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LIFE CYCLE By Poul Anderson Earthly life has developed many methods of

reproducing itself. The amoeba is content to split in half; the hydra
produces a bud that develops into a new hydra; the small crustacean
known as daphnia lays eggs that do not need to be fertilized in order
to bring forth young daphnias. Most animals, though, rely on two sexes
4

female and male, one to produce eggs and the other to fertilize

them. ,The variations within this scheme are great-take, for example,
the case of the oyster, which is male at one time of the year and
female at another. Given such biological variations, it was inevitable

that science-fiction writers would begin to speculate about the
unearthly aspects reproduction might take among alien beings. Poul
Anderson, a lanky chap of Viking descent who lives in California, is
better qualified to make scientific speculations than most of his
colleagues. He took a degree in physics at the University of Minnesota

before turning to science fiction, and keeps abreast of the latest
technical developments in a way that gives his stories the solid ring
of authenticity. In this example, he provides a convincing blend of
science and imagination that yields insight into a wholly alien race.
But because recent scientific research has given us a view of
conditions on Mercury different from the one that was accepted in 1957
4

when this story was written, Anderson has added his own introduction t
o

the story in the interest of maintaining accuracy. AUTHOR'S NOTE A
science-fiction writer may, of course, speculate about things that
science has not yet discovered. But whenever he deals with what is
already known, he should get his facts straight That's what I tried to

do in this story. The planet Mercury was depicted as accurately as
possible by me, according to the best available data and theories, as
of 1957. The trouble is, scientific "facts" won't stay put. In the
spring of 1965, radar and radio observations indicated that Mercury
does not eternally turn the same face toward the sun and that the dark

side—-even in the course of a very long night-does not get especially
cold. ,So perhaps this story should not now be reprinted, or perhaps it

should at least have been rewritten. But information is still coming
in; we are not quite sure that the new data mean what we think they
mean; surely all our ideas are due for another upset or two before we
get to Mercury and see for ourselves. It is not yet impossible that th
e

older picture may turn out to have been right after all. Be that as it

may, theory at the moment is in such a state of flux that one can't sa
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y
with any confidence what Mercury, or any other part of the universe,

really is like. Let this older story remain unchanged, then, as an
intellectual exercise if nothing else. , -Poul Anderson "Well, all right
|

I'll go to their temple myself!" "You must be crazy even to think of
such a tonteria," said Juan Navarro. He sucked hard on his pipe,
decided it was finished, and knocked out the dottle. "They would tear
you in pieces." "Quicker than starving to death on this hellhound lump

of rock." "Very small pieces." Navarro sat down on a workbench and
swung his legs. He was a Basque, medium-sized, longheaded, dark-haired
4

with the mountaineer's bony independence in his face. He was also a
biologist of distinction, an amateur violinist, and a hungry man

waiting to die. "You don't understand, Joe. Those Dayside beings are
not just another race. They are gods." Joe Kingsbury Thayendanegea, wh
o)

was a stocky Mohawk from upper New York State, paced the caging space
of the room, hands behind his back, and swore. If he had had a tail, h
e

would have lashed it. He was the pilot and engineer, the only other
Terrestrial on Mercury. When you dived this far down into the sun's
monstrous gravitational well, you couldn't take a big crew along.  "So
what else can you think 0f?" he challenged. "Shall we draw straws and
barbecue the loser?" Antella, the owl-faced Martian mineralogist, made

a harsh cawing in his gray-feathered throat. "Best it be me," he
advised. 'Then no one is technically guilty of cannibalism." "Not much

meat on that skinny little frame of yours, amigo," said Navarro. "And
a

human body would have so many other uses after one was finished with
the organic parts. Make the vertebrae into chessmen-the ribs into
Venetian blinds for bay windows-yes, and the skulls would make
distinctive mousetraps." Kingsbury shook heavy shoulders and thrust hi
S

beaky face forward. "What are we yattering about?" he demanded. "We've

got a week's slim rations left aboard this clunk. After that we start
starving." ,"So you are going to the temple and confront the gods and
convince them of the error of their ways. Ka!" Antella clicked his
short, curved bill. "Or did you think to threaten them with our one
solitary pistol?" "I'm going to try and find out what the Twonks-or
their gods, if you insist-have against us," said Kingsbury. "Here's th
e

idea: It's getting close to sunrise time, and there'll be a crowd of
'em at the temple. I'll go out on Dayside and find me an empty Twonk
shell and get into it. With luck, I'll pass unnoticed long enough

to-" Antella's brass—-colored eyes widened. "The scheme is a bold one,"
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he admitted. "As far as I know, there is strict silence during the
ceremonies, whatever they are. You just might accomplish it." Navarro
leered. "I know exactly what you would accomplish, Joe. Do you remembe
r

that story you tell me, oh, last year I think it was? About the touris
t

in the North forest, and the Canuck guide, and the moose call?" "Yeah.
'Ze moose, she-' Hey! What do you mean?"  "Precisely. That temple is a
breeding place. They go there to breed." "How do you know? I've been

tramping around arguing with the Twonks, and you've just sat here in
the lab." Navarro shrugged. "What else could I do but my research? I
studied the biochemistry of Mercurian life. I worked out the life cycl
e

of a few plants and one insectoidal form." "They all look like insects

But go on." ,"The first expedition established no more than that
Mercurian life has a silicate base," recapitulated Navarro. "Otherwise

they were too busy staying alive and teaching English to the natives
and making maps. But they brought home specimens, which were analyzed.

