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I met a mne foreman who has a piece of coal with a 1909 gold sovereign
enbedded in it. | saw an anmonite, apparently squashed in the fossil footprint
of a sandal.

There is a roomin the basement of the Natural Hi story Miseum which
they keep | ocked. Anong other oddities in there are the tyrannosaurus with a
wristwatch and the Neanderthal skull with gold fillings in three teeth.

What are you going to do about it?

Dr Carl Unternond
The Overcrowded Eden

It was, of course, a beautiful day -- a Conpany brochure day. At the noment
Kin's office overl ooked a pal mfringed | agoon. Wite water broke over the
outer reef, and the beach was of crushed white coral and curious shells.

No brochure woul d have shown the ni ghtmare bul k of the pontoon-nmounted
strata machine, the small nodel for islands and atolls under fifteen
kil ometres. As Kin watched, another nmetre of beach spilled out of the big back
hopper .

She wondered about the pilot's name. There was genius in that line of
beach. A man who could |lay down a beach like that, with the shells just right,
deserved better things. But then, perhaps he was a Thoreau type who just |iked
i sl ands. You got them sonetimes; shy silent types who preferred to drift
across the ocean after the vol cano teans, dream |y |aying conplicated
archi pel agos with indecent skill. She'd have to ask

She | eant over her desk and called up the area engineer.

"Joel ? Who's on BCF3?

The engineer's lined brown face appeared over the intercom

'CQuday, Kin. Let me see now Aha! Good, is it? You like it?

"It's good."'

"It's Hendry. The one who's the subject of all those nasty depositions
you' ve got on your desk. You know, the one who put the fossil dino in--'

"I read it.’

Joel recognized the edge to her voice. He sighed.

"Nicol Plante, she's his mxer, she nust have been in on it too. | put
them on island duty because, well, with a coral island there is not the
tenmptation--'

"I know.' Kin thought for a while. 'Send himover. And her. It's going
to be a busy day, Joel. It's always like this at the end of a job, people

start to play around.'

"It's youth. We've all done it. Wth nme it was a pair of boots in a
coal measure. Not so imaginative, | admt.’

"You nmean | shoul d excuse hin®’

O course he did. Everyone was allowed just one unscripted touch,
weren't they? Checkers always spotted them didn't they? And even if one went
unnoticed, couldn't we rely on future pal aeontol ogi sts to hush it up? Huh?

Troubl e was, they m ght not

"He's good, and later on he'll be great,' said Joel. 'Just gnaw one
ball off, eh?



A few nminutes later Kin heard the machine's roar stutter and stop. Soon
one of the outer office robots came in, |eading--

--a squat fair-haired youth, tanned | obster pink, and a skinny bald
girl hardly out of her teens. They stood staring at Kin with a m xture of fear
and defiance, dripping coral dust onto the carpet.

"All right, sit down. Want a drink? You both | ook dehydrated. | thought
they had air conditioning in those things.'

The pair exchanged gl ances. Then the girl said, 'Frane likes to get the
feel of his work.'

"Well, OK The freezer's that round thing hovering right behind you.
Hel p yoursel f.'

They jerked away as the freezer bunped into their shoul ders, then
gri nned nervously and sat down.

They were in awe of Kin, which she found slightly enbarrassing.
According to the files they were both from col ony planets so new t he bedrock
had hardly dried, while she was manifestly from Earth. Not Wole, New, dd,
Real or Best Earth. Just Earth, cradle of humanity, just like it said in their
hi story books. And the doubl e-century mark on her forehead was probably
sonmet hing they'd only heard of before joining John Conmpany. And she was their
boss. And she could fire them

The freezer drifted back to its al cove, describing a neat detour around
a patch of enpty air at the back of the room Kin nade a mental note to get a
tech to look at it.

They sat gingerly on the float chairs. Colony worlds didn't have them
Kin recall ed. She glanced at the file, gave theman introductory glare, and
switched on the recorder.

"You know why you're here,' she said. 'You' ve read the regulations, if
you' ve got any sense. |'mbound to rem nd you that you can either choose to
accept ny judgenent as senior executive of the sector, or go before a
conmittee at Conpany HQ |If you elect for ne to deal with it, there's no
appeal . What do you say?

"You,' said the girl.

' Can he speak?

"W elect to be tried by you, Mzz,' said the boy in a thick Creed
accent.

Kin shook her head. 'It's not a trial. If you don't like nmy decision
you can always quit -- unless of course | fire you.' She let that sink in.

Behi nd every Conpany trainee was a parsec-long queue of disappointed
applicants. Nobody quit.

"Right, it's on record. Just for the record, then, you two were on
strata machi ne BVYN67 on Julius fourth last, working a line on Y-continent?
You' ve got the detail ed charge on the notice of censure you were given at the
tinme.'

' '"Tis all correct,' said Hendry. Kin thunbed a swtch

One wall of the office became a screen. They got an aerial view of grey
dat um rock, broken off sharply by a kilometre-high wall of strata |ike God's
own mad sandwi ch. The strata machi ne had been severed fromits cliff and noved
to one side. Unless a really skilled jockey lined it up next tinme, this
worl d's geol ogists were going to find an unexpl ai ned fault.

The canera zooned in to an area halfway up the cliff, where some rock
had been nelted out. There was a gantry and a few yel |l ow hatted workmen who
shuffl ed out of canmera field, except for one who stood hol ding a neasuring rod
agai nst Exhibit A and grinning. H there, all you folks out there in Conpany
Censure Tribunal Land.

"A plesiosaur,' said Kin. "All wong for this stratum but what the
hell.' The canera fl oated over the half excavated skel eton, focusing now on
the distorted rectangles by its side. Kin nodded. Now it was quite clear. The
beast had been hol ding a placard. She could just make out the wording.

" "End Nucl ear Testing Now',' she said levelly.

It nust have taken a | ot of work. \Weks, probably, and then a very



conplicated programto be fed into the machine's main brain.

"How did you find out?" asked the girl.

Because there was a telltale built into every machine, but that was an
official secret. It was welded into the ten-kilometre output slot to detect
little unofficial personal touches, |ike pacifist dinosaurs and mamoths with
hearing aids -- and it stayed there until it found one. Because sooner or
| ater everyone did it. Because every novice planetary designer with an ounce
of talent felt like a king atop the dream device that was a strata machi ne,
and sooner or later yielded to the delicious tenptation to pop the skulls of
future pal aeontol ogi sts. Sonetimes the Conpany fired them sonetines the
Conpany pronoted them

"I"'ma witch,' she said. '"Now, | take it you admit this?

"Yarss,' said Hendry. 'But may | make, uh, a plea in nitigation?

He reached into his tunic and brought out a book, its spine worn with
use. He ran his thunmb down it until the flickering pages stopped at his
reference

"Uh, this is one of the authorities on planetary engi neering,' he said.
"May | go ahead?

'Be ny guest.'

"Well, uh. "Finally, a planet is not a world. Planet? A ball of rock
Worl d? A four-dimensional wonder. On a world there nmust be nysterious
nmount ai ns. Let there be bottom ess | akes peopled with anti que nonsters. Let
there be strange footprints in high snowfields, green ruins in endl ess
jungles, bells beneath the sea; echo valleys and cities of gold. This is the
yeast in the planetary crust, w thout which the inmagination of men will not
rise." '

There was a pause.

"M Hendry,' asked Kin, '"did | say anything there about
nucl ear - di sar manent di nosaurs?'

"No, but--'

"W build worlds, we don't just terraform planets. Robots could do
that. W build places where the inmagination of human beings can find an
anchor. We don't bugger about planting funny fossils. Remenber the Spindles.
Supposi ng the colonists here turn out like then? Your fossil would kill them
bl ow their minds. Docked three nonths' |abour. You too, Mss Plante, and
don't even want to know for what reasons you were helping this nitwit. You may
go.'

She swi tched off the recorder

"Where are you going? Sit down. Al that was for the benefit of the
tape. Sit down, you | ook dreadful .’

He was no fool. She saw the enbryo hope in his eyes. Best to scotch
that now.

"l neant it about the sentence. Three nonths' enforced vacation. It's
on the tape, so you won't talk ne out of it. Not,' she added, 'that you
could."'

"But we'll have finished this job by then,' he said, genuinely hurt.

Kin shrugged. 'There'll be others. Don't | ook so worried. You woul dn't
be human if you didn't yield to tenptation. If you feel bad, ask Joel Chenge
about the boots he tried to lay down in a coal seam They didn't ruin his
career.'

"And what did you do, Mzz?

"Hm®?' The boy was | ooking at her sidel ong.

"You sort of give the inpression |'ve done sonething everyone el se has
done. Did you do it too?

Kin drumed her fingers on the desk. 'Built a nountain range in the
shape of ny initials,' she said.

"Whee!

"They had to rerun alnost half a strip. Nearly got fired.'

" And now you' re Sec-exec and--'

"You m ght be too one day. Another few years they nmight |let you | oose



on an asteroid of your very own. Sone billionaire's pleasure park. Two words
of advice don't funble it, and never, never try to quote people' s words
against them |, of course, am narvellously charitable and understandi ng, but
some ot her people m ght have made you eat the book a page at a tine under
threat of sacking. Right? R ght. Now go, the pair of you. For real this tine.
It's going to be a busy day.'

They hurried out, leaving a coral trail. Kin watched the door slide
across, staring into space for a few m nutes. Then she smiled to herself, and
went back to work.

Consi der Kin Arad, now inspecting outline designs for the
TY- ar chi pel ago:

Twenty-one decades lie on her shoulders like tenporal dandruff. She
carries themlightly. Wiy not? People were never nmeant to grow old. Menory
surgery hel ped.

On her forehead, the golden disc that nmultiple centenarians often wore
-- it inspired respect, and often saved enbarrassment. Not every woman
relished attenpted seducti on by a man young enough to be her
great-to-the-power-of-seven grandson. On the other hand, not every elderly
worman wore a disc, on purpose . . . Her skin was presently m dnight-black
like her wig -- for some reason hair seldomsurvived the first century and the
baggy bl ack all-suit.

She was ol der than twenty-nine worlds, fourteen of which she had hel ped
to build. Married seven tinmes, in varying circunstances, once even under the
i nfluence of love. She nmet former husbands occasionally, for old tinmes' sake.

She | ooked up when the carpet cleaner shuffled out of its nest in the
wal | and started to tidy up the sand trails. Her gaze travelled slowy round
the room as t hough seeking for sone particul ar thing. She paused, I|istening.

A man appeared. One nmonent there was air: the next, a tall figure
| eani ng against a filing cabinet. He net her shocked gaze, and bowed.

"Who the hell are you?' exclainmed Kin, and reached for the intercom He
was qui cker, diving across the room and grabbing her wist politely yet
agoni zingly. She snmiled grimy and, froma sitting position, brought her |eft
hand across and gave hima scientific fistful of rings.

VWhen he had w ped the bl ood out of his eyes she was | ooking down at him
and hol di ng a stunner.

"Don't do anything aggressive,' she said. 'Don't even breathe
threateningly.'

"You are a nost unorthodox woman,' he said, fingering his chin. The
sem -sentient carpet cleaner bunped insistently around his ankles.

"Who are you?'

"Jago Jalo is nmy name. You are Kin Arad? But of course--'

"How did you get in?

He turned round and vanished. Kin fired the stunner automatically. A
circle of carpet went wunp.

"M ssed,' said a voice across the room

Winp.

"It was tactless of ne to intrude like this, but if you would put that
weapon away- -'

Winp.

" There could be mutual profit. Wuldn't you like to know how to be
i nvisible ?

Kin hesitated, then | owered the stunner reluctantly.

He appeared again. He w ped hinself solid. Head and torso appeared as
t hough an arm had swept over them the | egs popped into view together

"It's clever. | like it," said Kin. '"If you disappear again I'll set
this thing on wi de focus and spray the room Congratul ati ons. You' ve managed
to engage nmy interest. That's not easy, these days.'

He sat down. Kin judged himto be at least fifty, though he could have
been a century older. The very old noved with a certain style. He didn't. He
| ooked as though he'd been kept awake for a few years -- pale, hairless,



red-eyed. A face you could forget in an instant. Even his all-suit was a pale
grey and, as he reached into a pocket, Kin's hand noved up with the stunner

"Mnd if | snoke?" he said.

' Snoke?' said Kin, puzzled. 'Go ahead. | don't mind if you burst into
flane.'

Eyei ng the stunner, he put a yellow cylinder into his mouth and lit it.
Then he took it out and bl ew snoke.

This man, thought Kin, is a dangerous mani ac.

‘"Il can tell you about matter transm ssion,' he said.

"So can |I. It's not possible,' said Kin wearily. So that was all he was
-- another goldbricker. Still, he could turn invisible.

'"They said that it was inmpossible to run a rocket in space,' said Jalo.
' They | aughed at Goddard. They said he was a fool .’

"They also said it about a lot of fools,' said Kin, dismssing for the
nmonent the question of who Goddard was. 'Have you got a matter transmitter to
show ne?'

"Yes.'

"But not here.’

"No. There's this, however.' He made a pass and his left arm
di sappeared. 'You nmight call it a cloak of invisibility.'

"May |, uh, see it?

He nodded, and held out an enpty hand. Kin reached out and touched --
something. It felt like coarse fibre. It mght just be that the pal mof her
hand underneath it was slightly blurred, but she couldn't be sure.

"It bends light,' he said, tugging it gently out of her grip. 'O
course, you can't risk losing it in the closet, so there's a switch area --
here. See?

Kin saw a thin, twisting |line of orange |ight outlining nothing.

"It's neat,' said Kin, 'but why ne? Wiy all this?

'Because you're Kin Arad. You wote Continuous Creation. You know al
about the Geat Spindle Kings. | think they made this. |I found it. Found a | ot
of other things, too. Interesting things.'

Kin gazed at himinpassively. Finally she said, 'I'd like a little
fresh air. Have you breakfasted, Jago Jal 0?'

He shook his head. 'My rhythns are all shot to hell after the trip
here, but | think I'm about due for supper.'

* k%

Kin's flyer circled the | ow of fi ces and headed northward to the big conplex on
Wcontinent. It skirted the bulk of what had been Hendry's machine, its new
pil ot now | aying down a pattern of offshore reefs. The manoeuvre gave them an
i npressive view of the big collector bow atop the machine, its interior
vel vety bl ack.

"Why?' said Jalo, peering. Kin twirled the wheel

' Beaned power fromorbiting collectors, slaved to the machine. If we
fl ew over the bowl we wouldn't even | eave any ash.'

"What woul d happen if the pilot made a mi stake and the beam mi ssed the
bow ?'

Kin considered this. 'l don't know,' she said. 'W'd certainly never
find the pilot.'

The flyer skimed over sone nore islands. Vatbred dol phins, stil
frisky after their journey in the megatanker, |ooped through the waves
al ongside its shadow. Bl ast Continuous Creation

But at the tine it had seened a good i dea. Besides, she had done just
about everything else but wite a book. The actual witing hadn't been
difficult. The real problem had been | earning how to nake paper, then hiring a
staff of robots and setting themto building a printing press. It had been the
first book printed in 400 years. It had caused quite a stir.

So had the words inside the expensively produced card covers. They said



not hi ng new, but somehow she had managed to assenbl e current devel opnents in
geology in such a way that they had struck fire. According to reports the book
had even been the basis for a couple of fringe religions.

She | ooked si deways at her passenger. She was unable to trace his
accent -- he spoke neticul ously, like someone who had just taken a | earning
tape but hadn't had any practice. H's clothes could have been bought out of a
machi ne on a dozen worlds. He didn't | ook mad, but they never did.

'So you've read ny book,' she said conversationally.

'Hasn't everyone?'

"Sonetinmes it seens so.'

He turned red-ri mmed eyes to her.

"It was OK,' he said. 'I read it on the ship com ng here. Don't expect
any conplinents. |'ve read better.'

To her disgust Kin felt herself reddening.

'"No doubt you've read plenty,' she nurmnured.

'Several thousand,' said Jalo. Kin kicked the flyer on to automatic and
spun round in her seat.

"l know there aren't even hundreds of books; all the old libraries are

lost!"’
He cringed. 'l did not nmean to offend."'
"Who do--'
"It isn't necessary for an author to nake the paper,' said Jalo. 'In

the old days there were publishers. Like filny factors. Al the author did was
wite the words.'

'dd days? How old are you?

The man shifted in his seat. 'l can't be precise,' he said. 'You' ve
changed the cal endar around a few tines. But as near as | can make out, about
el even hundred years. G ve or take ten.'

"They didn't have gene surgery in those days,' said Kin. 'No-one is
that old.'

'They had the Term nus probes,' said Jalo quietly.

The flyer passed over a volcanic island, the central cone funming gently
as a tech squad tested it out. Kin stared at it unseeing, her lips noving.

"Jalo,' she said. 'Jalo! | thought the name was fanmliar! Hey . . . the
big thing about the Term nus ships was that they woul d never conme back . '

He grinned at her, and there was no humour in it. 'Quite correct,' he

said. 'l was a volunteer. W all were, of course. And quite nad. The ships
were not equi pped to return.’

"I know,' said Kin, 'l read a filmy. Ugh.'

"Well, you've got to see it against the background of the tines. It

made a kind of sense, then. And of course, ny ship didn't come back.'
He | eaned forward.
"But | did.'

The Ritz was in the unofficial city that had grown up around what had been the
first and was now the | ast Line. Now even the city was breaking up, being
towed back up the wire to the big freighters in orbit. In another nonth the

| ast Conpany enpl oyee would follow it. The last snowfield would have been

[ aid. The | ast humm ng-birds woul d have been rel eased.

Their conversation on the roof garden of the restaurant was punctuated
by the slap and rattle of yellow tugs clinbing the Line two kil onetres away,
tow ng strings of redundant warehouses |ike beads on a wire. They were soon
lost in the cirrus, bound for Line Top

Kin had ordered franush, saddl eback of | oom and breasens. Jal o had read
the menu intently and had ordered, in frank disbelief, a dodo onelette. He
| ooked now as though he regretted it.

Kin wat ched himpick at it, but her mnd persisted in show ng her
pi ctures. She renmenbered the bell-shaped bul k of a Term nus probe, the pilot's
life-systema tiny sphere at the tip. She renmenbered the frightening |ogic
that had led to the building of the nonsters. It went like this



It was far better to send a man into space than a machine. In the
conpl ete unknown, a man could still evaluate and deci de. Machines were fine
for routine, but they flipped when presented with the unforeseen

It was cheap to send a machi ne because it did not breathe and it sent
its informati on back al one.

VWereas a man breathed, all the tinme. This was expensive.

But it was very cheap to send a man if you did not arrange to bring him
back.

"I's that celery in the jug? said Jalo.

"It's snaggl eroot shoots,' said Kin. 'Don't eat the yellow bits,
they' re poi sonous. Now, do | have to sit here waiting? Speak to ne,' she
mur mured, 'of the Great Spindle Kings.'

"I only know what | read,' said Jago. 'And npst of what | read, you
wote. Can | eat these blue things?

"You' ve found a Spindle site? Only nine Spindle sites had been found.
Ten, if you included the derelict ship. The prototype strata machi ne had been
found on one. So had the details of gene surgery. No wonder nore people
st udi ed pal aeont ol ogy than engi neeri ng.

"I found a Spindle world.'

" How do you know it's Spindle?

Jal o reached over and took some snaggl eroot.

"It's flat,' he said.

It was possible, Kin conceded.

The Spi ndl es had not been gods, but they would do until gods showed up.
They had evolved on sone light world . . . possibly. The surviving nmunm es
certainly showed themto be three netres tall but weighing only ninety pounds.
On worlds as heavy as Earth they wore marvel | ous exoskel etons to prevent
t hensel ves collapsing with multiple fractures. They had | ong snouts, and hands
with two thunbs, | egs banded alternately in orange and purple and feet big
enough for a circus clown. They had no brain or, to be nore precise, their
whol e body could act like a brain. No-one had ever been able to find a Spindle
stomach, either.

They didn't ook |ike gods.

They had cheap transnutation but not FTL travel. Possibly they had
sexes, but exobi ol ogi sts had never found out where little Spindles came from

They sent messages by nodul ating a hydrogen [ine in the spectrum of the
nearest star.

They were all telepaths and acute cl austrophobes . . . They didn't even
buil d houses. Their spaceships were . . . unbelievable.

They lived nearly for ever, and to while away the tine they visited
pl anets with a reduci ng atnosphere and played with them They introduced
mut at ed al gae or oversized nmoons. They force-bred lifefornms. They took Venuses
and nade Earths, and the reason, once you accepted that Spindles were
different, nmade sense at |east to humans. They were spurred by a pressing

popul ati on problem -- pressing, that was, to Spindles.

One day they had ripped up a planetary crust with a strata machi ne and
found somet hing dreadful -- dreadful, that was, to Spindles. In the next 2,000
years, as the news spread, they died of injured pride.

