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'An escape-proof prison cannot be built," he kept telling himsdlf. His name was Roger Beirut, five feet
tall, one hundred and three pounds, crewcut black hair, anarrow face with along nose and wide mouth
and space-bleached eyes that appeared to reflect rather than absorb what they saw.

Beirut knew his prison - the D-Service. He had got himself rooted down in the Service like aremittance
man half adegp in ahammock on some palm-shaded tropical beach, telling himsdf hisluck would change
some day and he'd get out of there.

He didn't delude himself that a one-man D-ship was a hammock, or that space was atropical beach.
But the sinecure element was there and the ships were solicitous cocoons, each with aclimate designed
precisdy for the lone occupant.

That each pilot carried the prison's barsin his mind had taken Beirut along time to understand. Out here
amed into the void beyond Capella Base, he could fed the bars where they had been dug into his
psyche, cemented and welded there. He blamed the operators of Bu-psych and the deep-deep hypnotic
debriefing after each search trip. He told himself that Bu-psych did something to the helpless pilots then
ingalled this compulsion they called thePush.

Some young pilots managed to escape it for awhile - tougher psyches, probably, but sooner or later,
Bu-psych got them dl. It was acommon compulsion that limited the time a D-ship pilot could stay out
before heturned tail and fled for home.

ThistimeI'll break away,' Beirut told himself. He knew he was talking aloud, but he had his computer's
vocoders turned off and his absent mumblings would be ignored.

The gas cloud of Grand Nuage loomed ahead of him, clearly defined on hisinstruments like a piece of
torn fabric thrown across the stars. He'd come out of subspace dangeroudly close, but that wasthe
gamble he'd taken.

Bingaing Benar, felow pilot and sometime friend, had called him nuts when Beirut had said he was going
to tackle the cloud.

‘Didn't you do that once before? Bingaling asked.
'l was going to once, but | changed my mind,’ Beirut had said.
'Y ou gottaslow down, practically crawl inthere,' Bingaing had said. 'l stood it in elghty-one days, man.

| had the push for redl - couldn't take any more and | came home. Anyway, it's nothing but cloud al the
way through.'



Bingding'sendless cloud was growing larger in the ship'sinstruments now. But the cloud enclosed a
meass of space that could hide athousand suns.

Eighty-one days, he thought.

'Eighty, ninety days, that's all anyone can take out there,' Bingding had said. 'And I'm tdlling you, in thet
cloud it'sworse. Y ou get the push practicaly the minuteyou goin.’

Beirut had his ship down to a safe speed now, nosing into the first tenuous layers. There was no mystery
about the cloud's compasition, he reminded himsdlf. It was hydrogen, but in a concentration that made
swift flight suiciddl.

"They got thistheory,' Bingaling had said, 'that it's an embryo star like. One day it'sjust going to go
fwoosh and compress down into one star mass.”

Beirut eased the controls. He could sense his ship around him like an extension of his own nerves. She
was a pinnacle class for which he and hisfellow pilots had a smple and obscene nickname - two hundred
and fifty meterslong, crowded from nose to tubes with the equipment for determining if a planet could
support human life. In the deegp-freeze compartment directly behind him were the double-checks - two
pairs of rhesus monkeys and ten pairs of white mice.

D-ship pilots contended they'd seeded more planets with rhesus monkeys and white mice than they had
with humans.

Beirut switched to his stern instruments. One hour into the cloud and aready the familiar starsbehind him
were beginning to fuzz off. Hefdt thefirst stirrings of unease; not the push ... but disquiet.

He crossed his arms, touching the question-mark insigniaat hisleft shoulder. He could fed theripe green
film of corrosion on the brassthreads.| should polish up, hethought. But he knew he wouldn't. He
looked around him at the pilot compartment, seeing unracked food cannisters, a grease smear acrossthe
computer console, dirty fatigues wadded under adolly sest.

It was adoppy ship.

Beirut knew what was said about him and hisfelow pilots back in the top echelons of the D-Service.

'Rogues make the best searchers.’

It was an axiom, but the rogues had their drawbacks. They flouted rules, sneered at protocol, ignored
timetables, laughed at vector search plans ... and kept doppy ships. And when they disappeared - as
they often did - the Service could never be sure what had happened or where.

Except that the man had been prevented from returning ... because there was adways the push.

Beirut shook his head. Every thought seemed to come back to the push. He didn't have it yet, he
assured himsalf. Too soon. But the thought was there, aroused. It was the fault of that cloud.

Here-activated the rear scanners. The familiar stars were gone, swallowed in ablanket of nothingness.
Angrily, he turned off the scanner switch.