And one strange fact became evident: Those specimens could not
reproduce under Twilight Zone conditions. Yet they live here! And we
see the natives lay eggs, which hatch; and lower forms bring forth
their own kind in various ways—-"_,"I know," grunted Kingsbury. "But why
?

I mean, what's so puzzling about their reproduction?" "The cells are
totally different, both physically and chemically, from protoplasmic
life," said Navarro. "But there are analogues; there have to be. The
basic process is the same, meiosis and mitosis, governed by a molecula
r

'blue-print' not unlike our chromosomes. However, though we know that
such processes must take place, the silicate materials involved are to
o

stable to undergo them. The ordinary exothermic reactions which fuel
Mercurian life do not produce enough energy for the cell-duplication
which is growth. In fact, adult Mercurians are even incapable of
self-repair; wounds do not heal, they must depend on being so tough
that in this low gravity they suffer few injuries." "So what

happens?" ,Navarro shrugged. "I do not know, except this much: that
somehow, at breeding time, they must pick up an extra charge of energy

Analyzing small animals, I have identified the compound which is forme
d

to store this energy and release it, by gradually breaking down, as th
e

organism grows. It is all used up at maturity. But where is the
temperature necessary to build up this molecule? Only on Dayside. A "Now
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these gods are said to live, on Dayside and meet the Twonks of Twiligh
t

at the temple. You know the breeding ceremonies take place when
libration has brought the temple into the sunlight." "Go on," said
Antella thoughtfully. "Pues, one of the plants, has this life cycle; 1
t

grows in the Twilight Zone, on the sunward side, and its vines are
phototropic. Eventually their growth and the libration bring them into

the light. The spore-pods burst and the spores are scattered into the
air. A few are blown back into Twilight, and they are now fertile;
radiation has formed the necessary compound. Or consider one of the
small insectoids I studied. It breeds here in the. usual manner, then
the female crawls out into the light to lay her eggs. When they hatch,

the little ones scurry back to the shade, and some of them reach
shelter before they fry. Wasteful, of course, but even on this barren
planet nature is a notorious spendthrift." "Wait a minute!" interrupte
d

Kingsbury. Navarre liked to hear himself talk, but there are limits.
"Are you implying that the Dayside gods are merely the sun? That
because the Twonks have to have light when they breed, they've built u
p

a sort of Apollo-cum-fertility cult?" "Why not? There are races on
FEarth and Mars with similar beliefs. To this day, here and there in my

own Pyrenees, many women believe the wind can make them pregnant.”

Navarro laughed. "It is a good excuse anyhow, no?" "But there's Daysid
e
life too. Life that never comes into Twilight." "Yes, yes, of course.

Quite different from Twilight biology-after all, it has to live at a
temperature of four hundred degrees Centigrade. Possibly the Twonks
regard some Dayside animal as a sort of fertility totem. I am only
saying this-that if the gods are actually the sun, you will have
Satan's own time persuading the sun to take back its edict that we mus
t

die." ,In the end, there was a decision. Navarro thought Kings-bury a
suicidal idiot.. but what choice was there? They would go to the temple

together, disguised, and find out what they could; if there were no
gods, but only some fanatically conservative priestess behind the deat
h

sentence, a .20-caliber Magnum automatic might make her see reason.
Antella would stay behind to guard the ship; he couldn't take heat as
well as an Earthling. . The humans donned their spacesuits and went
through the air lock. Navarro had the gun, Kingsbury armed himself wit
h

a crowbar; at last and worst, he thought savagely, he'd crack a few
Mercurian carapaces.  They stepped out into desolation. Behind them lay

Page 4



Anderson, Poul - Life Cycle.txt.txt

the Explorer, a crippled metal giant, no more to them than a shelter.
In the end, perhaps, a coffin. There was no possibility of rescue from