That was 400 nmillion years ago.

A tug plunged down the Line, the braking roar |eaking through its sonic
screen. The Line marshals were cutting the loads adrift a few thousand niles
up and sending themon their way by strap-on rocket, to keep Line weight down.

The tug swung through the switching systemand humed off towards the
di stant marshalling yards. Kin | ooked at Jalo with narrowed eyes.

"Flat,' she said, 'like an Al derson disc?

' Maybe. What's an Al derson di sc?

' No- one ever built one, but you hanmrer all the worlds in a systeminto
a systemwi de disc with a hole in the nmddle for the sun, and you plate the
underside with neutroniumfor gravity, and--'

'CGood grief! You can work neutroni um now?'



Ki n paused, then shook her head. 'Like | said, no-one's ever built one.
O found one.'’

"This one is not much nore than thirteen thousand mles across.'

Their gazes net. She rolled out the word he was waiting for

"Where?

"You'll never find it wthout ne.'

"And you think it's a Spindle artefact?

"It's got things you' d never believe in a mllion years.'

"You intrigue nme. \Wat is your price?

For an answer Jalo funbled in a belt pouch and brought out a wad of
10,000 Day bills. Company scrip was harder than nost world currencies. Any one
of themrepresented al nost twenty-eight years of extended life if cashed at a
Conpany tradi ng post. The Conpany's credit was the best. It paid in extended
futures.

Wt hout taking his gaze off Kin, Jalo sumobned the nearest robot waiter
and pushed a handful of bills into its di sposal hopper. Every instinct cried
out to Kin to leap up and grab them back, but even with science on your side
one did not live past the first century by obeying instincts. The automatic
i nci nerator would have burned her hand off.

"How . . .' she croaked. She cleared her throat. 'How juvenile,' she
said. 'Forgeries, of course.'
He handed her a nethuselah bill, the highest denom nation issued by the

Conpany.

"Two hundred and seventy years,' he said. 'Agift.'

Kin took the gold and white plastic. Her hands enphatically did not
trenbl e.

The design was sinple, but then there were nmore than 200 other tests
for the authenticity of Company scrip. Nobody forged it. It was w dely
advertised that any hypothetical forgers would spend all the years that had
been fraudul ently manufactured, in the Conpany vaults, passing themin novel
and unpl easant ways.

"In ny day,' said Jalo, 'l would have been called rich, rich, rich.'

'O dead, dead, dead.'

"You forget | was a Termi nus pilot. None of us really believed in the
inevitability of our death. Few people do. | have been proved right so far. In
any case, you are welcone to test the bill. It is genuine, | assure you.

"I have not conme to buy. | want to hire you. In thirty days I'm
returning to the . . . flat world, for reasons that will becone obvious. |
intend to be away | ess than a year, and the pay | offer is the answers to
guestions. You nmay keep that bill, of course, even if you do not accept.

Per haps you would like to frame it, or maybe keep it for your old age.'

He vani shed like a denobn king. Wen Kin |unged across the table her
hands net enpty air.

Later she ordered a check on all shuttles going up the Line. Not even
an invisible man could have got past the telltales secreted in the gangways.
He'd hardly attenpt to board a freight shuttle -- nost were not even
pressuri zed.

He didn't. Kin realized |ater that he had bought a ticket under an
assuned nanme and just wal ked past the security net, flaunting his visibility
i ke a cl oak.

The nessage cane twenty-five days later, along with the first wave of
col oni sts.
The main Line had | ong since gone, winched up into its

synchronous-orbit satellite and | oaded aboard a freighter. There were still a
few cosnmetic teans just finishing work at the antipodes.
Around Kin, as she stood on a knoll in the mdst of the tangled jungle,

t he steam ng, scent-encrusted | and was bare of any obvi ous human nmark. Ei ght
thousand miles under her feet, she knew, nen, robots and machi nes were
converging on and boiling up the antipodal wire; soaring into the last of the



freighters, a twelve-nmile skeleton with one big fusion notor, and | eaving the
world to the newconers.

Despite appearances, it would be a planned w thdrawal. Last off would
be the sweepers, carefully scuffling over the ruts. A Conpany publicity film
had once shown the | ast man off being wi nched up a few feet on the Line, then
bendi ng back to brush out his footprints. Not true, of course -- but it nmissed
the truth by mere inches.

It was a good world. Better than Earth, but they said now that Earth
was inproving -- population up to nearly three-quarters of a billion now, and
that didn't include too many robots.

Better than her chil dhood. Kin had | ong ago di spensed with nost of her
early menories in a periodic editing, but she had kept one or twd. She w nced
as she recall ed the ol dest.

A hill like this one, overlooking a darkening countryside weathed in
ragged m sts, and the sun sinking. Her nother had taken her there, and they
stood in the small crowd that was the total popul ation of alnobst half of a
country. Mst of themwere robots. One of them a Cass Eight, hide
criss-crossed with repair welds, lifted her on to its shoulders for a better
Vi ew.

The dancers were all robots, although the fiddler was human.

Thunp, thunmp went the nmetal feet on the dark turf, while early bats
hunted for insects overhead.

The steps were perfect. How could they be otherw se? There were no nen
to hesitate or stunble. The world was too full of things for the few humans to
do that they should concern thenselves with this. Yet they knew that such
t hi ngs must be conti nued agai nst the day nen could once again pick up the
reins. Back and forth; crossing and | eaping, the robots danced their caretaker
Morris.

And young Kin Arad had deci ded then that people should not becone
extinct.

It had been a near thing. Wthout the robots, it would have been a
certainty.

VWil e the stanmping figures rocked darkly against the red sunset sky,
she made up her mind to join the Company .

The first of the big gliders swept over the trees and touched down
heavily on the grass. It slammed into a tree, spun around and stopped.

After a few m nutes a hatch slid back and a man stepped out. He fel
over.

Kin wat ched him haul himself up and | ean back into the hatch. Two ot her
men came out, followed by three wonen. Then they saw her

She had taken pains. Now her skin was silver and her hair black, shot
with neon threads. She had chosen a red cloak. In the absence of w nd,
el ectrostatic charges kept it floating about her in a sufficiently inpressive
way. No sense in skinmping details. These people were coming to a new worl d.
They had probably already drawn up a proud constitution wit in gold and
freedom They ought to be welconmed with dignity. There would be too nuch tine
later for reality.

More gliders were drifting down, and the man who had been the first to
step out clinbed up to Kin on her knoll. She noticed his pioneering beard, his
chal k-white face. But nost of all she noticed the silver disc on his forehead,
glinting in the first rays of sunlight.

He topped the rise still breathing evenly, pacing hinmself with the
effortless self-control of nost centenarians. He grinned, exposing teeth filed
to points.

"Kin Arad?

' Bj orne Chang?'

"Wll, we're here. Ten thousand of us today. You make some good air --

what's the smel | ?
"Jungle,' Kin said. 'Fungi. Decaying pumas. Purple scents fromthe
fl owers of hidden orchids.'



"You don't say. Well, we shall have to see about that,' he replied

evenly.

She | aughed. 'I'mfrankly surprised,' she said. '|I had expected sone
jut-jawed young fellow with a plough in one hand . '

' and a nodel constitution in the other. | know, |I know Someone

like that headed up the col ony on Landsheer. Did you hear about Landsheer?

"l saw pictures.'

"Did you know they spent a week arguing about forms of governnent? And
the first thing they built was a church. And then the winter hit them And
|'"ve been up there in the northern continent in the winter. You make your
winters cruel .’

Kin started to stroll down, Chang | oping al ong besi de her

"W did not want themto die,' she said at last. 'W told them about
weat her patterns.'’

"You didn't tell themthat the universe is unfair. They were too young
to be properly paranoid."'

" And you?'

"Me? | think even I"'mout to get me. That's why these people have hired
me. |'m going on one hundred and ninety. | don't want to die, so | wll watch
the weather like a hawk, and only swimin shallow water, and eat nothing unti
|'ve seen a conplete |aboratory analysis. |I'll even duck in case of
nmeteorites. |'ve got a five-year contract down here, and | intend to survive

it.'

Kin nodded. Hi s self-confidence reassured even her

But she also knew it wasn't quite so sinple. In theory, the ol der you
grew the nore careful you were to stay near a gene surgery and the | oca
Conpany store, where your Days could be cashed for carefully cal cul ated
| ongevity treatnment -- at the guaranteed rate of twenty-four standard hours
extra life per Day. Only the Conpany paid in Days, and only the Conpany gave
the treatnent. Textbook econom cs foll owed that the Conpany owned everywhere
and everybody.

But textbook econom cs al so spoke of the | aw of dimnishing returns. At
twenty you acted circunspectly, taking no risks, because if you worked for the
Conpany you had centuries ahead of you. A shame to throw them away by fast
driving or high living.

At 200, who cared? You' d been everywhere, done everything. Al new
experiences were just old experiences, rearranged. By 300 you were probably
dead. Not quite by suicide, however -- not quite. You just clinbed higher and
hi gher nountains, or free-fell higher and | onger, or back-packed across
Mercury the difficult way, and sooner or later the odds ran out.

Bor edom drove you frenetic. Death was Nature's way of telling you to
sl ow down.

That's why Chang |l ed a party of greenhand colonists to a new worl d.
There was really nothing to | ose except a life stretched thin by endl ess
[iving.

"W don't build pleasure planets,' said Kin. "You'll have to win this
one.'

A glider drifted overhead and was | ost anong the treetops.

"They'll hate it first,' said Chang. 'That thing's got all the supplies
init, the blankets and the dumbwaiters. | told control to land it ten niles
away. It's a nice day. Awalk will do us good, and we can see who is the type
to tread on poi sonous spiders.'

"What will you do when the five years is up?

"Ch, | don't know, probably stay and become the Grand O d Man for a
while. Anyway, by then I'Il have this place too civilized for ny own confort.'

"Hm®? Renme wasn't built in a day.'

‘I wasn't a foreman on that job.'

The col oni sts were watching her silently. No gene surgery, no
treatment, no Conpany store -- yet they had volunteered. Not one in ten of
them woul d see a century.



They woul d have the immortality granted to sinple people. There woul d
be children. There were few enough children now, even on Earth. Genes woul d
survive, while conditions on this world worked their own surgery on them
Hamered on the anvil of a different sun and nmoon, in a thousand years the
peopl e here would be different. Just different enough, according to the Plan

"Here's where we say goodbye,' said Kin, reaching for the pouch at her
belt. 'Here's the Deed, the conveyance and a five thousand year warranty
agai nst faulty construction.'

Chang pushed t he docunents into his shirt.

'Have you thought of a name?' Kin asked.

' The vote went in favour of Kingdom

Kin nodded. 'I like it. Sinple, but not jokey. Maybe one day I'lIl be
back to see how well you work, M Chang.'

The last glider down was a Company carrier, in contrast to the cheap
vernm f oam of the di sposabl e pi oneer machines. As Kin wal ked towards it the
hat ch opened and a Conpany robot | et down the steps.

"When did you last have the treatment?' said Chang suddenly. Kin stared
at him

"Ei ght years ago. Should it matter?

He paused, and noved cl oser so that the crowd coul dn't hear

' The Conpany's in trouble. Perhaps our Days are nunbered?

" Tr oubl e?’

The robot pilot registered that Kin was aboard, counted three seconds,
and slid the door. The last the pioneers saw of Kin was her perplexed face in
the big rear port as the nachine drifted away and up

Chang watched until it was high enough to use the ranmjets. Then he
reached into the hatch of his own glider, and lifted out a nmegaphone.

The crowd becane a snudge, a dot, and lost itself in the jungle. Kin
sat back. The Conpany owned 60 per cent of infinity. Wat trouble?

Soon the glider overtook the sun, which set in a reverse dawn. Later
they |l anded on a small sandy island, white in the starlight, surrounded by
phosphor escent seas.

The Line was bl ack against the sky. At its base was one small capsul e,
and a man | eani ng against it.

"Joel !

He grinned his Neanderthaler grin. '"H, Kin.'

"I thought you'd gone to be a Sector Master on Cifrador."'

He shrugged. '|I was offered it. Didn't suit me. Come aboard. Robot!’

" SAH!'

' Hook the glider on tow'

' SHO NUFF, SAH''

"And knock off the slave talk, will you?

They clinbed up to the Linesman's cabin and sat down on either side of
the central traction tube. Joel Chenge sighed and flicked a switch. There was
a jolt, and Line started to flow hypnotically past them as the capsul e
cl i nbed.

"I'mthe new Watcher here,' he said.

"Ch, Joel! Surely not?" Kin had a sudden feeling that the bottom was
droppi ng out of the universe.

"Surely yes. Just between ourselves, |I'mrather |ooking forward to it.
Woul dn't you?'

"But | can't see you--' Kin stopped.

--you, she neant, spending centuries in a deep-freeze cabinet on a
hi gh-orbit satellite of this world. Never growi ng older. She could picture it,
and it was horrible.

Robot wal does hovering eternally with syringes held a few inches from
the ice-hard skin, while other robots watched the world bel ow. Looking for
certain signs. Fission. Fusion. Space flight. H gh power use.

Sone worl ds nmade space flight a prinme target, hoping to achieve early
interstellar recognition. It never worked. Even sub-orbital machines were the



apex of a pyram d, huge and old, resting on things |ike subsistence
agriculture. It was no good trying to fly before you could eat.

Joel | eaned over and punched up a meal on the consol e dunbwaiter, which
extruded a | aden table. He caught Kin's eye and grinned again. Joel often
grinned. Pal aeolithic genes had sonehow met again at his conception, and a
slab face like Joel's had to smle frequently lest it frighten small children
When his face brightened it was |ike the dawn of Man. They spoke, and not
nmerely with words. Between themthey were 400 years old. Now words were nere
flatcars on which towered cargoes of nuance and expression

Kin | ooked down at the table again.

"It's famliar,' she said. "Uh, I'mtrying to remenber--' 'One hundred
and thirty years ago. W got married, remenber? On Tynewal de. There was t hat
mad religion--'

"lIcarus Risen,' said Kin suddenly. "Hell, I'"'msorry. And you even
remenbered the nmenu. How romantic.'

"Actually | had to look it up in ny diary,' he said, pouring the wine.
"Were you ny fifth wife? | neglected to make a note.'

"Third, wasn't it? You were ny fifth husband."’

They | ooked at one anot her and burst out |aughing.

"CGood tinmes, Kin, good tinmes. Three happy years.'

" Two.'

"Al'l right, two. Good grief! That tine on Plershoorr, wasn't it, when
V\B--

"Don't dodge. Wy a Wt cher?'

The tenperature fell like collapsium Beyond the cabin w ndows Ki ngdom
was turning froma | andscape to a disc, sunlight driving the term nator ahead
of it.

"Uh. Life gets a bit stale. On treatnent alone |I'd never live as |ong
as a Watcher: nice to see a new world grow, see what the future holds; it'll
be as good as visiting a new universe--'

"You're gabbling, Joel. | know you, renmenber? |'ve never known you
bored. | recall you spending two years |earning how to make a wooden
cartwheel . You said you'd never rest till you had nastered every skill. You

said you' d never learned to spear a seal, or cast copper. You said you were
going to wite the definitive work on robot pornography. You haven't, yet.'

"OK. |I'm ducking out because |I'ma coward. |Is that good enough? Things
are going to happen soon, best place'll be in a freeze box.'

' Thi ngs?'

"Trouble.’

"Tro--' She paused. 'Chang said that.'

'The big pioneer? | talked to himyesterday, when they were all in
orbit. He's getting out before the storm breaks too.'

"What are you tal ki ng about ?

He told her. Kin had reported the visit of Jalo. She had al so reported
his ability to produce hi gh-denom nati on Day not es.

' The Conpany exam ned that methuselah bill you sent in, Kin.'

"A forgery.'

He shook his head slowy. '"Wsh it had been. It was -- sort of genuine.
Only we didn't print it. The nunbers were all wong. Al the codes were w ong.
Not inaccurate, you understand. It was just that they aren't our nunbers. W
haven't issued those numbers yet.

"Now t hink about it. There's a process for duplicating Conmpany
currency. Think what that nmeans, Kin.'

She thought about it.

Conpany scrip was subject to so many hi dden checks and codes that any
forgery would have to be a duplication. And you couldn't duplicate a Day bil
even by running it through the works of a strata machi ne, because the Conpany
owned all the machines and one hidden key in every thick plastic note would
fuse the whole thing. No-one could duplicate Conpany currency. But if they
coul d- -



Mul tipl e-centenarians would be the first to suffer. Conpany scrip was
so reliable it was a wealth in its own right. But if Day bills were just bits
of plastic, if the market was flooded with ten or twenty times the real anount
-- the Conpany wouldn't exist. Its wealth was its credibility, and its
credibility was the hardness of its currency.

Gene surgery nerely stopped you dying. You could go on living wthout
the additional treatnents that Days would buy, but you would grow ol d.
Immortal, but senile.

No wonder they were hiding out. Joel was grabbing a sort of
imortality, Chang was at |east escaping the crash. Probably the | ess
| evel -headed were doing things like taking a space walk without a suit.

There nust be mllions of us, Kin thought. W conpl ai n about never
eating a dish we haven't eaten before and the col ours slowy draining out of
life. W wonder if the short-lifers live nmore vividly, and dread | earning that
t hey do, because we gave up the chance of children. It would be so unfair. As
if a man has only a certain allocation of things |like elation and delight and
contentnent, and the longer he lives the nore they must be dil uted.

But life is still sweet and death is just nystery. It is age we dread.
Ch hel |.

"Did they look for hinP' she said.

' Everywhere. We know he's been to Earth, because all the Term nus probe
records in the Spaceflight Miseum have been wi ped cl ean.'

' Then we know not hing about himat all?

"Right. Find a bolthole, Kin." He gave a short |augh. 'At |east Conpany
policy was right. Qur worlds will last.'

"One man can't bring down a civilization,' said Kin.

'Show me where it says that's a universal rule,' he snapped, and then

relaxed. 'This cloak . . . really invisible ?
"We-ell, if you | ooked directly, | remenber things behind it being just
slightly blurred. But you wouldn't notice if you weren't expecting it.'
"Useful for ol d-fashi oned espi onage, maybe,' nused Joel. 'Very odd,
t hough. | don't think we would make one. You have to have a pretty high

technol ogy for that sort of thing, and in a high technology invisibility
woul dn't be a very great asset. So nmany other things would detect you.'

"l wondered about that,' said Kin.

"Then all this about matter transmission -- all the theories say it
isn't quite possible. The Wasbil e double effect alnpbst does it, the same way
you can always build an al nost - perpetual notion machine.’

The satellite at the Line's end was a bright star ahead. Joel gl anced
down the controls.

"I'd have liked to have net him' he said. '|I read about the Term nus
probes when | was a wee lad. Then once when | was on New Earth | went to see
Rip Van LeVine's farm He was the one who | anded on the planet and found--'

"I know about him' said Kin.

If Joel had noted the tone in her voice -- and surely he nust have done
-- he didn't showit. He went on cheerfully. 'Couple years ago | saw this film
they made of the T4 and T6. They're the ones who are still travelling. There's

a charity on New Earth, every ten years or so they put a couple of ships on a
flick-orbit to build up accel eration and--'
"l know about that, too,' said Kin.

The ships built up acceleration by diving into New Earth's sun, then
maki ng an El sewhere junp back a fewmllion mles, then diving, then junping
and finally popping out of nowhere a few hundred |ightyears away at a

i ght-squashing speed and a few niles fromthe probes.

Term nus Four hadn't decel erated at turnover point, and a fault in
Six's primtive conputer had guided it precisely to a star that wasn't there.
In the normal course of events the pilots would have deconposed centuries ago.
Suspended ani mati on had been pretty primtive then, too. But the ailing
machi nery had | ong ago been pieceneal replaced, and the visiting crews added
refi nements every decade or so



It wasn't cheap. It would have been a lot easier to thaw out the pilots
and bring themback to a life of luxury. But Rip Van LeVine, the
deat h-and-gl ory Term nus pilot who after a 1, 000-year voyage | anded on a world
settled by El sewhere-driven ships 300 years previously, had been a rich man
when he suicided. Rich enough to enploy good | awers, and to insist that his
trust do everything that could be done for the last two pilots -- except wake
t hem

"The LeVine Trust has us tied in knots,' said Joel. 'The first thing
t he Conpany thought of was to wake the T4 pilot and ask her about Jal o. They
all trained together, so she m ght know sonething. But apparently the whol e of

New Earth would raise hell if we triedit.’
"Joel, what do you think of that idea? said Kin.
He met her gaze. 'l think it's despicable, what else?
"So do I.'

She stayed at the satellite until Joel had finished setting the system and
wat ched while he activated the circuit that broke the |ong-chain artificial
nol ecul e that was the Line. Now Ki ngdomwas on its own.

