emotions, he let the speculation die and
sauntered to his cabin.

'No luck, en? Andrew Almeida asked.

'None,' responded the face in his desk-phone screen. 'Every combination of man-Sigman phrases,
beamed on every reasonable frequency band, starting with the one on which it sgnalled uswhen it
origindly arrived... dl drew blank.'Not aflicker in return.’

'‘Ump. Can radio pass through those force screens, do you think?

'If the Sigman can transmit, which it did three years ago, it can receive. No, | suppose either it hasn't
recognized our message as a pleato continue building communications, or itsinterest in usremains barely
marginal, or it has amotive we can't comprehend.’

‘Damn!" Almeida gnawed his moustache, which reminded him it was gpproaching an unmilitary length.
'Well, at least the Russians and Chinese and the rest have failed too.'



'Do you think they tried?
'l know they did. We maintain reconnaissance. Besides, didn't we try?

The scientist bridled. "Why are the nations duplicating their efforts? For that matter, Colondl, why have |l
been instructed to report to you aone?

"Thefirst question answersthe second,’ Almeidatold him. 'If | haveto repeet the briefing you got when
we ingtituted security here, you should consider submitting your resignation.’

Wang Li looked up. Hiswife was home early from her solidarity meeting. Moonlight camein the
doorway around her, striking shimmers off the mother-of-pearl insets that ornamented his old,
dragon-carved ebony chair. A breath of dewy jasmine followed, and chirring of crickets. She snapped
the door shut and switched on the fluorescents. He blinked.

'Why were you sitting in the dark? she demanded.
'‘Good evening, my dear,' he said. 'How was the assembly?
'If you had been patriotic enough to attend, you would know,' she answered.

He averted his gaze from her tal, gaunt, drab-clad form. 'l am till tired after the |language assignment.
We had no mercy on oursalves.’

'Y ou never attend if you can avaidit.’

'Not my function. "From each according to his ability." Besides, tonight | have adifficult matter to think
through."

Y ao was slent haf aminute. Then, mildly, seeking to be reconciled with him, she said, 'Oh, | see. Can
you tell mewhat?

He shifted about in his sedt. 'l must compose aletter to Y vonne Canter. She cannot be reached by
visiphone, but no doubt aletter to her at Armstrong Base will be passed on when she comes back from
wherever she hasfled.'

‘Surely you need not ask an American's help.' Y ao walked closer, till she stood above him, and touched
his cheek.

'l might. Remember who had that first insight. In this case, however, | wish to express my regret a her
bad experience, and assure her that we, her Chinese colleagues, are overjoyed that her esteemed person
escaped harm. But it isnot an easy thing after dl, because—'

Her indignation returned on wings. 'What! An imperialis—' She broke off. 'l understand we must
maintain the courtesies,' she said. 'Why isaformal note hard to write?

"It should not be formd. She may well think that that cowardly attack on her was ingtigated by our
government.’

'Let her, if she hasa persecution mania.'

Wang'sfingers strained together. 'And she could perhaps be right,’ he said around athickness, while he
stared at the floor. 'My every attempt to ask was met with bland denids, until 1 was called before



Generd Chou and informed that further asking would be considered evidence of deviant thoughts. Yes, |
redlize disproof may beimpossible. | cannot be shown details of our intelligence operations. Still, | am
not awholly unimportant man. Why could no one take the time to explain to me precisaly why disproof.is
impossiblein this particular case?

Heraised his eyes and saw shock livid on Y ao's countenance. 'Y ou dare say that? she gasped. A
screech followed : 'Y ou dare call our |eaders murderers?

Histemper broke. He sprang to hisfeet. 'Be quiet!" he shouted. 'l will not be named traitor, | who serve
beyond the sky! What do you do for the people? Y ou nag and pettily tyrannize afew score wretches
who might instead be busy at something useful! Leaveme! | do not want to see you again this night!’

She covered her face and ran. He wondered if she would weep.

Poor Yao. Grief welledin him. He sat down like an old man. If she had et me explain before my
worn-out nerves gave way... | can imagine—I do not believe, yet | can imagine—that a decision
was made to kill Yvonne Canter, not in hatred, not in callousness, but because the imperialists
would use her to gain their ends. If | truly thought that, | would kill her myself, with these hands.
He saw them open and empty on hislap. | do not fear her. | fear those whose ancestorsin spirit
forced opium on mine, sacked Peking, bombed Hiroshima, slaughtered and slaughtered to block
the liberation of Korea, Malaya, Vietnam, Thailand—the list goes on too long—who blocked
liberation by a wall of corpses. And | fear the Soviets who killed my father and bombed my land; 1
fear the Europeans and Japanese, fat, bustling, smug, who could so quickly turn back into hungry
demons; | fear whoever might burn my P'ing alive, and it is so easy, so gruesomely easy to make a
nuclear weapon ... and now that spaceship, like a vulture wheeling over thisfair, living Earth___
Poor Yao. Poor Yvonne Canter. Poor mankind.

TEN

Reapers of the sea, the Vikings could not have kept a schedule had they wanted to. Not until the last
short leg of her voyage did Y vonne know the precise date on which it would end. She arranged for the
duplicated paintings to be posted to Armstrong. The government would justifiably have balked a meeting
the bill for having them copied over, especidly after Skip turned in hislist of what €se he wanted,
pictures he had never been in doubt about and other items like figurines, Asian bowls, and a Grecian urn.
'l may aswell give you my luggage too,’ shetold the purser.

'Hoy, keep asuitcase,’ Skip said. 'We aren't hopping thefirst jet for Denver.'
'I'm not sure about that,” she answered againgt her will. Tve been thinking and—'

'‘Awe, come on. Don't back out of your last chance to be afree woman. | know places here that the
tourists never see, and | don't refer to respectable back yards. He tugged her deeve. 'Do. Throw a
toothbrush and a change of vestsinto abag, same as|'ve done, and hang on to it. Hurry, if you want to
watch us dock.'

She surrendered. 'I'm abad girl. The colond will be horrified. And hesanice man, redly.’
'What you need,’ Skip grinned, 'is practice in badness. I'll train you. Let'slift off.’

The scene topside wasimpressive. The blue glister of San Pedro Bay was nearly hidden under swarms of
ships, tugs, barges, fishing boats, yachts, police and watercleaner craft. Private and commercid



helicoptersfilled heaven; beyond them, contrails criss-crossed white and thunder drifted down. Ahead
gretched theimmengty of the megalopolis, athousand pastel hues of buildings chequered in green by
parks, pierced by spirelike skyscrapers, knit together by soaring arcs of raillway, each detall
diamond-sharp through Los Angeles crystdlineair until vision was stopped by the curvature of the
planet. The sound of men and machines flowed outward, a deep steady querning that reminded of the
tides or of the bloodbegt in some enormous animdl.

It was hot, and sailors were abustle. Skip and Y vonne found shaded refuge on alower deck. 'Wheat are
these untouristy places you speak of ? she asked.

"Fraid wewon' visit the most interesting, he said. "They're too bloody interesting, and | don't mean
British bloody." At her inquiring look: 'l once knocked around in local Underworld circles. | wasn't
joining them, | was smply the bouncer in atough nightclub. That led me to know severd full-fledged
Underworlders, and after | helped onein afairly nasty fight, he took afancy to me and— Forget it. |
don't want to make noises like aromantic hero. Truth is, what | saw and heard was what decided me to
move on, in spite of liking it where | worked.'

Since he was happily observing the action, she could let her gaze dwell on him—disposable tunic
purchased aboard, the extreme flarein the collar and red in the colour proclaiming its chespness, worn
with as much dash asif it and the faded trousers and scuffed shoes were the latest mode from Rio;
cowlicked brown hair, freckle-dusted brown face, boyish nose, mobile mouth, eyes big and green and
the alivest into which she had ever looked. Why had he, child of long roads and the weather, liked
spending his nightsin smoke and din and the breath of vicious morons? A girl, beyond doubt. Or girls?
She could imagine that body, hard, supple, and warm, giving joy to awhole chorusline.

She could imagine hersdf in that chorus.

I'm not falling in love with him, am If The thought was dismaying. Or was it? She asked hurriedly,
"Where do you propose we go?

'How "bout Afroville for lunch and browsing? Sure, you must've been there, but I'll bet you ate only at
nationdly advertised restaurants and talked only with shopkeepers.”

'No, shesad, 'mainly | wasat itsuniversity, conferring. They have the best sociology department in the
country, which includes a couple of firg-chop linguists. My colleagues were, are somewhat bitter about
the ethnic facade. They don't want their community known as a variation on Chinatown.'

"Then those prominent sociol ogists ought to get off their prominent duffs and discover how much more
thereisto a Chinatown than tourist traps. Asfor Afroville, | guarantee your lunch « won't be standard
prettied-up chitlin's and collard greens, and it'll be cheaper to boot.'

Shebit her lip. How can | say what | must? 'Y ou... had better watch your expenses... till we have you
on the government payroll,' sheforced out. 'Unlessyoull... let me be debited. A loan, if you wish, till—'
She ground to ahdt, her cheeks burning with more than the light splintered off the water.

Skip gave her asurprised glance. 'What's wrong? His puzzlement cleared. 'Oh, yes. Mde pride. Sure,
Yvonne, you keep track and bill me after my first pay crediting.'

How will he survive in the Ortho? she mourned. It's not for the light of heart and feet.

He won't, and he doesn't care. When he growstired of running in the squirrel cage, he'll hop out,
accept no more reward of cashew nuts imported, roasted, and salted; he'll merrily go back to his
woods where acorns grow for the taking.



| am too conditioned to the cage and the cashews. Nor can | forget that the cage is connected to a
shaft which keeps the world turning. If the world stopped, the forest would die.

The ship was warped againgt its pier. 'Get ready to dash,' Skip said. He took their suitcases. They had
aready spoken their farewells and could disembark with no more fuss than showing proof of
citizenship—credit cards would do—to the machine at the gate.

She dreaded seeing aman from Armstrong or being accosted by a polite officid agent. But it didn't
happen, perhaps because of the deft way Skip manoeuvred them through awarehouse rather than the
passenger reception area. When they were on amuni train and it had rolled from the station, shelet out a
breath and a shaky laugh. 'Now | am irredeemably abad girl,' she said.

'Well make you worse,' Skip promised. He consulted a displayed map. 'Change at Lomita and we can
catch the Harbour Express straight through to Afroville. Uh-huh.’ Turning to her: "Y ou haven't made clear
how long atime you can spend.’

'I haven't been clear about it mysdlf,’ she said in confusion. 'l suppose... if wetake an evening flight to
Denver—

"This evening? Y ou josh.'

|—redly—'

'Well, well see how the bonesfal.' Skip leaned back.

He obvioudly plans to tempt me. Do | plan to be tempted?

If we stay over a night or two or three... separate rooms? If we stay, he'll take for granted that
we—we— Hewon't be angry if | say no. Not him. He could pretend not to remember what | said
that night on the fantail, and is still pretending to believe that | believe him. He might be hurt
—no, | can explain how the trouble isin me, not him. | can do that much for him.

After 1've gone to bed, he may stroll out and find somebody else. But he won't insult me by
introducing her next day. Unless— He might not realize it was an insullt.

'For aperson on an escapade, you're tol'able glum,’ Skip said. 'Smile." He twisted about on the seat, put
thumbs at the corners of her mouth, and lifted.

She gasped. He dropped his hands. 'I'm sorry,' he said.

‘No. Nothing. Y ou surprised me." Shetook the nearest of those handsin her own. Sunlight, smiting
through the window, turned the hairs on his knucklesto gold. How tough the palm was! Her words
fumbled: 'I've been a prickly pear these past few years, but it wasn't intentional, it just happened.’ 7s that
true?

'A condition to remedy.' His free hand cradled her chin. He smiled into her eyes. She wondered in near
panic if hewould kiss her in thisearful of people. Helet go after amoment. She did too. ‘Lomitaahead,
he reminded her, and rose.

Their change-train took a cigarette and a half to arrive. Meanwhile Skip suggested she stick her cardina
cash vendor. 'They use cash alot in Afroville, he said. 'Why not give me athousand? Easy sum to recall
| oweyou, and | can play grand seigneur the rest of the week on that.'

'Dare you carry so big an amount on you? she asked.



He shrugged. What helost, hed earn back eventually, he assumed. She gavein. A kilobuck wouldn't
damage her account. She drew more than ahundred ayear after taxes, and had no one to spend them on
but hersdlf.

They boarded the express. It accelerated to a smooth and noisaless two-hundred kph. The cityscape
reded hypnotically past. Yvonnelost other sensory awarenesses, staring out.

Why not? My whole body wants to. Oh, it criesto!

The world would goggle and snigger to learn that Y vonne Canter was living with atwenty-two-year-old
boy.

The world needn't learn. Almeida would make certain her address stayed confidential; probably sheld
reside under her dias. He himself wouldn't care, might indulgently smile. The rest who'd know—to hell
with them. The very cold hell she had atalent for consigning peopleto that she didiked.

But did Skip have more in mind than afew days romp before they reported for duty? He liked her, he
admired her intellect, he wanted to paint her portrait—e

'Do you fed warm, Y vonne? Want to move over on to the shady side? Y ou look like you're blushing.'
From templesto breasts. 'No, I'm comfortable.’
—inthe nude?

Why not aromp, then? What harm could it do? Afterward they could decide__ But if the decision was
to end the rel ationship then and there, how much would that hurt, for how long?... And if they did go on
awhile, at last he would grow restless and kiss her and depart whistling some or other tune held have
been whistling while he painted her, and would that leave her hobbling around thereg of her lifeon

chemicd crutches, and if o, would it have been worth it?

Or can't | too be casual? Must | forever work, even at joy?

Or could I mahe him want to stay, if that turned out to be my dearest wish?
Thetrain glided to a hdt. 'Watts Towers," Skip said. 'Herewe are.’

They checked their luggage and stepped forth into dazzling light. Behind them, the peopl€'s park
mushroomed with the amiable eccentricities of its high Structures. There must have been twenty, no two
dike. A group of youngsterswas gleefully a work on yet another.

Before them, pamslined the main street. It was reserved for pedestrians and the wagons of many
children; the 'sdewalks were for bicycles. The buildings, dl one- or two-storey, were each surrounded
by agarden. Colours blazed from the wals and the often conical roofs. The functions were wildly
mingled—homes, anumber of which had their own businessesin afront room, among shops, offices,
smdl manufactories, restaurants, bars, theatres, achurch, amosgue, and more and more. Folk
sauntered, laughed and chatted, sat on their porches and plucked guitars, bought roasted ears of corn
from a pushcart, stood in their storefronts and chanted the wonders of what they had to sell. Dashikis,
tarbooshes, and laplaps were less frequent than the National Geographic intimated; however, a
brand-new style was common, aflowing gauzy cape embroidered like butterfly wings, that Y vonne
guessed the entire Western world would soon be copying.

The flower-scented warmth seemed to bake unhappiness out of her. She clapped her hands.
'Enchanting!’



"The cliche Afroville," Skip said. ‘Run by some of the shrewdest people on two feet. Mind you, | don't
put this part down. Y ou can find unique stuff here, handicrafts especidly, likeier to be honest value than
what comesin through your home delivery tube. We may aswell wander till lunchtime.’

Y vonne had worried about being recognized, but Skip's reassurance was sound. ‘Nah. The sensation's
died of old age. Y our picture hasn't been on a screen for two or three weeks. Ninety-nine per cent of the
population haslousy memory, which iswhy circumstantia evidenceis generdly better and fairer than
eyawitness testimony. Unless somebody's looking for you specificaly, or we chance on somebody who
knows you persondly, no onewill pay attention. Y ou stayed pseudonymous on the Long Serpent, didn't
you?

She enjoyed hersdlf in the shops and couldn't resist a snakeskin belt. And the Black History Museum had
added a nautical section since she wasthere last; the Vikings ought to see those juxtaposed models of the
bronze-age canoe from Denmark and the medieval ocean-goer from Ghana Lunch became late.

That wasin an offsde section, mainly resdentid. They were the only whites. The restaurant wastiny, on
atrellised patio riotous with bougainvillaea, rustling with bamboo, splashing with afountain that sprang
from the uplifted trunk of a stone elephant. A young man sat cross-legged and produced unbdlievable
flams and paradiddles on his bongo drums. 'No entertainment,’ Skip said. 'Hefedslikeit.'

The handsome waitress did not surprise Yvonne. Y ou ways got live service in Afroville. But then Skip
rose and cried, 'Why, hello, Clarice 1 Remember me?

'Hey, Skip, baby!" They hugged. Nevertheess Y vonne got the impression that, while neither would have
had any objections,,jhey had never been lovers. Maybe | think this because I've read that Afroville
has a higher proportion of couples who are forrhally married, and the marriages average a longer
life, than in the Ortho of any Western nation. Or maybe | want to think this.

'l figured you werein Audrdiayet, Clarice!
'l was. Y ou've been away longer'n you've counted. Want to swap brags?

‘Sure do. Skip performed introductions, wincing the least bit at 'Y olanda Cohen'. Y vonne remembered
him remarking, 'Sigaroons don't lie among themsdvesasarule. If I'd rather not tel afriend something, |
say s0 and he accepts.” While the food was being prepared, and after Clarice had brought it, she sat
down, drank coffee, and conversed.