FEarth-radio communication was out, with the sun so close, and Mercury
Expedition Two wasn't due back for six months. Earth wouldn't even
realize they were in trouble till they had already died. To right and
left, the dry wvalley lifted into gaunt ocherous peaks against a dusky
sky where a few hard stars glittered. There were bushes scattered
about, low things with blue metallic-looking leaves. A small animal
bounded from them, its shell agleam in the wan light. The ground was
slaty rubble, flaked off in departed ages when Mercury still had
weather. Above the peaks to the left hung a white glare, the invisible

sun. It would never be seen from here, but a few miles further west th
e
planet's libration would 1lift it briefly and unendurably over the near

horizon. ,There was a wind blowing; the wind is never quiet on Mercury,

where one side is hot enough to melt lead and the other close to
absolute zero. It sent a ghostly whirl of dust devils across the
valley. There wasn't much air-a man would have called it a soft wvacuum

and not fit to breathe at any density. Most of it had long ago escaped

into space or frozen on Darkside, but now vapor pressure had struck a
balance, and there was some carbon dioxide, nitrogen, ammonia, and
inert gas free. Enough to blow fine dust up against the weak gravity
and to form an ionosphere which made radio communication possible over

the horizon. Kingsbury shuddered, remembering green forests and clear
streams under the lordly sky of Earth. What the devil had inspired him

to come here? Money, he supposed. Earth needed fissionable ores, and
Mercury had them, and Expedition Two was sent to negotiate an agreemen
t

with the natives. The pay was proportional to the risk-but what use is

all the money in the cosmos to a dead man? "When I get home," said
Navarro wistfully, "after the parades and banquets-yes, surely there
will be parades, with all the pretty girls throwing flowers and kisses

at us—after that I shall retire to my own village and sit down before
the tavern and order a bottle of the best Amontillado. Three days late
r

I will ask them to sweep the cobwebs off me. A week later I shall go
home and sleep." "I'll settle for a tall cold beer in Gavagan's," said

Kingsbury. "You ought to let me take you pub crawling in New York
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sometime-bah!" His gauntleted hand made a vicious gesture at the

tumbled ruin of a landscape. "What makes you think we ever will get
home?" "Nothing," said Navarro gently, "except that I will not permit
myself to think otherwise." They rounded a tall red crag and saw how

the valley broadened into cultivated fields, ironberry bushes and
flintgrain stalks. On the dusky edge of vision was the Mercurian hive,

a giant dome of crushed rock in which several thousand natives dwelt
There were hundreds of such barracks, scattered around the Twilight
Zone, with a temple for every dozen or so. Apparently there was no
variation in language or culture over the whole planet-understandable
when the habitable area was so small. And it was an open question how
much individual personality a Mercurian had, and how much of her
belonged to the hive-mind. Close at hand was the hut which held their
lives. It was a crude, roofless structure, four stone walls and an
open, doorway. The first expedition had erected it with native help, t
o

store supplies and tools-it made the ship roomier. The Explorer's crew

had used it similarly, putting in most of their food and the bulky
ion-control rings from the reaction drive. Again the natives had lent
a

willing hand.  There were four guards outside the hut. They were armed
only with spears and clubs. It would be easy enough to shoot them down

But before anything could be transferred back to the ship, the entire
hive would come swarming, and there weren't that many bullets. "Let's
go talk to them," said Navarro. "What's the use?" asked Kingsbury.
"I've talked to those animated hulks till my larynx needs a
retread." "I have an idea-I want to check on it." Navarro's clumsy sui
t

went skimming over the ashen ground. Kingsbury followed with a mumbled

oath. ,The nearest guard hefted her spear and swiveled antennae in thei
r

direction. Otherwise there was no movement in her. She stood six feet
tall, broad as a space-suited man, her exoskeleton shimmering blue, he
r

head featureless except for the glassy eyes. With four three-fingered
arms, tightly curled ovipositor, and sliding joints of armor, she
loocked like a nightmare insect. But she wasn't; a dragonfly or a beetl
e

was man's brother beside this creature of silicone cells and silicate
blood and shell of beryllium alloy. Kingsbury thought of her as a kind

of robot-well, yes, she was alive, but where did you draw the line
between the robot and the animal? Navarro stopped before her. She

waited. None of her sisters moved. It was a disconcerting habit, never

to open conversation. The Basque cleared his throat. "I have come-oh,
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walt." With his teeth he switched his helmet radio to the band the

natives could sense. "I wish to ask again why you deny us permission t
o

use our own food." The answer crackled in their earphones. "It is the

command of the gods." Kingsbury stood listening to that nonhuman accen
t

and speculating just what sort of religion these entities did have.
They had emotions-they must, being alive-but the degree of
correspondence to human or Martian feeling was doubtful. It wasn't
strange that they communicated by organically generated FM radio
pulses. The atmosphere didn't carry enough sound to make ears
worthwhile. But constant submergence in the thoughts of every other
Mercurian within ten miles.. it must do something to the personality.
Make the society as a whole more intelligent, perhaps-the natives had
readily learned English from the first expedition, while men hadn't ye
t