She didn't stay to watch himready the freeze room

Her private boat had been left in orbit near Up. Technically she was on
| eave until she joined the rest of the teamat Trenchert, where the advance
parties had al ready cl eaned the atnosphere and strengthened the crust. Months
ago she had planned to stop off at Monrenonn-Spitz for a | ook at the new
Spi ndl e excavations there. There had been runours of another working strata
machi ne.

Right now it seened |less than inportant. She slanmed the airlock's
i nner door shut behind her

"Salutations, lady,' said the ship. 'The sheets are aired. W are fully
fuelled. Shall we run you a bath?

" Uhuh.'

"W have the course conputed. Do you wi sh a countdown?'

"I think we can dispense with all that excitenment,' said Kin wearily.
"Just run that bath.’

VWhen the ship boosted the bath water slopped gently agai nst the edge of

the tub, but did not spill. Kin, who had been brought up to be polite to
machi nes, said:
' Neat .'

' Thank you. Five hours and three minutes to flickover.'

Kin soaped an armthoughtfully. After a few m nutes she said: 'Ship?

'Yes, |ady?

"Where the hell are we going? | don't recall giving you any
i nstructions.'

"To Kung, lady, as per your esteened order of three hundred and thirty
ei ght hours ago.'

Kin rose |like a well-soaped Venus Anadyonene and ran through the ship
until she dropped into the pilot chair.

' That order,' she said softly, 'repeat it.' She watched the screen
intently, one hand poised over the panel that woul d open a line back to
Ki ngdom Up. Joel woul dn't have frozen hinself yet, the process took hours.
Anyway, a machine could just unfreeze him The inportant thing was that the
station had a big enough transmitter to punch a nmessage through to the
Conpany. She recogni zed the touch of Jago.

The transmitted order had been sinple enough, prefaced by the ship's
call sign and Kin's own code. It had cone over the normal ground-to-orbit
channels. It could have cone froma dozen transnitters while work on Ki ngdom
was bei ng conpl et ed.

It had ended: 'A flat world. You, Kin Arad, are a very curious person
Cheat me and you will forever wonder what sights you nissed.’

Kin's hand dropped -- and didn't touch the nessage sw tch.

You couldn't build a flat world.



But then, you couldn't come back if you were a Term nus pilot.
And you coul dn't duplicate Conmpany scrip.

' Shi p?'

' Lady?'

"Continue to Kung. Oh, and open a channel to the screen in my study.'
' Done, |ady.'

It was wong. It was probably foolish. It would certainly get her
fired.
Be there or forever wonder.

She filled the hours by relearning Primary Ekung and readi ng the suppl enents
to the planetary digest. It appeared the kung now had a Line, but no-one had
got around to banning ship landings on the world itself. Nothing nmuch was
banned on Kung, even nurder. She checked and found it was now the only world
in local space that actually allowed ships to | and under power. Was t hat

rel evant ?

Kung was hungry for alien currency. There wasn't a great deal Kung
coul d produce that humans coul d use, except a whole variety of pneunonia-type
illnesses, but there was a I ot Kung wanted. It was trying to start a touri st
i ndustry.

Kin had been there. She recalled rain. The kung had forty-two different
words for rain, but that just wasn't enough words to enconpass the great
synmphony of water that fell for fifty-five minutes in every hour. There were
no mountains. The light gravity had allowed plenty to rise, but it allowed
| ots of ocean spray into the wind to wash them down. The nubs that renai ned
had a dispirited, back-turned | ook

O course, sonetimes they becane islands. Kin remenbered about the
tides.

An over-|arge noon and a cool, close sun neant nightmare tides.

Veget ati on was either fungal, able to spring up and fruit hurriedly at | ow
tides, or it was resigned to a sem -subnerged life.

And tourists canme. Even though they had to wear float-jackets nost of
the tine in case of flash tides, the tourists canme. They were fishernen and
m st enthusiasts, m cophiles and wanderjahr biol ogy students. As for the kung
t hemsel ves

She swi tched off and sat back

"You shoul d have told the Conpany,' she said silently. 'There's stil

tinme.'

She answered: 'You know what will happen. He nmight be mad, but he's no
fool. He'll be prepared for any trap. Besides, Kung isn't a human world.
Conmpany wit runs thin down there. He'll duck and weave and we'll lose him'

She said: 'You have a duty. You can't let a nenace like himrun around
| oose just to satisfy your curiosity.'
She answered: 'Wiy not?

How rich is Kin Arad, daughter of the genuine Earth and author of Continuous
Creation (qg.v.)? The Conpany paid its servants in Days, but since they could
earn far nore than a Day in a day, they often sold surplus tinme for nore
traditional currencies. Tenporally, then, her account showed that she had
anot her 368 years, 5 weeks and 2 days in hand, plus 180,000 credits -- and a
credit is worth a credit these days.

In any case, credits were backed by Days. The gal axy had rare el enents
in plenty. The transmuter at the heart of every strata machi ne or dunbwaiter
could make anything. What else but longevity itself could back a currency? Kin
could buy life. Could Sol onbn have done it? Could Cloritty have done it? Could
Hughes have done it?

She was rich

An al arm bl eeped. Kingdom s sun bulked in the forward screen as a
fire-rimblack disc, the sensors having |l ong ago been appalled by its
bri ght ness.



Kin switched off the ship's voice, because she hated the countdown to
an El sewhere junp. It was like waiting for death. If the conputer was right,
and it was never wong, the ship would junp just as soon as it was at an
acceptabl e orbital speed with regard to--

(a few seconds of vertigo, a brief agony of despair. Soullag, it was
called on little evidence. Certainly sonething in the human mind refused to

travel faster than -- it had been experinentally verified -- 0.7 light-years
per second, so that after even a short junmp through El sewhere-space there was
a hollow black time before the rushing nmental upwellllIl]--)

--the destination world. Kin caught her bal ance, and | ooked out. The
Kung sun was a cool red dwarf. Statistics said it was small. They lied. From4
mllion mles away it was a giant. Kung practically rolled through its upper
at nosphere -- and there it was, a perceptible black disc. Kin smled. Kung,

living under permanent cloud cover, were mad enough to begin with. Wat sort
of religion wuld they have devel oped if they had been able to see the sky?

Three hours later she left the ship a few nmiles from Kung Line Top

The satellite was decorated in Kung style -- grey and brown-purple
predom nated, with startling touches of heart-attack red. There was no
imm gration control. Kung wel comed sruggl ers. Srmugglers were rich

Her suit's jets wafted her gently into one of the airlocks, which
cycled automatically.

Li ne Top! The spaceward end of the nononol ecular wire that |inked every
civilized world with the greater gal axy! The gateway to the stars, where
robots jostled with ten-eyed aliens, spies noved circunspectly, gol den-bearded
traders of strange and subtle wares sold curious powders that made nmen go nad
and talk to God, and crippled boys busked strange el ectronic instruments that
pl ucked enotions. Line Top! A hefty kick and you had escape velocity. Line
Top! Threshol d of the universe!

Anyway, that was the idea. But this was reality, and Kung was in a poor
time for the tourist trade. The kung that | oped through the tethered
satellite's corridors were admttedly colourful, but famliar. There was an
uni podal Ehft operating a sweeping machine in one corridor. If it was a spy
for the Galactic Federation, it was a master of disguise.

The big board on the main concourse said there was an hour to wait
until the next downward shuttle. Kin found a bar with a wi ndow overl ooki ng the
shuttle hall. The bar was called The Broken Drum

"Why?' she asked the kung behind the bar. Saucereyed he fixed her with
the bl and stare of barnmen everywhere.

"You can't beat it,' he said. 'Your wsh?

"I thought kung had no sense of hunour.’

"That is so.' The bar-kung | ooked at her carefully. 'From Earth?' he
asked.

'Yes,' said Kin.

"Which one? I've got a brother-uncle on Real Ea--'

' The genui ne one,' said Kin sharply. He | ooked at her thoughtfully
agai n, then reached under the counter and pulled out a filny cassette that Kin
recogni zed with a sinking heart.

"I thought the face was fam liar,' said the bar-kung triunphantly.
'Soon as you wal ked in, | thought, very fanmiliar face -- of course it's a bad
holo on the filnmy, but still . . . Ha. Do you think you could do a voice print
on it, Mss Arad?' He grinned horribly.

She smled valiantly, and took the tape translation of Continuous
Creation fromhis danp four-fingered hands.

"OF course, it's not for you, | understand, it's for your nephew Sam'
she murmured cruelly. The kung | ooked startl ed.

"I have no nephew Sam' he said, 'although | had intended it for ny
son-brother Brtkltc. How did you know?'

' Magi c,' sighed Kin.

She took her drink to the big wi ndow, and idly watched tugs shunting
cargo shuttles across the nmarshalling wires while behind her she half-heard



t he bar-kung tal king excitedly to soneone on the intercom Then a soneone was
standi ng by her chair. She | ooked round, and then up. A kung was standi ng
besi de her.

Look at the kung. Seven feet tall, and then topped off with a red
coxconmb that was nmade of sonething like hair. Two saucer eyes filled the face,
and they were now two-thirds closed against the lights that had been turned up
by the bar-kung out of deference to Kin. The body was skeletal, with
body-buil der's nmuscles strung |ike beads on a wire and a bul ge between the
shoul der - bl ades for the third lung. The shipsuit it wore was a masterpi ece of
tailoring. It had to be. The kung had four arns.

It grinned. A kung grin was a red crescent with harp strings of mnucus.

"My nane is Marco Farfarer,' he said, "and if it will help you to cease
staring, | ama naturalized human being. You only think you're seeing a kung.
Don't let a mere unfortunate accident of birth confuse you.'

"My apologies,' said Kin. 'It was the second pair of arns.

'"Quite so.' He bent lower, and said in the voice laden with the breath
of swanps: 'A flat world?

Then he sat down, while they sought for clues in each other's face.

"How di d you know?' said Kin.

"Magic,' he said. 'l recogni zed you, of course. | enjoyed your book.
know Kin Arad works for the Company. | see her sitting in Kung Line Top, a
pl ace one woul d not expect to find her. She looks ill at ease. | recall that
about a nmonth ago, when | was on Ehftnia and couldn't get a ship out -- being
only the third best |long-haul pilot in the region -- | was approached by a man
who- -’

"I think I know the man,' said Kin.

'"He said certain things and made certain offers. What did he offer
you?'

Kin shrugged. 'Anong other things, a cloak of invisibility.

The kung's eyes widened. 'He offered nme a small ani mal skin pouch which
produced these,' he murnured. Kin picked up the notes he laid on the table.
There was a wad of 100 and 1000 Day bills, an Ehftnic ceram c 144-pjum bar, a
thin roll of assorted human currencies, several hundred Star Chanber tokens
and a conputer card

"Some of the currency | tendered to a noneychanger on Ehftnia,' said
Marco, 'and she accepted it. There can be no greater proof of its genui neness,

i f you have ever done business with an Ehftnic. | think the card is a keycard
to an aut obank, probably on Ehftnia.

"There was a lot nore, nostly Ehftnic dollar bars. | was poor at the
tinme.'

Kin flicked a pjumbar and watched it roll across the table.
' The bag produced then?' she asked slowy.

"Aye. 'Twas no nore than hand-sized. | watched it all come out.
t hought he was Conpany. He wi shed to buy ny services.'

"As a pilot?

The kung waved two hands vaguely. 'l can fly all kinds of ship, no
error. Even without matrix tapes. |I'mthe best -- what do these want?

The bar-kung approached the table diffidently tow ng behind hima very
large hairy bell, which kept up by hopping on its one foot. There was a
voi cebox strapped to the tuft at its tip.

"This is Green-shading-to-indigo. It's an Ehft,' he said, helpfully.
"It's the Line Top Sanitary O ficer.'

'"Pleased to nmake its acquaintance,' said Kin. Wth a deft flick the
Ehft produced a transparent box fromunder its -- cloak, skin? -- and
flourished it a fewinches in front of Kin's eyes. She heard Marco hi ss.

"Voil al Regardez!' screeched the voicebox. 'Earthian! Moutnout!
Sapi ent! Question!’

A large black bird in the box | ooked beadily at Kin, and went back to
preening its feathers.

"It turned up yesterday,' said the bar-kung. 'l told him it's a bird,



an Earth animal. Only it talks.

"W | ooked it up in the Guide to Sapient Species, but there is only one
avian, and this is not it.'

"It looks Iike a damm big raven,' said Kin, taking the box. 'Wat's the
probl en?" She paused. 'l see the problem You want to know, do you arrest it
or destroy it? Anyway, how did a bird get in here?

" Puzzl el

"W don't know.'

On an inpulse Kin opened the box. The bird hopped up on to the rimand
| ooked at her.

"It's harmess,' she said. 'Probably someone's pet.'

' Pet ?'

"Mental synbiote,' drawl ed Marco. 'Humans are crazy.'

The Ehft shuffled forward uncertainly and shoved its tentacl e towards
Kin again. It held a thick loop of intricately knotted string. Wth a sinking
heart she recognized it as an Ehftnic touch-book

"When | told it you were you, it went all the way back to its pod for

its translation of your book,' said the bar-kung proprietorially. "It wants
you to--'

But Kin was already tying a personalized knot at the beginning of the
coil.

"Understand! Not! Self!' squawked the voi cebox. 'For! Pup! Bel ong!
Si bl i ng!’

' He neans--'

"l understand,' said Kin wearily.

Jalo,' screaned the raven

"You take it away,' said the bar-kung, thrusting the 'cage' into a pair
of Marco's arnms. 'She can feed it or eat it or make love to it or teach it to
sing or whatever humans do with pests.'

"Pets,' said Marco. He took the cage. There didn't seemto be any
alternative

The Ehft watched them head towards the shuttle bay.

"Crazy?' it ventured.

"Hurmmans run the universe now,' said the bar-kung bitterly. 'Such
craziness, | wish | could get hold of some. Notice the way humans wal k as if
t hey own the gal axy?

The Ehft considered this. It had always found it an effort to
conprehend a nmethod of |oconotion that didn't involve tentacles.

"No," it said.

There were few passengers on the shuttle. There was a norment of high-gee as
strap-on rockets sent it sw nging out of the hangar and down the Line.

"At least 1'll have a native guide,' said Kin, and grinned to show that
it was a joke. But this kung seened to know about hurnour. Legally human?

"I was hoping you night be able to help me there,' said Marco, fishing
a pouch out of his travelling bag. 'lI've never been down there in ny life.
Sonetimes |'ve run freighters here, but only as far as Up.'

'You nmean you got that close and never went to | ook at your people's
wor | d?'

' Whose people's world? | was born on Earth.'

He brought out a bone-coloured pipe, filled it froma pouch and lit it
with an everglow. Kin winkled her nose.

"What'n hell's that?

' Tobacco,' said Marco. 'Cutty Peerless VI. There's a man in London
sends it out to nme. That's London, England, you understand.'

"Do you enjoy it?" There was a click as the cabin air filters came on
Marco took the pipe out of his nmouth and | ooked at it reflectively.

"On the whole, no,' he said, "but it is historically satisfying. My I
ask you a question?

'"Go right ahead.'



"Do you have a thing about kung? Sexually, | nean?

Kin stared into the great grey eyes and at the nmottled skin, and the
snappy answer died in her throat. She recalled occasional runours. Marco
radi at ed mal eness fromhis matchstick figure. Kung mal es were al npst
unbel i evably masculine. And priapic, apparently. Kung were directly polarized,
mal e and female, with none of that subtle elision between the absolute male
and absolute fenal e psyches that humans possessed. To sonme human wonen the
kung nmachi snb was magneti c.

"Never in a thousand years,' she said levelly. 'You can call ne
ol d-fashioned if you like.'

' Thank goodness,' said the kung. 'I hope |I did not cause offence?

"Not hing that won't heal. \Wat, er, made you ask?

"Ch, you wouldn't credit the stories | could tell you, Kin Arad. O
young human females with Freffr-conb hairstyles and what they think is genuine
kung-style dress and a superficial and uninformed taste in Tleng nmusic. \Wen |
pl ayed piano in a nightclub on Crespo during the spacer slunp | had to | ock ny
wi ndows at night, and once two young--' He paused, then went on. 'O course,
realize you are a cosnospolitan woman. But | once had to hit the wife of a New
Earth Anbassador with a chair.’

The raven fretted in its transparent cage. Kin glanced at it.

"What are we going to do if Jalo contacts us?" she said.

Marco took the pipe out of his mouth. "Do? | intend to visit this flat
worl d. What el se?

Ti de was up when the shuttle juddered into the ternmi nal, snoke pouring
fromthe brake pads. The kung had solved the water |evel problem by building
the term nus buildings on a raft that rose up and down the Line as the
m grating oceans shifted around the planet.

Kin peered out into the grey rain. Around the station raft other woven
bui | di ngs were bobbing at their anchor poles. A few kung were abroad this
early, paddling coracles along the shifting streets like a regatta for
Gol | ums.

Marco spl ashed up, dragging a small and terrified kung behi nd hi m

"This says it's been hired to pick us up. Not very dramatic, is it?

Prodded by Marco, the boatkung | ed them over the gaggle of boats npored
around the platformto a human-built tourist speedster, its four balloon tyres
now doubling as flotation bags. Kin settled into the back seat. The rain was
warm and she was al ready sodden. Maybe there was sonething particularly
penetrative about kung water.

Marco shoved the boatkung into the front passenger seat and funbl ed
with the controls. The nooring rope groaned and parted as the boat bucketed
forward between w ngs of spray.

He drove with three arns draped nonchal antly over the seat.

Four arms. Four-arns were rare. In the bad old days before the
Revol ution, high-caste kung had used mtogenetic techniques to influence the
growi ng enbryo. Four-arns neant warrior caste. Kin decided to try tact.

' How cone,' she asked, 'how conme you have to have shirts specially
made?

He didn't look round. 'Family tradition,' he said. 'My famly al ways
sent one nale into the warriors, and they operated on nmy nother, but -- you
renmenber the Line Break of 'fifty-eight?

"Sure. Earth was cut off for a nmonth. Sone |unatic bonbed both termni
si mul t aneousl y.'

"Yes. My parents were on the enbassy staff at New Stavanger. By the
time the Line was replaced ny nother was in |abour.'

And the kung believed that when a child was born its receptive mnd was
taken over by the nearest avail able discarnate sou

"As a matter of fact ny father was prevented fromkilling hinmself by
the Shand cultural attache, who was dining with him' said Marco levelly. 'He
t hought he could get to me first, you see? It didn't work. So they put out
humanity papers on nme and found ne a home with an old couple down in Mexico,



and then they left Earth. End of story. How come you're bal d?

Kin's hand flew to her w g.

"Uh. Age. Hair can't take it.’

Marco was watching the horizon intently. 'Ch,' he said. '| wondered.
al ways think one shouldn't be shy about this sort of thing, don't you?

The boat chattered through hal f-drowned groves and flotillas of
villages until it was brought to a dead halt by weeds brushing agai nst the
hull. Marco swore, and kicked the power changeover

"It's the tide,' said Marco. Hull out of water, they whirred on through
stream ng vegetation. A few late fish, abandoned by the water, were hopping
awkwardly after the departing sea. On Kung only anphibi ans survived for |ong.

Presently the vegetation and the gradi ent suggested country that was
sel dom i nundated for nore than one hour in twenty. Under the boatkung's
direction they picked up a track that wound up into pernmanently dry grassland.
I f Kung had been a human world it woul d have been cultivated to within an inch
of its life. The kung shunned it as a desert.

The boat jolted over a ridge.

There was a round valley, with the inevitable |ake at the bottom and a
spaceshi p bobbing at its centre.

"It's a General Motors Neutrino, ground-to-ground ring-rimfusion
nmot or, Spindle unibrake, thirty-four stateroons, choice of extras,' said
Marco, lighting his pipe. 'The insystem systens are a bugger. | flew one once.
They were built to meet a denmand which wasn't.'

It |ooked like a fat doughnut.

"Has it got any armaments?' asked Kin weakly.

Jalo!' screaned the raven

"Wuldn't Iike to be on the wong side of the fusion flane.'

The boat kung was | ooking at Marco's pipe in terror

"Apart fromthat -- there's a roony hold. Name your own horrors.'

As they stepped into the ship's open hatch the boatkung gunned his
craft and headed back across the | ake.

"Looks like the only way off is up,' said Kin. 'I wonder what
frightened hin?

'"Me,' said Marco, and wal ked aboard soundl essly then hissed and
crouched into a fighting stance.

A shape lurched towards them Racial nmenories told Kin to run and clinb
a tree. The thing bearing down on themcould only be intent on claw ng gashes
in soft menbranes, and gouging with those fangs. Racial nenories were behind
the tines, as usual. Kin grinned politely.