Y vonne dmost regretted being too interested to pay due attention to the med, which was superb,
especidly the ham-stuffed Brussds sprouts. Furthermore, shethought, I'm too wistful. Clarice was not
afemale equivaent of Skip; her rootsin Afroville struck firm and deep. But she had travelled, and not by
careful firg-class conveyance

—shank's mare, bicycle, motorbike, car, truck, bus, train, chopper when she could wangleit, horse,
camel, and once a zebra—from Y ukon to Y ucatan, Copenhagen to Capetown. Her Australian tour had
been in a semi-amateur theatrica group, playing the outback more than the cities. Between jaunts she
worked here and studied chemical engineering at the university. ‘Meant to land ajob in adesdination
plant,’ she laughed. Turns out they prefer employees who don't take my kind of leaves of absence. No
harm. We're gettin' more of our own industry dl thetime. Or maybe I'll teach.

In her absence, Skip said meditatively, There goes the shape of the future, or | missmy gUess. We're
not headed into an age of speed and stedl. That's aready behind us. Well use its capabilities otherwise.
The old Egyptians learned tricks that're still handy to know, but we don't build pyramids any more, do
we?



Y vonne thought of Almeida'sfears, and thrust the thought from her, stood up and said, 'She makes me
hope you're right. Excuse me afew lambshakes. Which way isthe ladies?

A vendor in the room offered Just Before mints, twenty-five for anew dollar. Y vonne demurred. Then:
Why not? They won't commit me, he needn't know | have them, they'll merely give me the option.
Her coin rattled down the dot. She stuffed the roll into her beltpurse and washed her face to cooal it.

Clarice suggested the newcomers end their afternoon in a nearby amusement park. They did. Yvonne
was dightly upset by aholographic animation in a plastidome labelled 'Grandpa's World-ess by the
phantom hippies, protesters, peace marchers, rioters, embattled policemen and college deans, lecturing
professors, roaring orators, and the rest of that section, than by the giggles and guffaws of the mostly
teen-agevigtors. Youth is cruel. Even Skip? However, the astronautical divison wastasteful; her spirits
could not but rise with the great rockets. Back in the open, they found the usual shows and rides and,
miracle, an old-time carousel or excellent facamile, complete with sentimenta painted scenes, cdliope
music, and animal figuresto be whirled on.

They had supper in aMexican restaurant. 'Tell you what,' Skip said over the last wine, 'let's unhock our
bags and skite down San Clemente way, junction up in alittle beach hotel, sart the morning with aswvim
and maybe go to Catdina.'

'AH right,’ she said, more huskily than intended. That soundslike fun:'

They walked out hand in hand. She knew that if he hailed ataxi and they snogged on the way to Watts
Towers, shew”ould share his bed. But that didn't occur to him. His merriment on the shuttlecar
suggested to her that she might anyhow.

At summer sunset, the Towers station was moderately crowded. Skip wrinkled his nose. "Too much
racket and bustlefor me," he said. 'Well, the LA-San Diego lineis pretty good. We can be in our room,
window open to the surf, in an hour.' He started towards the storage area, not noticing her expression.
Shefollowed automatically, her world gyrating. What did he mean? Anything? Every-thing? What
should | say?

Skip opened their locker and took the suitcases out. A man who had been seated on abench
approached them. Quietly dressed, he was an unobtrusive man unless you took heed of hislithe gait and
hard features. 'Dr Canter? he said. 'How do you do? Excuse me, please. I'm Gerdd Lasswell of the
United States Secret Service.' He showed her an identification card and returned it to hisfolder.

She stood wondering numbly why shefdt so very numb.
'What's this about? Skip demanded, annoyed.

'Areyou with Dr Canter, Sr? Lasswell asked. Skip nodded.. Lasswell quirked lipsin atight brief smile.
"We had two men to meet you in port,’ he said a Y vonne, 'but somehow they missed you. Admira
Granstad told us you'd spoken of touring in thisarea. Our best chance seemed to be to post aman at
every gation. We have searchers out too." Roughly: 'It's that important. Thank God you're safe.’

‘Suppose you tell uswhat the matter is," Skip snapped.

Lasswell shook hishead. 'Not in apublic place, sr. Would you both come along to the office? The chief
will, explain.

Yvonne looked at Skip. 'Should |7 she heard her voice ask.

'l can't force you, short of non-crimind arrest,’ Lasswell said. "Wouldn't you agree, though, Dr Canter,



neither my service nor Colonel Almeidaisgiven to hysterics? Y ou were nearly murdered. Now we have
moreinformation. |'ve sat here since morning and sweated blood.'

She nodded. Skip swore and picked up the suitcases. "Thisway, please,' Lasswell said. 'My relief has
our car parked near here.'

It was aNeptune with acivilian number, inconspicuous among amillion smilar teardrops. The man who
scrambled forth was clad like Lasswell but a good deal tougher-looking. 'Y ou got 'em!” he cawed.

‘Hurry,' Lasswell said. 'Rear seet, please, Dr Canter and S’

He and his companion took the front. ‘Let me," Skip said, and leaned over to fasten her safety harness.
His sbreath tickled her ear. 'Too bad,” he whispered. ' ‘Nother time.’

Pilot set, the car hummed into motion. ‘Better we opaque the windows," Lasswell said, and did.

'Hoy!" Skip exclaimed suddenly. He pointed to atwisted, leathery object suction-clamped on the
dashboard. 'What's ajuju doing in a Secret Service whirr?

'l cantdl youthat, Lasswell replied.

He unsnapped his harness and turned around. From beneath histunic he had drawn aflat gun. Skip
snarled and grabbed under his own garments while snatching at his buckle. The gun hissed. Skip jerked,
made arattling noise, rolled back his eyes, and dumped. Horror took Yvonnein atidal wave. She
screamed. The second needle pricked her in the ssomach. A jab of cold radiated to hands and feet and
head. The wave became a mael strom and sucked her down into night.

ELEVEN

Skip woke dowly. Pavement was hard beneath him. His head ached and his mouth tasted foul. The
background noise of traffic hurt. He groped through bewilderment. What'd happened? A monumental
drunk, afight, or— Memory dammed back. He sat up with haf ayel, haf agroan. Lamplight filtered
dully around huge pillars whose shadows swamped him. He'd been tucked out of sight benesth an
elevated section of railroad.

"Yvonne? he called weakly. Y vonne?

No answer. He climbed to hisfeet. Dizziness swept through and amost felled him. He stood swaying till
it passed, then stumbled out on to the street which crossed under the dl. It lay deserted in the dark,
warehouses and factories. "Y vonne!" he shouted.

Physica strength and steadiness began returning. Though he had no watch, he recalled that a knockout
shot generdly put you to deep for about an hour. He went back behind the pillars, on either sde of the
gtreet, and hunted for hisfriend. She wasn't there, of course. The kidnappers only wanted her. They took
him for amere escort and dumped him at the first opportune place, not wishing to "be bothered with an
extra prisoner.

Get help. Call the police, no, better the FBI.

He started down the Sdewalk at random, first shuffling, later striding, finaly running as hisbody threw off
the last effects of the drug. The exercise cleared his mind. He found himself thinking with a speed and
precision that raised faint surprise a the rear of hisbrain.



If the object of the game had been to murder Yvonne, like last time, they could have doneit, to both,
when they stopped to leave him off. A bullet, adashed throat, afull eight or ten needles, no problem.
Therefore they wanted her dive, a any rate until she'd been quizzed by—whoever hired them. For they
were obvioudy local Underworlders, top-notch professionals, who knew the scene and had the
organization. He might well have that to thank for hislife. Mercenaries didn't take the risk of committing
murder unlessforced by circumstances or unlessit was part of the job. In the latter case, the price went
high. Having been told to net Y vonne Canter, they had done exactly that.

They must be mighty damned confident of their ability to keep her out of sight, to let Skip give early
notice. They must have foreseen what hounds would be baying after them  Well, did afew hours make
any difference? On agreeing to the San Clemente jaunt, Y vonne had said she must call Armstrong and tell
them she was okay, or thered be ageneral dlarm out before sunrise.

And why should the kidnappers not be confident? They had the whole megalopolisto choose alair from.
Their operation had been so smooth in every respect, they wouldn't have overlooked the details of
conced ment.

Smooth as a glass ramp going down into hell. The thought was anguish. Hisfeet thudded, the air tore
inand out of him, grey walls and locked doorsfell past, and no other life stirred, no lighted window
appeared; save for the sky-glow above and the machine throb around, he might have been thelast living
cresture on Earth.

Knowing the sea gipsies were about duein, aman could find the exact time by calling the
harbourmaster's office. Shadows would be waiting, who would not overlook the possibility that their
quarry might leave by an odd route. Unsuspecting, untrained in such matters, Skip and Y vonne would be
child's play to follow. In fact, once they'd checked their luggage, they might not have been followed at dl.
It would be ample to post awatcher at the station.

Secret Servicedisguise. .. yes, adigtinct touch. FBI or military intelligence credentia s were risky to fake,
snce Y vonne would often have seen them; her escort might be equaly familiar with loca police badges
and style; but how many people ever had anything to do with the Secret Service?

Who were those men working for? Why kidnap thistime, instead of kill? How had they known she was
on Ormen?

An auto purred by. Skip shouted and waved. The man inside was watching television and didn't notice.
However, more cars moved on a cross-street ahead. This nightmare race must be near an end. Halting a
the corner, lungs pumping like bellows, spleen aching, mouth and throat dry, skin drenched and stinking,
Skip looked around. Neon signs, acluster of shops and bars, that way!

As he entered adrugstore, fear smote him. He clutched frantically in his pockets. The money wasthere.
His enemies hadn't even considered him worth robbing®

W, they'reright. Tearsstung hiseyes. It's my fault. | talked her into visiting Maury—someone
must've passed the news in spite of Hightower's request—and | knew in my vast wisdom that she
had nothing to fear in this town. If they destroy her, the blood is forever on my hands.

He located a phone booth and punched for FBI, LA HQ. The screen replicated aman's face. 'Federa
Bureau of Investigation. William Seight spesking. May | help you?

'Better record this,' Skip said.

'Weroutingly do, Sir." Impassive, the man kept adisconcertingly steady stare. | must look -wild to him,



dusty, sweaty, unkempt. Skip gathered breath. In arush of words, while he clenched hisfists against the
pain of it, hetold the story.

Seght flung questions. At the end, he said, Well get right on it. Stay put. Well send acar. Whereare
you?

'Y ou need me? | mean, I'm not inventing this, and I've, I'vetold you what | know.'

"Y ou bet we want you, mister.' Seight had now acquired an expression, as bleak as any Skip had ever
seen. 'Quick, where are you? On being told, he nodded, asingle downward jerk like an eagle Stripping a
bone. 'Wait insgde. At the news-stand. Won't be more than ten minutes.” The screen blanked.

Skip left the booth. You're wrong, buck, hethought. It'll be a lot more. They'll lock me up and melt
the key.

Or can they? I'm not guilty of anything, am1?... Likespit I'mnot___ Legally guilty, that is. I'm
simply a material witness. They can't hold me indefinitely. Can they?

They'll keep me too damn long at best. The vison of wals and warders made himill. When | might be
doing something to help.

What might you do, fat boy?

He took amagazine and |leafed through it, asaway to occupy hands and eyes. In theimmensity of his
loneliness, the counters, the clerks, the few customers, the faintly sweet odours, the background music,
were unred, unreachable.

A title gppeared, The Sigman and the Nations. His glance plodded over the page. The author clamed
that the governments of Earth were being criminally lax in not making definite, firm advance arrangements
for the Peace Authority to control whatever new knowledge and fantastic new technology ought to rush
over man when communication with the being from the sarswasfindly established. Failing this accord,
the saverd delicate equilibriums on which civilization today depended for its surviva could be upset. For
instance, the Authority's powers of ingpection and arrest were confined to certain classes of armaments.
Therest were not prohibited, and only, afew international regulations—anti-pollution, schedule
notification, mutua aid in distress, et cetera—covered spacecraft. But a photon-drive ship was potentialy
an irresstible wegpon. If agreat power succeeded in building such avessd for exclusve usg, itsrivas
would practicaly be forced to denounce tKe ban on nuclear warheads, openly or clandestindly; and you
didn't need an intercontinental rocket to annihilate acity, you could smuggle your bomb in piecemea—

Skip raised his head and stared before him. Sure, heredized. That's what this thing tonight is about.

The underworld scarcely had alineinto Maury. Y et ascientist could be a spy for agovernment; that had
happened often enough in the past. Though Maury did nothing secret, it would be an excdllent
pied-a-terre for an agent assigned to ingratiate himsdf with men of different nationalities whose work
elsewhere did have military significance. Hed sound them out, collecting scraps of information which,
fitted together, might at last reved ahidden truth.

Suppose the Russians, the Chinese, whoever they were—. call them X—suppose they'd decided awhile
back to try getting the jump on othersin the Sigman business. Since it wasn't obvious how they could, or
whether they could, they'd improvise as they went along. Such absence of doctrine ways seemed to
open theway for extremists to take charge. When Y vonne made the first crack in the language barrier,
sheld reveded hersdf as the best American on the project. Word must have gone out: 'Eliminate her
before she devel ops capabilities that we may not be told about.’



Nobody had reason to maintain an expensve and risky organization of hisown for work like burglaries
and murders, anyhow not in the West. The Underworld was available. Y ou'd hire your n
devioudy—yesah, doubtlesstell his ultimate boss that you wanted this research stopped because it was
dangerous or blasphemous or Communistic or whatever—

Y vonne escaped, and the U.S. government spirited her away. In the secret councils of Country X, they
doubtless wondered if that was Strictly for a rest cure. Or if it was, mightn't she have a fresh inspiration
during her holiday? So... kidnap her if possible and wring out what she knew before disposing of her
exigence. When X's agent in Maury saw Y vonne and learned where she would disembark, he must have
sneaked aphone call to his American contact. (Maybe he himsdf didn't suspect his masters were after
her. Hisjob could smply beto inform them of everything interesting that came to his attention.) X'sloca
man was notified in turn, and promptly hired men from the Angd-eno torpedo guild, and the rest
followed.

Skip flinched. Theinevitability was crushing. In an hour under babble juice, quizzed by askilled operator,
Y vonne would pass on the whole of what she and he had devel oped. The operator would curse that his
superiors hadn't thought to instruct that any companion of hers beincluded in the package. They'll try for
me. But I'll be safely in jail. She would be usdless, yes, hazardous to keep. The operator would turn
her back to the professonadsfor dimination.

They might well amuse themsaveswith her awhile beforethey let her die.

Unless she'sdead already— No, | mustn't think that. And they, X, must need time to prepare.
They got short notice and they" can't have a big, permanently alerted,. Underworld-style ouitfit in
this country. | imagine their quizmaster'll have to be flown here from home. And smuggling himin
is taking an unnecessary chance, so a cover must first be arranged for him. And matters will have
to be fixed at this end so the torpedoes won't guess who they've really been working for.

Sill, a day or two at most. And the FBI must have leads to the Underworld, but the Feds are
limited in what they can do and they've got this whole monster of a supercity to cover —

Skip dropped the magazine. Judas on a stick! | can do things!

A mature man would have stayed and offered his advice and servicesto the authorities. But that would
take hours, at the end of which hisideamight be dismissed. Besides, Skip had never claimed to be
mature. A wall clock said histen minutes were nearly gone. Heleft the storein arush. 'Hey, taxi!’ Only
later did it occur to him that he should have called in and reported his theory about the Sigman, lest it die
in Americawith him and Y vonne.

The One of the Los Angeles areawas mae and called-himsdlf Elohath. His dwelling wasin adum digtrict
and from the outside seemed to be another rotting centenarian of ahouse, grotesquely turreted, bayed,
scrimshawed, and scay-shingled, in ayard rank with weeds and trash. Skip dismissed his cab two
blocks away and proceeded on foot. Nobody else seemed to be abroad. What windows were lighted
had the blinds drawn; none could be opaqued . Infrequent, antiquated incandescent street lamps stood
goblinlikein puddles of dingy luminance. Above the background mutter of megalopolis, apam tree
rubbed fronds-together in the rapidly chilling breeze, a skeletd sound. Sheets of paper scrittled across
thewalk. A cat dunk under a hedge reverting to brush.

Skip mounted the porch and pressed the doorbell, afurther anachronism. He hoped he wouldn't be left
herelong, among ugly pillars slhouetted against adull red sky-glow. Brrrr! sounded through the heavy
old door. Brrrr! Brrrr!



It opened. A woman in ablack robe, who would have been good-looking if less hard-faced and if every
hair had not been removed from her head, asked, "What is your desire?

'I have to see the One," Skip answered. 'Right away. No, | don't have an gppointment. It'sterribly urgent,
though.'

She congdered. Elohath must get scores of callers ayear who were weird even by hislights. Skip tried
to look hisyoungest and most clean-cut. '‘Comein, please, and we will discussit, she said at length.