made sense out of the native language. But there was probably little
individual awareness. A sort of ant mind-ants collectively did
remarkable things but were hopeless when alone. Navarro smiled, a
meaningless automatic grimace behind his face plate. "Can you not tell

my why the gods have so decreed? You were all friendly enough when my
race last visited you. What made the gods change their minds?" No

answer. That probably meant the Twonk didn't know either. "You could a
t

least let us have back our control rings and enough food for the
journey home. I assure you, we would leave at once." "No." The voice
was alike empty of rancor and mercy. "It is required that you die. The

next strangers to come will, then, not be forewarned, and we can

dispose of them too. This land will be shunned."  "If we get desperate
enough, we will start fighting you. We will kill many."  "That I-we do
not understand. We are letting you die this way because it is easiest.

If you fight us, then we shall fight you and overwhelm you with
numbers; so why do you not die without making useless trouble for
yourselves?" "That isn't in our nature." "I-we do not know what you
mean by 'nature.' Every She, when she has laid as many eggs as she can

14

goes out to the sun and returns to those which you name gods. Death is
a correct termination when there is no further use for the

organism." "Men think differently," said Navarro. "Of course, as a mor
e

or less good Catholic, I consider my body only a husk-but I still want

to keep it as long as possible." No reply, except for some crackling
gibberish. The Mercurians were talking to each other. Weaker overtones

made Kingsbury suspect that several Twonks within the hive were joinin
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g
the discussion-or the stream of consciousness, or whatever you wanted

to call the rumination of a semicollective mind.  "Look here, my
friend," said Navarro. "You know our purposes. We want to get certain
minerals from you. You have no use for them, and we would pay you well

4

in tools and machinery you cannot make for yourselves." "It would be
mutually advantageous," agreed the Twonk. "When the first ship came, w
e

considered it an excellent idea. But since then the gods have told us
your sort must not be allowed to live." "Por Dios! Why?" "The gods did
not say." . "You serve these gods," said Navarro harshly. "I believe you

give them food-right? And tools and anything else they want. You obey

their least whim. What do you gain from them?" No answer. "Can we talk
to these gods? Maybe we can persuade them-" "It is forbidden you to se
e

the Living Light." Another conference. "Perhaps you will agree to die

and stop bothering us if we tell you the gods are needful to our life.

They give us pure metal-" "Most of which you make into tools for them,
"

snapped Navarro. "We could do the same for you." "That is a small
thing. But the gods are needful to our life. It is the gods who put
life into our eggs. Without them no young would be hatched. It is thus

necessary that we obey them." "Cut it out, Juan," snarled Kingsbury.
"I've been through this rigmarole a hundred times. It's no

use." ,Navarro nodded absentmindedly and trudged off. They switched to
a

different radio band, one the natives could not "hear," but said

nothing for a while. "Has it ever occurred to you," asked Navarro
finally, "that nobody has ever seen a male Mercurian?" "Sure. They're
hermaphrodites." ,"That was assumed by the first expedition. An
assumption only, of course. They could not vivisect a live Twonk-" "I
sure could!" "—-and the old ones all go out on Dayside to die. The only

chance for anatomical studies would be to find one which had met a
violent end here in Twilight, and there was always too much else to
do." "Well, why shouldn't they be hermaphrodites? Oysters are." "At
certain times of the year. But oysters are a low form of life. On
Earth, Mars, and Venus, the higher one goes on the evolutionary scale,

the more sharp the distinction between the sexes." "All right, maybe
their males are very small." "As with some fish? Possibly. But most
improbable. All their eggs are about the same size, you know." "Who
cares?" snorted Kingsbury. "I just want to go home." "I care. I have a
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tidy mind. And, too, Earth needs that uranium and thorium. We will
never get it unless we can circumvent this religion of theirs, either
by persuading the gods or by.. hm.. destroying the cult. But to
accomplish the latter, we will first have to understand the

creed." ,They came out on a road of sorts, a narrow track in the shale,

stamped out by thousands of years of feet. There were natives working
in the fields, and before the hive they could see smiths hammering col
d

iron and copper into implements. A few young were in sight, unhumanly
solemn at their play. None paid any attention to the

outworlders. ,Navarro pointed to a smith. "It is true what the Twonk
said, that the gods supply their metal?" "Yes," said Kingsbury. "At
least, so I've been told, and I do think the Twonks are unable to tell

a lie. Being radio-telepathic, y'know, they couldn't lie to each other
4

so the idea would never occur to them." "Hm.. they do not have fire
here, not in this sleazy atmosphere. They must have been in a crude
neolithic stage until the gods started smelting ores for them. I
imagine that could be done with mirrors focusing the Dayside heat
on-oh, a mixture of crushed hematite and some reducing