The shand coul d just about stand in the high corridor without its tiny
ears touching the ceiling, which neant it was al nost three nmetres high. It
was, though, holding the knee-sagging, self-effacing posture that shand
al ways adopted inside the artefacts of smaller races, as if in terror |est
they accidentally eat someone.

Typically, it -- she -- was as broad as she was high, with wi de arns
ending in call oused knuckl es that coul d doubl e as another pair of feet. There
was an intelligent bear's face, but it was a bear with binocular vision and a
donmed skull and several walruses in its ancestry. It had two tusks, said to
have been used originally for scraping nolluscs fromthe beds of freezing
oceans, now as useless as the verm form appendi x, and carved into
st at us-denoti ng shapes. Its snout--

"If you have klite fliniffed? she lisped reproachfully.

There was sonething altogether fam liar about some of those tusk
carvings. Kin stuck her fingers in the corners of her nmouth for tuscal effects
and tried her Shandi

"I am Rel ative/ Al nost - Par ched- And-Dry and the kung is --

Smal | -stain-go-far,' she spat. 'l greet you in all grease, O shand of the
Lower Conwexi Delta Moraine Region, unless | amvery nmuch m staken.'

"I congratul ate you on your mastery of the Speech,' said the shand

graciously. 'My nanme is fifty-six syllables |long but you may call nme Silver.



Are you coming to the flat world? Is the kung dangerous? He | ooks uneasy.'

"I think it's because he can't understand Shandi. On the other hand,
all kung | ook uneasy. It's probably something to do with the flash tides. This
one's human, by the way, don't press the point.’

"What are you tal king about?' Marco asked suspi ciously.

By the time Silver had led theminto the ship's observation cabin they
had reached a conpromi se. Kin and Marco spoke to Silver in allspeak, which the
shand under st ood but, because of her tusks, could not speak, Silver spoke in
shandi, which she could pronounce and Marco coul d not understand, and Kin
translated into allspeak for Marco. Eventually it was established by careful
retranslation that Silver was a sociol ogist, conparative historian, |inguist
and meat - ani mal herder

"All of thenP' asked Marco.

"l once knew a shand who was a lift-attendant, biocheni st and
seal -hunter,' said Kin.

"I got here yesterday,' said Silver. 'l was working on Predi quac when
this man--'

"W know him' said Kin. 'Wat did he offer you?

"I do not understand,' said Silver blankly.

"Bait,' said Kin. 'To go with himto the flat world."'

"Ch, | see. Nothing. Should he have done?'

Kin translated. Marco stared at the shand in astonishnent, then snorted
and wandered off into the depths of the ship.

"There is sonething famliar about your nane,' said Silver to Kin.

"I wote a book called Continuous Creation.'

Silver smled politely. 'Did you?

Marco had di sappeared. The two females took a stroll through the
doughnut hull. Wth every step Kin becane nore uneasy. This was a strange
shi p.

It had been converted to a freighter. There were four stateroons. The
rest of the torus was fuel tank

The ship had been designed to be a rich idiot's toy. Only rich nen and
spi es used ships that could stagger out of a gravity well under their own
power .

Consider: there was a Line on every useful world, and once up the Line
all that was needed was a pressurized box with altitude jets and an El sewhere
matrix to get you to the top of any other Line. A few specialized trades and
the tourist industry used ships capable of traversing a solar system There
were even some ships that could fly ground-to-orbit in an energency. No-one
needed a ship that could reach orbit and fly across a systemand junp via the
El sewhere

This one could. Kin's unease began to be tinted with excitenment. The
Line and the Matrix had chopped space into nere pauses between identical Line
Top arrival lounges. This ship was sonething el se.

There was a dunbwaiter, a big nodel programred to produce anything from
| obster therm dor to sawdust. It could even reproduce shand proteins.

There was a nedical roomthat would not have disgraced a city. There
was al so a deep-freeze, a fact so unusual that Kin lifted the Iid.

'"Now here's a thing,' she nurnmured. Silver peered in, and rooted around
anmong the frosted packages.

"Not hi ng remar kable,' she said. 'Meat, fish, fow, |eaves, swollen
tubers -- human food."'

Kin pointed at the dunbwaiter, hunmm ng seductively to itself.

"Ever known one of those to fail?" she said.

"They don't,' said Silver. '"If they did, you humans woul d never have
al l owed us into space.'

' Then why waste space and wei ght hauling this junk? If he was nervous,
he'd bring shandi food -- uh. OF course. | forget he's old."'

'ad?

'dd enough to be fussy about machi ne-rmade food. This | ot here nust



have cost hima fortune.'

"Pl ease explain about "old",' said Silver insistently.

Kin told the shand about the Term nus probe. \Wen she finished she was
aware that the giant was | ooking at her oddly.

' You humans nust have been mad for space,' she said.

They turned as Marco strode silently into the room trenbling with
rage.

"What is this ship? he bawl ed. 'There's enough weaponry in the hold to
bl ow a hol e through a pl anet.'

"And small-arnms,' nmurmured Kin. Marco stared at her, while she felt her
m nd begi nning to think very fast indeed.

"Precisely. But how did you guess?

"No guess, | think |I've seen enough. Silver, was there a nmessage from
Jal o when you got here?

"The kung in the ferry said | was to wait. Wy?

Kin shook her head urgently. 'Marco, there nust be spacesuits around.
If we got into them could you evacuate the ship?

"Down here? It'd inplode. 1'd have to take her up, and that--'

"This is a .0003 Cipe automatic. If you all leapt at me the chances
are | would not get you all, but who could I shoot first?

Jal o was standing by the door, the pistol dangling nonchalantly from
one hand. Kin thought about what a stream of Cipe needles could do, and
decided to stand very still. She glanced at Silver

The shand wasn't |ooking at Jalo. She was staring at Marco.

He had dropped into a curious bow egged stance, arms held out fromhis
body |i ke an ancient gunfighter, and he was hissing softly.

"Tell it if it attacks, | will shoot,' said Jalo. "Tell it!"’
" You know he can understand you,' said Kin coldly. She heard Sil ver say
in shandi: '"In a minute there's going to be an almghty fight, Kin. No-one

threatens a kung and lives.'

"Marco is legally human,' said Kin in allspeak.

"Yes, that fooled nme,' said Jalo. 'I should have known better. | told
t hat agency conputer on Real Earth to pick three people that fitted ny
specifications, and it gave ne three nanmes. The damm thing never bothered to
say two of them were BEMs.'

Only Silver, student of history, understood the term She grow ed.

"It surely nmentioned planets of origin,' said Kin.

"The big frog was born on Earth, though, and the bear born in a ship
orbiting Shand,' said Jalo. 'Doesn't anyone ever mention species these days?
Legal | y human! Ye gods! Do not nove.'

"I was wondering where you were,' said Kin. 'l should have been | ooki ng
for a patch of fuzzy air -- looter.'

He grinned | opsidedly. 'The word is, uh, nasty but true. Just like the
Conpany | ooted strata machi nes and the Line nononol ecul ar techni que.’

"Not true. The Conpany administers them for the general good.'

"Fine, so on this trip the profits will be for ny general good.
figure 1'mowed sonmething. | knew LeVine and the rest. | trained with them
I"'mtaking ny reward now. |'ve got the jackpot.'

Sonet hing small and bl ack hopped around the curve of the corridor
behind him Kin recalled that Marco, determ nedly human, had been trying to
make a pet of the raven. It was feeding tine.

"l shall need assistance,' Jal o said.

"You' ve got the self-filling purse,' said Kin. 'That sounds |ike a
jackpot to ne.’

"Nah. Wth what's here we can start our own Conmpany where we're going.'
He reached into a side-pocket and pulled out a navigation reel. 'It's al
here.’

"I would prefer to talk further without the piftol threatening uf,’
said Silver painfully. "It if not kind.'

The raven flew up on to Jalo's shoul der and screaned in his ear--



--a streamof dipe needles zonked into the ceiling--

--Marco nmoved so fast that his passage across the space separating him
fromJalo could only be deduced fromthe fact that he was suddenly astride the
fallen figure, the dipe held in one hand and the other three raised to smash
a skull --

--he blinked, and | ooked around as if waking froma dream

He stared at Jalo, and then | eaned forward.

'"He's dead,' he said helplessly. 'l didn't even strike him'

Kin knelt down by the man.

'He was dead before you got there.'

She had seen the face go snowwhite after the bird s scream Jalo had
al ready been droppi ng when Marco reached him

He was sufficiently recently dead for it to be worth slotting his body into
the ship's nedical sargo, which inmrediately flashed a row of red lights. Kin
checked the readi ngs on the panel below. Cell rupture, organ rupture, brain
damage -- when they got back to a human world it would be six nonths in a
resurrection vat for Jalo.

"A coronary?' suggested Sil ver

‘Massive; said Kin. '"He's lucky.'

There was silence, and when Kin turned the shand was | ooking at her in
ast oni shnent .

"Coronary is easy,' she explained. 'W can repair that. Sinple job. If
Marco had got to work on himthere woul dn't have been anything left to put in
a vat. He threatened Marco.'

Silver nodded. 'Kung are paranoid. But he also acts |like a human.'

"You watch himenter a room That walk of his is a fighting stance.
Kung don't know the meani ng of the word fear.'

"Fine,' said Silver pleasantly. 'Half kung, half human. Well, | know
t he neaning of the word fear, and right now |I'm scared."'
'Yeah, | can see--'

(a few seconds of vertigo, an eternity of despair)

The first thing Kin registered when her sight came back was the cabin
wi ndow and the view outside. The ship appeared to be surrounded by a fog full
of icebergs.

She was dinmly aware of an alarm which cut off abruptly.

She was aware of hazy stars, and of drifting across the cabin because
there was no gravity. Silver was floating near what had been the ceiling, out
col d.

Let's see. The ship had been floating on a lake. Now it was floating in
space. Qutside was frozen air and quite a bit of the |ake, so down on Kung
stornms must be raging since a few cubic hectares of air and water had suddenly
been dragged into space inside the ship's El sewhere field

In free fall Kin's natural genius felt sonewhat cranped. She swam and
bounced her way to the control room where Marco was hunched over the main
consol like a spider, and screaned in his ear

He grabbed her out of the air and turned her to face the big screen at
the far side of the cabin.

She stared, open-nout hed.

After a while she fetched Silver, who was treating a slight headwound
in the nmedical roomand cursing in several |anguages, and made her watch.

VWhen the filmwas finished they ran it through again.

"I put Jalo's reel in the navigator,' said Marco finally. "It included
this.'

"Run it again,' said Kin. 'l want to have another | ook at one or two
bits.'

"The picture quality is exceptionally good,' said Marco.

"It had to be. They were nmeant to be transmtted over tens of
par secs- -

"Iff I may interrupt for a few seconds,' said Silver. She reached up to



her tusks, and began to tw st them Kin watched in fascinated horror as the
fangs unscrewed and were stowed away in a small |eather case. She had seen
fangl ess shandi on Shand itself, but they were children or condemed
crimnals.

"In order to be a good |inguist one nmust be prepared to nake
sacrifices,' said Silver in faultless allspeak. 'Do you think | submtted to
t he operation without nmuch secret shame and soul - searchi ng? However, | have
something to say. Do | strike you, Marco Farfarer, as a character of
i I'l-humour and short tenper?

"No. Way?'

"If you try a stunt like you just did once nore, | wll kill you.'

"I thought it was inpossible anyway,' said Kin, with hasty dipl omacy.

Marco | ooked fromone to the other.

"It's not inpossible, sinmply tricky and highly illegal,' he said
carefully. "Do it wong, and you end up in the mddle of the nearest sun. As
for your, uh, statement, Silver -- | have noted it.'

They both nodded gravely.

"Right,' said Kin brightly. 'Fine. Now show the filmagain.'

Either the filmwas genuine or Jalo was an unsung speci al -effects
geni us.

It m ght have been the polar regions of New Earth, or anywhere on
Serendi pity. Not Nyal and M| kgaard, because those worlds had no birds and one
pi cture showed a flock of birds in the distance -- until Silver turned up the
magni fi cati on. Whatever they were, they were not birds. Not with those horse
heads, bl ack scal es and batbl ack wi ngs. But there was a word for themin human
hi story, and the nane Dragon unfolded in Kin's mnd

There was a seascape, and unless there was something very wong wth
the size of the waves, the snake-headed beast |ooping through themwas fully a
kil ometre |ong.

There were distant views of what m ght have been cities. There were
several sunsets, at |east one taken fromthe air, and a number of night shots
of starscapes.

"G back to the aerial sunset,' said Kin. 'Now what's w ong?'

"Horizon's odd,' said Marco.

It was. The curve was oddly flattened. There was sonething el se wong
too, something Kin couldn't imrediately spot.

"Apart fromthat, it could be any human worl d,' observed Silver.

"Funny,' said Kin. Jalo tal ked about a flat Earth, not just a flat
wor | d.'

' That does not surprise me. Humans have been the only race to entertain
the primtive idea of a flat world,' said Marco, running the filmback to the
starscapes. 'If you don't believe me, look it up. Kung always thought they
lived on the inside of a sphere, and shandi al ways had big Twi n hangi ng up
there to teach them a basic | esson in cosnol ogy.'

Kin grunted. Later on she found tine to check it in the ship's library.
It was true, but what did it prove? That nmen were slightly stupid and very
egocentric? Aliens already knew that.

"W shall be able to ascertain the precise nature of the flat world,’
said Marco, 'when we arrive.'

"Hold it,' said Kin. "Stop right there. What do you nmean, when we
arrive?

The kung gave her a withering look. 'l have already set up the program
That whi ne you hear is the matrix battery charging up.'

"Wiere are we now?'

"Half a million kilonmetres from Kung.'

" Then you can land and let nme off. | ain't com ng!’

"What pl ans had you, then?

Kin hesitated. 'Ch, we could take Jalo to a resurrection clinic,' she
said at last. 'W could wait around and, uh, we, uh. . .'

She stopped. It sounded pretty feeble, even to her



"W have the course, the ship and the time,' said Marco. 'The man wil |
cone to no harmin the sargo. If we hesitate we will have to explain, and
probably the Conpany will want to know why you weren't frank with it in the
first place.'

Kin | ooked at Silver for support, but the shand just nodded heavily. 'l
would not like to lose this opportunity,' she said.

"Look,' said Kin. 'Taking this trip with Jalo seemed a good idea,
right? But now we don't know the half of what we're enbarking on. |I'mjust
using a bit of intelligent caution, is all.'

'"So nuch for the vaunted nonkey curiosity,' said Marco to Silver. 'So
much for the dynam c nanifest destiny we hear so nuch--'

"You're mad -- the pair of you!'

Marco shrugged, a particularly effective gesture with two sets of
shoul ders, and unfol ded his bony frane fromthe pilot chair. 'COK ' he said.
"You fly us back.'

Kin flunped into the seat and pulled the waparound screen down to her
| evel . She | ooked at the three-quarter consol. There were several dials that
| ooked vaguely famliar. That black panel m ght control air and tenperature;
the rest was gibberish. Kin was used to ships with big brains.

"I can't fly this!' she said. 'And you know it!"’

"dad to have you with us, then,' said Marco, |ooking at his watch.
"Why don't you two get some sl eep?

Kin lay in her bunk, thinking. She thought of how attitudes to aliens got
stereotyped. Kung were paranoid, blood-thirsty and superstitious. Shandi were
calm blood-thirsty and sonetimes ate people. Shandi and kung thought humans
were bl ood-thirsty, foolhardy and proud. Everyone thought Ehfts were funny,
and no-one knew what Ehfts thought about anyone.

It was true that, once, four kung had boarded a grounded human ship
during the bad old days and killed thirty-five crew before the |ast kung went
down under the weight of Cipe needles. It was true that on certain
di plomatically forgotten occasions shandi had, with great cerenony, eaten
peopl e. So what? How could you evaluate this unless you could think like an
alien?

We dismss each other with a few clichés, she thought. It's the only
way we can live with one another. W have to think of aliens as humans in a
di fferent skin, even though we've all been hamrered by different gravities on
the anvils of strange worlds.

She sat up in the darkness, listening. The ship humred to itself.

She padded naked down the equatorial corridor. Something that had been
naggi ng at the back of her mnd had surfaced, and she had to find out.

Ten minutes |later she entered the control room where Marco was stil
sitting under the screen.

' Mar co?

He ducked his, head, then pushed the screen up and gri nned.

"Everything's going fine. What's that you're holding? It |ooks like a
nelted plastic scul pture.'

"This was the box the raven was in. Bioplastic. It doesn't nelt below a
t housand degrees. | found it in the airlock,' snapped Kin, tossing it onto his
I ap.

Marco turned the shapel ess nass over, then shrugged.

"Wl l? Are these birds intelligent?

"Sure, but they don't tote cutting torches around.’

There was a pause while they both gazed at the nelted box.

Jal o could have done it,' said Marco uncertainly. 'No, that doesn't
work -- he was surprised to see the bird."'

"To put it mildly, yes. | don't like this sort of nystery, Marco. Have
you seen the raven?

"Not since Jalo did. Hm' He reached out one | ank arm and punched the
shi p's panic button



Bel I s and sirens echoed through the ship. Wthin forty seconds Silver
t hundered in, crushed snow fromher sleeping pit still sticking to her fur
She braked when she saw t hem wat chi ng her, and grow ed.

"A human joke?' she said. They told her

"It is odd,' she agreed. 'Shall we search the ship?

Marco spoke at |ength about the nunber of small spaces in a spaceship.
He added details about what happened if something small and feathered craw ed
into a vital duct, or blundered into the wong cable.

"Al'l right; said Kin. 'Wat are you going to do?

"You two go back to your roons,' said Marco. 'Seal themoff, and search

for the bird. I will evacuate the rest of the ship. This is standard
anti-vermn drill anyway.'
"But you'd kill it; said Kin.

"I don't mind.'

Later Marco sat watching the build-up of power in the ship's fusion
driver, out there in the centre of the toroids ring field, and wondered about
the bird. Then he dismi ssed the thought, and wondered instead if either of the
others had noticed himhide the magi ¢ noney purse after Jalo's death. Just a
matter of prudence

Silver turned over in the snow hole in her environnentally frozen
cabin, and wondered if either of the others had seen her rempve the magic
purse from Marco's hi deaway and secrete it in one of her own. For |ater
eval uation .

Kin lay watching the blinking red light that indicated vacuumin the
corridor outside her cabin, and felt a vague synpathy for the raven. Then she
wondered if either of the others had seen her take the magic purse fromthe
pl ace Silver had hidden it and drop it out of a disposal chute during an
El sewhere junmp. By now the purse was barrelling on towards the edge of
Uni verse, propelled by the steady ejection of Day bills fromits open nouth.

Spaced at four arbitrary conpass points around the ship were quick-air
chanmbers, installed during its construction to conformw th Board of Trade
regul ati ons. They neant that, if caught during sudden deconpression, a crewran
could duck into a chanmber instead of having to struggle with a suit. They were
a good i dea.

The big red Iight on each one was supposed to flash so that later
rescuers could see it. There was no-one to see it now, but one was flashing.

I nside, both claws gripping the pressuring |lever, the raven leaned with
its beak pressed against the air vent, and thought about survival.

During a dull nonent, of which any voyage had plenty, Silver once asked the
ship's library to provide her with a copy of Continuous Creation. It couldn't,
but it did furnish this extract fromthe relevant Ten Wrlds Literary D gest
-- after 167 lines on the book's contribution towards the rediscovery of
paper - maki ng.

' The book's achievenment was that it drew together a few dozen strands
of research on archaeol ogi cal, pal aeontol ogi cal and astronomi cal fronts, and
wove the Theory out of them It is easy nowto say that, of course, the Theory
was obvious. Cbvious it was, but it was so obvious that it was al nost hidden
-- except to a planetary designer who was used to thinking in terms of
secondary creation, and who was al so a voracious reader.' This was the Theory:

There were the Spindles: telepaths, so telepathic that no nore than a
t housand of them could occupy a world at a tinme, because of the nmental static.
And we humans t hought we had a popul ation problem They left libraries and
scientific devices, and it was already known that they coul d reshape pl anets
nore to their liking. They needed roomto think. They were proud. \Wen they
di scovered, on Bery, the remains of a Weeler strata machine under half a nile
of granite, their pride was shattered. Spindles were not, as they had
believed, the first lords of Creation -- the \Weelers had beaten themto it,
half a billion years before. The shock |l ed themto cease reproduction

One ship, conveniently stocked with library tapes, had eventually



tunmbl ed sl oWy enough across Earth's systemto be stopped. Inside its
nmet eor-ri pped skins were three mumm es. They had been the crew. Three crew

The ship had been over a hundred mles across. Most of it had been
enpty balloon. Roomto think

The Wheel ers were silicon hem spheres, propelling thenselves on three
natural wheels. Nothing except shell and wheel s had survived, but there were,
under the granite, the conpressed remai ns of \Weeler cities. O her \Weeler
remai ns began to be di scovered.