I've got to keep busy, he thought.
For atime he set himsdlf to composing and refining anew stanzafor the endless D-ship ballad: 'l Left
My Love On Lyraln The Hands Of Gentle Friends.' But his mind kept returning to the fact that the

sanzamight never be heard ... if his plans succeeded. He wondered then how many such stanzas had
been composed never to be heard.

The dayswent by with an ever-dowing, dragging monotony.
Eighty-one days, he reminded himsdlf time and again.Bingaling turned back at el ghty-one days.

By the seventy-ninth day he could see why. There was no doubt then that he was feding the first
ungentle suasions of the push. Hismind kept searching for logica reasons.

Y ou've done your best. No shamein turning back now. Bingaing's undoubtedly right - it's nothing but
cloud al theway through. No starsin here... noplanets.

But he was certain what the Bu-psych people had done to him and this helped. He watched the forward
scannersfor thefirst sign of aglow. And this helped, too. He was still going some place.

The eighty-first day passed.
The eighty-second.

On the eighty-sixth day he began to see atriple glow ahead - like lights through fog; only the fog was
black and otherwise empty.

By thistimeit wastaking a conscious effort to keep his hands from straying toward the flip-flop controls
that would turn the ship one hundred eighty degrees onto its return track.

Threelightsin the emptiness.

Ninety-four days - two days longer than held ever withstood the push before - and his ship swam free of
the cloud into open space with three stars lined out at aone o'clock angle ahead of him - adistant
white-blue giant, anearby orange dwarf and in the center ... alovely golden sol-typeto the fifth decimal
of comparison.

Feverishly, Beirut activated his mass-anomaly scanners, probing space around the golden-yellow sun.
The push wasterrible now, ingsting that he turn around. But thiswasthefind convincer for Beirut . If the
thing Bu-psych had done to him inssted he go back now, right after discovering three new suns - then

there could be only one answer to the question "Why? They didn't want a B-Service rogue settling down
on hisown world. The push was a built-in safeguard to make sure the scout returned.

Beirut forced himsdlf to study hisinstruments.

Presently, the golden star gave up its secret - asingle planet with asingle moon. He punched for first
approximation, watched the resultsstutteroff the feedout tape: planetarymass .998421 of Earth norm ...



rotation forty plus standard hours ... mean orbita distance 243 million kilometers ... perturbation nine
degress... orbitd variation thirty-eight plus.

Beirut sat bolt upright with surprise.

Thirty-eight plus! A variation percentagein that range could only mean the mother star had another
companion - and abig one. He searched space around the star.

Nothing.
Then hesaw it.

At firgt he thought he'd spotted the drive flare of another ship -an dien. He swalowed, the push
momentarily subdued, and did aquick menta review of the aien-space contact routine worked out by
Earth's bigdomes and which, so far as anyone knew, had never been put to the test.

Theflare grew until it resolved itself into the gaseous glow of another astronomica body circling the
golden sun.

Again, Berut bent to hisinstruments. My God, how the thing moved! More than forty kilometers per
second. Tape began spewing from the feedout: Mass 321.64 ... rotation nine standard hours ... mean
orbita distance 58 million kilometers ... perturbation blank (insufficient deta) ...

Belrut shifted to thefiltered visua scanners, watched the companion sweep across the face of its sar
and curve out of sight around the other side. The thing looked oddly familiar, but he knew he could never
have seen it before. He wondered if he should activate the computer's vocoder system and talk to it
through the speaker embedded in his neck, but the computer annoyed him with its obscene logic.

The astronomicd datawent into the banks, though, for the expertsto whistle and marve over later.

Beirut shifted his scanners back to the planet. Shadowline measurement gave it an atmosphere that
reached fade-off at an dtitude of about a hundred and twenty-five kilometers. The radiation index
indicated awhopping tropical belt, dmost sixty degrees.

With ashock of awareness, Beirut found his hands groping toward the flip-flop controls. He jerked
back, trembling. If he once turned the ship over, he knew he wouldn't have the strength of purposeto
bring her back around. The push had reached terrifying intengty.

Beirut forced his attention onto the landing problem, began feeding datainto the computer for the
shortest possible space-to-ground course. The computer offered afew objections for his own good,' but
he inssted. Presently, alanding tape appeared and he fed it into the control console, strapped down,
kicked the ship onto automatic and sat back perspiring. His hands held adeath grip on the sides of his
crash-pad.