When the door had closed behind him, Skip wasin richness. Drapes of purple velvet screened the rooms
that gave on the dark-panelled corridor down which he was guided. Bulbsin ornate, seven-branched
brackets provided dim vision. The black rug deadened sound, so thick and soft that it felt alive beneath
his feet. From somewhere, just audible, wailed a minor-key chant.

Reaching an antechamber, the woman took a seat behind a huge desk. Phone and intercom were housed
in a case carven with demonic faces, on top of which rested ahuman skull. Walls and ceiling were hung
with red and black cloth. The floor was asluxurioudy covered asin the halway. A dightly bitter incense
swirled from abrazier. Above an inner door was a Tetragrammaton.

Elohath's a better than average charlatan, Skip reflected. But then, he'd better be. Heisn't fleecing
ordinary sheep. (How did it happen, super stition making the comeback it's done? Already in Dad's
childhood, educated people were solemnly using astrology. Could science maybe be too
demanding?—Anyway, in superstitiousness | suppose the criminal classes have always taken first
prize) Among Elohath's clientele are the barons of the Angeleno Underworld. If they ever stopped
fearing him, he'd be done; he knows too much.

'Be seated.’ The woman pointed to achair. Skip obeyed. Shetook a printed form from adrawer. Til
need certain information before | can decide whether to disturb the One on your account. Last night he
had to raise adead man, and frankly, that leaves him tired for days afterward.’

"He'smet me,' Skip said. '‘Bats Bleadon was showing me around a couple of years ago. We attended a
seance here and | wasintroduced. The One very kindly had an acolyte give me atour of the unforbidden
parts of the manson.’

'Indeed? Her bleached-white countenance registered more interest. 'That was before my time. May 1
have your name?

Skip gaveit. She punched for the data file; Elohath was not above using eectronic storage and retrievd.
Reading the screen, she nodded. 'Ah, yes. Mr Bleadon spoke highly of you. Why haven't you been
around since?

'l left town for, hm, various reasons. Didn't come back till yesterday.' Skip was not play-acting the
desperation in hisvoice: 'Please, Darkangd! I've got to see the Oneright awvay! The business could touch
him aswell asBats— No, | can't tell you what. Y ou don't want to know, believe me, Darkangdl. Look,
if he gets mad, he can take it out on me, not you.'

'l shdl inquire," she said, and pushed the intercom switch. After a short conversation, she finished, 'My
thanksto my Lord," cut circuit, and told Skip: "Y ou may enter in seven minutes. Meanwhile be silent and
compose your thoughts.”

How'm | gonna do that last? The woman stared blank-eyed before her. Elohath's secretaries got
rigoroustraining, al right. Asfor the boss, he'd doubtless been relaxing in his private quarters—not
necessarily with a succubus or an occult tome; why not the Downey Clown Show, if he's alonef



—and needed time to put his costume back on.

A husky shavepate whose robe wouldn't hamper hirn in afight entered when the secretary rang. "You
realize weapons may not be borne in the sanctum,’ he said. Tlease stand and hold out your arms.' He
patted Skip efficiently. 'Very well. Thank you.'

If held discovered the fang, Skip would have been in degp trouble. But it was insde an dastic waistband
which forced it to match the curvature of the wearer's body. The dight extrabulge and hardness were
scarcely detectable againgt his muscular abdomen.

'Remember to halt three paces from the throne, bow three times with thumbs crossed on breast, and wait
to speak until you are spoken to, the secretary said while the guard demonstrated. "Y ou may go in now.'

Skip's pulse racketed in his ears. The sweat was chill whereit trickled from armpits down ribs. His
tongue fet like ablock of wood. Somehow he opened the door, walked through, and closed it behind
him. Its massiveness and the hisswhen it settled back in the frame bespoke soundproofing.

Alonein ashort, gloomy corridor, he unsnapped the pocket in his waistband and drew out the fang. It
wasathin, dowly straightening brown ribbon, 30 centimetres long, four centimetreswide, two millimetres
thick. He rapped it sharply against a shoe. Jarred, the plastic sprang back to the original shape it
'remembered’. He felt an ingtant's expansion and snaky writhing, and held aknife with aten-centimetre
blade. The inset edge and point, around which the ribbon had been folded, gleamed razor-keen.

Restoring the former configuration would take longer. HeEd heset the pladtic till its present rigidity became
softness, forceit into a'mould' he carried in his pack, and restow it. Otherwise, unconstrained, it would
soon become a knife again. His dap had merely hastened that. For the present, he tucked it between
pants and underwesr, |etting histunic fal concedlingly over™ The whole job had taken afew seconds. In
apinch he could do it much faster.

Sometimes he wondered how long it would be until the ideawas blown or reinvented and spread.
Meanwhile, Hank Sunshine, who made the things, gave them only to sgaroons he trusted.

Fedling alittle more self-confident, Skip went on down the hall and through the door to the room beyond.

It wasin the same style as the antechamber, but huge in extent and height. The windows were draped;
shadows dwelt thick between the few wan lights. Shelves of musty |eather-bound books dominated two
walls, arack of magical and alchemical apparatus athird. Showcases holding curious objects—he
noticed athighbone, acaul, and amummified foetus among them—flanked the entrance. A crimson
carpet laid over the black marked hisway to the throne.

Hetrod the path, which seemed to stretch on and on, and made his obeisance. 'By our Father God, our
Mother Ashtoreth, and the legions of the Otherworld: my son, be welcome," said the rustling voice above
him. Teace upon those who come hither in reverence. Speak freely and unafraid, save that you must be
brief, for you are not the single troubled soul who has need of my succour.’

Skip looked up. Elohath seemed tdl in hismidnight robe. Its cowl surrounded aface white asthe
woman's, gaunt asthishouse. About his neck hung the ancient fig symbol. The crosson therosary at his
waist had a crescent for arms. In hisright hand, like a sceptre, he held a crooked steff.

Suddenly Skip lost nervousness. He saw, heard, smelled, felt more sharply than.he could remember from
aforetime. Histhoughts sprang forward in disciplined ranks. Underneath was arage so driving, so
powerful that it was asif ademon had truly possessed him.



‘Lord," he began, ‘what I've got to tell is... well, you better read my mind or you'l cdl mealiar.’
'Let mefirst hear you, my son.'

‘But—pardon me, Lord, but do make sure nobody islistening, like on an intercom. We can't trust—
Well, what I'm here about is trouble with the heavies. The Feds!

"The government knows me as alicensed minister and counsdllor.’ Elohath's tone had gone a shade less
cam. Thefraudulence of years wastoo strong for him not to add: 'If | told you the names of certain
clients— Proceed.’

Yeh, yeh, yeh, gibed at the back of Skip's head. And you give your well-paid advice after you've
read the future in the stars or an inkpool or your navel or wherever; you cast spells; you exercise
clairvoyance; you sell amulets, charms, philtres; you bless, you curse, you put on a damn-ably
good show; you must've mastered every trick that every magician, illusionist, fortune teller,
medium, tele-path, you-name-it has ever worked out for spooking his fellow men into awe and
generosity.

Most of him was gauging distance and layout. The chamber might be continuously monitored by
guards—but probably not, for many secrets were confided to the One and a guard might be bribable or
kidnappable. Elohath would have an. darm button in the chair or someplace. However, since hisvisitors
were supposed to be unarmed and he had that heavy staff and perhaps agun, he wouldn't redlly be
worried about assault—not that those who came to this Endor, in fear or greed or hatred or grief, would
dare offend the summoner of angds, fiends, ghodts...

Hewas |eaning forward, tense, free hand on aknee. No better chance to take him was likely to come.

Skip made the distance in two jumps. On the second, he twisted in mid-air. Hisleft foot preceded him, a
karate kick to the solar plexus. The throne went over backward with arug-muffled thud. Skip hi*-the
daisand rolled to the floor. He bounced directly up, drew hisknife, and sorang to hisvictim. The Onelay
limp. Hey, the old bastard's not dead, is he? Skip straightened the throne. In case some' body |ooked
in, that'd be an item lessto explain away. He carried the other to acouch in the farthest, darkest corner
of the room, laid him down, and checked for wegpons. None; thisfellow was well in the saddle.

The One stirred and groaned. 'Okay, chum, come out of it," Skip said. He dapped a cheek. Elohath's
eydidsfluttered. He clutched his belly and retched. Skip showed him the blade. ‘| want information, you.
| want it fast and | want it accurate.'

'What—' Elohath struggled to a Stting position. He began tracing signs and mouthing noises.

Skip dapped him again. 'Save your show. Maybe you've cursed afew people to their doom because
they, believed in it and wasted away. I'm not about to. Listen. If we'reinterrupted, you tell the. person
we'rein conference and he'sto leave usbe. At thefirst sign of anything | can't handle, I'll kill you. To
make that plausible, let me point out thet I'll have nothing to lose. | know quite well what your goons
would do to me. So after your heart's skewered, mine comes next. Co-operate and you won't be hurt.’

'What do you want? Elohath whispered.

Skip related the kidnapping, not only describing the two operatives but exhibiting drawings he had made
en routein his ever-present notepad. 'lI know your system,” he finished. 'Besides the unusua hokum, it
depends on an intelligence network most professiona spieswould envy. Clientstell you things; you keep
runners out, observers, snoopers, collators, information exchange with colleagues e sewhere. The heavies
would givether left kidneysto know what you know, which iswhy you're careful never to lend them an



excusefor arresting you.'
'l... am... alaw-abiding citizen. Y ou—

'l am afelon of the worst kind," Skip said, more cheerfully than he felt. ‘I want to learn where these two
horns are, who they're affiliated with, where they're probably denned, any aternative spots, what kind of
guards and other security they may have—the whole shebang, Elohath.’

"Privileged information,’ the One said. He had hiswind hack, and his cunning and ratlike courage.

'Y eah, you'll be shot dowly if it's ever found out you betrayed a client. It doesn't have to be found out, if
we arrange thisright. You'l for sure be dead if you don't talk to me. Now!"

'No! Azredl, destroy him! Semphoragas, yalamie—' The invocation was cut off by an arm around the
throat.

Skip hated the next few minutes. That what he was doing left no marks made it somehow worse. Only
the thought of Y vonnein captivity kept him active. Eloath was getting on in years, physicaly not strong.
Hebroke. 'Yes, yes, I'll talk, damn you, you devil, damn you—'

‘Begin,’ Skip said into the sobbing.

By the time Elohath had spoken what he recalled offhand, he had recovered sufficiently to use the
intercom. A consderable file was duplicated at his behest on the ReaderFax behind a screen. 'Well want
to protect you," Skip said after going through it, 'so you'll have amotive for not blowing the whistle on
me. Isyonder phone arelay job?

Elohath nodded miserably. Skip had expected as much. Elsawhere in the city was an instrument through
which messagesto and from thisonetravelled. A continuoudy operating scanner would reved if
strangers came into that distant room after having presumably traced a call. The connection to here would
immediately be broken and anew line arranged for.

Skip made his prisoner lie on the floor, under hisfoot, and rang up the FBI. Sleight was till at the desk.
'Y oul' he exploded. 'What—'

'l think I've found where Dr Canter is," Skip said brusquely. He gave names, addresses, and pertinent
detalls. That'sin order of likelihood. I'd suggest deep-gas bombs before'the men go in, but you know
more about that than | do. And blood of Christ, man, hurry \

'Where do you get this stuff? Seight demanded. 'How do we know you're telling the truth?
‘Dareyou assume I'm not? I'll, call back inan hour.” Skip cut circuit and released the One.

'We can spend the time planning,’ he said. "Y ou seg, if | told them how | came by my information, 1'd be

confessing to aserious crime. | might get probation, but the whole thing'd be tedious and messy, I'd have
abad mark on my record, I'd be denied clearance to work with Dr Canter—you can write the scenario

yoursdlf. Therefore you and | have the sameinterest in kitty-littering the truth.’

Elohath stared long a him. Y ou're as sharp as you're tough,” he murmured. 'If you're ever interested ina
job-*_

'gQuien sabe? Far'sthat goes, you rascd, if | can ever do you afavour that's not too flinkin' unethical,
you might ask. Now let's concoct/



Between Skip'simagination and the One's knowledge, atale was worked out that ought to serve. Skip
had sought former Underworld acquaintances in the hope of getting alead. Among them was a man who,
by sheer good fortune, happened to be a disgruntled, recently expelled member of the same mercenary
outfit that had snatched Y vonne. (He was real, well-known to the police. Nothing except the fact that,
three nights earlier, he had gone down the garbage grinder of arival, need be withheld.) Skip bad drawn
him out, aided by his natural resentment and alarge supply of pot.

After thiswas settled, Elohath and guest chatted, not entirely unamicably. Benegth hislightness, Skip's
tension gpproached breaking point. It was with shaking fingers that he punched the FBI number at hour's
end.

'Y es, we have .her, Seight said. 'Locked in aroom at the first house you listed, scared and shocked but
otherwise unharmed. Unfortunately, the men we took with her don't seem to have known more.than that
they were supposed to stand by for further orders. A couple escaped. They werein the rear of the
house, with accessto atunnel our boys found afterward. Hence no point in trying to set atrap. Now will
you come here?

'I'mon my way." Skip switched off and spent awhile breathing. Finally: 'I'm sorry to inconvenience you
further, old boy. However, you redize | must protect my line of retregt.’

‘Certainly.’ Elohath pressed the intercom. 'Darkangel Zaaphyra, Mr Wayburn isleaving. | want to be | eft
grictly alone to meditate upon his news." Skip bound him with, strips cut from the curtains, in aset of ties
that an escape artist would take about half an hour to work free of. It wouldn't do for a Oneto be found
trussed like ahog. Having gagged him, Skip patted him on the head and departed.

'Be seated, Comrade Professor,’ General Chou said. Wang Li took the chair at which the cigarette
pointed. Therefollowed aminute's quiet. Finally, from behind avell of smoke, Chou stated:

"Y ou should know, because she may mention it to you, a second attempt has been made on Y vonne
Canter.'

‘Nol" A part of Wang observed that he sounded almost as appalled as he was. 'l have not heard—'

"Y ou would not have. The American authorities are suppressing the facts, thusfar at any rate. We know
because we have agents among them: which is not awicked thing, Comrade Professor, when they would
like to do the same to us and have possibly succeeded.’

'l understand,’ Wang said low. 'Was she hurt?

'No. Thiswas akidnapping, by hired criminas. The fascist police recovered her and took afew
prisonerswho knew nothing of value. Apart from this: that in her fright and confusion she had babbled to
them about a fresh concept of the Sigman, something which would open the way to ared dliance. She
evidently hoped they would free her on that account. Upon seeing their indifference, she spoke no
further.'

'Who can have been responsible? Wang made himself ask.

"Who knows? Chou replied. 'The Soviets, the Japanese, the West Europeans—or it could have been
engineered by the American regimeitsdf, hiring red gangsters but meaning to sacrifice them in ashow for
the purpose of frightening her into total conformity.’ He leaned across his desk. '‘Consider this, Professor
Wang. Theincident occurred days ago. Dr Canter must have recovered and told her great ideato her



superiors. Every discovery about the Sigman is supposed to be promptly shared. We have received no
word about this latest. What does that indicate to you?

"They may be unsure,' Wang fdtered. They may have decided she was mistaken.'

'Or they may be stealing amarch on us," Chou snapped. 'We are preparing againgt that. | called you here
inorder that you shall, for every contingency we can imagine, know what isyour duty.'

TWELVE

To hissurprise, Skip found Andrew Almeidaalikeable man, generaly relaxed and easy-going, talketive
but agood listener, holder of amaster's degree in history, sensitive appreciator of the arts, head of a
charming family whose hospitaity was large and unfeigned on week-endsin their mountain cabin.

That was about the sole leisure Skip got. For the rest, he had aroom on base, and when he wasn't
conferring he was being trained. He must learn the results of three years of Sigman studies, get them into
his bones, for if his scheme worked there was no predicting what the cresture would do and hisreaction
inturn ought not to be blind. Well, that was whoopee by him. He didn't even mind the cdlibacy, much.
When he was taken into Earth orbit to learn the rudiments of free-fall co-ordination—when he saw, no
smulacrum between walls, the Mother Hersdf before his eyes, shining among the stars—it wasthe
lordliest hour of hislifethusfar.

Meanwhile the FBI must be trying to check out his past. He leered and wished them joy. Yvonne's
influence had got him atemporary clearance which sufficed.

After amonth, Almeidasfind briefing came asablow.

He sat behind the desk in his office, Skip and Yvonnein chairsfacing him. A window stood open to cool
air, to rumble and bustle, to buildings across the way and beyond them a glimpse of the steeplelike rocket
which tomorrow dawn would lift on flame and pierce blue heaven.

Almeida stuffed his pipe. 'l wish we could have spent more time preparing for thismission,” he said.

Y vonne drew on acigarette. Though she looked tense and jittery, Skip admired the aquiline profile, tilted
eyes, lustrous hair, figure damn good, redlly, beneath her severe business dress, in alean long-legged
fashion... "We're about as ready as we can be,' she said. 'If we dawdle, the Sigman may leave on anew
junket, or for home.'

‘Right," the colonel agreed. 'Or somebody may independently come on Skip's notion.'