Weel ers had recorded traces of an earlier race, the pal aeotechs.

Pal aeot echs were said to have created theType Il stars and their planets. One
of their specialities had been the triggering of novas as a crucible for heavy
nmetal creation. Why? Wy not ? Pal aeotechs weren't easily understandabl e.

(Once, Kin Arad answered to her own satisfaction at |east the question of why
t he pal aeotechs had created stars. 'Because they could,' she said.)

In one interstellar gulf a ship dropping out of Elsewhere for repairs
had di scovered a pal aeotech -- dead, at |east by human terns (though Kin Arad
has poi nted out that pal aeotechs probably lived by a different tinme-scale and
that this apparently lifeless hulk may have been very nuch alive if considered
by slow, nmetagalactic Tine). It was a thin-walled tube half a mllion nles
| ong.

VWeel er | egends spoke of a polished smooth world where pal aeot echs had
i nscribed their history, which included the | egend of the pre-pal aeot ech
ChThones, who spun giant stars out of galactic matter, and the R Mg, who
produced hydrogen as part of their biol ogical processes

This was the Theory: that races arose, and changed t hensel ves, and
died. And then other races arose in the ruins, changed the universe to suit
t henmsel ves, and died. And other races arose in the ruins -- and arose, and
arose, all the way back to the pre-Totalic nothingness. Continuously creating.
There had never been any such thing as a natural universe.

(Kin once heard a speaker refer disparagingly to the Spindles because
t hey had mani pul ated worl ds. She stood up and said: 'So what? If they hadn't,
Earth would still be a nmess of hot rocks and heavy cl ouds. They changed al
this and they brought in a big nmoon, but do you know the best of all? They
gave us a past. They jiggered their strata machines to give us fossils of
thi ngs that had never existed. Icthyosaurs and crinoids and chal k and anci ent
seas. Maybe they didn't feel at home unless they had a few hundred netres of
fossil strata under them like they couldn't feel happy if there was another
Spindle within fifty mles. But | think they did it because it was their art.
They didn't know anyone would see it, but they went ahead and did it.")

Kin found a quiet nonment to explore the weapons hold. If Marco had
flown the ship to a world with a shaky governnment, there was enough stuff on
board to equip a rebel army. There was what | ooked |ike a conplete nmissile
system and several racks of small arnms that Jal o must have had made to
anci ent patterns. One handgun fired sharp wooden bullets. Wy?

The ship -- they never did get round to nanming it -- dropped into rea
space. Marco's hands hovered over the controls as he waited for a wel coning
barr age.

There was not hing. There wasn't even a star near the ship.

"W're still on the edge of explored space,' said Marco. 'That bl ue
giant there is Dagda Secundus. It's about half a light-year away.'

"Vell, here we are and where are we?' asked Kin. 'A star |ike that

shoul dn't have planets, especially nice sunny ones.'

' The conputer is searching,' said Marco gloomly. 'Needle. Haystack
Perhaps we'll find some iceball whipping along at maybe twenty knots orbita
velocity.'

" Meanwhil e, we could eat,' suggested Silver.

They each dialled their meal fromthe dunbwaiter and wandered back into
the control room

"Gve it an hour,' said Kin. 'This area of space has been expl ored.

What the hell can it find that the survey teanms missed ?'



"I doubt if they |ooked out here,' said Silver. There was a brief

nmonent of nausea as the conputer flicked the ship a fewmnmllion mles for a
paral | ax measurenent .
"W followed Jalo's course tape,' said Marco. 'I'd hate to have to--'

The conputer chinmed. Marco vaulted into the control chair and juggl ed
the screen controls.

At the limt of magnification there was a snmall fuzzy hem sphere. They
| ooked at it blankly.

"Just a planet,' said Kin.

"Rather brightly lit for this distance out,' agreed Marco. 'Highly
pol i shed ice?

Si Il ver coughed apologetically. 'l amno astrononer,' she said, 'but
surely it is wong?

‘"Not ice? said Marco. 'Could be Heliuml1V, | suppose.’

"You m sunderstand nme,' said the shand. 'Surely the |ight hem sphere
shoul d be pointed towards the star?

They stared at it. Finally Marco excl ai ned, 'Bleeding hell, she's
right!' He glanced down at the shouter screens. 'It's half a billion mles
away,' he said. 'l should be able to make a straight-line junp. Uh . '

For a monent four hands hovered like a flight of hawks over the
controls.
And dr opped.

The sky was falling in on them Then Marco, alnost in hypnosis, turned the
ship and there, spread out below |like a bow of jewels, was the flat Earth.

It was like a plate full of continents. A coin tossed into the air by
an i ndeci sive god.

The ship had cone out perhaps 20,000 mles above it and out of
vertical. Kin |ooked out at a hazy nmap of black |and and sil ver seas fuzzed
with noonlit cloud. There was what, for want of a better term-- how many
peopl e had mapped flat planets? -- a polar cap, hugging one side of the disc.

Moonlit? There was a noon, apparently a few thousand m | es above the
disc, and it shone. It couldn't be reflected Iight. There was nothing to
reflect. And there were stars -- between the ship and the disc, there were
stars. The shadowy oval lay inside a hazy gl obe. Marco transl ated what the
machi nes were enotionlessly telling him The disc was inside a transparent
sphere 16,000 mles across, and the stars were -- 'that's what | said, Kin,'
-- were fixed to this.

One edge of the disc glowed brighter. It flashed green fire, which ran
around the rimuntil they were |ooking at a hole in space surrounded by green
and silver flames. Then the ring grew a gem and died as suddenly as it had
cone. The sun had risen. A tiny sun

One machine said it was an external fusion reactor. It |ooked Iike a

sun.

This is what |I'Il renenber, thought Kin. The green fire at sunrise,
because all around the disc there's a sea, and it flows over the edge in a
waterfall 35,000 mles long and the sun shines through the falling water -- no

wonder Jal o was mad.

Dawn rushed across the disc. Silver was the first to react. She
gi ggl ed.

"He did call it a flat Earth, didn't he?" she asked. 'It was the truth,
wasn't it?

Kin | ooked. The continents had noved, it was true, and there didn't
appear to be a New Wrld at all. It was Earth down there -- she recognized
Europe. Earth. And it was flat.

Marco put theminto a fast orbit, and no-one left the cabin for three
hours. Even Silver let a nealtime go past, and fed on curiosity instead.

They wat ched the waterfall slide past under high magnification. There
were rocky islands, sone tree-lined, overhanging the drop. It was a | ong drop
-- 500 mles into a turnoil of steam But the disc itself was only five niles



thick. As the ship passed under the disc there was nothing but a space-black
pl ai n on the underside.

' Sone humans used to believe the world was flat and rested on the backs
of four elephants,' said Silver

'Yeah?' said Kin. 'Wat did the el ephants stand on?

"Agiant turtle, swimmng endlessly through space.’

Kin tasted the idea. 'Stupid,' she said. 'Wat did the turtle breathe?

"Search nme. It's your racial nyth.'

"I'd give a lot to know how the seas can keep on spilling over the
edge.'

"Probably a nol ecule sieve, down there in the steam' said Marco
wi t hout | ooking up fromthe shouter screens. 'The plumbing is a mnor natter
however. Where are the inhabitants? This thing is obviously an artefact, a
created thing.'

"No-one's trying to contact us?

"Just listen to ny excitenment.'

"l suppose you nean no. Perhaps it's as well. | keep thinking of al
t hose weapons in the hold."'

' The thought sel dom | eaves nmy mnd. Perhaps Jalo nmeant to hunt
sea-serpents, but | think not. | cannot hel p thinking that anyone capabl e of
buil ding the artefact would hardly be bothered by any weaponry this ship could
carry.'

"Perhaps the inhabitants are dead,' suggested Silver. Kin and Marco
| ooked at each other bl ankly.

"Unlikely,' said Marco. 'Mre likely they' ve passed beyond the stage of
gross physical existence. Maybe even at this nonent they are screw ng the
inscrutable.’

"They're due for a big shock one of these days, then,' said Kin. 'This
set-up must take vast ampunts of power just to keep it going. The sun's orbit
is all wong. Wat keeps the seas from enptyi ng? Wiy have they got their own
private stars when there's real ones out here--'

"I can answer that one; said Marco. 'It |ooks as though the big sphere
is only transparent fromthe outside. W can see in, they can't see out. Don't
ask nme why.'

"Do we |and?' said Silver

"How could we get in?" said Kin. Marco gri maced.

"That is easy,' he said. 'There's an eighty-netre hole in the shell. W
passed it last orbit.'
' What ?'

"You were busy looking at the waterfall and in any case it did not seem
particularly inmportant. No doubt the disc-dwellers have space travel.'

They hovered over the hole twenty minutes later. It was slightly
elliptical, and the edges seenmed to have been nelted. It could have been made
by careful jockeying of a ship with a fusion drive, thought Kin. O a
geol ogi cal laser. Wuld a Term nus probe have carried one? Probably.

"W're still way above atnosphere,' said Marco. '| hope the
di sc-dwel l ers aren't sore about people naking holes in the sky.'

"W could offer to pay for repairs,' said Silver

Kin wondered if that was a joke. Wiy woul d anyone shut thensel ves away
fromthe universe like this? It didn't make sense, unless they were conpletely
paranoid. If they weren't to start with they would be now.

"No,' she said out |loud. 'They couldn't have built sonething like this
if they were nmad.'

"It looks like Earth, and Earthnen are mad,' Silver pointed out. "I
suppose humans haven't been doing a little secret world buil ding?

"No . . .' began Kin, and saw they were both | ooking at her slyly. "I
don't know,' she finished lanely. "It certainly |looks like it, I'lIl admt.'

"It certainly does,' said Marco

"It does too,' agreed Silver

"Don't breathe,' said Marco. 'There's just enough room W' re going



in.'

The ship dropped through with a few netres to spare, and the proxinity
detectors shrilling. They were still going mad when Kin | ooked up and saw a
shi p speedi ng towards them

It hit in one of the holds, buckling the hull and sending the sky
wheel i ng crazily. Damage doors crashed into place and then the control room
lurched again as it fell away fromthe ship under its own power, a
sel f-contai ned enmergency craft.

The damage to the ship was nothing to what happened to the attacker. It
di si nt egr at ed.

Bl ue-green shards were spreading across the sky and, as Kin pulled
herself up fromthe cabin floor, the screens were sparkling like glitter dust.

The inner door of the energency airlock opened and Marco | oped in,
tugging at his helnmet with two hands. Another one held a laser rifle, salvaged
fromthe other half of the ship. The fourth held a long sliver of glass,
gi ngerly.

'Looks |ike sonmeone threw a bottle at us,' said Kin.

"Their aimwas remarkable,' said Marco coldly. 'l can take us back to
the rest of the ship, but it is hardly worth it. W' ve got no El sewhere
capability. | can't build a pinch field. Mst of the contents of the hold are
floating out there sonmewhere, and they were our weapons. The auxiliary systens

are all working. | could probably fly us home on the ringrimnotor alone.'’
"Then all is not lost,' runbled Silver
'No, except that it would take about two thousand years. Even this

bl oody gun is usel ess. Soneone thought it a safe idea to pack the main coil in

a separate box.'
"So we land on the disc,' said Kin flatly.
"I was wondering when someone was going to say that,' said Marco.

"It'll be a one-way trip. This craft won't lift off again.'

"What hit us?' said Silver. 'I thought |I saw a ball about ten netres
across . '

"I"ve got a horrible feeling I know what it was,' nurnured Kin.

"Yes. It was a weapon,' said Marco. 'I admit | find its conplete
destruction difficult to understand, but the fact remains that we had a
stargoi ng ship. Now we have not. | intend to nmake one orbit before |anding.'

Silver coughed gently. 'Wat,' she said, "will we eat?

It took several hours to ferry the dunbwaiter across fromthe lazily
spinning ship. At Kin's insistence they also brought the sargo with Jalo in
it, and linked it into the emergency system The waiter had its own interna
power supply -- as laid down by regul ations. No-one wanted to spend their |ast
hours in a bl acked-out ship with any hungry shandi that m ght be aboard.

The new orbit took them past the disc's noon, no | onger shining and
obviously invisible in the disc's day sky. They saw that one hem sphere was
bl ack.

'Phases,' said Kin. 'Wbble the moon on its axis and you get phases.’

"Who does the wobbling? asked Marco.

"I don't know. \Whoever wanted this thing to look like Earth, fromthe
surface. And don't look at me like that -- I'Il swear this wasn't built by
humans. '

She spoke to them about artificial worlds -- rings, discs, Dyson
spheres and sol ar tunnel s.

'"They don't work,' she said. 'That is, they're vul nerable. Too
dependent on civilization. And there's too many things to go wong. Wiy do you
thi nk the Conpany terrafornms worlds when there are cheaper alternatives?
Because planets last, that's why. Through anyt hing.

"And I'mcertain this wasn't built by Spindles. Planets were inportant
to them They had to feel the strata below and the unlinited space above.
Sonehow they could sense it. Living on sonething like this could drive them
out of their skulls. Anyway, they died out four mllion years ago at | east,
and |'mpositive that this thing isn't that old. It nust be all machinery just



to keep going, and machi nes wear out.'

"There's cities down there,' said Marco, 'in the right place, too. If
this was Earth.' He | ooked up. 'K, Kin, you' ve been dying to tell us. Wat
did hit us back there ?'

"Was the hole on the ecliptic?

Marco | eaned over and played with the conputer terminal for a few
seconds. 'Yes,' he said. 'Is it inportant? The sun was well bel ow us.'

"W were pretty unlucky. | think we were hit by a planet.’

'That was ny thought too,' said Silver gravely, "but | did not like to
say anything in case | was thought a fool."'

"Pl anet ?' asked Marco. 'A planet |anded on the ship?

"I know it's usually the other way around, but | think I'mbeginning to
grasp the workings of this system' replied Kin. 'There's a fake sky, so
there's got to be fake planets. Their orbits nust be sonething to see. If it's
really supposed to |l ook Iike an Earth sky they'd have to be retrograde
sonetimes.’

"I was wong,' said Marco. 'We should have started for honme. We could
have rigged up the sargo and taken turns to wake up. Two thousand years isn't

all that long. | don't know what agency told Jalo | was the man for the job,
but he's owed his noney back.'
"Still, the view s good,' said Kin.

The ship was passing under the disc again. And again there was the
flash of green fire as, for a few seconds, the sun shone through the waterfal
around the disc.

Somet hing hit them-- again.

It wasn't a planet. It was a ship, and nost of it was still hanging in
the rearward aerial array when Marco had fought the spin it gave them

Kin went out this tinme, and she steadied herself on an aerial stunp as
she | ooked at the frosted w eckage.

' Mar co?

"I hear you.'

"It's made one hell of a ness of the antennae.’

"l have already deduced that. W are also losing air. Can you see the
| eak?'

"There's fog damm near everywhere: |'mgoing to take a | ook.'

They heard her boots clunp around the hull, and then there was a
silence so long that Marco shouted into the radi o. Wen Kin spoke, she spoke
slow y.

"It is a ship, Marco. No, wong word. A boat. A sailing boat. You know,
i ke on seas.'

She | ooked across at the fire-rimed disc.

A waterfall pouring over the edge of the world.

The mast was broken and nost of the planking had been whirled away by
the force of the inpact, but enough rope had held together to make it obvious
t he boat had a passenger

' Mar co?

" Kin?

"It had a passenger.’

" Hunmanoi d?'

Kin grow ed. 'Look, it went over the waterfall and then into vacuum and
then hit the ship! What sort of description do you want? It |ooks Iike an
expl osion in a norgue!’

Kin was used to violent death. Odsters died that way -- freefal
diving wi thout a backpack on, deliberately wanderi ng near when they rel eased
the cloned el ephants on a new world, banjaxing the safeties and stepping into
t he hopper of a strata machine -- but then anbul ance crews took over. There
had never been anything to see, except in the strata nachi ne case. And that
was only a strange pattern in a freshly laid coal neasure.

She knelt like a robot. Wt cloth had frozen in vacuum but it had been
good cloth, well woven. Inside



Silver |ater analysed tissue sanples, and announced that the passenger
had been human enough to call Kin cousin. She would have been surprised at any
other result, without being able to say quite why.

He had sail ed over the edge of the world. The thought nmade her go cold.
Everyone knew the world was flat, everyone had al ways known the world was
flat: it was obvious. But there was al ways someone who woul d | augh at the old
men and voyage into the terrifying seas to prove a different theory. And he
had been horribly wong.

Kin was gl ad about the argunent over the suits.

There were five, two of which were shand size. One of the others seened
to be faulty, and the trio were all sufficiently space-cautious not to trust a
suspect suit.

"W nust take the dunbwaiter,' said Silver. 'Maybe you and Kin will be
able to eat what is down there, but | will be poisoned.’

"CGet the machine to dish out a sack of dried food concentrates then,’
ordered Marco. 'W need that fourth suit.'

Silver grunted. 'Not as much as we need the machine. It can anal yse
food. It can supply clothing. If necessary we can live off it.’

"I"'minclined to agree,' said Kin.

"It'"lIl take the lifting power of the entire suit!’

"Wuld you rather take a laser rifle that won't fire? said Silver.
They gl ared at each ot her

"Let's take it for Silver's sake,' said Kin hurriedly. 'Hunger can be a
big problemfor shandi.'

Marco shrugged twi ce. 'Take it then,' he said, and snatched the too

kit froma wall |ocker. Wile they manhandl ed the big machine into the space
suit and padded it around wth thernmobl ankets, he took the control chair apart
and ended up with a strip of netal trimsharpened to a killing edge and with a

pl astic handle at one end. Kin watched himweigh it thoughtfully in his hand.
Ready to take on the makers of a 15,000 mle wide world with a hone-nade
sword. Was that commendabl e human spirit or stupid kung bravado?

He turned and saw her watching him

"This is not to put fear into them' he said, 'but to take fear out of
me. Are we ready?

He programmed the autopilot to hover for ten mnutes a few hundred
mles fromthe waterfall. They took off on the suits' lift belts, Silver
tow ng the spare suit on a |length of nonofilament Line.

Kin gl anced over her shoul der as the ship sped away on a spear of flane
and clinbed towards a high orbit. Then she turned back to the great wall of
water, and the little islands on the very edge. Way around the disc the
orbiting sun was sinking.

There were no city lights, anywhere.

In a ragged line they flew towards the tunbling water and the thunder
at the edge of the world.

No- one had seen, just before the ship soared away, the now perfectly
wor kable fifth suit tunble fromthe airlock. It inflated instantly, |ike an
enpty bal |l oon

In the big bubble helmet the raven surveyed the energency controls
carefully. The suits were designed for anything -- they could fly across a
star systemand |land on a world. There were tongue controls.

The raven reached out, pecked gently. The suit surged forward. The
raven wat ched intently, then tried another contro

The dawn cane wetly. Kin awoke soaked with dew. So much for thernobl ankets.
It had been a long night. The island, at the very lip of the rinfall
was hardly big enough to support a dangerous carnivore, unless it was
sem -aquatic. But Marco had pointed out that the disc m ght abound with
sem -aquatic carnivores, and had insisted on nounting guard. Kung could do
wi t hout sleep for weeks at a tine.
Kin wondered whether to tell him about her personal stunner, now



carefully hidden in a suit pocket. Feeling |like a heel, she decided not to.
She had a long struggle with her conscience but she won, she won.

Marco had evidently slept with the coming of the sun. He lay curled
bonel essly under a dripping bush. Through the msts, Kin saw Silver sitting on
the rock outcrop on the fall side of the island.

Kin scranbl ed up towards her. The shand gri nned and rmade room for her
on the sunwarned stone.

The view was as though fromthe point of a wedge. The rocky peak rose
out of what | ooked suspiciously like a small wood of ash and naple. Beyond,
the sun glinted off silver-green sea. To either side the fall was a white |ine
of foam seen dimy through m st clouds. Behind

Silver grabbed her in tine.

When Kin regai ned her bal ance she noved carefully down the slope to a
seat that did not hang so obviously over a drop, and asked, 'Can you really
sit there and not worry?

"What's to worry? You did not fret in the ship when there was only a
metre of hull between you and eternity,' said the shand.

"That's different. That's a real drop behind you.'

Silver raised her nuzzle and sniffed the air.

"lce," she exclaimed. 'I snell ice. Kin, may | give you a |lecture on
sunshi ne?'

Kin automatically squinted at the sun. Her nenory told her it was
asteroid size. But it looked right for Earth. It felt right on her skin.

"G ahead. Tell nme sonething I don't know. '

"I have noticed pack ice going over the fall. Wiy should this be? W
know t he di sc has polar islands. Yet there are green | ands near by. Consider
t he di stance between the equator and the polar islands. Wiy are not the north
and south extrem ties frozen solid and the equatorial regions burning?