material." "Uh-huh. And the gods get the pick of whatever the Twonks
make out of the metal." Kingsbury cleared his throat to spit,
remembered he was in a space suit, and swallowed. "It's perfectly

clear, Juan. There are two intelligent races on Mercury. The Daysiders
have set up in business as gods. They don't want humans around because

they're afraid we'll spoil their racket and make 'em work for a
living." /"Obviously," said Navarro. "The problem is, how to convince
the Twonks of this? To do that, we shall first have to study the natur
e

of the Dayside beings." ,They mounted a razorback ridge and clapped dow
n

glare filters. Before them was the sun. . It burned monstrous on the
horizon, a white fury that drowned the stars and leaped back off the
withered land. Even here, with shadows lapping his feet and the
refrigeration unit at full blast, Kingsbury felt how the heat licked a
t

him.  "God!" he whispered. "How far can we go into that blazing

hell?" "Not very far," said Navarro. "We shall have to hope some Twonk
S
died .close by. Come!" He broke into long low-gravity bounds, down the

slope and out onto the plain. Squinting through tormented eyes,
Kingsbury made out a shimmering pool at the horizon. It spouted as he
watched.. molten lead? With the speed he had and the sharp curvature of

the surface, the sun was rising visibly as he ran. Even here there was
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life. A crystalline tree squatted near a raw pinnacle, stiff and
improbable. A small thing with many legs scuttered away, shell too
bright to look at. Basically, Dayside life had the silicate form
of-Twilight, many of the compounds identical--a common ancestry a
billion years ago, when Mercury still had water-but this life was
adapted to a heat that made lead run liquid.  "This.. road.. goes on,"
panted Kingsbury. "Must be.. a graveyard.. somewhere.." His skin was
prickling now, as charged particles ate in through the armor. His
underclothing was limp with sweat. His tongue felt like a swollen lump

of wood.  This was farther into Dayside than men had ever gone before.
Through the dizziness, he wondered how even a Twonk could survive the
trip. Only, of course, they didn't. The natives had told the first
expedition that their old ones went out into the sunlight to die.
There'd be no one to bury them, and the shells weren't volatile- He
stumbled over the first one before he knew it. When his gauntlets
touched the ground, he yelled. Navarro pulled him up again. There was
a

dazzle in their helmets, they squinted and gasped with dry lungs and
thought they heard their brains sizzling. Dead Twonks, thousands of
them, scattered around like broken machines, empty-eyed, but the light

demonic on their carapaces. Kingsbury picked one up. Even in Mercurian

gravity, it seemed to have oddly little weight. Navarro took another.
Its arms and legs flapped horribly as he ran back eastward. They never

remembered that running. After they had fallen on the dark side of the
ridge, they must have fainted, for the next memory was of stirring and

a slow awareness that they were embracing dead Mercurians. Kingsbury
put his lips to his canteen nozzle and sucked water up the hose. It wa
S

nearly scalding, but he had never drained so sweet a draught. Then he
lay and shuddered for another long while. "Bueno," croaked his
companion. "We made it" They sat up and regarded their loot. Both
shells had split open down the front, along the line of weakness where

the ventral scutes joined. They had expected to find the shriveled
remnants of "organic" material, dried flesh and blackened tendons and
collapsed veins. But there was nothing. The shells were empty. . It was
a

long circuitous walk back to the ship. They didn't want any natives to

see them. After that there was a wonderful time of sleeping while
Antella worked. , They didn't stop to think about the implications until

it was too late to think very much at all. Sunrise would occur at the
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temple in a few hours, and it was quite a ways from here. Antella's
claw—-1like hands gestured proudly at the shells. "See, I have hinged th
e

front plates so you can get in and out Your radios are connected to th
e

antennae, though how you expect to talk Mercurian if anyone converses
with you, I do not understand. This harness will support the shells
around your suits. Naturally, you cannot use the lower arms, but I hav
e

wired them into a lifelike position." Kingsbury drew hard on a
cigarette. It might be the last one he ever smoked. "Nice work," he
said. "Now as for the plan itself, we'll just have to play by ear.
We'll get inside the temple with the others, see what we can see, and
hope to get out again undamaged. If necessary, we'll shuck these
disguises and fight our way back here. Even in space suits, we can
outrun any Twonk." Navarro shook his head. "A most forlorn hope," he
muttered. "And if we should succeed, do you realize how many
xenologists will pour the vials of wrath on our heads for disrupting
native culture?" "That bothers me a lot," snorted Kingsbury. "I, of
course, can claim to be carrying out the historic traditions of my own

people, " said Navarro blandly. "It was not the Saracens but the Basque
S
who slew Roland at Roncesvalles." "Why'd they do that?" "They didn't

like the way Charlemagne was throwing his weight around. Unfortunately

4
you, my friend, cannot say you are merely preserving your own culture.