Y vonne straightened in her chair. 'Andy,’ she said, 'l don't like the way weve been hugging the concept
to us. Among other reasons, | want to discussit with my foreign associates, Duclosin particular. He's
bound to have vauable thoughts, being a connoisseur in privatelife. | obeyed you hitherto because we
were busy explaining and laying detailed plans. But | don't want to keep sllence any longer.'

Skip tugged an earlobe. 'Uh, | figured the secrecy wasn't too bad anotion, Yvonne,' he ventured. 'After
what happened to you and— Shouldn't we have stopped to think before bulling ahead on something this
important? If we were wrong, we've only stalled progress amonth. Because how can we hide our doings
after we've gone aboard?

"That,' said Almeida, 'iswhat | aim to discusstoday.’



Hislighter popped into flame, ah unexpectedly loud noise. Y vonne started.! Skip touched ahand to the
fang he had not seen fit to mention here either.

Almeida devel oped agood head of steam before he leaned elbows on desk and said with unwonted
gravity: 'Weveinformed the appropriate agencies abroad that were sending aboat there tomorrow.
They keep radar survelllance the same as us. But weve claimed it's aroutine check on the outer fringes
of the Sgman'sforcefidd, to seeif thereve been any changes. There never have been, you know, but it's
sensible to reinvestigate periodically; and the manoeuvres are good practice for astronauts. Nobody el se
cared to come dong, as we expected.

'Y ou will orbit close and transmit your programme on the origind Sigman waveband, holding power too
low for detection more than afew kilometres off. That way, if you get aresponse, the fact can be kept
confidentid.

'Huh? Skip exclamed. ‘Now wait just one mucking minute."

Almeidalifted ahand. Y ou needn't tell me. A dirty trick, aviolation of solemn covenants. But suppose
the Sigman's response is acomplete set of plansfor its ship. Not fantastic. Were obvioudy arace
interested in technology. Or something less foreseeable may happen.’ The hand became afist and smote
the desk-top. 'We don't know. And we don't have solid, enforceable international agreements
concerning these things. Y ou needn't blame Chinese intransigence or American paranoia or whatever
your pet whipping boy is. Smply consider the problem in preparing for eventsthat can't redly be
imagined, let done predicted. And the more playersthere are in agame, the less stable the game
becomes!

He sighed. 'Maybe, if you establish meaningful communication, you should ask the Sigman to go away till
the human race has grown up,’ he said. 'Or maybe, and | hope thisis most likdly, the knowledge will
prove safe enough, introduced gradually enough, that we can return to wide-open operations. For the
present, however, we fight adeaying action.'

Y vonne's lips trembled. She dabbed at her eyes.

'What if the Sigman invites usto tea? Skip asked. "We've been kind of assuming it'll do o, if our scheme
works. Manned satellites are always watching for that rainbow come-on.’

'Maybe you can somehow makeit omit the signa,’ Almeida suggested. 'Or, having boarded, maybe you
can persuade it to close the forcefield again. In such acase, well fob off indignant protests by claiming
that evidently amisunderstanding occurred  Responsbility doesn't rest entirely on your shoulders.

Y our pilot and co-pilot were carefully picked. Maor Thewlis has had combat experience—the Rock
incident, for example. Captain Kurland iswith Air Force intelligence. Let me make plain the ground rules
under which you'll operate.’

Skip was logt in contemplation of the spacecraft. That gladsome dance of mass and shape, where sun
and shadow lilted, was like Earth &fl oat in the universe, like music, like love and adventure and
creating—Yyou could only experience it by experiencing it. Thewords of the finest writers, the pictures of
the finest holographic photographers, had never suggested what sacredness was here.

This spearhead, that curve, yonder spiral, yes, | see how they flow together to make oneness and
rise back renewed.

Kurland tapped him on the shoulder. ‘We'rein orbit, Mr Wayburn.'



Jarred from histrance, Skip bounced againgt his harness. The cabin crowded him with instruments, the
ar smelled stae, a pump was whickering, weightlessness was pleasant but he knew how it would hamper
his unskilled muscles, the window through which he had gazed was smdl and smeared. 'Oh. Oh, yeah,’
he mumbled supidly.

'Can you get busy right away? Thewlis asked.
'Yes, of course.' Y vonne began unfastening.

'‘Remember,’ Kurland told Skip, 'from time to time welll have to snort, correcting for drift, if we want to
maintain our relative pogition. Won't be more than atenth of agee a the outside, and well warnyou in
advance.’

Skip's nod was impatient. Returned to full awareness, he was ablaze with hismission. If it was victorious,
what glories might he not see! Releasing himsdlf, he bobbed across the cabin towards the visphone
transmitter, where he clipped on atether and started unpacking the objects brought along.

Y vonne helped. Her voice was troubled: 1 could almost wish we draw blank." She tossed her head. 'No,
| don't 1"

'If wedo," Skip said needlesdy, ‘well keep trying.'
'How do you know the Sigman receiver ison? Kur-land asked behind him.
'We don't,' Thewlis said. 'But wouldn't you leave yours on, recording, and check the tapes at intervals?

'My guessis, amonitoring gadget is set to holler when something comesin that looks like pay dirt," Skip
said. 'Oops! Damn!™ A wad of cotton, padding for abowl, escaped him.

Thewlisfidded it. 'l still don't understand what basis you picked your specimenson,’ he remarked.

'Guesswork, mostly, Skip confessed. 'We needed awide variety. However, since this boat can't carry a
British Museumful, we made low bulkiness one criterion. And we chose the mgority of exhibitsfrom
what we thought was likeliest to apped. | can't explain our method. Wed try to abstract Sigman
conventions from what humans have seen of the ship, and reason from there. Speaking honest, though: it
was alot more hunch and intuition than logic

'Mostly Skip's,' Yvonne added. 'That's how | got him cleared. Chequered background or no, | said, who
€lse had a better chance of succeeding?

An hour later, the duplicated masterpieces racked in order, the script of the show clipboarded before
them, he and she looked at each other and clasped hands. He saw how the pulse fluttered in her throat.
His own mouth was dry. Quick, what can | say at this historic moment? The Eagle haslaid an egg
— No, hell, let's just slog ahead. He activated the visua scanner. Y vonne began to spesk onthe
synthesizer.

‘Humans ... approach ... Sgman. Humans... approach ... Sgman. Human-Sgman.
Human-Sgman.' Presently she nodded to Skip. The screen before them remained blank, but he lifted
thefirst of hischoices, aMondrian pattern. He didn't think the dien would find its subtle smplicity more
than mildly interesting, but it could lead

the way to photographs of a Japanese torii gate, Chinese calligraphy—

—Diirer, Michdangdo, Ve asguez, Rembrandt, Corot, Mptonobu, Lung-Mien, Persan miniatures and



L ascaux bison whose creators were forgotten hut never, never the work—

—the curve of aHindu cup or aGrecian vase, the virility of a Polynesian war club or an African mask,
the anister grace of an Aztec skull carved in crystd, the serene charm of aRussianicon carved in
wood—

—pictures of larger sculptures, Nefertiti's head, Aphrodite and Nike, but here chiefly the more recent
magters, Rodin, Brancus, Milles, Nielsen—aof parks and gardens— of the noblest and the most
.charming houses men had raised, temples, paaces, cottages, bowers, castles, tombs—

For this had been the artist'singght: that the traveller had made itslonely pilgrimage because it too was an
artigt, in search of nothing less than bealtty.

"Hey!" shouted Thewlis. 'It'slitl Like agoddamn Chrisgmastreel’

Skip twisted wildly about. From his post he could glimpse an edge of the Sgman vessd, kilometres
distant. No longer did the space between ook empty. It flamed with colours, al colours, from the deep
pure fluorescences to the softest tints a sunrise or aflower might blend, whirling and flickering and
twining, till it was asif the watcher became part of their ecstasy and went beyond this whole cosmos.

Kurland's voice drew him back: 'Jee-zus, but you got through. Theinvitation's never been half that bright
or lively before, am | right?

'You are," said Thewlis. Hushed: They haven't made wordsfor this.'
'Maybe the Sigmans have,' Kurland said out of the same wonder.
Y vonne brokeinto tears.

Thewlis shook Mmsdlf and turned from the spectacle. 'Wdll, our hope of maintaining complete secrecy
awayswasfaint, he said tonelesdy. The big thing is, we've made contact—you two have—and now we
go by Plan Charlie.' He unbuckled. 'I'll help you load your stuff. We can gtick those thingsright in the
rack and tow them over, correct?

Til break out the spacesuits and gear,’ Kurland stated.
Theaurord marvel outside was lost in ascramble of preparation.

'Okay, Thewlis said before closing hisface-plate. 'L et's review procedure afind time. Well stand by as
usua. Once aboard, you do what seems best. If you possibly can, get the Sigman to shut the entryway
behind you. Then spend the rest of your time there convincing it to communicate only with Americans. |
know what atdl order that is, especialy when you've got perhaps thirty hours before the foreign ships
dart ariving.'

'Maybe less,' Kurland said. "We know they've kept stand-bys on about one-day countdowns since you
brought the big news, Dr Canter. But somebody could have asurprisein reserve.'

Y vonnewinced. 'I'll be so embarrassed, so ashamed, if—'

Kurland clapped her on the armoured shoulder. The force drove her aways from him. 'Have you
forgotten your cover story? he asked. 'Skip's idea seemed too wild to broach officialy, but aslong as
he, arecruit, needed training, we figured on our low level, not bothering to notify Washington, we might
aswell giveit awhirl. You came dong for the ride and on the off chance. Nobody was more
flabbergasted than uswhen it paid off.'



Yvonne'sface was|ost and unhappy in her helmet. 'I'm not agood liar, she said. 'l hatelying.'
'I'm an expert,’ Skip assured her, 'and outside of my friends, | enjoying practising the trade. Shall we go?
Wang Li arrived within ten hours.

Skip and Y vonne had logt track of the world, had forgotten about him. There, in that curving chamber,
confronting that dome where elven forms and leaves and blooms crowded the air, they were coming to
know one who fared between the sairs.

'What most of thelattice and al of the plantsare," Skip breathed. Til bet my right index finger. Not
machinery, not oxygen renewd; the ship must have more effective systems. But pleasure. Renewd of the

Soirit.
Y vonne regarded the great, dripping, rugged shape beyond. By now, every showpiece had been passed

through the curious porta. The Sigman floated, rapt in aphotograph of York Mingter's Five Sigters. ‘Do
you know,' she said as softly, ‘it isn't hideous. Not by our standards either, when you look at it right."

'Shucks, | could'atold them that three years back,’ Skip answered.

Across hismind drifted recollection of what he had said to her, their first day aone on the sea ship:
'Because most people lack the taste to realize the Sigman is not repulsive, | suppose unconscioudy they
took for granted it'saphilistine. Sure, plenty of thinkersfigured it'd beinterested in our art, same'swe'd
be in Sigman art—but from the outside, as another phenomenon to observe and write a scientific paper
about. What art they showed it at the beginning was such asmall proportion of the diagramsand
whatnot, and damn near randomly chosen, our chum may not even have recognized the objects for what
they "were. And anyway, priority was put on communication by words. Everybody assumed that when
that'd been achieved, any further matters could be discussed at leisure. They forgot words are by no
means the only language. It never occurred to them the Sigman might've made this tremendous voyage
for no other purpose than artistic ingpiration —that the planets themsalves provided so much that it
begrudged what time it gave us, seeing as how we never brought anything it particularly wanted—'

His reminiscence broke off. The Sigman was approaching the dome wall. The photograph was held
lightly in one. set of claws. The surrounding tentacle-fingers had plucked, from aresting place between
vines, an album on the Parthenon. Another 'hand' gripped the optica projector.

Skip moved close. Awkward, he cartwhedled and swore. Hisinexperiencein freefal kept delaying
matters. Finally he got himsdlf braced, sketchpad and pencil ready. Hol ographic equipment had been
brought dong bu didn't seem indicated at the moment. The Sigman pointed at the pictureswhile tracing
lines of light which remained aglow until it erased or dtered them. Skip's pencil flew in reponse.

'Uh-huh," he said, mainly thinking aloud, 'it's fascinated by the contrast between Classical and
Perpendicular architecture. .. ismy guess. What do they have in common? Wadll, like the Golden
Rectangle—I spose | can make that clear—' He remembered his companion. 'Say, Yvonne, hereésa
chance to extend the verbal language abit, if | can convey an offer to swap sketchesfor itslearning
words—*

A spacesuited figure flew in. 'Ohl" Y vonne haf screamed. Skip spoke more pungently.

Wang Li checked histrgjectory, secured baggage, and opened helmet. Cold fury congealed his features.
'What isthis? he demanded. A forefinger stabbed at Skip.

The sigaroon brigtled. 'Sir, the proper pronoun is"who". Or if you mean your question literdly, thenit's



my belly button.’
Y vonnefloated, gulping. "You... Professor Wang... th-th-this soon? she ssammered.

The Chinese glared. 'My service insured itself againgt treachery. | had hoped the precautions were
needless.’

'But—no, no—'

'l assume you do not intend murder,’ Wang said. 'l shal inform my escorting officer that he can return to
our ship.' He lft.

Skip sought Y vonne, to hold and comfort her. The effort was afiasco; he ended floundering in mid-air
while his sketchbook and pencil drifted from reach. She remained aonein her desolation. The Sigman
hooted. 'Sorry 'bout this,’ Skip muttered at it.

Wang returned and started removing his spacesuit. Skip drifted within reach of a handgrip and stopped
himself. He needed a minute to recover from the dizzinessraised by centrifuga and Coriolisforces before
he could say: 'Let meintroduce mysdf. I'm Thomas Wayburn. Y ou must be the Wang Li I've heard tell
of. Honoured to know you.' Like the buck who got tarred and feathered and ridden out of town on
arail, and when they asked him later how he felt about it, he said that except for the honour, he'd
sooner not have. 'I'm anew recruit who seemsto've touched off the most surprising development inthis
project snce—'

'Yes, you have aglib story prepared,’ Wang said. Tlease spare me: What are those objects in the dome?
Pictures and— Thiswas no deed of impulse. What isyour plot?

Skip was spared an immediate need to reply by the Sigman's vanishing aft. Yvonneralied and said, 'Just
when we had kindled interest there, yes, eagerness, you interrupted.'

Wang pinched his mouth together. He continued un-suiting and making his living arrangements. Skip
thought: This kicks us over to Plan Delta. Though | doubt we'll find a chance to hoodwink him, if
he's the shrewdie they say. Odds are we'll be driven back to perfect honesty and
straightforwardness. Well, that's more relaxing—

There was no sound, no shiver. Suddenly they, everything loose... drifted to the dome surface, asow
and gentle descent, yes, descent, because 'up' and 'down’ existed again. .. weight increased minute by
minute, and Wang cried aloud in Chinese, Y vonne gasped, Skip yelled, "Weremoving I'

Wang's lean form straightened. 'Quickly," he rapped. Too many articles have -been placed in the
expectation of continued weightlessness. We must rearrange them before they topple together and are
ruined.

Skip respected him for that; and thejob did take his mind off itsalf. Not that he was afraid. The Sigman
could ream the humans out by better meansthan this, if it wanted. Excitement trumpeted in him. Where
are we bound? Still, the prosaic tasks of straightening out the mess hel ped him stay on amoderately
even ked. By the time they were finished, acceleration had stabilized at what Wang and Y vonne agreed
must be the one-third gee normally observed. Skip revelled in bounding around, feathery-light, till she
begged him to stop. \

‘Not now. We have to think. What are we going to do?

'Why, wait till our host returns,’ Skip said. 'Y ou knows a better 'ole>— And here, heis!



The Sigman clambered stolidly about the lattice, assembling the artwork. Y vonne shook her head. 'My
ears hurt,' she complained.

'Mine likewise,' Wang said. '"And do we not appear to be speaking more loudly?

The reason burst upon Skip. 'Chew and swallow,' he advised. 'Equalize air pressureinside and ouit.
Pressure'srising. I'll bet you, Professor Wang, I'll bet you adinner at the best restaurant in Peking against
acan of dumgullion, it'l reach about two Earth atmospheres and stop. We can stand that and the Sigman
probably requiresit.' He hugged Y vonne. Hislaughter came haf glesful, haf hystericdl. ‘It wantsusto
comejoinitl’

THIRTEEN

Surely never before had children of Adam made so strange ajourney this side of degth.

For atimeesstime that watches and caendarsfinally counted as seven weeks, the great ship swung
around the Solar System. It did not seek the outermost reaches. That would have taken much longer,
across the unimaginable vastness of thisleast lost eddy near the rim of the galactic whirlpool. But speed,
mounting instant by instant (at arate which turned out to be an order of magnitude lower than what that
fantagtic engine was capable of), carried it ahundred million kilometres from astanding start in seventy
hours. The next equa period saw thrice as much distance added; and thus the faring went. Using the
second hdlf of the trangt from world to world for braking, interplanetary passages were till reckoned in

days.

Nor were the interludes of travel empty. For Skip in particular, every waking minute overflowed with
discovery and achievement. Sheer physica exhaustion would send him toppling into adegp which was
amogt afaint; but he awoke refreshed, ravenous lessfor food than for more work, more rapture.