The B-ship began to buck with the first skipping-flat entrance into the planet's atmosphere. The bucking
stopped, returned, stopped - was repested many times. The B-ship's cooling system whined. Hull plates
creaked. Darkside, lightside, darkside - they repeated themselvesin his viewer. The automeatic equipment
began redling out atmospheric data: oxygen 23.9, nitrogen 74.8, argon 0.8, carbon dioxide 0.04 ... By
thetimeit got into the trace e ements, Beirut was gasping with the smilarity to the atmosphere of Mother



Earth.

The spectrum analyzer produced the datum that the atmosphere was essentially transparent from 3,000
angstromsto 6 X 104angstroms. It was a confirmation and he ignored the instruments when they began
producing hydromagnetic data and water vapor impingements. There was only one important fact here:
he could breathe the stuff out there.

Ingtead of filling him with asense of joyful discovery - asit might havethirty or forty daysearlier - this
turned on anew spasm of the push. He had to conscioudy restrain himsalf from clawing at the instrument
pand.

Beirut 'steeth began to chatter.

The viewer showed him an idand appearing over the horizon. The B-ship swept over it. Beirut gasped at
sight of an dabaster ring of tall buildings hugging the curve of abay. Bots on the water resolved into
sail boats as he neared. How oddly familiar it all looked.

Then he was past and headed for amainland with alow range of hills-more buildings, roads, the
patchwork of fenced lands. Then hewas over awide range of prairie with herds of moving animalsonit.

Beirut 'sfingers curled into claws. His skin trembled.

Thelanding jets cut in and his seet reversed itself. The ship nosed up and the seat adjusted to the new
attitude. There came aroaring asthe ship lowered itself onitstall jets. The proximity cut-off killed all

engines.

The B-ship settled with adight jolt.

Blue smoke and clouds of whirling ashes lifted past Beirut 's scanners from the scorched landing circle.
Orange flames swept through dry forage on hisright, but the chemica automatics from the ship's nose
sent aborate shower onto the fire and extinguished it. Beirut saw the backs of animals fleeing through the
smoke haze beyond the fire. Amplification showed them to be four-legged, furred and with tiny flat
heads. They ran like bouncing balls. A light band of fear cinched on Beirut 's chest. This place was too
earthlike. Histeeth chattered with the unconscious demands of the push.

Hisinsrumentsinformed him they were picking up modulated radio sgnals- FM and AM. A light
showing that the Probe-Test-Watch circuits were activated came alive. Computer response circuit
telltales began flickering. Abruptly, the P-T-W bell rang, telling him: 'Something approaches!'

The viewer showed a sdf-propelled vehiclerolling over alow hill to the north supported by what
appeared to be five monstrous pneumatic bladders. It headed directly toward the B-ship belching pae
white smoke from arear stack with the rhythm of steam power. Externa microphones picked up the
confirming 'chuff-chuff-chuff' an' his computer announced that it was a double-action engine with sounds
that indicated five opposed pairs of pistons.

A five-sded dun brown cab with dark blue-violet windows overhung the front of the thing.

In hisfascination with the machine, Beirut dmaost forgot the wild urge pushing a him from within. The
machine pulled up abouit fifty meters beyond the charred landing circle, extruded amuzzle that belched a



puff of smoke at him. The externa microphones picked up aloud explosion and the D-ship rocked on its
extended tripods.

Beirut clutched the arms of his chair then sprang to the controls of the ship's automatic defenses, poised
ahand over the disconnect switch.

The crawling device outside whirled away, headed east toward a herd of the bouncing animas.
Beirut punched the 'Warning-Only' button.

A giant gout of earth legped up ahead of the crawler, brought it to alurching hdlt at the brink of a
smoking hole. Another gout of earth bounced skyward at the left of the machine; another at theright.

Beirut punched 'Standby' on the defense mechanisms, turned to assess the damage. Any new threat from
the machine out there and the B-ship's formidable arsena would blast it out of existence. That was
always a step to be avoided, though, and he kept one eye on the screen showing the thing out there. It
sat unmoving but sill chuffing on the small patch of earth left by the three blast-shots from the ship.

L ess than ten seconds | ater, the computer out-chewed a strip of tape that said the ship's nose section
had been blasted open, al proximity detectors destroyed. Beirut was down on this planet until he could
makerepairs.

Oddly, this eased the pressures of the push within him. It was still there and he could senseit, but the
compulsive drive lay temporarily idle asthough it, top, had a standby switch.

Berut returned his attention to the crawler.

The damage had been done, and there was no helping it. A ship could land with its arsenal set on
'Destroy,’ but deciding what needed destruction was a delicate proposition. Wise counsel said you let the
other Sdeget in afirst shot if their technology appeared sufficiently primitive. Otherwise, you might make
yoursdf decidedly unwel come.