These Twonks have no scalps to 1lift." "That's a laugh," said Kingsbury
4

"my culture for the past hundred years has been building skyscrapers
and bridges. Come on, let's shove." It was a clumsy business getting
into the shells, but once the plates were latched shut and the harness

adjusted, it was not too awkward a disguise. The heads could not be
turned on then- necks when you wore a space helmet inside, but Antella

had filled the empty eye sockets with wide-angle lenses. Kingsbury
hoped he wouldn't be required to wink or move all four arms, or waggle

the ovipositor or speak Mercurian; but otherwise, if he was careful, h
e

ought to pass muster. , The humans left the ship and went down the
valley, moving with the stiff native stride. Not till they were past
the hive did they speak. Kingsbury's belly muscles were taut, but none

of the autochthones paid him any special heed. It was fortunate that
the Mercurians were not given to idle gossip. Presently he found
himself on a broad, smoothly laid road. It ran straight northwest,
through a forest of gleaming barrel-shaped plants where the small
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wildlife of Twilight scuttled off into the dusk. More and more natives
joined them, tall solemn figures streaming in from side roads onto the

highway. Many were laden with gifts, iron tools and flashing gems and
exquisitely wrought stone vessels. Did the gods drink molten lead out
of those? There was no speech on the communication band, only the quie
t

pulse of currents oscillating in nerves that were silver wires. Ghostl
Yy

journey, through a dark chaotic wilderness of rock and crystalline
forest, among a swarm of creatures out of dreams. It shocked Kingsbury

how small man and man's knowledge were in the illimitable universe. He
switched to the other band and said harshly, "Juan, maybe we are nuts.

Even if we get away with it, what can we hope to do? Suppose one of
these Twonks pulled a similar stunt in your church-wouldn't that just
make you fighting mad?"  "Yes, of course," answered the other man.
"Unless by such means the Twonk proved to me that my faith was based o
n

a fraud. Naturally, she would not be able to do so; but assuming for
the sake of discussion that she did, my philosophy would come crashing

down about my ears. Then I should be quite ready to listen to

her." ,"But God! How can we imagine these critters think like us?"  "The
Yy

don't. But that is in our favor, because they are actually more logica
1

than we humans. They have freely admitted that the only reason they
obey the gods is that those are essential to fertility." "Well.. maybe
the gods are!" "Yes, yes, I am quite sure of it. But I am equally sure

that there is nothing supernatural about it. Suppose, for instance,
that a dose of sunlight is necessary for reproduction. A class of
priestesses may have capitalized on this fact-I am not sure how, given

the Mercurian telepathy, but perhaps the priestesses can think on a
different band. Now if we can show that the sunlight alone is required
4

and the priestesses are mere window dressing, then I am sure the Twonk
S

will get rid of them." Kingsbury grinned with scant mirth. "And we're
supposed to find this out and prove it in one glimpse?" "This was
originally your idea, amigo." "Yeah. Please don't rub it in." They

walked on, silent, thinking of Earth's remote loveliness. An hour
passed. It grew hotter, and the western blaze climbed into the sky
until you could see the great lens of zodiacal light just above the
hills, and more natives joined the procession until there were several
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thousand pouring along the road. Kingsbury and Navarro stayed close
together, near the middle of the crowd. Black against the blinding sky

4

they saw the temple. It stood on a high ridge, a columned building of
red granite, curiously reminiscent of old Egyptian work. A flat roof
covered the front half; the rear was open, but walled off from

sight. The pilgrimage moved between basalt statues onto a flagged plaz
a

before the temple. There it halted, motionless as only a nonbreathing
Mercurian can be. Kingsbury tuned back to the communication band and
heard that they were chanting-at least, he supposed the eerie whining
rise—-and-fall of radio pulses was music. He kept his own mouth shut; n
o

one in that entranced collectivity would realize he wasn't joining
in. A line of Mercurians emerged from the colonnade. They must be
priestesses or servitors, for there were geometric patterns daubed on
their shells. They halted before the worshipers. Gravely, those who
bore gifts advanced, bowed down, and laid them at the feet of the
clergy. The articles were picked up and carried back into the

temple. Kingsbury sweated and shivered in his spacesuit. What if the
ritual included some fancy dance? He hoped Navarro, who had the gun,
could break out of his shell fast enough to use it. None of the native
S

was armed, and a human was a match for any ten Mercurians, but there
must be five thousand of them around him. The glare became a sudden
flame. Sunrise! The shadow of the temple fell over the plaza, but
Kingsbury narrowed his eyes to slits, and still his head ached. He was

dimly aware of the priestesses returning. Their voices twittered, and
the chant ended. A hundred Mercurians walked forth, up the stairs and
into the doorway. Another hundred and another hundred.. They were not
quite so impassive now. Kingsbury could see that those near him were
trembling with excitement. Now his and Navarro's line was on the move.