Practical problems had early been taken care of. 'l trust the Sigman realizes our food supply islimited,
Yvonnesad.

'Let us et inits presence and pantomime,’ Wang suggested.

'No, let me draw pictures,’ Skip countered. "Were catching on to each other's graphic idioms aready.
Main problemiis, it's used to three-dimensiona representation—Kkind of an X-ray view to boot, like some
aboriginad human styles—but | can prob'ly borrow the opticd projector, and anyhow | know it savvies
perspective on aflat surface, because when | render cubes and such that way, it copies them off three-D,
andviceversa'

Wang regigtered irritation. He plainly didn't like chetter.

The Sigman soon understood, or rather had foreseen the problem. It took them to a place where an
enigmatic quickslvery shape hummed, and made gestures. A bar of brownish materia did forthonto a
tray (?). Skip and the Sigman exchanged sketches. 'People-type food," he reported.

'How can it be certain? Y vonne fretted. 'I'm convinced it means well. But this stuff could be 99 per cent
nourishing to us and one per cent deadly poison. We're none of usan andytica chemi, eveniif the
equipment were aboard."

Skip shrugged. 'Reckon we need aguineapig.



Glance met glance and recoiled. Wang said dowly, 'l do not wish to seem coldblooded, but Mr
Wayburn is untrained, the most nearly expendable.’

'No!" Yvonne seized Skip'swrist. Her tone was frantic. 'He's the one we can't do without. The artis,
the— Youor I, Wang Li I'

'Uh-uh." Skip shook his head. 'Not you, robin. How 'bout we toss a coin, Professor?

'And | lose, and die, and two Americans remain? Wang spoke quietly. His face was|ess hostile than it
was set. But he stood immovable. 'Never.'

The moment stretched—until Y vonne grabbed the bar, bit off apiece, and swallowed.
Skip caught her to him. "You dl right? Across her shoulder he spat a Wang, 'Y ou son of abitch.’

'No, stop, don't fight," Y vonne pleaded. 'I'm not hurt. The thing's ddlicious. Like, oh, steak and
Gravengtein gpples? I'm going to finish it and you two are going to shake hands.'

Tension did not depart from beneath the surface of politeness for an Earth-day. Then, when she reported
hersdlf in excellent hedlth, the three of them Started learning from the Sigman how to use the machine.

Was 'maching right? Like dmost everything they encountered, the apparatus had no mechanical contrals,
perhaps no moving parts whatsoever. Y ou waved your handsin acertain areg, in certain patterns, guided
by displays which appeared before your eyes. Reading those was not hard. Thus you determined the
kind, amount, and temperature of what would be produced (presumably from waste matter, conceivably
reassembled atom by atom in aset of hydromagnetic fields). Nothing that came out was distasteful or
dangerous. After awhile, when communication was better, the Sigman explained that the device was
incgpable of emitting substances harmful to humans. With practice, they grew able to imitate agrowing
variety of known foods. Y vonne found relaxation in developing comestibles Earth had never seen.

The Sigman fed itsdf from asimilar devicein the same room. Thisvirtually proveswhat has been
suspected,’ Wang declared. They have made previous expeditions here, which carried out intensive
biological studies. The ship arrived ready to house men.'

A third silveriness gave clean water. 'Now if only | could figure how to make ethyl acohol without live
yeadt, Skip murmured. But he didn't really missdrugs, not in thisdelirium of revelation.

Body wastes and organic trash were dropped a random on the resilient decks. Within seconds they
were recognized and absorbed, returned to the closed ecology of the ship. (Or thelife of the ship? More
and more it seemed asif the vessel was not akin to arobot but to a plant-animal symbiosis, drawing
energy fromits private thermonuclear sun, nourishment from the gas and stones of space.)

The environment required adaptation. Air was dwaysthick, hot, and humid by terrestria canons, though
well within mammealian tolerance. Skip borrowed a pair of scissors, reduced histrousersto shorts, and
wore nothing else. His companions stayed with their regular garb.

Theintense orange-yellow light caused headaches until the Sigman demonstrated how to make local
adjustments and have any illumination desired. Odours were everywhere, rich and strange. A terrestrid
greenhouse was bleak by comparison. Some took alittle getting used to, but most were enjoyable from
the start—suggestive of green growth, spices, roses, ocean beaches, thunderstorms, awoman's sunlit
hair, uncountably much, whole worlds full of life and wesether. In like wise, tones pervaded theinterior,
resonant, sibilant, everything man could hear and probably a great deal man could not, single notes or
melodies. (Meodies? The patterns, though equaly pleasing, were too complex to identify asmusic. But



then, asavage who has known only voice and drum might find the Tod und Verkldrung bewildering.)

Nothing was monotonous. These many stimuli, and no doubt more which did not reach skin-enclosed
human nerves, kept changing. Breezes followed cam, dimness* followed brightness, temperature and
humidity and ionization were not constant, fresh aromas and sounds replaced those of a minute ago,
sometimes the deck would ripple underfoot—you never felt imprisoned aboard the Sigman argosy.

Its geometry done guaranteed that. Beyond the barrier dome, which now stood permanently open, lay
no rigid structure of hals and cabins. Corridors wound in labyrinthine loops. The Earthlings, who were
free to roam them, would soon have been lost had the aien not pointed out how the plants which grew in
some, the glowing cryptic muras which decorated others, doubled as a system of indicators. (Tor our
benefit," Y vonne guessed. 'Our friend doesn't need signposis.’) Evidently a passageway could bulge
inward on command, forming aroom of adjustable size and shape, dmost anyplace. The Sigman obliged
its guests with separate chambers and sed able entrances. Rubbery daises grew from their decks. Skip
amused himself at the control areaof his apartment, adding an easy chair and, at the point where water
flowed in response to a gesture, washbasin and bathtub.

All thiswas done and learned in the course of thefirst few earth-days. It was mere preiminary to what
came after.

There was an observation turret, but that is the wrong word. The humans stood on atransparent bridge,
at the centre of agreat hollow sphere which reproduced the view outside. Reproduction was not
absolutely faithful; the dangerous brightness of the sun was stepped down and actinic radiation must be
omitted; but otherwise the smulacrum was moretruly space than what men had ever before seen through
window or helmet. The Sigman was e sawhere, tending the conn it had not yet shown them. They were
braking down towards Mars.

In silence and night, they almost forgot how steamy the air was. Starsin their myriads glittered
winter-keen, the Milky Way cataracted around heaven, the far smdl sun burned within a pearly lens of
zodiacal light. Ahead loomed the planet, gibbous between white northern polar cap and antarctic
duskiness, a hundred different umbers and rust-reds dappled blue-grey-green and one tawny dust storm,
crater scarswaxing naked-eye visble, avison whose austerity transcended itself and became purity. Yet
the glow therefrom which,fell upon the humans and evoked their faces from the dark was hearthfire-soft.

Wang broke along hush. He spoke low, with none of the stiffness he had used before: 'My younger son
dreams of being a cosmonaut. He said to me once, if we get shipslike this he will renounce the ambition,
for thework should not be easy. | approved of his attitude. Now | wonder whether he may have been
misteken.'

'I think hewas," Y vonne replied. 'I's Beethoven easy, or El Greco, or Aeschylus?

'My little girl would lovethissight,’ Wang said. A smile touched him. 'She might ask why no bough of
peach blossoms crosses the funny moon.'

Abruptly, asif shying, histone grew parched and he continued: 'Why were we taken here? Men have
been on Mars, and the Sigman has made repeated visits. What is its motive?

'Seveid, I'd guess,' Skip answered. 'Firgt, practicaity. At long last people have shown they can present
something that makes the trouble of building acommon language worthwhile. For that, it's handier having
weight. Second, if we're going to accelerate, why not a Cook'stour? In fact, that gives endless
opportunities to compare notes and— well, like the captain and | do pictures of the same planet-scope,



acquire techniques wed never have thought of— isn't thiswhat it wants from us? Our science and
engineering are ridiculous. Our biology and so forth were described maybe thousands of years ago. But a
cross-fertilization of arts—'

'As Chinainfluenced Europe in the eighteenth century,’ Wang nodded, 'or Africadid later.’

'Or Buddhist motifsfrom India affected Chinaearlier,” Skip said, 'and they in their turn had been affected
by the Greeks. Or take the Eighteenth Dynasty of Egypt, most brilliant period they ever had, because for
ashort whilethey alowed in abresth from Crete and Syria Well, you get theidea. The third motive for

thistrip—' He stopped.
'What isthat?

‘Never mind.'

Wang's eyes, which had been filled with Mars-light, swung to him. The others could see how he
tautened. 'Are. you scheming behind my back again?

'Oh, dry up,’ Skip said in anger, ‘and blow away.' He struck therail with afist. 'Do you have to trot out
your grievances every hour on the hour? Okay, chum, I'll tell you what | think the third reasonisfor
leaving Earth's neighbourhood. To prevent any more dismal nuisances like you from joining the party.’

'Skip." Y vonne caught hisarm. 'Please.’

'Best | withdraw. My regrets,. Dr Canter.' Wang bowed and walked on down the bridge. He was soon
lost among the star clouds.

The ship carried tenders for vigiting planetary surfaces. In one of these, the four beings descended to
Mars, skimmed across thousands of kilometres, hovered near the ground for closer looks. Their craft
was alean, tapered cylindroid; save for enclosures that must contain engine, controls, and instruments, its
hull was practically invisble. "To radar dso, | presume,’ Wang said. Hisvoicetrailed off. The same
thought stirred in the three human minds. What a bomber, what a missile!

Yvonne said in haste, to repair the fragile truce, '‘But harmful rays have to be blocked. Sigma Draconisis
cooler than Sal, gives off less ultra-violet. That should mean the life thereis more vulnerableto UV and
therest than we are.’

'Me, Fd give a pretty to know what drivesthis critter,” Skip said. No jets or rockets or propellers did,
nothing discernible, nor was anything to be heard save the ghost-thin screech of cloven Martian air asthe
desert reded away benesth. 'Hydromagnetics? Insufficient in open space, maybe, but when alarge mass
is nearby to react agains—' He waked forward to the Sigman, a pair of whose lobster-octopus hands
were making pilot's motions.

The rear eyesta ks extended towards him. He opened his sketchbook.
'What do you plan? Wang asked suspicioudly.

'Why, find out if our buddy hasinvestigated Earth. A boat like this could travel unnoticed, except maybe
inarare glimpse that the glimpser 'ud take for amirage or agpeck in his agueous humor or rnaybe he
should swear off the sauce. Anyhow, it could if it avoided densely populated aress, or observed 'em from
high atitudes. And you wouldn't really want to park in Times Square, would you?



Skip ascertained that hisideawas right. He suspected the Sigman had avoided making contact on those
flightslest it be detained in agravity it could not long endure. He suspected further that remote sightings
of architectural masterpieces were al that had encouraged it to keep trying with genus Homo.

Shortly afterward, they made their first of severa landings. Spacesuited, they went outside. The Sigman's
protection resembled a clear plastic sack drawn snug around limbs and lower body, loose on top to
leave the sensor tendrils unhampered. ("Why does pressure not stiffen it like aballoon? Wang wondered,
and found no answer.) The sites must have been chosen forethoughtfully, because they did not sustain the
generaly drab impression which terrestria explorers had brought home. A dunescape rolled in muted red
and black; acliff stood vivid with ores; acrag reared stark against dark-purple heaven. Belike the
Sigman was disgppointed to learn how badly Skip was hampered by his gloves, and cut the tour short in
order that drawing and painting might continue.

Mars dwindled aft. The ship drove on outward.

Somehow the humanstook to calling the Sigman Ahasuerus. They failed to establish whether itsrace had
nomenclature. 'l would guess not, in our sense," Y vonne said. ‘Not anoise attached to an individua.
Instead, awhole complex of associations, appearance, personality, scent, stance, the entire identity
remembered and reproduced in acluster of symbolic actswhen identificationisrequired.” Musingly: 'If it
is. Sigman individudity may have fundamentd differences from the human kind. The cluesweve got thus
fa—'

Nonethel ess Ahasuerus the Wanderer quickly learned to utter aspecia sound that meant a particular
guest. And it took theinitiative in developing certain imperatives. Between Mars and Jupiter it frequently
said, "Y' vonne Canter and Wang Li, go. Skip stay.' Or: 'Skip come with me. Y vonne Canter and Wang
Li, do not bother usif you cometoo.’

Those were the occasions when it wanted to pursue study of the terrestria materia, or show off work of
its own—uwhich was not readily describable in human language—or compare methods of depicting a
particular subject, like aflower or apart of the heavens. Wang soon used up itsinterest in his calligraphy,
and theresfter the linguists were often ignored.

They put those episodes to use, planning further vocabulary and grammar against Ahasuerus next session
with the vocal synthesizer. Gradudly their mutua wariness diminished. 'l understand that you cannot be
blamed for policiesforced upon you by your government,’ Wang said once when the two were aone.
'Indeed, you are to be pitied. Y our life twice endangered—'

"Twice!' she exclamed, artled. 'How did you know that?

Wang showed a moment's chagrin. 'l spoke rashly. Y ou are right, the news was not released.’ He took
the offensve. 'Why not?

"To avoid making abad situation worse." She backed a step from him. Y ou have spies among us, then.’

'And you among us," he retorted. Turning mild: 'Y es, | wasinformed of your second misadventure. | do
regret the trouble, 1 do wish you will have no more. For your sake | beg you, put away your naivete.'

'What do you mean, Professor Wang?

'Y ou are too trusting. Y ou actually believe that the news about you was suppressed for dtruistic reasons.
Have you never thought that its broadcasting might entail the release of other factsthe American



government would prefer to keep secret? Wang's voice was metdlic: 'Isthe young man who
accompanies you redly the smple-minded, boor he pretends? What influence is he exerting on the
Sigman at this moment? What has he discovered, what has he conveyed, that you and | have not been
told of ?

Heat and cold washed through Y vonne. Her foot thudded against the deck. 'Stop that!" she cried. Later
her vehemence would astonish her. 'Skip's the most honest, bravest— Al right, he doesn't have a proper
Chinese reverence for age and position, but we have him aone to thank were here today and, and, and
when | was kidnapped he went into the Underworld and found a man who knew where | might be and
talked him into—' Sobs overran her. 'If you knew how sick | am of people accusing people! What race
of Satan Mekatrigs are we, a-a-any-way? She whirled and fled.

At their next meeting, they traded formal apologies. The breach was hedled anew. But every time, she
thought —and concurrently thought that thiswas a Skip way of putting it—the scab is thinner .

Jupiter, imperid world, vast amber shield richly-banded in clouds that are ochre and bronze, dimmed
greens and blues, twilight violet, furnace jewe of the Red Spot wherefour Earths could lie Sde by side,
ruling amoonswarm whose chieftains could be small planets: your grandeur isonly lessterrible than the
un's.

Skip floated in the observation globe, tethered to the bridge, and let his gaze drown in the sight around
which he orbited. Its radiance drenched him and Y vonne, at this distance surpassing fifty full Ltlnas upon
Earth, overwheming the stars and flooding the watchersin gold. They were done.

Shesadfindly, 'l cannot understand why Ahasuerusisn't here aso, looking.'

His mind was dow to come back to her. What drew him at last was the light, molten in tears that broke
from her fluttering lashes and drifted off into the silence. He thought of Danae, and wished he could find a
better answer than: 'Reckon it's gone to bed, like Wang. Nobody'stireless. Wang's not young, and
Ahasuerus has had arough day. Two and a hdf gravities, when you're evolved for
oh-point-three—imagine.’

'Y ou? Her fingers strayed to his shoulder.

'M-m, I'm pretty fagged and battered mysdlf. Astronomers kept telling me and telling me, Jupiter's
uppermost atmosphere has sormsin it that'd blow out aterrestria hurricane, they told me. But no, | had
to go fly aboat there." Skip'slevity faded. His eyes returned to the Shining One. ‘Worth it," he whispered,
‘amillion times over. The vapour banks, taler than mountains, wider than vison can reach, risng,
tumbling, lightning divein them and the colours, the colours. ..

'Y ou were crazily recklessto go, Skip. Please don't again.’

I will if Ahasueruswill." He turned about and caught her hand. 'Look, Y vonne, the jaunt today wasits
idea. | figured it knew what atender can and cannot do. And when it showed me how to pilot the boat,
let me take over inthe Jovian air—Lord, surfing isn't in the same class!' He paused. 'No worries. That
funny harness supported us perfectly well, and tyro though | was, | never lost control. Y ou know, |
suspect that's what Ahasuerus hasin mind. It'sworse handicapped in high gravity than we are.
Man-Sigman partnership—what can't we do!

She sighed. He cocked hishead. "Y ou look unhappy," he murmured. 'Problems?



'N-n-nothing.' She averted her glance. Tired. Emotiona strain— No, don't blame Wang Li. I'm simply
that kind of person.’ She wiped her face. 'And to tell the truth, thistropica climate is grinding me down.
Do you think we could arrange for aroom to be kept cool and dry?

'Probably, if we can get the message across. However, you could be comfortable right now if you'd
shuck that mess you're wearing.' Skip's gesture went from her coverall to hisshorts. ‘Let Wang bea
good sdlf-abnegating Communist and maintain the dignity of the Party in hisbrown outfit. You and | don't
need more than pockets. Why, at weights from zero to one-third, you can omit a brassiere and not sag.
Which | don't imagine you do anyway.'