Kin | eaned her chin on her hands. The shand was tal ki ng about the
i nverse square law. If the sun was 5,000 niles fromthe equator at noon, it
was 11,000 nmiles fromwhat had to be called the poles.

Well, the path that sun followed couldn't be called an orbit. It noved
i ke a guided spaceship. But that didn't explain the warmair around her
Consi der: on nmost worlds the poles were but a few thousand miles further from
the primary than was the equator, yet the tenperature was wildly different. On
the disc, if one thought of the temperate zone as being effectively
Earth-di stant fromthe sun, then the poles were out around Wtan and the
equator broiled |ike Venus.

"Some sort of force |lens? she hazarded. '|I could believe anything.
Certainly the sun's path nmust be changed regularly.

"l do not understand.'

'To get seasons.'

"Ah . . . seasons. Yes, hunmans woul d require seasons.'

"Silver--'

The shand sniffed again. 'This is good air,' she said.

"Silver, stop dodging. You think we built this.'

"Ah -- the kung and | have discussed the topic, it is true.'

"The hell you have! We'd better get this clear. Humans may be mad, but
we're not stupid. As a work of celestial mechanics this disc is about as
efficient as a rubber spanner. It nust drink power to keep going. For crying
out |oud, you don't want to hang your descendants' lives on the efficiency of
dinky little orbiting suns and fake stars! Wiy didn't the disc builders orbit
it around a real sun? They must have had the power. |Instead they cane out here
to nowhere and built a world according to the ideas of sone kind of nedieval
nonk. That's not human.'

' The man on the ship was human.'

Kin had been thinking hard and | ong about him Sometines he canme into
her thoughts unbidden, in the |Iong sleep hours. She hesitated before replying.
"I . . . don't know Maybe the disc builders kidnapped a bunch of
humans back in prehistory. O perhaps there was parallel evolution sonewhere



She felt angry at herself for her ignorance, and even angrier at the
shand for diplomatically not picking at the big holes in her argunent. If
soneone had offered Kin an instant return to the conforts of Earth at that
nmonent, she woul d have spat. There were too many questions to be answered
first.

Qut loud: 'Jalo tal ked about matter transm ssion. | wonder how they get
the water up fromthe bottomof the fall back into the ocean?

Marco scranbled up the rocks towards them A change had cone over him
since the landing on the disc. On the ship Kin renenbered hi mas bei ng noody,
cynical -- now he seened to vibrate with undirected enthusi asm

"W nmust make plans,' he said.

"You have a plan,' Kin corrected.

"It is inmperative we contact the masters of the disc,' said Marco,
noddi ng and not appearing to notice her sarcasm

' You have changed your mnd, then.' Silver's voice floated down from
t he hei ghts. She was standing up, sniffing the air again.

"I face facts, however distasteful. W cannot repair the ship. They
wi Il have the capacity to do so, or spacecraft we may hire. jalo got back. O
do you wi sh to spend your life here?

"I do not think the disc people can help us,' said Silver. 'W detected
no power sources, ho energy transm ssion. W | anded unaccosted. These are ny
secondary reasons for suspecting a |lapse into barbarianism'

' Secondary?' said Kin.

Silver grunted. 'There is a ship approaching,' she said. "By its lines
| do not suspect it is a sports plaything of an advanced race.'

They stared at her, then raced up the crag. Marco beat Kin to the top
by a series of long | eaps and peered out across the water.

"Where? \Were?

Kin saw a speck on the edge of sight.

"It is arowing ship, twelve oars to a side,' said Silver, squinting
slightly. 'There is a mast and a furled sail. It stinks. The crew stink. On
their present course they will pass a mile to the north.'

"Over the falls? said Kin.

"Surely the disc people have mastered the art of dealing with the
waterfall,' said Marco. 'The current does not appear to be strong. There is a
weir effect.'

Kin thought of the man in the fallen boat.

' They know they're heading for the falls but they don't know what the
falls are,' she said. Silver nodded.

' They stink because they are afraid,' she said. 'They are changi ng
course for this island. There is a man standing in the forward end, | ooking
towards the falls.'

Marco became a blur of action.

"W nust prepare,' he hissed. 'Follow nme down.' Rocks crashed behind
hi m as he bounded back towards the trees where they had spent the night.

Kin gl anced fromthe shand, standing |like a statue, to the boat. Even
she coul d see the figures now. Water gleaned as it cascaded off whirling oars.
She even thought she could hear shouts.

"I don't think they will make it,' she said quietly.

"That is so,' said Silver. 'See how the current swi ngs themround."'

"It my be atest,' said Kin. 'I mean, the very day we're here and
all.’

Silver sniffed. 'My nose says not.'

They | ooked at each other. Kin certainly was not going to argue wth
350 mllion smell cells. She could see the nmen in the boat clearly. There was
one, a small, bearded man, racing between the bent rowers and urging them on

At best the boat was standing still.
" Ahem ' suggested Silver.
Kin squinted up at the sun



"You recall that Line we're using to tow the spare suit?" she said.
"How long is it?

' Standard nonofil anent |ength, fifteen hundred netres,' said Silver,
adding, 'It could tether a world.'

"OfF course, we could be making a big nmistake; said Kin, starting to run
down the slope. Silver |unbered after her

' The stomach says not,' she said. Kin smiled. Shandi had different
i deas about the seat of the enotions.

She flew out in a suit lift belt shorn of the bubble suit, draggi ng one
end of the cable by a w de | oop

"l consider this foolhardy in the extrene,' said Marco's voice in her
ear pi ece.

' Maybe,' said Kin. 'Just remenber it was me that went out to the
crashed boat .

There was a pause, with just the hissing of the wind in one ear and the
carrier wave in the other. Finally Marco said, 'Point your belt canera at the
boat .

The rowers had seen her. Mst of themwere hanging transfixed on their
oars.

The boat was perhaps twenty-five netres long, built |like a pod. Silver
had been too critical. Woever had built it had a keen know edge of
hydr odynami cs. There was one nast, am dships, with a furled sail. Wat space
there was anong the rowers appeared to be filled with jars and bundl es.

Kin aimed at the red-haired man in the prow and dived, skimed the
wavet ops and braked on a level with his astoni shed face, dropping the cable
| oop over the ornate prow and yelling to Silver. Spray drenched her as the
cabl e sprang out of the water

"Cet themrow ng,' said Kin, nmaking desperate arm novenments. 'To the
i sland,' she insisted, pointing dramatically.

Redhair stared at her, at the island, at the taut cable and the curving
wake of the ship as Silver took the strain. Then he vaulted down the |ength of
t he boat, scream ng at the bew | dered nen. One stood up and started to argue.
Redhair picked up a spar fromthe deck and hit himhard, then hauled himfrom
his place and took his oar

Kin barrell ed skyward, |ooking dowmn on a ship that was al ready | eaving
a wake |ike a powerboat. Then she |l evelled out and headed back to the island.

Its wooded shores passed far bel ow her and she began searching in the
m sty blue sky beyond the falls.

She found what she was | ooking for. There was a tiny white speck
drifting outwards. She swooped, hearing the slight whunp as the belt's field
took up a new protective shape around her

Silver's belt notor was whining. Suit belts could Iift their owners
against ten gravities, and Silver probably wei ghed 500 pounds. It added up to
a lot of pulling power at the end of the cable.

As Kin waved and turned back for the disc, Silver's voice grunted in
her ear. 'There have been several jerks on the cable.’

Kin | ooked down. There was a swathe of felled tinber across the island.
The tree they' d used as an anchor hadn't been tough enough after all. Now the
cable was bent round the crag itself.

"Everything's fine,' she said. 'W've got the edge on the current. The
cable cut through sonme trees, that's all.’

The boat was broadside on to the falls, but bouncing across the already
whi t eni ng wat er.

"Fine, Silver,' she said. 'Fine. Marco wanted to neet the natives and
he's going to get a basinful in a mnute. Steady. Steady. Stop. Stop!'

The boat crunched onto the beach and bounded up into the trees, oars
snappi ng. Several men fell overboard.

"W' ve beached it!' said Kin, dropping towards the wood.

"If they've got any imagination they' re kissing that ground,' said
Silver.



"Right. Let's hope Marco has the sense to stay out of sight.'

Her earpiece crackled. 'I heard that. | w sh to disassociate nyself
fromthis entire undertaking . '

Kin swooped. She renmenbered being told that, ultimtely, and whatever
the science-fiction blats may say, no-one ever |earned a | anguage by
eavesdroppi ng on a culture's comuni cations.

It always came down to face to face confrontations. To pointing. To
drawing circles in the sand.

Crcles in the sand?

Well -- it came down to pointing.

Much | ater she found Silver and Marco in their clearing higher up the
slope. Silver was sitting beside the dunmbwaiter, scooping handfuls of grey and
red goo out of a bow. Marco was lying full length, peering through the |eaves
at the nen on the beach

They had lit a fire, and were cooki ng sonet hi ng.

Silver nodded at her and did sonething to the dunbwaiter's controls.

"I already ate,' sighed Kin. 'Some sort of grain meal and dried fish.
Didn't you see?

"I was, in fact, programring for an enetic.'

Marco turned over. 'You ate food w thout even a rudinmentary anal ysis!
Do you wish to die so soon?'

"W need their trust,' said Kin. She tossed a sliver of fish to Silver.
"Il take your damm potion, but hold that under the 'waiter's nose. You know
"waiter food always tastes |like sonebody already ate it. While we're here we
m ght as well have full stonachs.'

She took a bowl of pink fluid fromSilver's paw and retired to the
other side of the clearing, where she was briefly and noisily sick. Silver
reached up and dialled the 'waiter for coffee.

Presently the machi ne extruded a tongue of green plastic. She tore it
out and read it.

"High on usable protein and vitam ns,' she said. 'There is a
hydr ocarbon content fromthe drying process which may be carcinogenic in the
long term but it appears to pose no great risk.'

"Great,' said Kin, helping herself to coffee. 'Suddenly | feel | could
never | ook another dried fish in the face. Now, are you ready for the big
answers? As far as | can understand it, the small red-haired man calls hinself
Leiv Eiriksson.'

Silver flicked the green printout neatly into the nachine's intake
hopper .

"That is a remarkabl e coinci dence or sonething else; she said calmy
"You' re not Kkidding.'

Marco turned back fromhis surveillance. 'Wat is coincidental ?" he

D d you observe their weaponry?

' They have swords nmade out of, uh, bog-iron, handbeaten. Easily
blunted,' said Kin thoughtfully. 'Their greatest weapon is their boat. Are you
famliar with the termclinker-built?

He nodded.

"CGood, it neans nothing to me. They're fast. These people rule a | arge
part of the sea with those boats and those swords. Sonetinmes they are pirates,
but they've got a sophisticated systemof |aw. They're brave. A thousand-nile
journey in a boat like that is commonpl ace."

Marco stared at her. 'You learned all that?

"No, all | understood was his name, and only because |'ve heard it
before. It's all frommenory.' She |ooked at Silver for confirmation. The
shand nodded.

" 'In the year three hundred and twenty-two"; she intoned,
"Eiriksson sailed the ocean blue"!" 'Very poetic,' said Marco levelly. 'Now,
will you please explain?" ''If you were raised in Mexico you woul dn't have
heard about this,' said Kin. 'They're snobbi sh about their history down there.
Leiv Eiriksson . ' she began to outline Earth's history . . . 'discovered

sai d.



Vinl and, nore than three hundred years after the Battle of Hael cor had ended
the third and | ast Renen Enpire.'

The big migration followed automatically. The Turks were again pushing
west and north. Leiv's father, Eirik, was a shrewd sal esman. H's G eenland had
turned out nowhere like as green as it had been in his imagination, but from
Vinl and Leiv had thoughtfully brought rich berries and wild grains. The
Nort hmen went west again.

They | eap-frogged col ony after col ony down the eastern seaboard, up
into the base rugged | ands around Tyker's Sea and down the Long Fjord into the
M ddl e Seas. It was the | andscape of their dreans. They called it Val hall a.

There were natives. But the newconers were only half-hearted farnmers --
underneath the agricultural veneer they thought bl oody. Those tribes they
couldn't out fight they out-thought. Wen they net the Obji bwa Confederacy
they made treaties. And they spread, and merged.

By all the theories it should have ended there. Neither the natives nor
the invaders had the textbook kind of social dynam c that buil ds Renes. The
Nort hmen shoul d have becone just another tribe, with blue eyes and fair hair.

The theories were wong. Sormething latent in both races was sparked
into fire. It was a big continent, and it was rich

In short, 300 years after Leiv, a fleet arrived at the nmouth of the
Medi t erranean. Mdst of the vessels were under sail although there were one or
two, small, fast and inclined to bl ow up, that could nmove into the wind. The
sails of the big ships bore the Great Eagle of Valhalla on a striped
background alternating the colours of the sky, the snow and bl ood.

The Battle of G braltar was short. Europe had been through 200 years of
st agnati on.

There was no answer to cannon

‘"I take the point,' said Marco. '"This Leiv is an inportant figure in
Earth history. This is not, however, Earth.'

"It looks like Earth,' said Kin. 'An Earth that was only inagined, but
Earth.'

"Are you seriously suggesting--'

"I"1l tell you what |I'm suggesting. | think you and Silver are right. |
thi nk humans built this place. | can't think why.'

Silver grunted. 'Surely there would be records--'

"Not if the Company suppressed them'

It was the | ogical answer. The Conpany had built this artefact in
secret. 'Jalo' had been a plant, sent to bring them here. Wiy would the
Conmpany build the disc? Kin thought she knew the answer, and she didn't |ike
it. But she couldn't figure out why there had been such a perfornance to bring
t hem here.

But at least it was all |ogical. Wat other answer was there?
Mysterious aliens? They would have to be very nysterious. If it was the
Conpany, Kin hated it.

"W are in danger fromevery quarter,' said Marco enthusiastically. 'W

must wear our lift belts at all tines. | suggest we nove towards a centre of
civilization. W might find some clues as to the disc's origins.'
"Then there's our transport,' said Kin, pointing. 'l don't know how

long suit power lasts against gravity, but if there's any sea to cross |I'd
like to do it in a boat.'

"They may yet turn out to be hostile,' said Marco, watching the nen.

"When they see you and Silver?

In fact introducing the aliens presented a problem Kin solved it by
wal ki ng down to the encanprment naked. After her earlier appearance as the
goddess of mercy, she was confident that the men woul d sooner rape an
al ligator.

Leiv rushed towards her and sank to his knees. She | ooked down at him
wi th an expressi on she hoped was benevol ent.

He was snaller than nost of the crew. She wondered how he exerted his
authority -- until she saw the shrewd glint in his eye, even now, that said



here was the naster of the unsporting kick and the kidney punch. She felt glad
of the stunner, now conceal ed in her palm

"You're about to have an amazing opportunity to make new friends,' she
said sweetly. 'This is one saga they'll never believe. OK Silver, come on
out.'

The shand appeared at the decent distance, pushing through the bushes
further along the beach. As she pl odded nearer several nen hurried off in the
other direction. When they saw her tusks several others foll owed them

Ginning fit to burst, Kin wal ked across to the shand and put a hand in
one huge, | eather-pal ned paw.

"Stop smling,' she said through cl enched teeth.

"I fought it would put them at eafe?'

"On you it looks hungry.'

Leiv was still standing rooted to the sand as Kin |l ed the shand up to
him She took the man's hand in hers.

' Kneel and grovel,' she nurnured.

Silver folded up obediently. Leiv |ooked at her and then at Kin.
Finally he reached out and prodded Silver's arm

' Good boy,' said Kin, beaning. He junped back

To introduce phase two Kin began to whistle the old robot-Mrris tune
Ms Wdgery's Lodger.

Silver danced mournfully on the sand, gazing heavenward with an
expression of acute distaste. But she held the rhythm She al so noved
awkwardly. Kin, who had seen her nove like oiled water, admred that | ast
touch. Anything sufficiently ungainly was funny. Funny wasn't dangerous.

The nen began to trickle back. Silver danced on, kicking up little
sandstorms and shuffling fromone foot to the other. Kin stopped whistling.

"You' ve passed,' she said. 'They're practically about to feed you | unps
of sugar. Have a rest. Try to avoid yawni ng. Marco?

Marco hi ssed. He stepped out of the bushes.

In his grey ship-suit and a cloak hastily made out of a thernobl anket
he | ooked passably human, if emaciated. His eyes were too big and his nose was
too long. His face was grey as the suit.

But he had masses of flane-red hair. It wasn't really hair but it was
red. Perhaps it nade up for the eyes.

The nmen wat ched himwarily, but no-one fled this tine.

One of them stepped up to Leiv and grow ed sonething, drawi ng a short
sword. That led to a nonent of confusion that ended with Marco crouched to
spring and the man lying on the sand with his sword ten feet away. Then Leiv
stopped twi sting his armand took a running kick. The man screaned.

"Now we | aunch the boat,' said Kin firmy.

Si |l ver padded towards the beached vessel and braced herself with a
shoul der agai nst the prow. Not hi ng happened for a nmonent, and then the boat
slid down the beach, only stopping when the stern was nmoving urgently in the
current.

Kin took Leivis armand led himfirmy towards it. He was quick on the
uptake. Wthin five mnutes the nen were on board, the dunmbwaiter was hunm ng
toitself by the mast, and all eyes were on Silver, hovering out to sea on the
end of the cable.

There was an area of dead water where the sea parted round the island
bef ore dropping into nothingness. By the time the current tugged feebly at it
t he boat was flying over the waves.

Two incidents enlivened the journey. Marco was handed a horn of sone sweet
subst ance by a nervous Leiv.
He sniffed it suspiciously and poured sone into the "waiter. "It
appears to be some kind of glucose drink,' he said. 'Wat do you think, Kin?
"Did you try it on the "waiter?
"It gave a green light. Could it be sonme form of strengthening potion?
He drank half the horn, and snmacked what passed for |ips. Then he



| aughed vaguely and drank the other half.

Later he programed the dunbwaiter to duplicate it, and when the nen
had got over their amazenent at the disposable plastic cups they were passed
back as fast as they could be filled. Spasnodic singing broke out, and there
was an occasional clattering of oars as rowers missed their stroke. Finally
Kin, after Leiv's unspoken plea, switched off the machine.

Later Silver tried her hand at rowing. Sitting am dships and graspi ng
two oars, she followed the stroke easily. One by one the rowers stopped to
wat ch her. The boat didn't slow until her oars snapped.

Marco found Kin sitting in the skin shelter behind the mast, drinking
martini s and thinking.

‘I wish a private word,' he said.

"Fine,' said Kin, patting the rug beside her. 'How is the head now?'

"Better. That drink obviously contains dangerous inpurities. | don't
think I will try any nore for an hour or so.' He fished in his belt pouch and
pulled out a roll of plastic. It opened out into an aerial photograph of the
di sc.

"I got the conputer to prepare it before we left the ship,' he said.

"Way didn't you showit to ne before?

"I did not wish to encourage any fool hardy expl orati ons. However, now
that we are penetrating the disc . . . Look at the photo. Wat is m ssing?

Kin took the sheet. "Alot,' she said. 'You know that. No Val hal | a.
That's why Leiv found the waterfall. No Brasil. The Peaceful Ccean is tiny,
| ook, round here on the back of Asia--'

" Any additions?

Kin peered at the map. '|I don't know,' she said. Marco used a
doubl e-jointed thunb to point to the centre of the disc.

"The cloud cover makes it a bit indistinct, but that shouldn't be
there. That island in the Arabian Sea. You notice it's perfectly circular? It
i s the geographical hub of the disc.'

'What about it?

"Don't you see? It is an anomaly. We'Il find the disc civilization
there if anywhere. These people are barbarians. Intelligent, yes -- but
space- goi ng?

He | ooked at her

"Are you afraid this may turn out to be a Conmpany artefact?' he said
carefully. She nodded.

"There is an old kung story,' said Marco softly, his voice like the
currents in a quicksand, 'concerning a lord who had a high tower built. Then

he call ed various w se kung together and said, "I will give ny finest oyster
farmand the famed kel p beds of Tchp-pch to the kung who can determ ne the
hei ght of that tower using nothing but a baroneter. Those who fail will be

exiled to the dry | ands because that's the way it goes for the

not - wi se-enough." So the w se kung tried and, although they could find the
height to within a few chetds, this was not considered accurate enough and
they were sent to the dry |ands.'

"I like folk tales,' said Kin, 'but do you think this is--'

' Then one day,' said Marco loudly, 'the w sest kung, who hadn't
hazarded an answer yet, took his baroneter to the home of the lord' s naster
buil der, and said, "I will give you this beautiful barometer if you will be so
good as to tell me the height of the tower."

A shadow | oomed over themas Silver thrust her fangs over the deck
awni ng.

"Forry to interrupt,' she said, '"but you might be interefted in thif

They | ooked past her. Mst of the men had stopped rowi ng and were
staring up into the sky.