He saw that one of the priestesses was leading them. They entered
between the pillars and went across a room of mosaics and down a hall.

At its end were passages leading to a number of roofless courts into
which the sunlight fell. His party took one. The priestess stood aside
4

and the procession went on in. Against the radiance, Kingsbury could
just see that there was a doorway on the western side and that daises
were built into the floor. The Twonks were settling themselves on
those, waiting. He switched to the private band: "Juan, what happens

now?" "What do you think?" answered the Basque. His voice shook, but
there was a wryness in it. "This is where they breed, isn't it?" "If
one of 'em makes a pass at me, shall I try to play along?" "I think

there is something against it in Leviticus—-nor could you, ah, respond..
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We shall probably have to run for our lives. But they are all lying
down. Find yourself a couch!" There was a stillness that stretched. Th
e

heat blasted and gnawed. Even the Twonks couldn't endure it for very
long at a time. Something would have to take place soon, unless—, "Juan
|

Maybe they're what-you-call-it, virgin birth. Maybe the sun fertilizes

them." "No. Not parthenogenetic. It has not the evolutionary
potentiality to produce intelligent life-it does not give wvariant
zygotes. Sunlight is necessary but not sufficient, I think. And I stil
1

cannot believe they are true hermaphrodites. Somewhere there must be
males." Almost, Kingsbury jerked. It was a tremendous effort to hold
himself rigid, to wait in the shimmering, dazzling devil-dance of ligh
t

as all the natives were waiting. "I've got it! The gods-they are the
males!" "That is clear enough," said Navarro impatiently. "I deduced i
t

hours ago. But if the case is so simple, I am not hopeful. The males
can still claim to be a different, superior order of life, as they
indeed already do. We shall need a more fundamental discovery to upset

this male-worshiping cult." Navarro's voice snapped off. Flame stood i
n

the doorway. No.. the tall lizardlike forms, in burnished coppery
scales, wreathed in silvery vapor-they glowed, walking dragons, but
they did not burn. They advanced, through the doorway and into the
courtyard. Their beaks gaped, and the small dark eyes held sun sparks,

and the tails lashed their taloned feet. More and more of them,
stalking in, one to a Twonk, and approaching with hands held out.  The
males of Mercury.. Dayside life, charged with the energy from the sun
which made new life possible, sweating out pure quicksilver to cool
them so they wouldn't fry their mates. Was it any wonder they were
thought divine? But it wasn't possible! Male and female had to come
from the same race, evolving together—-they couldn't have arisen
separately, one in the hell of dayside and one in the endless
purgatorial dusk of Twilight. The same mothers had to bear them; and
yet, and yet, Twonk eggs only brought forth Twonks..,Then- ,The knowledg
e

bit home as a dragon neared Kingsbury. The male was hesitating, the
lean head wove back and forth.. An alien smell? A subtle wrongness of
posture? . The Mohawk sat up and yelled. The dragon spouted mercury vapo
r

and crouched. Teeth made to shear through rock flashed in the open
mouth.  "Juan, I've got it! I know what they are! Let's get

back!" Navarro was on his feet, fumbling at the belly of his disguise.

Latches clicked free, and he scrambled out of it. The nearest dragon
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leaped. Navarro's gun bucked. The male fell with a hole blown through
him. So much for the immortal gods, the heavenly showmen. Kingsbury wa
S

out of his own shell now. A female lunged at him. He got her around th
e

waist and pitched her into the mob. Whirling, he slugged his way towar
d

the door, Navarro covering his back. The dragons snapped at them but
didn't dare attack. There was a moment of fury, then the humans were
out on the plaza. They began running. "Now we've got to beat them back

to the ship," panted Kingsbury. "More than that," said Navarro. "We
must reach safety before they come near enough to call the hive and
have us intercepted. I wonder if we can." "A man might try," said
Kingsbury. ,The forward port showed some thousands of armed Mercurian
females. They ringed in the ship, waiting, too rational to batter with

useless clubs at the hull and too angry to depart. There were more of
them arriving every minute. "I wonder-" Antella peered out. He spoke
coolly, but his feathers stood erect with tension. "I wonder if they
can do worse to us than they have already done. We will starve no
faster besieged in here than walking freely around."  "They can get to
us if they want to work at it," said Kings-bury. "And I think they do.