The Jupiter-light was s0 brilliant that he saw her flush. He cupped her chinin hisleft hand, laid hisright on
her hip, and said, "Y vonne, your Ortho itsalf dropped nudity taboos outside of completely public places
before | was born. We've both seen square kilometres of assorted human skin, and thisis hardly apublic
place. Nobody's about to force his attentions on you. Why are you scared to be comfortable?

She breathed in and out and in again, teeth clamped together, until: 'AH right I' sheripped out, haf in
defiance, and pulled the garment off before she could lose courage.

‘Marvellous," Skip laughed. 'l did not promise not to admire. Y ou're beautiful.

'I'd better go,' she said shakily. ‘Good night." She released the tether to her belt, held the coverall across
her front, and pulled herself along by therail. Skip stayed, watching her move through therain of gold.

Ahasuerusindicated Saturn was next. That would be along reach, especialy when the sixth planet was
nowhere near conjunction with Jupiter.

Thefour aboard settled down to a systematic quest for comprehension. Thisdid not mean that the
Sigman now spent most of itstime in the presence of the sound synthesizer. In fact, spoken language
remained the least part of its effort. Twice as much went to Skip and the graphic and sculpturd arts,
thrice as much to whatever it did when humans were not around. (Likeliest it worked on its own projects,
Skip thought, or smply contemplated the movement of aleef, the blueness of adar.)

But Ahasuerus did show more patience with the linguists than hitherto. Either it had decided thet in the
end it would have to communicate with Earthlings via speech; or Skip had got that idea across by the
half-intuitive hieroglyphics which were devel oping between him and the Sigman; or something else had
happened insde that non-human awareness. Whatever the reason, the synthesizer now averaged two or
three hours per day in use.

Progress was helped by the circumstances that, increasingly, Ahasuerus could read Skip'sterrestrid-style
drawings and he could read itsfiery networksin the air. And each was mastering the other's pictoria
technique.

Y vonne soon forgot the skimpiness of her present garb. Wang forgot his disgpprova of it. They were
both too busy, holding verba sessions, anaysing the results, planning for the future. 'We are two
attempting the task of ascore," he said ruefully. 'We are fortunate that, between us, we command a
variety of languages. But | wish we had speskers of Arunta, Nahua, Dravidian, Xhsoa—'

'—the whole race of man," shefinished, and brushed a damp black lock of hair off her brow. 'Well, when
wereturn, maybe | pray tothe God | don't believein, let thisbring us Earthfolk together.’

He made no reply. The ungpoken thought hung between them: Thus far it has driven us more apart.



Work took them inits arms and gave them discovery.
They had reached the threshold of heing ableto ask questions.

Answers emerged, swiftly or dowly depending on obviousness. The ship wasin truth from Sigma
Draconis, the second planet of the star. The planet had about a fourth of Earth's diameter, and alower
mean density. That was no surprise; and comparing the size and atmaosphere of Venus, you began to
wonder if Earth might not be afreak, holding less air than aworld its Size and temperature was entitled
to. (Ask, ask! The Sigmans have visited scores of suns, these past x thousand years.) There were seas
and land masses, the latter in idands rather than true continents. There was no naturd satellite. The
rotation period was gpproximately 50 hours, the axid inclination scant, the year about afourth again the
length of Earth's... no, wait, can't beright, the planet would be farther out and therefore cooler... no, the
dar'slessmassive... let the astronomers decide. A whole new cosmology will open for them.

Sigter globes— Not yet. Firgt et usinguire into the sentience born of that one world. What use the
universe without life that can wonder at it?

Severd of the gtrictly biologica puzzleswere cleared away in short order. The guess turned out to be
correct, that Sigman bodies lacked the multifariousinterior speciaizations of human. What separate
organsidentifi-ably existed were primitive by comparison with a ssomach, agonad, abrain. The tendency
awayswasfor agiven kind of cell—far larger, more eaborate and versatile than any terrestria
anaogue—to handle avariety of functions. In like manner, the species had a single sex, though two
partners were needed for impregnation: of both, who both gave live birth. Apparently matings were for
life, and apparently lifewasfor centuries.

Subtler questions could, at the present stage, only have inferential answers which might well prove wrong.
But dowly the tentative conclusons grew:

Sgmansdid live and think at amore leisured rate than men. The same was not true of perception; they
swam in an ocean of sense data and responded to nuances on almost the molecular level. Pheromones
played an enormous role between persons, as did the most delicate cues of every other kind. While
speech waswell developed and writing highly so, these were mere parts of language—useful, for certain
purposes essentia, yet never to be mistaken for thewhole.

And that wholewasin turn aunitary part of the world. Doubtlessindividua Sigmans varied as much as
individual humans do. Nonetheless Y vonne's conjecture looked right, that individudity itsalf was more
diffuse, less clearly demarcated from the rest of redity, than ever on Earth. (‘Super-Zen,’ Skip said.) This
hel ped explain how Ahasuerus could spend years on end done. It did not, by its own standards, have an
eremitica persondity. It did have indefinitely many subpersonditiesto interact; and none of these felt
isolated when they perceived an entire cosmos around them. Eventudly the traveller would long to go
back home. But it wasin no hurry. Here it had magnificence to explore and depict and become one with.

Aghetics might well have been the prime evolutionary factor caling forth intelligence on the Sgman
planet. Theoriesheld that curiosity had done this for man's ancestors. The trait was of surviva vauein
making an animd learn the dangers and possibilities of the environment. Concelvably the ancestra
pre-Sigman, being aready open to its surroundings and intensaly aware of them, benefited
correspondingly from adrivefirgt to seek, later to create harmonious conditions of life. Thuswhen the
scientific method appeared, it was less atechnique for expanding the redlm of precise knowledge than for
reducing intellectua chaosto aset of elegant solutions.

Of course, man had the latter ideal too, and doubtless the Sigman's had curiosity. The difference wasin
emphasis. In ether species, technology soon took pragmatic advantage of scientific findings. If Yvonne's



and Wang'simpression was right, war had dways been unknown among the Sigmans and destruction of
land or befouling of waters, which ran counter to ingtinct, were rare. Thus the machinewas mostly a
benefactor.

Thisdid not mean Sigmans were natura saints. They might be less capable than man of devotionto a
group or an idedl, more prone to calous exploitation of their fellow individuas. That was sheer
gpeculation. However, Ahasuerus failure to grasp certain idess like infinity was dmost unambiguoudy
shown. (Draw aseries of larger and larger triangles on the same base. The two rising sideswill become
more and more nearly paralld. Draw them, at last, exactly pardld, bresking your pencil lines some where
and pointing to indicate that the idedl lines continue. Ahasuerus never took that fina step; instead, it made
noises of negation. Y ou could nearly hear it thinking: 'But they don't." Maybe humankind had something
to teach Sigmankind in mathematicsaswell asat... in philosophy, in poetry and music and dance—
There are many more kinds of love than the sexua. What kinds might arise between the comrades of two
races, three, four, athousand, amillion?

'Oh, glory, glory," Skip chanted to the stars, until the hour came when everything was ruined.

FOURTEEN

Far under the spaceboat the clouds of Saturn lay like a continent, plains, mountains, canyons, dow
smoky rivers.

They were white and dim gold, the shadows upon them were royal blue, and off the brightest was
reflected aghost of the rings above. Y vonne kept her gaze mainly on the rings themsdaves. Against
blackness and stars they soared, gigantic rainbows sparked with moving, twinkling points of prismatic
light, overwhelmingly awesome, impassibly lovely.

'l am reluctant,’ Wang said into the silence. 'But we had better return.’

She nodded. He glanced at the instrumenta displays which hovered above the control cubicle and moved
his fingers beneath them. Acceleration pushed bodies back into seats, and the continent dwindled
towards a spheroid.

Wang activated the broadcast transmitter. ‘Hello, ship,' he said. 'We are bound back. How shall we
rendezvous?

A monitor was set to notify Skip, and radio outlets were everywhere in the mother vessdl. Hisvoice
cameinaminute 'Hi. Did you have agood time?

"'Good" isapoor littleword," Y vonne answered mutedly.

'Y eah. How well | know," Skip said. ‘Not that I'm sorry | stayed aboard. Tell you 'bout it when you
arive... Lemme check, uh, with Ahasuerus... Smplest isif you makefor Titan. At one gee. Well
intercept. Can do?

'Y es." Wang repeated the plan and signed off. His hands cdled for a projection of theloca system. Iniits
dien styleit resembled a schematic drawing. He identified the largest moon and indicated that he wished
to go there at the specified acceleration. The boat turned its nose through an arc and lined ouit.

When he learned that Skip had been taught to operate the tenders—as he did on thefirst trip into this
atmosphere —Wang had inssted on the same privilege. There wasn't much to convey. A computer (?)



did nearly everything. Crossing spacein such avehicle was safer and easier than piloting acar manualy
on an empty highway.

Then Ahasuerus made known that it wished to shuttle around the planet, presumably to view a various
angles and distances, for some hours before starting sunward. Y vonne and Wang wanted to repest the
near-religious experience of seeing the rings from below. They had aready observed them afar, and
superb though that had been, it was not the same. Skip thought likewise, but the Sigman wasinsstent he
remain. It raised no objection to the proposal that his companions revisit the primary. Saturn was
perfectly safe, at any rateif you stayed in the upper stratosphere. Receiving lessthan athird of the dight
solar energy that Jupiter gets, those layers are calm, and at their height the force of gravity is scarcely
more than on Earth.

Yvonne stirred. 'If we could tell them when we get home," she said. 'Tell them in away to make them
believe. How little we are, we humans; how big we could be; how squalid our intrigues and quarrels.”

'l think they aready know," Wang replied, 'apart from afew monsters. Unhappily, anumber of the
monsters are a the levers of power, which requires honest men to respond in kind.'

Y vonnefelt asad smile cross her. 'Nobody can agree which iswhich.' She spoke no further. Her
wistfulness could not last, beneath that bridge to the gods.

They stood in the observation chamber and watched the world recede. Wang and Ahasuerus occupied
one end of the bridge. He was making a poem about it, and the Sigman was keegping an eye of itsfour on
the characters he drew. Y vonne moved to the opposite end in order that she not distract or be
distracted.

Still the planet was vast and radiant. The light was less than from Jupiter, more argent than aureste,
though aso equaling many terrestrid moons. The cloud bands were not spectacularly coloured or
turbulent. But therings! And aheed, near thetiny sun, arched an immense white bow, Titan; she had
stood on its eterna snows, looked through the dusk-blue of itsthin air at Saturn hanging above a
mountain range, and cried.

A hand fdll over herswhereit lay on therail. She felt the smoothness and warmth of skin that brushed her
arm, and through the myriad Sigman scents drifted an odour of humanness. 'Mind if | join you? Skip
asked quietly. 'l won't burble the way | did when you came aboard.’

Her heart knocked. 'Please do stay. Y ou never told me what happened while | was gone!'

He hegitated. 'Well... we had an interesting time. We'd orbit first here, next there, and do renderings
and— Let'snot talk shop. This place hasreally put you on trgjectory, hasn't it?

‘Hasn't it you?
'What else?

Sheturned to face him. In the faerie light he stood asif cast in slver and crowned with stars. "And we can
come back,’ shejubilated. 'Ahasuerus wants us in the universe. Doesn't it?

Again hetook amoment to answer. 'Y es. Very much." When he moved, shadows flowed among the
muscles of arm and belly.

"We can come back,' she repeated. "We can go on. Every dream our race has ever dreamed— It'slike,



for meit'slikewhen | was newly married— No. That was dways aloyed with dailiness. This... Doyou
remember the turn of the century?

'Sure. My gang, nelghbourhood boys, we got hold of some highly illega fireworks and shot them off.
Police and parents didn't do more than scold us. It wasthat kind of night.'

'Y ou were pre-adolescent, though. | wasin my late teens. An age when the awkwardnessis outlived, the
hopefulness new-born, everything amiracle. And there the new century—the new millennium! —stood
before us. A porta, where weld leave al that was bad, worn-out, sordid, and run through the gate
unburdened, clean, free. Into aland nobody had spoiled, the promised land. Thisisthe same. Only it's
not ayouthful illuson now, it'sred. It'sforever!’

She embraced him. 'And Skip, you won it for us. Y ou, hone but you.'

He was holding her. She pulled back. He did not let go. She raised her cheek from his breast and found
his mouth waiting. After aminute that whirled, she broke free and cast an apprehensive glance past him,
down theinvisble bridge. Silhouetted athwart the Milky Way, asif hovering free among clustered stars,
Ahasuerus pine-cone bulk still screened her from Wang. Skip took her by the hair and gently, irresstibly
recalled her to him. His hand travelled on down her back. His other hand— Herswere over his neck, his
shoulders, hisribs. 'No... please... 0-0-oh... Why not? Why have | been thisslow?

‘Come on, darling, darling. Saturn can wait. Well be back. My cabin—' Between laughter and tears: 'l
came prepared. | didn't think to, but when | unpacked my personal kit | found— Rings are for lovers.'

The Sigman intended to stop at innermost Mercury. Orbit to orbit, that would require about fifteen days.
From there, swinging still nearer the sun, it would return to Earth. (Evidently it found Venusas
unattractive at close quartersas men did.) ‘And well belet off," Skip said.

Y vonne snuggled into the curve of hisarm. 'l won't know whether to be glad or sad,’ shetold him. ‘Both,
| suppose.’ Her fingers at the base of his spine said, Always glad while we are together.

Wang ignored her. He had made no comment on what had clearly been happening between them. An
average Westerner would have offered congratulations. / suppose the poor prim dear thinks we're
awful, Yvonne reflected, and pressed closer againgt Skip.

'Will we be dlowed to take a ship's boat? Wang asked.

They were seated on temporarily extruded couchesin what had been the original reception areafor
humans. The scientific gpparatus remained there, making it anatura meeting place. (And we really
should instigate regular dining here. Skip and | share our meals, from the planning and making to
the last bite and a kiss for dessert. Wang eats all alone.) Ahasuerus was not present. The open dome,
the rustling fragrant garden beyond, reminded of the being who, Skip said he had learned, came eighteen
light-yearsto renew on behdf of its people the sense of marve their distant ancestors had brought back
from Sol.

Wang had replied: ‘Do you not think the timeis overpast for you to share with us—with me—the
knowledge you have gained in your specid sessions? This project was supposed to exemplify theided of
international cooperation.” And thus the conference had been arranged.

Skip creased his brows. "Well? Wang urged.

'Okay, I'll speak frankly," Skip said. 'I'm not certain. Ahasuerus and | haven't got a secret code that we



sent away our box topsfor, asyou imagine.’

Wang dtiffened yet more, and Y vonne thought, | must persuade my darling to act respectful. He
doesn't mean harm—usually—but Wang can't under stand banter, takes it for insult and repliesin
kind, and then Skip gets angry, and the feedback goes on and on till now they raise hackles at
sight of each other.

Maybe the sigaroon noticed, for he continued in an ordinary tone: ‘'Not knowing the use of the sound
gynthesizer, | can't do Sigman imitations. We swap some words, but mainly we draw pictures. Weve
arived at alot of conventional signs, yes, and I'll make adictionary of them if you wish. | will for surein
my officia report. On the whole, though, we depend on intuition for understanding. It'slike trying to read
acomic strip where most of the words didn't get printed.’

'Y ou have explained that before,' Wang said, not quite implying dishelief. 'l asked what your impresson,
if you will—what your impressionis of our being given or lent atender for our descent to Earth.’

'My impression iswe could have oneif we asked. Or if | asked. Let'stdk plain: Yvonnefirst learned
how to spesk with Ahasuerus, but I'mitslodge brother.’ Skip fondled her. 'That it prefers my company
to hers proves how dienit is." He dropped back to seriousness. ‘| don't think we should ask. | won't
make the request. Our astronauits can take us off same as before.’

Wang kept motionless. Y vonne looked into Skip's face, which had stopped being boyish, and inquired,
troubled, 'Why?

'Y ou know why," he answered. 'Too tempting for governments. | believe the catchword is
"destabilization”.'

'Y ou may beright, Mr Wayburn," Wang said dowly.

Skip raised himself on an elbow. The forearm was under her neck, the hand on her farther sde. Hisfree
hand and afoot moved dong her, lingering. The light in the cabin was set low and rosy. 'Y oure an angdl,’
he whispered.

She reached up to stroke him in return. 'I'm happy enough to be,' she said, no louder. 'A falen angd,
though.'

Hislips quirked. 'Falen, or tumbled?
‘Both. Damn wdl tumbled.'
'Fallen soulstogether, then. Freefdling... hey, how 'bout that sometime?... faling free forever and ever.'

Helowered himsdf to nuzzle the hollow where throat met shoulder. And the delicious leisurely rearousing
from drowsi ness went from her, swift as aknife stab. She gripped him and said in her terror, ‘Do you
mean that? Do you?

'Yes, hesaid into her hair. 'Here besde you, | findly mean it for good.’
'So you've felt the same about others?