Kin stared with them There were three specks movi ng across the haze
like high-altitude jets.

"Vapour trails,' said Marco. 'Qbviously They have cone | ooking for us.



W won't have to go and offer them our baroneter.’

"What can you see, Silver?' Kin asked. The shand twanged a fang.

' They appear to be flying lizards,' she said. ' The met hod of propul sion
seens nysterious, but we nmay learn nore, since they are |osing height fast.'

Leiv tugged at Kin's arm Around them nen were mnethodically tossing
oars and bundles into the water and diving over the side after them The
little man seemed to be desperately searching for words. Finally he renmenbered
one.

"Fire?" he suggested, and tunbled her backward into the sea. The
col dness nunbed her, but she knew enough to tw st and kick out convul sively.
Treadi ng water and gripping a handy oar she watched the sky. The specks had
made a wide turn and the distant double thunp of a sonic boomrolled across
the sea. Marco and Silver had stayed on the boat, staring.

Soon three lizard-shapes with theatrically bat-1ike wi ngs glided over
the wave tops to circle the boat in perfect formation, treading the air with
two sets of cruel talons. Wsps of snoke trailed fromtheir dilated nostrils.

Then they drifted towards the north, becom ng specks again as they made
anot her turn. They al so gained height. If they were aircraft, thought Kin, 1'd
say this was going to be a bombing run

As the first dragon plumeted towards the ship, Leiv put one hand
firmy on her head and pushed her underwater

She bobbed up furious, her ears ringing. The water was steani ng. Snoke
was rising fromthe boat.

There was a sudden nound in the water beside her and Marco surfaced,
gaspi ng and cursing. A bigger splash further along marked Silver's return from
t he dept hs.

"What happened? What happened?' gasped Kin.

"It hovered and breathed fire,' said Silver

"And no bloody lizard does that to nme!' screaned Marco. He struck out
for the charred hull, rocking it violently in his attenpt to get aboard.

Anot her beast drifted down. There was a quiet splash as Silver
somer saul ted and ki cked away for the green depths.

There was al so a groan fromthe water-treading nen as they saw Marco
uncl oaked for the first tine, grasping an oar with all four hands. As the
dragon honed in it was bright enough to tread air just out of reach of Marco's
i mpronptu weapon, Ww ngbeats making spray patterns on the sea while it gathered
its breath.

Sonet hi ng white shot through the water |like a cork and gripped a pair
of hovering claws. For a second Silver and the startled creature hung there.
Then the wings met with a clap as they shot down into the sea, and Kin heard a
di stinct hiss.

The third dragon nust have been the brightest, thought Kin. The
bri ghtest always fought last. It was too late for it to stop its flight.
Instead it passed over the boat with its wings spread |ike parachutes, and, as
it thundered by above his head, Marco screaned and | eapt.

He was wearing his Iift belt. The dragon tried to twist in md air,
tunmbl ed, regained its balance and tried to flee for height and safety. It
didn't work.

On the other side of the boat the water foamed and a wingtip beat the
surface listlessly. Then the hull canted sharply. Silver was clinmbing aboard.

The nen around Kin shouted and struck out, |aughing as they heaved
t hemrsel ves up the side.

H gh above the dogfight the surviving dragon screaned and di sappeared
speedily into the east, giving Kin a short and tantalizing glinpse of its
hi gh- speed propul sion. Those horror-story wi ngs were too clunmsy for anything
except ponderous flight. To travel fast, the dragon folded themalong its
side, bent its head back under its body, and exhaled. By the tine it was too
far amay for Kin to see details its breath was yel |l ow hot.

She foll owed sonething el se down the sky as it tunbled lazily. It was a
dragon head. Shortly afterwards, although to the silent cromd on the boat it



seened much | onger, the body followed, wings still spread wide, spiralling
slowly with Marco clinbing to its back and still hacking with the knife. Wen
he hit the water a cheer went up.

It turned to anger when they saw that Silver was draggi ng her dragon
aboard, still alive. Wien the nmen noved hurriedly aside they gave Kin a good
Vi ew.

The beast flopped mournfully on the deck, water streaming fromits
wings. It raised its dripping head towards her and sneezed, violently.

Two jets of warmwater hit Kin on the |egs.

Marco was hel ped aboard by all four arms. His conb bl azed bl ood-red
and, as he stood up amid the admring crowd, he raised his bl ack-stained knife
over his head and yodel | ed:

'"Refteg! Ynmal refteg PELC'

Kin | ooked across at Silver, who was unscrewi ng her fangs. The shand
gri maced.

"Tell me again about his being officially human,' she said. 'l keep
forgetting.'

"What,' asked Kin, 'do you intend to do with that?" One of the nen
besi de her had drawn his sword and was offering it proudly to the shand, hilt
first. Silver ignored him

'"It's dead,' she said, 'but we have the body. | would very much like to
know how an organic creature can breathe fire.' She grabbed the corpse by neck
and tail and dragged it aft.

Marco swaggered over to Kin.

"I triunph!' he shout ed.

'Yes, Marco.'

' They decl are war on us! They sent dragons! But They reckoned w t hout

'Yes, Marco.'

' Toget her They conspire against me yet | overcone!' he screaned, eyes
gl azed. Then his expression faded.

"You just think I'ma paranoid kung, don't you,' he said sulKkily.

"Since you nention it '

"I"mproud to be human. Make no nistake! As for the other,' he said,
turning, 'just because you're paranoid doesn't nean They aren't out to get
you.'

She wat ched him stride back to the nmen, who clustered around him
Frightened of everything except imredi ate physical danger. And as human as a
tiger.

Silver was gazing ruefully at the dunbwaiter. It was not damaged, but
the plastic panelling would never be the sanme again.

When the men were at the oars again Kin took out her suit toolkit and
arranged the dragon corpse as best she could on the tiny foredeck. The kit was
smal | but conprehensive. A marooned spacenan could use it to survive on an
alien world for years. Some had. Kin selected a nmedical scal pel

Later she opened the kit fully and found a nultichisel

A minute |ater she reached in and assenbl ed the vibro-saw. The screeee
as it skidded and juddered over scales set her teeth on edge, but she didn't
switch off until the bl ade broke.

She went to find Marco and Silver, who were taking a turn at the oars,
and hunkered down between them

' Those dragons are jet-powered,' she said. 'l could open the neck --
it's lined with sone sort of |ight spongy substance. It cut like jelly. \Wen I
tried the welding laser onit it didn't even warmup.'

' How about the body?' said Marco.

' Those scales are tough. You will note I am holding the remains of a
Vi bro-saw. They say a saw like this will cut hull netal.’

Silver grinned. 'One finds oneself thinking in terns of creatures that
drink kerosene.'

The kung snorted. 'No doubt you neglected to run a geiger over it?" he



sai d.

"No. | tested it all right. Nothing.'

"I amsurprised."’

"Want to hear what happened when | cut the neck off and dropped the
geiger head into the body cavity?

'l am agog.'

"It's as hot as hell in there. That creature is a living atomc
furnace. And you can't tell ne it evolved, not on an Earth-type world. It's a
construct! That's where you'll find the disc builders -- wherever that thing
came from'

'The centre of the disc,' said Silver thoughtfully. Kin gawped, and the
shand nodded casually as she | eaned on the oar

"I have sone facility with |anguages, as you know,' she said. '| have
been tal king to sone of these men. W've got to the say-and-point stage. They
see these things sonetines. In these parts they come fromthe east, but when
the boats sail down south the dragons pass over fromthe north-east. Therefore
| deduce they cone fromthe central regions. Wiy are you staring?

"Marco already wants to go to the centre,’ said Kin. '"He wants to offer
them a baroneter -- | think.'

The next dawn saw them sailing through an increasingly choppy sea into a fjord
bet ween white mountains. There was a colony of turf-roofed stone huts, and
some sparse neadows. People hurried down to the shingle, then shied back
noisily as, with the crewin their seats smrking |like denmons, Silver dropped
over the side and ran the boat up the beach by herself.

There was a gl assy-eyed dragon head roped to the prow

Leiv led theminto a | ong high-roofed hut that made Kin wonder whatever
happened to Grendel . But of course, Gendel was slinking al ongside her
swi nging his too-many arnms and eyeing the crowds for possible assassins.

VWhen her eyes grew accustonmed to the gl oominside she saw an open fire
ina pit and, beside it, a man sitting on a rough stool. One | eg was stretched
out in front of him He was red-headed, and bearded.

He rose unsteadily fromhis stool and enbraced Leiv, both nen hol di ng
thensel ves as if there was just the faintest possibility that the other m ght
attenpt a stabbing. Then the younger nman spoke.

It was a lengthy saga. After a while the ol der man was taken outside
and shown what remai ned of the dead dragon. He was introduced to Silver, and
hobbl ed several tines round Marco, who | ooked at hi m sidel ong.

He grinned at Kin in a way that expressed horizontal desires.

Encouraged by this display, other inhabitants turned up. Kin's
attention was drawn to two men in black robes. One of them was | ooking at
Marco fearfully and reciting some sort of incantation.

Silver's head sw velled round.

She spoke a sentence in the same | anguage.

Fromthen on Silver did the translating.

'"The tongue is Latin, the Remen tongue. Except that these nen refer to
Rome not Rene.'

Kin considered it. 'Romulus and Renus,' she said at last. 'The founders
of Reme. Ever hear the |egend?

"I think I recall it in a folklore anthol ogy."'

'"So on the disc Renus won the nam ng privilege. Wat else did they
say?'

"Ch, quite a lot of gibberish about denons, the usual primtive world
stuff. Ever heard the word troll? They keep | ooking at Marco and saying it.
There's also a | ot about gods, | think.'

Kin | ooked around. These people were either primtive or superb actors.
Per haps the gods were the disc buil ders.

" Ask about them' she said. A long conversation foll owed. Sonetines the
ol der of the men would point to the sky. Leiv and his father watched



careful ly.

Finally Silver nodded and turned to Kin. 'Let's see if | get this
right, now,' she said. 'There's a whole |ot of gods about, but the top god is
called Christos. The high priest lives at Rone. There was al so anot her kind of
god who created this world in six days. Anticipating your questions,' she
said, raising a pawto interrupt Kin, 'l asked for nore details. This
creator-god has a lot of minor assistant gods with wi ngs, and there's another
| esser being called Saitan who sounds |like an agitator. There's a | ot of other
usual religious stuff too.'

'"Six days is too fast,' said Kin. '"It'd take the Conmpany six years even
with prefabricated parts. Frankly, I'd put it all down as a nyth.'
"It's unusually straightforward,' Silver pointed out. 'In nost nyths

the world is usually made fromthe suprenme being's step-father's pancreas or
t he bl ood of the sacred beetle or sonething.'

Kin frowned. Earth had plenty of religions, and had exported as many as
she had inported. For every sect of hunmans engaged in conplicated Ehftnic tine
rituals there was a group of saffron-dyed shandi drumm ng and chanting through
the frozen Shandi streets. Cenerally Conpany people, being in the creation
busi ness, didn't bother with religion or went along with sonething basic and
non-controversial, |like Wcca or Buddhism

Kin had drunk of many cups in her tinme, just out of curiosity. Stand
up, kneel down, clinmb a nountain, chant, go naked, whirl, dance, fast, abhor
gorge, pray -- sonetinmes it was enjoyable, but it was always introverted,
unr eal

Leiv's father spoke at length to one of the priests, who spoke to
Silver. Silver |aughed and replied.

'"He wants to buy the Val halla oven,' she transl ated.

' The what ?'

' The dunbwaiter. He says that he knows that in Valhalla all nen eat and
drink endl essly and now he knows it is because they have these ovens that
grind out food and drink.'

"Tell himit's not for sale.' She looked directly at Eirick Raude. Red
Eric. Back on Earth there was a worn nound in the heart of Val halla where the
water fromthe five inland seas spilled over into the Long Fjord. Eirick's
Beard, they called the water. Red Eric had been buried in the nound. It was a
big tourist attraction.

Silver took a deep breath.

'"He al so wants us to adjust the sun,' she said. The man, seeing Kin's
face, began to speak slowy in Latin.

' There has been spring in winter, he says. The sun has sonetines
di nmed. On several nights the stars have flickered. And, uh, sonething
happened to one of the planets.'

Kin stared. Then she wal ked into the hall where Silver had deposited
t he dunbwaiter and dialled for a big cup of the sweet ale. She brought it back
and put it in Eirick's scarred hands.

"Tell himthat was our fault. Tell himthat if only we can learn the
secrets of the world, we will replace the planet and do what we can about the
sun. Did he say the stars flickered?

"Apparently this is expected. The aforesaid Christos was born al nbost a
t housand years ago, and it is widely believed that he will come again around
about now. Take a | ook at the sea, will you?

Kin turned. The waves were | ashing at the beach, even here. She could
hear the thunder of the stormout in the open sea. But the sky was bl ue,
wi ndl ess .

"l said the disc wasn't a reliable artefact,' she said. 'It sounds |like
its governing systens are going wong. Eirick doesn't seemall that worried,
Silver.

'He says he's seen and heard of a |ot of gods. He can take gods or
| eave them alone. If we can repair the weather, he will give us nuch tinber.'

" Ti nber ?'



Silver turned to look at the village. 'It seens to be a scarce
commodity here,' she said. 'Notice the |ack of trees.'

This should be the dimtic Optinmum Kin told herself. On Earth it had
been. The Northern expansi on had taken place during a | ong warm spell, when
even a strip of coastal Greenland was reasonably habitable

Here, on sone nights, the stars flickered out.

Marco and Kin spent the night in the hall, although Silver opted for the chil
air of the boat. No-one had attenpted to bundle Kin off with the wonen.
Goddesses were different.

She lay | ooking at the glow of the fire. The boom of the surf was stil
| oud. Tides, she thought. That hal f-pint nmoon couldn't cause them There nust
be sone sort of regulated rise and fall of the sea, and it's going hayw re.

She |l onged for a sleepset. They left your nouth tasting |ike an ape's
urinal, but they were quick

You didn't suffer frominsomia with a zizz, or get bothered by rocks
sticking in your back. A short, deep, dream ess sleep

Finally she gave up, got up and wal ked t hrough the darkened hall. The
man at the door noved aside hastily to |let her pass.

The sky was abl aze with fake stars. Kin shivered, but couldn't help but
admre the ersatz universe that bl azed over the dark, sea-noisy fjord

This wasn't Earth. It was a disc about fifteen thousand nmiles across,
massi ng around 5.67 x 10721 tons. That nmeant it either had generated gravity
or neutroni umveneer as a bedrock. It spun very slowy, like a tossed coin in
treacle, dragging with it a fake sun and a fake nmoon and a family of fake
pl anets. She knew all that, but sitting here it was hard to believe.

She shivered as the frost clawed at her. Frozen starlight.

A clockwork world. A world without astronomy. Mybe there was
astronony, but it was a horrible joke on the astronomers. A world where the
vent uresome dropped into the abyss. Dragons. Trolls. A nyth-nash.

She found a planet, near what for want of a better word had to be
called the disc's horizon. No, it was noving too fast for a planet.

And then it was suddenly a pennant of fire in the sky.

It hit the disc somewhere to the east. Kin told herself she could fee
t he i mpact.

She ran towards the |line of beached ships to where a broad shape
glittered with frost.

"Silver?

Fool i sh, foolish. How many shandi on the disc?

"Ah, Kin. No doubt you sawit."'

"What was it?

'Most of the main part of our ship. It was only a matter of time. Marco
shoul d have exploded it rather than just |leave it, and we can only hope it
landed in the sea or a desert. | was hoping it would inmpact on the underside
of the disc.'

"It's certainly a good way of saying "We're here" to any disc |lords.
First we take out a planet, then we drop our ship on them' said Kin.

"I noticed sonething before | saw the ship,' said Silver. 'See that
pl anet, right down there? What would that be ?

"If this was Earth, that'd be Venus in that posi -- no, it--'

"Quite so. It is noonless.'

Kin felt a tingle of excitenent. The disc builders had forgotten
somet hi ng. How coul d they? Venus and Adonis, a noon al nost as big as Lunar
had al ways domi nated Earth's dawn or sunset sky. Wiy | eave out the noon in the
di sc universe? A mystery.

"One could wite a filmy on astronony and sociology,' said Silver. 'For
exanpl e, | have always felt that humans were the first into space because of
the continual rem nder that in our universe everything orbits sonething.

" You al ways had that other double world systemin your sky to hint that
not everything revolves around the Earth. \Whereas we had the Twin, and the



kung couldn't see the sky at all. Had your sister world not had her noon,
doubt if your history would have been quite so unconplicated."'

Toget her they sat and watched the nmoonl ess world sink in solitude in
the faintly glow ng sky. Kin snuggled against Silver's fur, and wondered
whet her the dunmbwaiter would be safe. Probably. The men had a heal t hy respect
for Marco.

Silver was thinking about the same thing, because she said, 'Kin? Are
you awake?'

"Unk.'

"I'f the dunbwaiter m sfunctions, you must promise ne you will stun ne
and allow Marco to put me to death.'

Kin sat up, grimacing in the darkness. 'Certainly not. Anyway, how
could we stun you ?'

"You have a pal m stunner on you at this nonent. | have noticed it on
several occasions,' said Silver. 'l was taught to observe. You will kill ne,
for fear of what | will becone. My fear.'

Kin grunted non-committally and | ay back, thinking about shandi

They couldn't take kung or human proteins. Before the dunmbwaiters were
common, it meant that shandi could only go offworld with a persona
deep-freeze.

There had been a time when a human ship had been ferrying four shand
anbassadors to Geater Earth and the freezer mal functioned. The anbassadors
were civilized. Usually, when a shand was deprived of food, it turned into a
ravening animal within two days. A mllion years of evolution was drowned in a
wash of saliva

Wth the anbassadors, it took fifty-six hours.

None survived. The | ast one took her life after awakening froma
bl oated sl eep and seeing what |ay around her in the cabin. The average shand
woul dn't have done so, but the average shand was not an anbassador trained to
think in cosnospolitan ways.

The plain truth was that the shandi |iked eating shand. Can you fit
ritual cannibalisminto a civilization? They did.

There was the Gane. The rules were ancient, venerated and sinple. Two
shandi woul d enter, from opposite sides, a stretch of tundra or forest set
asi de for the purpose. There were special rules about weapons. The w nner ate
wel I .

Curiosity overwhel med Kin.

"Did you ever play the Gane, Silver?' she asked softly.

"Why, yes. Three tinmes, when the urge was strong in ny nouth,' said the

shand. ' Twi ce at honme, and once illegally el sewhere. My opponent in the latter
case was the Regius Professor of Linguistics at the University of Gelt. Mich
of her stocks ny freezer at home even now. | grieve that her death may |argely

have been in vain.'

"But you've got dunbwaiters now. There's no need for the Gane.'

Silver shrugged. '"Now it is a tradition,' she said. 'Wat we did out of
need we do for . . . sport, | think it would be called, although there are
el ements of bravado, identification with our ancient past, the affirmng of
our shandness. You think this is barbaric.'

It was a statenent, not a question. Kin shook her head anyway.

' Some humans have taken part in the Gane,' said Silver. 'They pay
highly for the chance to prove their . . . what? Machism? If they win, al
they get is the head of their victimto hang on the wall. That is barbaric.'

"Uh, what happens if the shand w ns?

' She gets two convicted crininals.'’

Kin thought: this is what shandi do on their home world, and none of
your business. You can't apply humans' values to aliens. But you keep trying.

The train of thought was derailed by a screamfromthe big hall. A man
burst out into the starlight and tunbl ed over on the grass, clutching at his
si de.

Kin | anded runni ng, snatching the stunner fromher belt. She heard the



heavy crash on the shingle as Silver |anded behi nd her

The hall was full of dark fighting shapes. Kin jerked aside as a
| eather-clad man ran out, followed by a tall nman hefting an axe. She pointed
the stunner and fired.

The effect was not inmediate. The two kept on running. Then their |egs
col | apsed under themin slow notion, and they hit the ground asl eep

Kin entered the hall with the stunner turned to m ni mum power maxi mum
beam swinging it like a scythe. A fighter staggered towards her with a raised
sword and began to dreamon his feet, sending her sprawling as fifteen stone
of Norseman cannoned into her. For a nmoment she suffocated in a reek of stale
sweat and badly tanned hides, then managed to roll away. The stunner was gone,
dropped in the collision. She was in tine to see a teetering giant pick it up
curiously and | ook down the barrel. In the mddle of the tumult, a | ook of
perfect peace passed over his face. He fell like a tree.

Anot her man rushed at Kin. She kicked out and upwards, and was rewarded
with seeing his eyes cross before he rolled over, screamnmng and clutching his
groin.

There wasn't a fight going on, it was a braw. Mst of the nmen were
simply hacking blindly at everything.