They could rig up some kind of battering ram-" Navarro lighted his pip
e

and puffed hard. "It is our task to persuade them otherwise," he said.
"Do you believe they will listen?" ,Kingsbury went over to the ship's
radio and sat down and operated the controls with nervous fingers.
"Let's hope so. It's our only chance. Do you want to talk to "em?" "Go
ahead. You are better with the English language than I. I will perhaps

put in an oar." Kingsbury switched on the speaker and brought his lips

to the microphone. "Hello, out there," he said. His voice cut through
the seething of Mercurian tones. It was weird how they snapped off all

at once. English, clear and grammatical and subtly distorted, answered

him: "What do you wish to say? You have violated the temple. The gods
order that you must die." "The gods would say that," replied Kingsbury

"But they are not gods at all. They want to get rid of us because we
can tell you the truth. They've lied and cheated you for I don't know
how many centuries." "Truth, lie, cheat. Those are words we do not
know." ,"Well.. uh.. truth is a correct statement, a statement of what is

real. A lie is a statement which is not truth, but made on purpose,
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knowing it to be false. Cheating is.. well.. curse it, I wish we had a
dictionary along! The gods have lied to you so you would do what they

wanted. That's cheating." "We think we understand," said the toneless
voice. "It is a new concept to us, but a possible one. The gods do not
speak so we can hear them. They-" Conference, presumably recalling wha
t

the first expedition had told about radio-"they use a different band.
They communicate with us by gestures only. So are you implying that
they are not what they claim to be and have made life unnecessarily
difficult for us?" "That's it, pal." Kingsbury still didn't like the
Twonks much, but he was grateful they were so quick on the uptake.
"Having seen what goes on in the temple, we know what these
self-appointed gods are. They're nothing but the males of your own
species." ,"What does the word 'male' denote?" "Well-" Kingsbury ground

to a halt. Precisely how did you explain it in nickel words when Junio
r

asked where he came from? He gave Navarro a helpless look. The Basque
grinned, leaned over the microphone, and gave a simple

account. ,The-female collectivity thought about it for a while, standin
g

in burnished motionlessness, then said with an unaccustomed slowness:
"That is logical. We have long observed that certain of the animals go

through the same motions of fertilization as we with the gods. But
whether you wish to call them gods or males makes no difference. They
are still the great ones who give life." "They don't give any more 1lif
e

than you do," snapped Kingsbury. "They need you just as much as you
need them. In fact.. they are yourselves!" "That is an irrational
statement." Was there a defensive overtone in the voice? "Our eggs
bring forth only females, so it is reasonable to suppose that the gods

are born directly of the sun. A Mercurian hatches from an egg after th
e

god-male has given life. She grows up and in her turn visits the
god-males and brings forth eggs. At last, grown old, she goes to the
sunlands and dies. There is no missing period in which she could becom
e

a god-male." "Oh, yeah? What about after she's gone sunside?" Mercuria
n

language gabbled at them. Kingsbury spoke fast: "We went out there
ourselves and found the shells of those you thought-had died. But the
shells were empty! You know you have muscles, nerves, guts, organs.
Those ought to remain in a dried-out condition. But I repeat, the
shells were empty!" "Then-But we have only your statement." "You can
check up on it. We can rebuild a space suit for one of you, furnish
enough protection from the sun for you to go out there a while, long
enough to see." "But what happens? What is the significance of the
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empty shells?" "Isn't it obvious, you dunderheads? You're a kind of
larval stage. At the proper time, you go out into the sun. Its
radiation changes you. You're changed so much that all memory of your
past state disappears-your whole bodies have to be reconstructed, to
live on Dayside. But when the process is finished, you break out of th
e

shell-and now you're male. "You don't know that. The male comes out as

if newly born-hatched, I mean. Probably his kind meet him and help him

and teach him. The males discovered the truth somehow.. well, it was
easy enough for them, since they can watch the whole life cycle.
Instead of helping you females, as nature intended, they set themselve
S

up as gods and lived off you, taking more than they gave. And when the
Yy

learned about us, they forbade you to have dealings with us-because
they were afraid we'd learn the truth and expose them. "But they need
you! All you have to do is refuse to visit the temples for a few
sunrises. Then see how fast they come to terms!" For a time, then, the

radio hissed and crackled with the thinking of many minds linked into
one. Antella sat unmoving, Navarro fumbled with his pipe, Kingsbury
gnawed his lips and drummed on the radio panel. Finally: "This is
astonishing news. We must investigate. You will provide one of us with

a suit in which to inspect Dayside." "Easy enough," said Kingsbury. Hi
S
tone jittered. "And if you find the shells really are empty, as you

will-what then?" "We shall follow your advice. You will be given
admittance to your supplies, and we will discuss arrangements for the
mining of those ores which you desire." Navarro found himself
uncontrollably shaking. "St. Nicholas, patron of wanderers," he
whispered, "I will build you a shrine for this." "The males may make
trouble," warned Amelia. "If their nature is as you claim," said the

Twonk horde, "they will not be difficult to control." Kingsbury, the
American, wondered if he had planted the seeds of another matriarchy.
Underneath all the rejoicing, he felt a vague sense of guilt.,
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