Who'd have thought they'd have a cannon and fire the thing without warning?he asked himsdlf. And the
reply stood there accusingly in hismind: You should've thought of it, stupid. Gunpowder and
steam-power are almost always concurrent.

Wéll, | was too upset by the push, hethought.Besides, why'd they fire without warning?

Again, the crawler's cab extruded the cannon muzzle and the cab started to turn to bring the weagpon to
bear on the ship. A warning blast sent earth cascading into the hole at the | eft of the crawler. The cab

stopped turning.

That's-a-baby,' Beirut said. 'Easy doesit, fellows. Let's be friends.' He nicked a blue switch at the left
sdeof hisboard. His externa microphones damped out as a klaxon sent its bull roar toward the crawler.
It was agpecia sound capable of intimidating amost any creature that heard it. The sound had an
astonishing effect on the crawler. A hatch in the middle of the cab popped open and five creatures boiled
out of it to stand on the deck of their machine.

Beirut keyed the microphone beside him into the central computer, raised amplification on hisview of the



five creatures from the machine. He began reading off his own reactions. The human assessment aways
hel ped the computer's sensors.

'Humanoid," he said. 'Upright tubular bodies about ameter and ahalf tall with two legs encased in some
kind pf boot. Sack-like garments belted at the waist. Each has five pouches dangling from the belt.
Number fiveis sgnificant here. Hesh color is pale blue-violet. Two arms; articulation - humanoid, but
very long forearm. Wide hands with six fingers; looks like two opposable thumbs, one to each side of the
hand. Heads - squarish, domed, covered with what appears to be adark blue-violet beret. Eyes
semi-gaked, yellow and just insde the frontcorners of the head. Those heads are very blocky. | suspect
the eyes can be twisted to ook behind without turning the head.’

The creatures began climbing down off their machine. Beirut went on with his description: ‘Large mouth
orifice centered beneath the eyes. There gppearsto be a chin articulation on ashort hinge. Orificelipless,
ovoid, no apparent teeth ... correction: theresadark lineinsde that may be the local equivaent.
Separate small orifices below each eye stalk - possibly for breathing. Onejust turned itshead. | seea
dight indentation centered on the side of the head - purpose unknown. It doesn't appear to be an ear.’

The five were advancing on the ship now; Beirut backed off the scanner to keep themin view, said:
‘They carry bows and arrows. That's odd, considering the cannon. Each has aback quiver with ... five
arrows. That five again. Bows dung on the string over left shoulder. Each has a short lance in aback
harness, a blue-violet pennant just below the lance head. Some kind of figure on the pennant - looks like
an upside down 'U' in orange. Same figure repeated on the front of their tunicswhich are dso blue-violet.
Blue-violet and five. What's the prognosis?

Beirut waited for the computer's answer to come to him through the speaker grafted into his neck.
Relays clicked and the vocoder whispered through the bones of his head: 'Probable religious association
with color and number five. Extreme caution isindicated on religious matters. Body armor and hand
weapon mandatory.'

That's the trouble with computers, Beirut thought. Too logical .

Thefive natives had stopped just outside the fire-blackened landing circle. They raised their armsto the
ship, chanted something that sounded like "Toogaya atoogaya atoogayaa.' The sound came from the
ova centrd orifice.

'Well toogaydain just aminute,’ Beirut muttered. He brought out a Borgen machine pistol, donned
body armor, aimed two of the ship's bombards directly at the steam wagon and set them on a dead-man
switch keyed to afifteen-second stoppage of his heart. He rigged the stern port to the PTW sydem,
keyed to blow up any unauthorized intruders. Into various pockets he stuffed alingua pack receptor
tuned to hisimplanted spesker through the computer, a standard contact kit for sampling whatever
interested him, ahalf dozen minigrenades, energy tablets, food andyzer, athrowing knifein asheath, a
miniscanner linked to the shipcomputer and adingshot. With afind, grim sensation, he stuffed amedikit
under the armor next to his heart.

One more glance around the familiar control center and he did down the tube to the stern port, opened it
and stepped out.

The five natives threw themselvesflat on the ground, arms extended toward him.



Beirut took a moment to study them and his surroundings. There was afreshnessto the air that even his
nosefilters could not diminish. It was morning here yet and the sun threw flat light againgt the low hillsand
clumps of scrub. They stood out with aclean chiaroscuro dominated by the long blue spear of the ship's
shadow wavering acrossthe prairie.

Beirut looked up at his B-ship. She was ared and white striped tower on his side with agaping hole
where the nose should have been. Her number - 1107 - stenciled in luminous green benesth the nose had
just escaped the damage area. He returned his attention to the natives.