He caught the raw note, released her, and sat up. His eyesrested grave upon her. 'l catch. Yes, onceina
while before, I've just as honestly supposed it was for aways. Only you're different, Vonny. Nobody's



likeyou.'

She joined him, resting her back against the headboard they had shaped on to the dais when they
doubled itswidth. She clung to his hand with her entire strength, but stared straight forward. Her voice
ran quick and uneven:

'Oh, yes, | have education, position— No, please don't misunderstand, | realize you want absolutely
nothing from me except myself. We work and talk well together. Probably 1'm the brightest woman
you've met. Y ou're bright too, you like to learn and think. | teach you things and challenge your mind.
Her head drooped. 'What else? I'm not the best-looking. Don't flatter me. I'm striking. Maybe | first
began to fal in love when you showed me how striking | am, ages ago on that ocean ship. But I'm no
beauty queen. I'm barely on the good side of skinny. I'm trying to learn how to please you, but you must
have had pupils more apt. And... when I'm forty, you'l be thirty-two. When you're forty-two, I'll be
fifty."

'‘Won't matter,' he said.

‘Because you'll belong gone? That often kegps me awake after you've fallen adeep. | lietherelistening to
you breathe and | think, "Under the best circumstances we're bound to have ahard go of it. But hesan
eagleand I'm adove.™

‘Now you romanticize," he drawled. "'Why not call me agoose and you chicken? <

Shefought the tearsand lost. He held her. 'I'm sorry," he told her again and again. 'l shouldn't've joked.
It'smy way, not my wish. I'd not hurt you for... for thiswholeflinkin' sarcraft.’

When at length she rested more camly, he gave her aquizzicd regard. "Wrong time of month coming
on? He asked.

She gulped and nodded. 'Fedlslikeit.’
'Doesn't make what you said lessimportant, no. But might make it more miserable than needful.’
'Uh-huh." She attempted a smile. 'Curses, how | wish we had cigarettes aong! Next trip well know.'

‘Attagirl.' He stroked her cheek awhile. Then, seating himself on the edge of the bed so he could look
into her eyeswhile he held her hands, he said:

'Vonny, if | werein the habit of fretting about the future like you, I'd for sure be afraid. Seemsto me
you'relikelier to get tired and kick me out than | am to drift off. But well just havetotry it and see. | do
want to try, try my utmost to make thisthing last. Y ou are wonderful.' He drew breath. To proveit, I'll
tell you something | hadn't made up my mind to tell anybody. Maybe | shouldn't, | dunno, but | want to
giveyou everything | have!’

For an ingtant she was reminded of her youngest brother, who when he was five and she was having her
fourteenth birthday had come shyly, adoringly to press on her asmudged and skewed mode rocket
glider he had assembled himsdlf.

'l know how this vessel works," Skip said.
She sraightened.

He nodded. Y eah. When Ahasuerus and | were batting around Saturn. It wanted me to conn whileit
took aboat outside awhile. I think it's sensitive to the Doppler shift and wanted to incorporateitin a



painting, but | couldn’t swear to that. Anyway, it gave methe lesson. Easy. The singleredl trick is getting
into the control room. Y ou have to semaphore exactly right or the wal won't open. There's another
gpecia set of Sgnasto activate the engines. Failsafe precaution. | imagine. Otherwiseit's hardly different
from operating atender. Y ou stand in aminiature version of the viewroom and use ascaled-up version of
the navigator displays. Then you can leave her on automatic till you get where you're bound. Shucks, |
could take usinterstellar. The materid's on file for this entire galactic neighbourhood. Just sart the
Bussard intake when you're up to ram scoop speed and kick in the photon drive when you're sure it
won't harm anything locdl.’

'Ahasuerus must redlly trust us,' she bresthed.

His mouth stretched hisface into lumps and gullies. 'That'sthetrouble,’ he said. 'It takesfor granted we're
as... innocent... asthefew other atomic-era speciesit knows of. Could the rest have wiped themselves
out?

'l s;ewhy you're keeping silence!’

'Uh-huh. | was bubbling over &t first, you may recall. Mainly | figured I'd better not |et on to Wang.
Since, I've been thinking, and the more | think the more doubtful | am. He himsdlf agreesit'd be unwise
to give our military types atender, even though they prob'ly couldn't duplicate it any more than Marconi
couldve duplicated atransstorized TV set. But the ship | Y ou don't need to build afleet. Thisoneis
plenty. Y ou send a delegation here—and Ahasuerusis going to wel come delegations from now on, if
they bring artwork—and the delegation takes Ahasuerus prisoner or killsit, and therethey are, the
owners of humanity.’

Shethought, He loves me enough to share his fears. She said, ‘Can't you convince the Sigman it must
never tell anyone €l s?

'I've been trying. Not easy to make clear amessage like that.'

'And you— Thank mercy you're the one, Skip!" She reached for him. He remained where he was and
sd:

'If you mean we're lucky because I'll keep the whole matter secret, don't make book, VVonny. Should 17?7

'‘What? Of course—'

'Isit that "of course'? Suppose the power did fal to America. I'm no flagnapper, but | don't despise my
coun try either. Seemsto me, by and large Americas more decent than most, and hasthe size and
strength to maintain peace. I'm not convinced those rickety international arrangements we've got will last
much longer. Look how they're starting to come gpart dready. Pax Americana— isalousy solution like
that better'n no solution? Or would it work at al? He shook his head. 'l don't know. Do you?

'‘No,' she said. 'But | have faith—

'Isfaith good enough? Think, please, Vonny. Use that well-oiled brain of yours.' Impudence could not
help flickering forth in agrin. 'Along with awell-oiled body, hm-m-m? Blegk again: ‘I want your advice.
However, inthe end, you redlize, I'll have to decide. Me, alone with mysdf.’

Mercury was crags and craters under ablack sky, by day a giant sun whose light ran like wildfire, here
and there pools of molten meta that congealed by night and sheened with starshine—tormented
grandeur.



Y vonne thought she understood how the boat's hull protected her from glare and maybe from short-wave
radiation. Its transparency was salf-darkening in proportion to need. She did not know how she stayed
no warmer than usua, when the outside temperature neared 700 degrees Kelvin. Wdll, if they meant to
skirt Sol— Could the right interplay of ectric and magnetic fields control, not only charged particles but
neutra ones and quanta? She wasn't sureif that was theoretically possible. She was, though, sure that the
theories of Earthsde physicists were not the last word.

Her speculation was avague rippling across the un-happiness which filled most of her.

At the rear of the boat, Skip and Ahasuerus excitedly collaborated on arendition in oilsand Sigman
pigments of aglitterstorm. Blown on the wisp of air that remained to thisworld, the fine micgike particles
brought out the brutal mass of a dliff behind them.

How can he be merry when fate has touched him?—I grow hourly more aware of the guilt which
isours, no matter what course we choose. And that awareness makes me less and less his kind of
woman, and he feels rebuffed, and | don't pretend very well, and so he may leave me as soon as
his foot touches Earth, and might that be for the best? And | pray, how | pray he won't.

Beside her in the bows, Wang lowered the movie camera he had borrowed from their regular scientific
equipment. 'l must have private copies of this sequence, if of nothing dse | havetaken,' hesaid. 'My
daughter lovesfireflies!

The other day, for the first time, he showed me her picture. 'I'd like to meet your daughter,’ Y vonne
sad.

'Do.' He sounded asif he meant it. "We will be honoured to receive you in our home.'

Will you? After my country has seared a city or two of yoursinto slag, to prove it can melt and
burn everything that four thousand years of China has given us, if you don't let in its occupation
troops?

'And | am hopeful that in due course we can return the vigit, Wang was saying. 'Already she has heard
about Disneyland.' He sighed. 'l went there once and found it frivolous. But that iswhat our past two or
three generations have laboured for since the Revolution, that Ping's shdl have time for the fullness of
culture, salf-development, and, yes, alittlefrivolity.’

If you're still living on promises after two or three generations, won't she too? You, can't smply
bring her to see me, because if you go abroad your family has to stay hostage behind. Dare | tell
Sip such a government ought not to be obliterated for the safety, the very survival of mankind?
—But dare | say it cannot evolve, that it has not already evolved, that it will never give usa
better gift than Caesar's ignoble peace?

Would such a peace even last? Rome tore itself apart. Byzantium decayed.

Have | no faith in my countrymen? What if we tell Andy Almeida that we, Sip, can run the
starship? Will Andy have irons clapped on Skip, and drug and torture himtill he shows how? Will
Andy's superiors? | voted for President Braverman. He sitsin the house of Thomas Jefferson. —
But Hitler started in gemiltlich old Bavaria, didn't he? —What to do, what to do?

The surface pull of Mercury gave dightly lessweight than the norma acceleration of the ship. Yet it was
asif dready Yvonne could fed Earth's heaviness upon her.



Y ou had read the figures: Photosphere diameter 1,390,000 kilometres, mass 329,390 times the
terrestrial, energy output converting 560,000,000 tons per second of matter into radiation, prominences
rising to more than 150,000 kilometres, corona extending severd times asfar, solar wind blowing to the
remotest planetary orbit and beyond. Y ou had seen photographs, astronomica cinema, transmissions
from unmanned probes. It was interesting. It was gossip about your old friend Sal, that atogether
ordinary yellow dwarf star which was expected to keep reliably lighting the world for another five billion
years. Y ou had to watch yourself with Sol, of course. He was boisterous. He could garble your favourite
televison programme or give you ared and peeling nose. When he got redlly rough, if you weren't careful
he might strike you dead. But a heart he was agood fellow, steady old Sol.

Then you found that none of this had anything to do with that which, no matter how stepped down and
baffled and buffered, flamed before you.

Sunward of Mercury, you saw at first an unutterable white splendour, swirled with orms, maned with a
huge lacy rain that fountained outwara and intricately down again, surrounded by an effulgence that
shimmered pearl and mother-of-pearl among the stars—there are no words. But you ran nearer, and it
grew, it ate the sky, its burning, burning, burning became everything that was, fire roared around,
somehow apart of the fury came through and the ship rang to it, bellow and shriek and whistle and high
sweet singing; agout of red and yellow and green and hell-blue that could cremate your planet came
brawling towards you, you couldn't help yourself but had to shut your eyes and cover your ears, and the
torrent raged pagt, engulfing you, its rumble in'your marrow to fill you with fear—

And through those hours he would not hold you, he shouted you should hidein your cabinif you didn't
like the show, well, he had been angry with you and you had to prove you weren't a coward so you
stayed, but he and hisfriend didn't want you near, they were ripping forth lines, splashing gobs of colour
on surfaces, they were wild as the Ragnarok around them—

But the stiff grey man who loved his smdl daughter, he stood by, helet you cling to him and gave you the
touch of his hands and when the noise of doomsday receded for amoment, as the sea recedes before a
tidal wave, he would speak to you—

'We are quite safe. This ship has been here before. Y ou have nothing to fear.'
'l know, | know. Then wh-wh-why am | afraid?

"The sght, the sound, the, being in the middle of an ultimate redlity... they stupefy. The sensesare
overloaded and the mind retreats for its own protection. Those artists are accustomed to an abnormally
high datainput. They are born for it. And I—I admit | flinch, | am daunted; but life has made merigid, |
have learned how to exclude. Y ou are shidlded in neither way. It is nothing to be ashamed of, and it will
pass. Y ou should not be here watching.'

I mugt, | must.'

'l can guess why. And you have been anxious of late, gnawing on your own nerves. That too haslowered
your defences against this—this spectacle which is at once psychedelic and terrorizing. | do not know
why you should be unhappy, when everything seemsto be going well for you—for the entire human

r .

A fire-fall thunders past. Y ou hold to your solitary friend and babble, it matters not what, you reach out
to him and you share.

For aningant heislike an iron bar. Afterward he eases, he continues to soothe, until the ship has
rounded the sun and your lover can take you back to your cabin.



His room was so quiet that he could hear how his ears fill rang from the violence he had survived. The
room "was empty, too, acell for deeping and nothing €l se, except that he had propped her picture before
him as atiny brave splash of colour againgt bareness. Histunic stank from swest, was hot and rough and
tight around his neck. He wanted to take it off, wash it, and not put it back on; but he didn'.

He moistened his brush, passed the tip across an ink-block, and wrote, taking as much time over the
cdligraphy asthe compostion:

My beloved daughter,

When you read this, if ever you do, you will be ayoung .lady, beautiful, gracious, generous with laughter,
everywhere creating for yoursalf aworld of dear friends. And | will be dead, or | will be old and il
more dour and unbending than | am now. What will | have to do with you? | am the daddy of little Ping,
who will have no other way to welcome mewhen | come home than to seize my thumb and stump of f
into the garden and maybe, maybe call me agreat big bag of love. But of Mademoiselle Wang, what can
| hope to be except the honourable father who oncein the .past did athing that isremembered? And this
isnatura and right. Infact, | do not think of mysalf as anything more than abeast of burden which hasto
carry certain loadsin order that the new world may be built.

Please understand, | fed no self-pity. When | look upon the poor hollow people of the West, who have
nothing to live for beyond their own lives, | know how fortunate | am. After you have had children of
your own, you will understand. Nevertheless, may | reach acrosstime for amoment and touch you?

If ever you read this, you will have read the histories. | want you, and you aone, to know how behind the
platitudes was aman, who did not know what he realy was but who knew loneliness, confusion, fright,
weakness—I would like for you to know me. Therefore | have vowed neither to amend nor destroy
these words, crude though they are, but leave them for you to have when you come of age.

At thishour, the entire purpose of my being isthat you shdl livethat long.

Today we traversed hell. Y ou will have read about our voyage. Quite likely, to you the solar passage will
be commonplace, athing one does, hand in hand with a sweetheart on apassenger liner to Saturn. But |
saw hell. Crestion aso, and that which calsthe first foolish snowdrop into bloom before winter has
ended. But hdll, | say hell, the same that could in asingle fire-tongue lick devour my Blossom... though it
might aseasly carry her to the enlightenment, of beauty which has been mine.

Stunned, in panic, aperson whom | sought to help let dip to me—I do not believe she remembers she
did—that now the imperiaists have this power to destroy you. | had hoped— No matter. Twice they
have broken their most solemn oath. There shal not be athird time. | go to do whatever is necessary.

That ismy duty to mankind. My clumsy confession, Ping, isthat thisisonly apretence, and what | dois
redly my love-gift to you.

He wondered whether to sign 'Daddy’ or Y our Father', decided on the more dignified form, read the
page through, folded and sedled it. Meanwhile he thought, nausea binding histhroat: |sthere any
reasonable doubt that my government is the one which hunted Yvonne Canter?

From his baggage he extracted the recoilless magnum automatic that General Chou had inssted he bring.



Chou had beenright.

Perhaps Wayburn and Canter would decide to do nothing, say nothing. It was not a chance to be taken.
Thefact was that they had said nothing to him. The single certainty was that Chou had no reason to pass
the sun's flame across Peking.

Wang checked magazine and action, put the gun in ashoulder holster benesth histunic, and left the
gripper on the garment loose so he could quickly reach inside. He stowed the letter among his sparse
effects and went forth to py out the situation.

FIFTEEN

'I'm sorry i was hystericdl.
'I'm sorrier | ignored you, Let'sforget it. We were both zonked out of our skulls!’

Their bodies said the rest. Afterward they sought the food device. ‘Programme for steak and French
fries,’ Skip demanded. 'If you want something exotic in addition, okay, but I need nourishment!'

Y vonne's laugh was tender. She made the appropriate passes, watching the resultant diagrams and
refining her orders accordingly until they should have converged on the precise menu and production
could commence. (Mammalian flesh, type bovine, 1.5 kilogram, dimensions.... texture. .. degree of heat
denaturing... temperature. .. flavour overtones...) By now expert, she did the task quickly whileletting
her mind wander.

‘A few short days,’ she said, ‘and we're home.”

'Uh-huh.. We better get in alot of preliminary relaxation. Thingsl| be hectic for awhile, groundside.
'Course, | supposeif we're rude we can protect ourselves somewhat, but— Oh, hi, Prof.’

Y vonne's hair rippled as she turned to look. 'Good evening,' she said. 'Would you liketo join usfor
dinner?

Wang stood straight. Hislips barely moved, nothing else did in hisface except atic at the right corner of
the mouth: 'Are you feding better?

'Fine, thank you,' shetold him. 'l only needed two or three hours of rest and—and recreation, and |
bounced right back." She smiled with real warmth. 'I might not have done thiswell except for you.'

'Where is the Sigman? Wang's tone was hoarse and strained.
'l dunno,’ Skip said. 'Prob'ly catching its equivaent of anap. Anything urgent?

'Yes.' Wang made asif to scratch benegath histunic. The uncharacteristic gesture brought both their gazes
astonished upon him. Then the gun was out and he said: 'Raise your hands. Do not move.'

"What the devil—? Skip grabbed towards the waistband of his shorts. Y vonne uttered a shriek.
'No!" Wang shouted. 'Stand fast or | kill her 1'

Skip lifted hisarms. He had seen that kind of determination before. His heart thuttered, swest broke
forth, its acridity pierced the soft wet odoursin the Sigman air. On hisright he heard the bresth move
raggedly in and out of Yvonne.