They remained stretched out on the grass, their stalked eyes stretched out and peering up at him.

‘Let'shope you have agood metad-working industry, friends,’ Beirut said. ‘Otherwise, I'm going to be an
extremely unhappy vigtor.'

At the sound of hisvoice, thefive grunted in unison: "Toogayaaung-ung.'

'Ung-ung? Beirut asked. 'l thought we were going to toogaya-la' He brought out the linguapack, hung it
on his chest with the mike aimed at the natives, moved toward them out of the ship's shadow. Asan
afterthought, he raised hisright hand, pam out and empty in the universa human gesture of peace, but
kept hisleft hand on the Borgen.

"Toogayala' the five screamed.

His linguapack remained slent. Toogayalaand ung-ung were hardly sufficient for bresking down a
language.

Beirut took another step toward them.

Thefive rocked back to then: knees and arose, crouching and apparently poised for flight. Five pairs of
staked eyes pointed toward him. Beirut had the curious fedling then that the five appeared familiar. They
looked alittle like giant grasshoppers that had been crossed with an ape. They looked like bug-eyed
mongters from awork of science fantasy he had read in his youth, which he saw as clear evidence that
what the imagination of man could conceive, nature could produce.

Beirut took another step toward the natives, said: 'Well, let'stalk alittle, friends. Say something. Make
language, huh.'

The five backed up two steps. Their feet made adry rustling sound in the grass.

Beirut swalowed. Their slencewas abit unnerving.

Abruptly, something emitted a buzzing sound. It seemed to come from anative on Beirut 'sright. The
cresture clutched for itstunic, gabbled: 'sChareechal sChareechal’ It pulled asmall object from a
pocket to the others gathered around.

Beirut tensed, lifted the Borgen.

The nativesignored him to concentrate on the object in the one cregture's hands.

'What's doing? Beirut asked. He fdlt tense, uneasy. Thiswasn't going at al the way the books said it
should.



Thefive straightened suddenly and without a backward ook, returned to their steam wagon and climbed
into the cab.

What test did | fail ?Beirut wondered.

Silence settled over the scene.

In the course of becoming aB-ship pilot, Beirut had gained fame for a certain pungency of speech. He
paused amoment to practice some of his more famed sdlections, then took stock of his Situation -
standing here exposed at the foot of the ship while the unpredictable natives remained in their seam
wagon. He clambered back through the port, sealed it, and jacked into the local computer outlet for a
heart-to-heart conference.

"The buzzing item was likely atimepiece,’ the computer said. The creature in possession of it was
goproximately two millimeterstaler than histalest companion. There areindicationsthisoneisthe leader

of the group.’
'Leader schmeader,' Beirut said. 'What's thistoogayaathey keep yelling?

From long association with Beirut , the computer had adopted a response pattern to meet the rhetorical
guestion or the question for which there obvioudy was no answer. "Tut, tut,' it said.

Y ou sound like my old Aunt Martha,' Beirut said. 'They screamed that toogayaa. It's obvioudy
important.’

"When they noted your hand, that iswhen they raised their voicesto the highest decibel level thusfar
recorded here,' the computer said.

‘But why?
'Possible answer,' the computer said. 'Y ou havefive fingers!
'Five' Berut said. 'Five... five... five..."

"We detect only five heavenly bodies here,' the computer said. 'Y ou have noted that the skiesare
otherwise devoid of stars. The rapid companion is overhead right now, you know.'

'Five' Barut said.

"This planet,' the computer said, ‘the three hot gaseous and plasma bodies and the other companion to
thisplanet'ssun.’

Beirut looked at his hand, flexed thefingers.
"They may think you are adeity,' the computer said. 'They have six fingers; you havefive!

'Empty skies except for three suns,' Beirut said.



'Don't forget this planet and the other companion,’ the computer said.

Beirut thought about living on such a planet - no banks of stars acrossthe heavens ... al that hidden
behind the enclosing hydrogen cloud.

He began to tremble unaccountably with an attack of the push.
'What'll it take to fix the nose of the ship? Beirut asked. Hetried to till histrembling.

‘A sophigticated machine shop and the work of eectronicstechnicians of at least grade five. The repair
dataisavallablein my banks'

'What're they doing in that machine? Beirut demanded. 'Why don't they talk?

"Tut, tut,' the computer said.

Thirty-eight minutes | ater, the natives again emerged from their steam wagon, took up stations standing a
the edge of the charred ground.

Beirut repeated his precautionary measures, went out to join them. He moved dowly, warily, the Borgen
reedy in hisleft hand.