'‘Good, Wang said. 'Now ligten. | am an expert marksman, and this pistol has no kick. There are eight



bulletsin the magazine and one in the chamber; | assume you know the type. Seven of those cartridges
are magnum loaded. Hydrogtatic shock done would kill you ingtantly on impact. Thefirst two are minim.
They would disable you, Mr Wayburh, for example by shattering a kneecap, but leave you fit to execute
my orders. Dr Canter ismy hostage for your obedience.’

Skip thought, Stay calm, stay loose. Watch your chance,_, hut for everything's sake don't try any
heroics. Behind that iron mask, he's on the point of amok. See how the+ sweat is running out of
himtoo! Hewilled hislungsto stop gasping, his musclesto stop quivering and Start easing. He did not
quite have.command of hisvoice: 'What do you want?

"To control thisship,’ Wang said. Y ou were shown how, and did not tell me." 'Huh? |—I never—'
‘Bedill. In her frantic condition, Dr Canter blurted the truth to me.'

'No!" Yvonne's scream came as if she were being flayed. She sank to her knees and brought hands up to
cover her wild weeping.

‘Do not blame yourself much." Wang's speech continued flat. 'Blame mefor taking advantage. Blamethe
Sigman for recklesdy exposing creatures with whose psychology it was unfamiliar to extraordinary stress.
Blame your lover for deserting you when you most needed him. Firgt, last, and dways, blame the fascists
who did not keep faith. Because of them, | may no longer trust you. Theissueis so greet that trust in
anyone except my country's leaders becomes treason to humanity.' 'Y ou fool, Skip said. He wasfaintly
surprised at the composure hiswords now had. The coolness of crisswasrising fast in him. 'Y ou're
supposed to be asemanticist. How can you think aswear word like "fascist” means anything, or using it
solves anything? Did Vonny tdll you | wasn't going to let on? Or did she say what's true, that | still
haven't decided?

Wang's monotone was dreadful to hear: 'No, she merdly let dip that you have the knowledge. Thefact
that you kept silence before me speaksfor itself. Y ou may be aman of essentia good will. | rather
believe you are. But | must not make the assumption. The only mind | can read is my own. Furthermore,
if you were taught, otherswill be, shortly after we reach Earth. Who isthefirst of them and what does he
do?1 do not propose to gamble with the future of severd hillion living human beings. They outweigh you
two, Ahasuerus, and me by just that amount.

'We shall waste no more time. Conduct me to the control room.'
'We'd better obey, sweetheart,” Skip said to the crouched and crying woman. She didn't seem to hear.

'Assst her to her feet, Wang droned. 'Keep your handsin sight of me. | have watched you exercising
and know your capabilities.’

Skip raised Yvonne. ‘Come aong, robin." She hung on him and keened. He bit hislip and dapped the
bare back, stingingly. She choked, then disengaged herself and shuffled beside him, in advance of the
gaping pistol mouth.

"Y ou will not be harmed needlesdy,’ Wang said. 'l will have her bind you, secure her mysdlf, and check
your bonds. | will carefor you en route. On arrival, | will inform the world that we arewell but should be
left undisturbed for some hours until various preparations are completed. Not that any terrestrial
gpacecraft can likdy lift off and make rendezvous sooner. They will have detected us coming, but | will
throw usinto an unexpected polar orbit. We will ride atender to Peking. | will bring back men and show
them how to establish the invulnerable forcefield and pilot the ship. Then al will bewdl, and you can
probably be repatriated. If not, rny influence will assure you favourable treatment.’



The corridors wound and intertwined, vivid with strange muras. Leaves and flowers brushed skin and
offered greetings of bright perfume. The deck was springy under bare feet. A sound like agong beat
through themoist warm air.

'What's the Sigman doing meanwhile? Skip asked.

"That must depend’ upon circumstances, Wang said. Earnestnesstinged the machine voice: 'Whatever is
doneisfor hisrace too. When man and Sigman next meet, man must be peaceful. For that, we must first
liberate him from his demons'’

'Skip, Y vonne whispered, 'oh, Skip, what can | say? What can | do?
'Nothing," he responded. "Y ou truly are not to blame. | loveyou.'

They reached the command room. He had considered leading Wang on a snipe hunt, but the generd
location had aways been fairly obvious. The bulkhead rose sheer and plain, except for someinset lenses
and jutting force-projector snouts. 'Give me aclear view of your procedure,’ Wang ordered. And the
trouble was, the motions weren't ddlicate like the fingering out of adinner. For ahuman— Ahasuerus had
doubtless made adjustments—they were haf adozen smplewigwags.

The entrance dilated. Blackness|ay beyond. 'Dr Canter goes through first," Wang said. When she
entered, her body shone with awhite light. It reveded the layout: a spherica chamber about five metres
across, bisected by atransparent deck from which rose anumber of stanchion rods. At thefar end wasa
bank of the deceptively featurel ess boxes which housed the controls. 'Next you, Mr Wayburn," Wang
said. 'Go past Dr Canter, to those instruments. She will stay near me.!”

The bulkhead closed behind them, and they stood surrounded by a sky image. Thiswas a utilitarian
place, and no attempt was made at perfect fidelity. Theinduced illumination from flesh and garments
would have interfered anyhow. They saw the brightest and the nearest stars, though most of the latter are
invisbleto the naked eye. They saw the sun disc, and the lovely blue and gold companions which were
Earth and Luna, and thetrailing drive module. The sounds that el sawhere pervaded did not come here.

Wang posted himself beside the entrance. 'Stand in front of me, Dr Canter,’ he said. Two metres or so
off—do not obstruct my view—there. Mr Wayburn, | wastold that operation issimilar to the boats, but
| want ademonstration, plus arunning description of what you do.’

That'll dert Ahasuerus,” Skip said.

Wang nodded. 'l know. Do not think to throw me down with an unheralded burst of high acceleration. |
have had Ch'an training; furthermore, | am used to travel under the awkward and varying conditions of
terrestrial cosmonautics; and never forget that Dr Canter's life depends on you.'

Skip grimaced. | can't get out of unlocking the controls; and once he's seen how to do that, he
could figure the rest out for himself. Maybe the future does lie with the People's Republic. He
gesticulated. Thistakesit off automatic. A repeat putsit back on.'

'l see. Good. Let methink__Yes Wang'sleft hand closed on astanchion in expectation of freefall.

'Set us on course for Mars. That should illustrate the principles.’

Skip hooked aleg around a horizontal bar in front of him and signed for adisplay. The airborne symbols
were easy to read. He directed the ship as he had been told, explaining each step while he did. No
heroics. Nothing that'll annoy him and kill her. Kill me, for that matter

| imagine the People's Republic will let us live, under a kind of perpetual house arrest. Why not?



But beloved friends in the Byworld, what will become of you? Urania; her boys, Rog Neal; Dan
Keough; the Vikings who had Earth's broad seas to roamin; Clarice— And more and more,
hundreds he had met, thousands he had not, in whom lay the hope of something new, not that return of
the amighty God-King which Wang Li thought was aforward step—yes, and his parents, brothers,
sgers. Von-ny'skinfolk, the Almeidas, Thewlis, Kurland, more and more of their kind too, what would
become of them?

Meanwhile he brought the ship about. The change was smooth. A period of weightlessness save for dight
centrifugd force, while the dual modules rotated, was followed by aresumption of linear acceleration, a
vector combining with present vel ocity to bring them to that planet named for the lord of war.
Nevertheess the Sigman would notice and come &ft.

'How do | explain to Ahasuerus? Skip asked.

It made his spine crawl that the sweat beading Wang's face and drenching his tunic should also shine
white. 'Maybe Dr Canter can help,’ the Chinese said.

'l don't know,' shereplied, scarcely to be heard. 'If we go forward to the synthesizer, maybe—'
'Let me doodle out that that's what we should do,” Skip proposed.

'No!" Wang yelled. 'How can | know what you are telling? He swallowed. Monotone: We must develop
ascheme which guarantees me againgt losing the upper hand.' The mask split inawolf grin. ‘Not unlike
the deterrence concept of the missile era—'

The bulkhead opened. Ahasuerus camein. All four eyeswere out. Claws clacked. The scales glowed
among the stars from which it had come.

Wang opened fire.

The reports smashed at eardrums. Two low-mass |ow-speed dugs rocked the Sigman. Wang backed
towards the bulkhead, where he hid theimage of Virgo, and fired the first of the magnums.

It crashed splintering through the armour, in among the naked cells. Juices spurted. Ahasuerus was flung
off inaheap. It wailed, gathered itsalf and crept forward. Wang fired and fired. Each dug blasted more
from the maker of beautiful things. Between shots, he waved the muzzle warningly across his prisoners.
Y vonne clung to a stanchion and screamed as if she would never stop screaming. Skip turned his back.

After the fourth heavy blow, the Sigman could go no farther. Its degp-seated life was amost drained, in
phosphorescent wetness that spread across the deck. It lifted a claw and chopped the arm through an
arc. A gob of thick digestive fluid sailed past the Milky Way. It struck Wang on the breast and ate
through cloth and inward. Ahasuerus collgpsed in arattle and Sgh and was quiet.

Wang whimpered for pain. But his gun, however wobbling, remained in hisgrip. 'l have... three bullets
left,’ he said through clamped jaws. He pulled the tunic open, though the acids pedled flesh from the
fingersof hisleft hand, and shrugged it off that arm. With the wadded deeve he wiped the ulcer that
gaped on his chest.

'l will live,' he said shakenly. "The... wound is not mortal. The solvent seemsto be... used up.’

Skip approached, step by cautious step. 'I'd better take alook, he said. Y vonne stumbled to him. He
embraced her and whispered in her ear. She shuddered towards sdf-mastery.

'‘No,' Wang said. "You will not... comeany nearer.'



'M-me, then," Y vonne stammered. 'Let me help you.' She clenched her fists, caught a breath, and went
on: 'lIf you fed you're about to faint—you'l kill us, won't you? Let me seewhat | can do to help you stay
Cc-c-conscious. I'm awoman, no combet training, | couldn't hold you, you'd fling me aside and—'

'—and be prepared to shoot." Wang wheezed with the flame that wasin him. 'l am... not weakened,
Wayburn, not dowed. .. not so much. Y ou might reach me. Y ou could not get my weagpon away intime
to... saveyoursdf.

'Agreed,’ Skip said.

Y vonne walked towards the pistol. She took Wang'stunic gingerly by the collar. He pointed the muzzle
around her. 'l mugt transfer this," he said. "'To my left hand. Before you can take my right deeve off.’

'Yes,' shesaid.

She flung both arms about hiswrist in the same motion that threw her deckward. The pistol roared; adug
whanged off the deck and the starry bulkhead. He tossed her aside. Skip had bounded to him. He
brought his gun upward. If Skip seized him, Skip would take abullet in the back of the head.

The fang had been unleashed while the sigaroon did not watch the murder of the Sigman. As he prang,
he drew it from the rear of hiswaistband where he had stuck it. The point went into Wang's throat, the
edge dashed across.

Blood fountained over both men and Y vonne. Wang fell. They thought they heard anoise from him like
'Y ao—' Afterward was only abrief horrible bubbling; and silence; and the blood of man and Sigman
flowing together on the deck and blotting out view of the Southern Cross.

SIXTEEN

They had laid their dead near the hull portal, in the room where first these met. Y vonne, clinging to Skip's
arm, said through tears, 'We can't just launch them.'

'Nor turn Ahasuerus over for dissection, he agreed. "They rate aservice, yes!

'Can we give them any?| mean... do you know how...in any faith, any tradition?| don't. A few bitsand
pieces of Kaddish, of the Christian ceremony, vaguely remembered from funerals—and when neither we
nor they believed— What have we to offer except pompous made-up sentences? She stared before her.
‘Nothing. It'semptier in usthan out yonder.'

'l think they'd have liked the Wayfaring, he said.
'What? She cast ablurry, bewildered ook upon him.

'How my folk bury afriend. Nobody knows who wrote the words, but most of us have learned them.
"Wayfarer, farewe|. For the gift of your love we thank you; and your gift shall be cherished within uson
every road we may wander, and live between usin every camp where we meet, and be given again when
we likewise enter your quietness. Until then we shdl rgjoice at sky, wind, water, and wide lands, in your
name and memory—"" Skip let hisvoicetrail off. 'lIt goes on ashort whilelonger,’ he said shyly, ‘and
we've got a particular way of setting down wildflowers or what €l se can be had, and other such customs.
Do you think that'd beright?

'Oh, yes, oh, yes,' she said, and he could hear how her misery wasllifting. "We can take them to us, make



them belong— In the Byworld is our hope.”

They stood on the observation bridge and watched man's mother grow near. She shone cool blue amidst
night and stars. Clouds swirled white where rain went walking. An ocean bore one incandescent point of
sunlight. Offside lay her moon, and lifeless asif long ago it had felt the wrath of bombs; but men were
there now, and in afew of their shelters grew roses.

'Ahasuerus loved Earth,’ Skip said.
'Wang Li did too,' Y vonne answered.

He nodded. 'Well seeif we can keep it for them.” And then: 'No. | shouldn't've spoken like that. The
world's had overmany saviours and guardians.

Because of whom, histhought said, two that we travelled with are on a straight-line orbit into the
sun.

But grief had faded, asit must and should, in those days he and Y vonne had added to their journey,
laying their plans and making certain they could handle the ship.

Theroom was gtill. They had turned off the murmurous background, which was too reminding. Gradualy
they would learn how to make the ship sing of Earth. The atmosphere remained thick, warm, wet, and
odorous, for they did not want to risk destroying their gardens. But they meant to move these into special
places, and create through most of the hull an air better suited to them and to blossoms more familiar.

‘Areyou sure well able to control eventsthat well? she had asked when firgt they talked about the
future.

'No," hesaid. 'In fact, | doubt it. However, | am sure we've seen an end to grabbing and tearing after this
power that ought to be only fo—for—'

'For enlarging the spirit."

'Okay.' He ran fingersthrough his hair while pacing before her. 'It's ours. Y ours and mine. Well never
giveit to the Ortho. Anybody's Ortho. They had their chance and proved they aren't fit. Now let them
whistle. We can't be touched. If necessary, well head outward. | know about a planet or two we could
homestead. But | reckon we'd rather stay. And I'm fairly confident we can strike a bargain. Even one
that'll let usvigt Earth, immune from reprisals. Don't forget, we're uncaichable also in atender. And we
do have alot to dicker with, like being able to ferry scientists. Of course, we'd better keep our people
awaysin the mgority aboard.

'Who are they?

‘Byworlders. Those | know persondly, theright kind, gentle adventurerswho've got no interest in running
anybody dseslife. He hated, squeezed her shoulder, and smiled down at her where she sat. 'Maybe
youll pick afew Orthianslike yoursdlf. Fine. The point is, after they sgn on with us, they're of the
Byworld too."

Thetak had been in their cabin, so his sweeping gesture had been a walls. But he meant the cosmos
beyond. «

The vison glowed from her. 'And welll keep the peace,’ she said.

‘No!" hereplied. 'Don't you see, darling, that's been the whole trouble? That people have power over



other people, or want it, or are afraid others want it? Ahasuerus didn't come here to put anew yoke on
human necks!’

I'll have to learn your way of thinking,' she said humbly. To meit seemsimpossible that someone,
someday, after we are gone, won't use the sirength helll have— for the highest purposes, with the best of
intentions—'

His ardour waned. A chance we can't escape taking. I'd sort of hoped that by then the race 'ud be
goread far enough that nobody could ruleit. But the more | think about duplicating thisshipinsdea
thousand years, the crazier the idealooks.’

Her turn came. She sprang to her feet and embraced him. ‘No, of course, dearest | | was being stupid. |
ought to have redized immediately, consdering how many technologists I've met— Listen, therere no
secretsin nature. The question is smply whether or not ajob can be done.

If they know it can, that's clue enough. They'll find away. And don't you think they'll put everything they
haveinto it on Earth—when we are doft to lure them? We can let trustworthy scientists make studies
too. Skip, you liketo bet. Will you bet me we won' live to see the first human starcraft—crude, maybe,
but starcraft—depart for Sigma Draconis?

He had gusted out asmall, shaky laugh. 'No, the odds ook too long against me." At ease once more:
'Unlessthe stakes are something | won't mind paying?

—Now she spoke doud, asif aready her kindred could hear: "Y ou'll get your chance. Y ou'll go your
thousandfold ways, finding a hundred that are new and good, because we have the wisdom to see that
nobody has the wisdom to tell the whole world what it must do.’

'‘Awe, don't preach at them,’ Skip said. 'Me, | lay no claim to anoble soul. | only figure to spend the rest
of my life among the planets and maybe the stars, having an absolute ball.’

Y vonne flushed. "That was sententious, wasn' it?1 gtill haven't properly learned to be just mysdlf. Will
you keep showing me?

He hugged her, between Earth and the Magellanic Clouds. 'Y ou know," he said, ‘that problem of ours,
how we could stay together, we haven't found a solution and we never will. Well never need to.’

A whilelater he said, 'I'd better stroll aft and conn usinto orbit. Remember, in spite of criticiam, I'm
holding you to your promise that you'll compose our message to the people.’
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