Thefive awaited him thistime without retresting. They appeared more relaxed, chattering in low voices
among themselves, watching him with those stalked eyes. The word sounds remained pure gibberish to
Beirut , but he had the lingua pack trained on them and knew the computer would have thelanguagein a
maiter of time.

Beirut stopped about eight paces from the natives, said: 'Glad to see you, boys. Have anice nap in your
car?

Thetallest one nodded, said: "What's doing?

Beirut gaped, speechless.

A native on the left said: 'L et's hope you have a good metd-working industry, friends. Otherwise I'm
going to be an extremely unhappy vistor.'

Thetallest one said: 'Glad to see you, boys. Have anice ngp in your car?
"They're mimicking me!' Beirut gasped.
'Confirmed,’ the computer said.

Beirut overcame an urge to laugh, said: Y ou're the crummiest looking herd of no-good animals| ever
saw. It'sawonder your mothers could stand the sight of you.’

Thetall native repeated it for him without an error.



'Reference to mothers cannot be accepted at thistime,’ the computer said. 'Loca propagation customs
unknown. There are indications these may be part vegetable - part animdl.’

'Oh shut up,' Beirut said.
'Oh, shut up,’ said anative on his|eft.

'Suggest silence on your part,’ the computer said. They are displaying signs of trying to break down
your-language. Better we get their language, reved less of oursalves!

Beirut saw the wisdom in it, spoke subvocally for the speaker on histhroat: 'Y oure so right.’
He clamped hislipsinto athin line, stared at the natives. Silence dragged on and on.
Presently the tall one said: 'Aagroop somilican.’

"Toogayda,' said the one on the | eft.

‘Cardind number,’ the computer said. 'Probable position five. Hold up your five fingsrs and say
toogayaa'

Beirut obeyed.

"Toogayda, toogayda," the natives agreed. One detached himsdlf, went to the st an wagon and returned
with ablack meta figurine, about half a meter tall, extended it toward Beirut .

Cautioudy, Beirut moved forward, accepted the thing. It felt heavy and cold in hishand, ft wasa
beautifully styled figure of one of the natives, the eye stalks drooping into inverted U-shapes, mouth open.

Beirut brought out his contact kit, pressed it againgt the metal.
Thekit went 'ping' asit took asample.
The natives stared at him.

'Iron-magnesium-nickel aloy,' the computer said. 'Figure achieved by casting. Approximate age of
figure, twenty-five million sandard years'

Beirut fdt histhroat go dry. He spoke subvocally: "That can't be!'

‘Bating accurate to plus or minus six thousand years,' the computer said. Y ou will note the figures
carved on the cagting. Theinverted U on the chest is probably the figure five. Benesth that iswriting.
Pattern too consistent for different interpretation.’

‘Civilization for twenty-five million years,' Beirut said.

'Plus or minus six thousand years,' the computer said.

Agan, Berut fdt asurgeofthepush, fought it down. He wanted to return to the crippled ship, flee this
placein spite of the dangers. His knees shook.



The native who had given him the figurine, stepped forward, reclaimed it. Toogayaa,' the native said. It
pointed to the inverted U on the figure and then to the symbol on its own chest.

‘But they only have a steam engine,' Beirut protested.

'Very sophigticated steam engine,' the computer said. ‘Cannon is retractable, gyroscopically mounted,
sdf-tracking.’

"They canfix the ship!' Beirut said.
'If they will,' the computer said.

Thetal native stepped forward now, touched afinger to the lingua pack, said: 'sChareecha with a
fdling inflection. Beirut watched the hand carefully. It was Six-fingered, definitdly, the skin amauve-blue.

The fingers were horn-tipped and double-knuckled.
Try ung-ung,' the computer suggested.’

'Ung-ung,’ Beirut said.

Thetal onejumped backward and al five sent their eye stalks peering toward the sky. They set up an
excited chattering among themsalvesin which Beirut caught severa repeated sounds. 'Y aubron ...

sChareecha... Autoga ... Sreese-sreese ... "

"We have an approximation for entry now," the computer said. ‘Thetall oneis caled Autoga. Address
him by name'’

'Autoga,’ Beirut said.
Thetal oneturned, tipped his eye stakstoward Beirut .
'Say Ai-Yaubron ung sreese sChareecha,’ the computer said.

Berut obeyed.

The natives faced each other, returned their attention to Beirut . Presently, they began grunting dmost
uncontrollably. Autoga sat down on the ground, pounded it with his hands, al the while keeping up the

grunting.
'Whet the devil 7 Beirut said.
"They're laughing,' the computer said. ‘Go St beside Autoga.'
'On the ground? Beirut asked.
s

'Isit safe?



'Of course’

‘Why'rethey laughing?
"They'relaughing at themsalves. Y ou tricked them, made them jump. Thisis definitely laughter.’

Hesitantly, Beirut moved to Autogas side, sat down. Autoga stopped grunting, put ahand on Beirut 's
shoulder, spoke to his companions. With amillisecond delay, the computer began trandating: 'This
god-sdlf-creation isagood Joe, boys. His accent islousy, but he has a sense of humor.'

'Areyou sure of that trandation? Beirut asked.

'Reasonably so," the computer said. 'Without grester morphologica grounding, aculturd investigation in
depth and series comparisons of vocal evolution, you get only agross literal approximation, of course.
Well refineit while we go dong. We're ready to put your sub-vocds through the lingua pack.’

‘Let'stak, Beirut said.
Out of the lingua pack on his chest came a series of sounds approximating ‘Ai-ing-eeya.’
Computer trandation of Autoga's reply was. That'sagood idea. It's open sky.'

Beirut shook hishead. It didn't sound right. Open sky?

'Sorry we damaged your vehicle, Autoga said. "'We thought you were one of our youths playing with
danger.’

Beirut swallowed. 'Y ou thought my ship ... you people can make ships of thiskind?
'Oh, we made afew about ten millionklurch ago,’ Autoga said.

It was at least fifteen millionklurch,' said the wrinkle-faced native on Bairut 's | ft.

‘Now, Choon, there you go exaggerating again,’ Autoga said. He looked at Beirut . "Y ou'll haveto
forgive Chpon. He wants everything to be bigger, better and greater than it is.’

'What's aklurch? Beirut asked.

The computer answered for his ears aone; 'Probable answer -thelocal year, about one and one-third
standards!’

'I'm glad you decided to be peaceful,’ Beirut said.

The lingua pack rendered thisinto avariety of sounds and the natives stared at Beirut 's chest.
'Heis gpeaking from his chest,’ Choon said.

Autoga looked up at the ship. There are more of you?

'Don't answer that,' the computer said. 'Suggest the ship isasource of mystical powers!



Beirut digested this, shook hishead. Stupid computer! "These are sharp cookies," he said speaking
aoud.

'What addightful arrangement of noises,' Autogasaid. ‘Do it again.'

'Y ou thought | was one of your youths,' Beirut said. ‘Now who do you think | am?

The lingua pack remained silent. His ear spesker said: 'Suggest that question not be asked.'

'Ask it ['Beirut said.

A gabble of sound came from the lingua pack.

"We debated that during the presence of sChareecha,’ Autoga said. "We hid in the purple darkness, you
understand, because we have no wish to seed under the influence of SChareecha. A mgority among us

decided you are the personification of our design for adeity. | dissented. My thought isthat you are an
unknown, dthough | grant you temporarily the mgority title'

Beirut wet hislipswith histongue.
'He hasfivefingers' Choon said.

"Thiswas the argument you used to convince Turaand Lecky,' Autoga said. Thisargument still doesn't
answer Spispi's objection .hat the five fingers could be the product of genetic manipulation or that plus

amputation.'
‘But the eyes,’ Choon said. 'Who could conceive of such eyes? Not in our wildest imaginations.... '

'Perhaps you offend our vigitor,” Autogasaid. He glanced at Beirut , the stalked eyes bending outward
quizzicaly.

'And the articulation of thelegsand arms,’ one of the other natives ventured.

'Y ou're repesting old arguments, Tura,’ Autoga said.

Beirut suddenly had a picture of himsdf as he must appear to these natives. Their eyes had obvious
advantages over his. He had seen them look behind themsel ves without turning their heads. The double
thumb arrangement |ooked useful. They must think one thumb an odd limitation. He began to chuckle.

'What isthis noise? Autoga asked.
'I'mlaughing, Beirut said.
'l will render that: 'I'm laughing at mysdlf," the computer said. Soundsissued from the lingua pack.

'A person who can laugh at himsdlf has taken amagjor step toward the highest civilization,” Autoga said.
'No offenseintended.’



"The theories of Picheck that the concerted wish for a deity must produce same are here demonstrated,’
Choon said. 'It's not quite the shape of entity | had envisioned, however, but we. ...

'Why don't we inquire? Autoga asked and turned to Beirut . 'Are you adeity?
'I'mamortal human being, nothing more," Beirut said.

Thelinguapack remained Slent.

Trandate that!" Beirut blared.

The computer spoke for him done: "The experience, training and memory banks available suggest that it
would be safer for you to pose asadeity. Their natural awe would enableyouto ...'

'We're not going to fool these charactersfor five minutes,’ Beirut said. 'They've built spaceships. They
have advanced e ectronic techniques. Y ou heard their radio. They've had acivilization for more than
twenty-five million years." He paused. 'Haven't they?

'Definitdy. The cast figure was an advanced form and technique.’

"Then trandate my words!'

Beirut grew conscious that he had been speaking aloud and the natives were following his words and the
movements of his mouth with argpt intengity.

Trandate,' Autoga said. 'That would bechtsuyop, no?
'Y ou must spesk subvocaly,' the computer said. 'They are beginning to break down your language.”

"They'redoing it in their heads, you stupid pile of dectronic junk, Beirut said. 'l haveto useyou! And
you think | can pose as agod with these people?

'l will trandate because you command it and my override circuits cannot circumvent your command,’ the
computer said.

‘A computer!" Autoga said. 'He has atrandating computer in hisvehicle! How quaint.’
Trandate, Beirut said.
Sounds issued from the lingua pack.

'l am vindicated, Autogasaid. 'And you will notethat | did it on nothing more than the design of the
vehicle and the cut of hisclothing, plusthe artifacts, of course!’

Thisiswhy you arein command,’ Choon said. 'l suffer your correction and ingtruction abysmally.’
Autogalooked a Beirut. "What will you require-other than the repair of your vehicle?
‘Don't you want to know where I'm from? Beirut asked.

'Y ou are from somewhere," Autoga said. ‘It has been theorized that other suns and worlds might exist



beyond the hydrogen cloud from which we were formed. Y our presence suggests thistheory istrue.’
‘But ... but don't you want contact with us ... trade, exchange ideas?

It isnow apparent,’ Autoga said, 'that the empty universe theory has been disproved. However, a
primitive such as yoursdlf, even you must redlize such interchange would be pointless!

‘Butwe...'

'‘We well know that the enclosure of our universe hasforced usin upon ourselves,’ Choon said. 'If that's
what you were going to say?

'He was going into boring detail about what he hasto offer us" Autogasaid. 'l suggest we get about
doing what has to be done. Spispi, you and Turatake care of the computer in hisvehicle. Choonand |
will ...

"What're you doing? Beirut asked. He legped to hisfeet. At least, he thought he legped to hisfeet, but in
amoment he grew conscious that hewas till Stting on the ground, the five natives facing him, staring.

"They are erasing some of my circuitsl' the computer wailed. ‘A magneto-gravitic field encloses me and
the... aroo, tut-tut, jingle bells, jingle bells!’

‘Thisisvery interesting,’ Autogasaid presently. 'He has made contact with acivilization of our level at
some previoustime. Y ou will notethe resdua inhibition against lengthy travel away from hishome. Well
make the inhibition stronger thistime.”

Berut stared at the chattering natives with asense of dgjavu. The speaker in his neck remained silent.
Hislinguapack made no sound. He felt movement in hismind like spiders crawling along his nerves.

"Who do you suppose he could've contacted? Choon asked.

'Not one of our groups, of course,’ Autoga said. '‘Before we stay out in the light of sChareecha and plant
oursavesfor the next seeding, we must start aflow of inquiry.’

"Who will talk to us about such things? Choon asked. 'We are mere herdsmen.’

'Perhaps we should listen more often to the entertainment broadcasts,’ Spispi said. 'Something may have
been sad.’

'We may be smple herdsmen whoseinquiry will not go very far,” Autoga said, 'but this has been an
experience to afford us many hours of conversation. Imagine having the empty universe theory refuted!”

Beirut awoke in the control seat of his ship, smelled in the stink of the place his own swest touched by
the chemidiry of fear. A glance a the instrument pand showed that he had succumbed to the push and
turned ship. He was headed back out of the cloud without having found anything iniit.

An odd sadness came over Beiruit.

I'll find my planet some day,hethought.I'll have alabaster buildings and sheltered waters for sailing



and long stretches of prairie for game animals.
The automatic log showed turn-around at ninety-four days.
| stood it longer than Bingding, he thought.

He remembered the conversation with Bingaling then and the curious reference to a previous attempt at
the cloud.Maybe | did, hethought. Maybe | forgot because the push got so tough.

Presently, hismind turned to thoughts of Capella Base, of going home. Just the thought of it eased the
pressures of the push which was till faintly with him. The push ... the push - it had beaten him again.
Next trip out, he decided, he'd head the opposite direction, see what was to be found out there.

Almogt idly then Beirut wondered about the push.Why do we call it the push? he wondered.Why,
don't we call it the pull? The question interested him enough to put it to the computer. Tut-tut,’ the
computer said.