She managed to get to her feet, alnobst slipping on the curiously rmuddy
floor. Through a gap in the figures she saw Marco dodging |ike a denon in the
torchlight, a sword in all four hands. The dunbwaiter humed behind him a
sticky, sweet snell in the air.

There was a bellow fromthe door and Eirick hobbled in, his face
contorted with rage. He was flailing about with his crutch

Then the roof fell in. One of the fighters backed into Kin, and she
felled himwi th a backhanded chop as dawn-pale light flooded the hall. Part of
t he nearest wall bowed inward and crunbl ed away. There was a brief glinpse of
a wide, white-haired foot.

Silver appeared at the roof hole, black against the gold sky. There was
silence, broken only by the whinpers of the wounded and a background trickle.

Silver roared again. There was a brief noment of pandenoni um as those
who coul d rushed for the doorway.

Kin | ooked down. She was standing ankle deep in a sticky, frothy
puddl e.

She | ooked at the dunbwaiter. A yellowbrown waterfall was spilling out
of the food hatch, filling a deepening puddl e. Marco | ooked at her, trying to
focus. Then he sighed contentedly, and fell backwards.

Resi gnedly, knowi ng what to expect, Kin held her cupped hand under the
streamand tasted it. It was sweet and potent, a super-beer. Here and there in
t he pool, darker stains were spreading fromthe wounded and dyi ng.

Kin stopped the flow and set the machine to produci ng an antidote. \Wen
it delivered a bow of foul blue liquid she dragged the kung up by his conb,
ti pped the bow into his nouth in one notion, and let himfall back into the
mre.

After Silver dropped through the ruined roof she and Kin toured the
hall. The 'waiter was instructed to produce the various seal - and-hea
ointnents in its repertoire, and after some thought Kin dialled for
[inb-replacenment stimulants. Usually such sophisticated nedicine was frowned
on for its cultural shock effects, but hell, the disc was one big cultura
shock. Wth sone of the wounded she plastered the stuff on like nud, and
hoped.

After a while Marco groaned and sat up. He | ooked at them hazily. Kin
i gnored him

"Leiv's men told them about the 'waiter producing al cohol,' he said
thickly. 'Then when | gave them a denbnstration they began acting irrationally
and demandi ng nore. And then they started fighting.'

"A fucking Val halla machine,' muttered Kin, and turned back to her
wor k.

There was a hoarse chuckle fromthe darkness under the roof, and a



bl ack feather floated down.

They left at noon. The colony gathered to see them of f.

Many of the nmen had new white scars. Some displayed tiny |inbs already
growi ng from heal ed stunps. But several had died in the hall; the Val halla
machi ne had been too efficient.

Eirick made a | ong speech in Latin and produced rare furs and two white
hunting birds as farewell gifts.

'Say we can't accept,' said Kin. "Say anything. We can't afford to
carry the weight. Say we can't go and repair the sun if we carry too nuch
weight. It's al nost true.

Eirick listened to Silver's careful reply, and nodded graciously.

"I'd like to give himsonething, though,' said Kin.

"Why?' snapped Marco.

'Because she's still afraid the Conpany m ght be behind the disc, and
she wants to apologize. Isn't that right? said Silver. Kin ignored her

"Ask himfor sone tinber,' she said. 'Scraps. And grass or hay. Add

bones. Anything that was living. What | have in nind' |l nean the "waiter wll
want feeding."'
They set the dunbwaiter up as a tinber nmill. After the first nmetre of

fragrant, snooth plank had been extruded fromthe hatch the col ony worked |ike
robots. Geat drifts of seaweed, washed up by the poundi ng sea, hel ped swell
the heap by the input hopper. Today the sea noved |like Iiquid nountains.

Kin took the others aside while the colony was carting pl anks.

"W fly,' she said. 'Over land as nuch as possible, but we fly. If the
belt power |ooks like running out before we get to the hub, then we'll charge
up one belt fromthe others and Marco or | will go on alone. That neans Sil ver
can stay with the '"waiter.'

"I aminclined to agree,' said Silver. There can be nothing to | ose.
Marco should be the one to go on, of course. | ambig enough to scare
predators, and you can survive by engagi ng any mal e humans in sexual congress
i f necessary. Marco is best equipped to reach the hub.'

It was an el ephantine attenpt at dipl onacy, but Marco turned his head

away.

"I am equi pped for nothing,' he said distantly. 'l allowed nyself to be
provoked by humans. | am shaned.’

'The blame is not wholly yours,' said Silver generously.

"But Silver, | outnunmbered themone to thirty!

Spray flew like sleet over the village. A respectable pile of planks
had grown round the dunbwaiter. Kin switched it off and adjusted its lift
bel t.

The two Christos priests were standing apart fromthe crowd, chanting
in Latin.

"What ' re they saying? said Kin.

Silver listened for a nonent. 'It's an invitation to Christos to all ow
us to repair his planets and sun or alternately to strike us down if, as they
suspect, we're servants of Saitan.'

"Nice of them Say goodbye for us, will you?

They rose quickly. The huts and then the beach were | ost against the
background of snow and foamtopped sea.

The sea had gone nad. Waves piled on top of one another and burst and
roared, sending spray alnost as high as the flyers.

On the disc east couldn't be a direction, it had to be a point of the
circunference. There were four directions on the disc: circle right, circle
left, in, out. They headed in.

They circled the thing in the water carefully: was it alive, Kin wondered, or
was it just that the waves nade it appear so? Once, a flipper broke water and
sl apped down agai n.

She decided to go lower. She waited for warnings from Marco, but he had
been subdued all day. Silver said nothing, but took advantage of the nmid-air



stop to reel in the '"waiter on its towine.

Kin thought she could feel the cold air through the suit's twenty-five
| ayers as she dived. The sky was pure blue, ice-clean

The creature was floating belly upwards. Mst of it was tail, which
snaked back until it was lost in surf. When a particularly heavy swell noved
the body, Kin glinpsed a | ong equi ne head and one enpty eye socket.

It nust have been old. No creature could grow that big fast. And the
white belly was pitted with seaworm hol es and studded wi th shellfish.

She flew back up. It would be nice to get it on a dissecting table --
with a winch.

"It's dead,' she announced. 'There's a gash in it you could sail a boat
t hrough. Fresh, too. It's the same sort of creature as the one we saw this
nmorning, | think.'

It had been far to the right, |ooping through the water like a
scal y- backed si ne wave.

"It's very definitely dead,' she said reassuringly, seeing Silver's
face.

"What is currently occupying ny mnd is what killed it,' said the
shand. 'l will be happy to get ny feet on terra firm.'

The nore firnmer the less terror, thought Kin. She found she preferred
the sky. There was sonething reassuring about lift belts, far nore so than the
di sc. She knew belts didn't fail. The disc mght break up at any nmonent, but
she woul d remain safely hanging i n space.

"There is an island a fewniles off,' said Silver. 'Just a done of
rock. | can see the marks of fires. Shall we |and?

Kin peered ahead. There was a srmudge, a long way off. The sea seened to
be calm too. The idea of a short stop had nmerit. The flying suits had never
been desi gned for extended use in gravity. Her |egs had been trailing
usel essly bel ow her since they left the settlement, and felt like lead. It
woul d be nice to stanmp sone new bl ood into them

"Marco?' she said. He was hovering sone way off, still wapped in
sel f-recrimnation.
There was a sigh in her ear. 'l can hold no useful opinions,' he said,

"but | see no obvious dangers.'

The island was small and obviously tidal. Seaweed, now al nost dry,
covered nmost of it. So many fires had been lit at the highest point of the
rock, about three netres above the sea now, that it was black

Kin | anded first, and keel ed over as her legs refused to support her. A
crab scuttled out of the seaweed in front of her face.

Silver landed lightly and then hauled on the Iine to tow the dunbwaiter
out of the sky. Wiile Kin sat massaging sone |life back into her |egs the shand
bustl ed round cutting seaweed for the machine's intake hopper. In nornal use
the dunbwaiter extracted all its nolecules fromthe air around it, but Silver
had a big appetite.

After a while she tapped Kin on the shoul der and handed her a cup of
coffee, reserving a |l arge bow of sonething red for herself. It was quite
possi bly synthetic shand. So what ?

"Where's Marco?' said Kin, |ooking round. Silver swall owed and pointed
upwar d.

"He's switched off his transmitter,' she said. 'He has problens, that
one.'

"You're not kidding,' said Kin. 'He thinks he's a human and knows he's
a kung. And every tine he acts |like a kung he feels ashaned.’

"Al'l kung and humans are crazy,' said Silver conversationally. 'He's
craziest. If he thought about it he would realize there's a | ogica
i mpossibility about all this.'

"Ch, yes,' said Kin wearily. 'l know he's not physically human, but the
kung believe one's being is determned by the place--' She stopped. Silver was
grinni ng encouragi ngly, and noddi ng.

"Go on,' she said. 'You're nearly there. Kung think the nearest



avai l abl e soul enters the offspring at birth. But Marco is supposed to be
human. Humans don't really believe that kind of superstition, do they? Ergo,
he must be a body-and-soul kung.'

There was a gasp in Kin's ear. Marco may have switched off his
transmitter, but kung were paranoid. He'd never switch off his receiver. Kin
| ooked up at the distant dot in the air. Silver nouthed the words: ignore him

"l suppose Leiv's people lit those fires,' said Kin vaguely. 'W nust
be on a trade route.’

'Yes. Have you noticed the variations in the sea's roughness?

Ki n had.

There were billions of tons of water on the disc, constantly draining
over the edge. It had to get back sonehow. Assum ng the disc builders couldn't
wor k magic, there was a nol ecul e sieve down there, connected to -- Kin withed

-- a matter transmitter. Sinple. You clanmp receivers to the sea floor and punp
t he water back, only things were goi ng wong.

Over the last day and a half they had passed over circul ar areas of
ragi ng sea. Too nmuch was comi ng up, or maybe only a few receivers were stil
avail able to take the vol une.

"I keep forgetting this is just a big machine,' she said.

"I think you are being too hard on the disc builders,' said Silver.
"Apart, of course, fromthe possibilities of a breakdown, there is no great
di sadvantage to living in a cosnos like this, surely? You can still evolve a
sci ence."'

'Sure. The wong science. Science is supposed to be the tool w th which
you can unscrew the universe, but disc science is only fit for the disc. It'd
be cl osed, stagnant. Try to inagine a sophisticated disc astrononer trying to
figure our sort of universe! The disc is only good for religions.'

Silver dialled herself another bow of goo. When she | ooked back Kin
was shruggi ng out of her suit.

"Do you think that is w se?

"Alnost certainly not,' said Kin, swaying slightly as a swell caught
them 'But I'mdammed if I'"'mgoing to sweat in there all day long. I'd give a
handf ul of Days for a hot bath.'

She wal ked naked towards the water and stopped abruptly as another
swel | nearly made her mss her footing.

On an island?

Marco di ved out of the sky, screaming in kung. A wave washed over Kin's
feet, and as she turned the next one came in wai st high and knocked her over.
Through stinging spray she saw Silver and the dunbwaiter rocket out of the
surf.

Cold water rolled over her. She groped in the green, ear-blocking |ight
and nmanaged to grab the fabric of the suit. It dragged at her as the dead
wei ght of the [ift belt pulled it down.

Besi de her the water exploded into bubbles. Marco thrashed past, and
there was a horrible nonent before the suit pulled again -- upwards.

Silver was waiting. As the suit cane up with Kin gripping it
desperately she drifted closer. Marco surfaced in a rosette of foam

"No!' he screaned. 'Height! Get height! We're too near the sea!’

The grim pantom me started again 200 netres up. Wth Silver holding Kin
by the shoul ders and Marco arranging the suit, they managed to slot her into
the | ower section, then forced her freezing arns into the sleeves. The inner
thermal suit clicked on; by the time Kin was fit to talk the inside of the
suit was a Turkish bath.

" Thanks, Marco,' she said. 'You know, | never would have had the
intelligence to switch--'

"Look below,' said the kung.

They | ooked.

A shadow noved under the sunlit waves, a big turtle, island sized, with
four paddle legs and a head the size of a small house. As they watched it
flapped lazily into the depths.



"I sawit wake,' said Marco. 'l had been pondering the regularity of
the I egs, wondering if they were shoals, and then one noved. No doubt it nakes
a practice of this and feeds on the unfortunates who light fires onits
shel | ."

"A carapace length of a hundred netres,' rnused Silver. 'Renmarkable. Do
such exist on Earth, Kin?

"No,' said Kin, through chattering teeth.

"Enough of this scientific chit-chat,' said Marco. 'W nust nake speed
for the nearest land nmass. Silver, will you | ook yonder? About out-by-right,
m ddl e heaven. | only see a dot.'

Silver turned her suit.

"It's a bird," she said. 'Black. Possibly a raven.'

"Then at |east we cannot be far fromland,' said Marco. 'I was afraid
it was a dragon.’

They switched the belts to maxi mum hori zontal notion and headed on
| mperceptibly Marco pulled ahead, so that they travelled in delta formation
Kin assisted by slowing her suit fractionally, and noticed that Silver had
done the sanme. Marco the kung was in comand.

After a while he started to clinb, the others foll owi ng obediently.
Bel ow .

the disc unfolded. At their old height Kin could have believed
they were on a gl obe, but now the disc spread out below themfor what it was
-- alunatic map, a madnman's Great Circle projection

Cloud and the opacity of the air were the only barriers to vision. Kin
could see the far rimof the disc, a darker |ine against the sky, and from
that distant confusion of earth and sky two white horns grew and spread
outward. The waterfall. The oceanfall, encircling the disc |like a snake.

There was a hurricane building up, off the coast of Africa. As Kin
climbed she watched the frozen spiral of cloud, fascinated.

She had seen worlds from space, but the disc was different. And it was

big. She was used to thinking in ternms of mllions and the disc, spinning
t hrough space inside its own private universe, had sounded small. Seen from a
few hundred nmiles up it was huge, real. It was the |light-years of nothingness

that were small and neani ngl ess. It was enough now just to stare

"Note the circles of disturbance in the ocean,' said Mrco.

"Kin suggests there is something the matter with the mechani smthat
recirculates the sea water,' said Silver. 'Logical. Certainly | feel increased
admration for a people who face all this in small boats, with no air
support.'

Silver said, 'Seeing the disc like this, one feels one would be nervous
of setting foot on it again. It is too thin, too artificial. W do not as a
rule suffer fromvertigo, but seeing the disc like this | begin to conprehend
what it neans.'’

Marco nodded. 'Quite so. It gives one an uneasy feeling around the
ankl es, akin to standing on a |l edge a hundred storeys up -- a w de | edge
per haps, but a high one.'

"I begin to see what Kin nmeant when she wote about the Spindles,’

i nsi stence on having a few thousand mles of planet beneath their feet,' said
Silver. "It is a nmental anchor. The subconscious fears the endl ess drop
towards the bottom of the Universe. Could our vague feeling be a shadow of the
Spi ndl e i nperative?

"It is said that they hel ped us evolve, so that is always possible.

What do you think, Kin? Kin?
' Hunh? Wassat ?
"Were you |istening?

"Sorry, | was |looking at the scenery. Silver, what's that snudge down
there? In what would be Central Europe.'

‘"I see it. That, | suspect, is where our ship crashed.'

They all | ooked. The snoke was a nere wisp at this distance.

"It looks like a pretty lifeless region,' said Silver, in tones of



confort.

"It is now," said Kin bitterly.

Invisible a fewmles below, its wings a blur of speed, the raven
focused on the snoke. Behind its eyes, sonething went click

The moon rose, full but reddish, underpowered. It illum nated a speedi ng
| andscape that was mainly forest. Here and there patches of |land and a few
orange lights indicated a settl enent.

Marco called themto a halt after a long stretch of dark forest-roof
had passed bel ow.

"Marco, let's land,' said Kin wearily.

"Not until we have spied out the land!’

"That bit imediately bel ow us | ooks unnmatched, believe ne.’

Silver landed first, on the reasonable assunption that wild animals
woul d be unlikely to attack her. She switched off her suit and unzi pped the
hel met, then stood silently, nostrils dilating. After a minute she turned,
sni f fed agai n.

"It's OK,' she said. 'l snmell wolves, but the scent is old. There are
sone boars about a mile hubward, and | think there's some beavers in that
river about two nmiles towards the rim No nen.' She sniffed again, and
hesi t at ed.

"There is sonething else. Can't identify it, though. Gdd. Vaguely
i nsectile.’

They | anded anyway. Kin was dozing in her suit, but concentrated just
| ong enough to stop the belt fromcrashing her into the turf at the side of
the hill. She switched off, and allowed herself to sink gently into the
scent ed grass.

She awoke when Marco gently put a bow of soup into her hands.

He and Silver had lit a fire. Orange flanes shot up and illumi nated the
forest |leaves thirty netres away, and made the canp a circle of conforting
firelight. It glittered off the dunbwaiter.

"Who shoul d know better than | that it is unsafe,' said the kung,
seeing the questioning | ook in her face, 'but |I'm human enough to say, what
the hell. Silver has taken first watch. Then it's you. Better get sone nore
sl eep.’

Thanks. Uh, [ook, Marco, about that floating island--'

"W will not nmention it. We will be over land nost of the rest of the
way to the hub.'

"W may find nothing.'

"OfF course. But what is all life but a journeying towards the Centre?

"I"'mmnore worried about the belt power sources. Can we be sure they'l
| ast out ?'

"No, but there is a built in hysteresis effect. If the power sinks
bel ow a certain level it'll waft you gently to the ground.’

'O the sea,' said Kin.

"Or the sea. But | know what is worrying you. It is the fear that your
Conpany did all this. But why should they?

' Because we can.'

"l don't understand."'

"No. But we could build dragons, we could create people in the vats as
easily as we breed up extinct whales. The theory is all there, but we don't do
it because of the Code. But it is possible. W could have built this disc, but

no-one would dare do it in hone space. Qut here -- it's a different matter.'
Marco | ooked at her sadly. 'Silver convinced nme,' he said. "If |I'm
rational, I'"'ma kung. I'mglad |I'm not human.'’
Kin finished her soup and | ay back. She felt warmand full. Marco had
curled up with four Norse swords beside him but she could dimy nmake out
Silver sitting notionless higher up the hill. Always a conforting sight, she

told herself. As long as the dunbwaiter works.



She did not dream

Silver shook her awake before m dnight. Kin yawned and staggered to her
feet.

" Anyt hi ng been happeni ng?' she nunbl ed.

Silver considered. 'I think an o hooted about an hour ago, and there
were sonme bats. Apart fromthat, it has been pretty quiet.'

Silver lay down. Wthin a few mnutes deep snores told Kin she was on
her own.

The noon was high, but still too red. The stars had taken on that deep
light that always comes around m dnight. Grass, heavy with dew, rustled as she
wal ked away fromthe dying fire.

Even now there was still sonme light on the sunset rim a green gl ow
that just managed to delineate the boundary between disc and sky. Mdths humed
past her face, and there was a snell of crushed thyne.

Later, she wondered if she had dozed on her feet. But the nbon was
still up and the -- call it the west -- was still a line of faint lumnosity.
Yet the music came pouring down the hillside confidently, as though it had
been there all the tine.

It trilled, then soared into a few bars of evocative nel ody. Evocative
of what, Kin could not decide -- perhaps of things that never were, but which
ought to have been. It was distilled nusic.

The fire was a sullen eye between the two sleeping figures. Kin started

to clinb the bare hill, |eaving darker footprints in the danp grass.

A picture came into her mnd of the music as a living thing, coiling
around the hill and di sappearing into the hushed forest. She told herself she
could always turn back if she wanted to, and wal ked on

She saw the elf on a npbssy stone at the top of the hill, outlined

against the afterglow It sat crosslegged, hunched over the pipes, intent upon
the nusic.

I nsi de the woman who stood entranced, another Kin Arad, inprisoned in
the corner of the mind, hamered on the consciousness: (It's an insect! Don't
listen! It looks Iike a cross between a man and a cockchafer! Look at the
ant ennae! Those things aren't ears!)

The musi c stopped abruptly.

"No--' said Kin.

The triangul ar head turned round. For a noment Kin | ooked into two
narrow, glittering eyes that were greener than the |ight behind them Then
there was a hiss and a patter of feet over the turf. Alittle later, there was
arustle in the forest. Then the night closed in again, |ike velvet.

At dawn they rose above the forest and headed hub-wards, |eaving long curling
trails in the rising msts.

On the horizon a pillar of snoke |ooned |ike the finger of judgenent.
It was so thick it cast a shadow

"l don't know what effect it has on the natives, but it terrifies me,’
said Kin. 'W should have blown up the ship in the air, Mrco.'

"Their planet hit us,'" he said testily. "It is their responsibility."’

The forest gave way to fields, striped with crops. A distant man,
wal ki ng behind a pl ough drawn by ant-sized oxen, fell on his knees as their
shadow passed over him Fromthe boundaries of the field a dirt road ran
through a cluster of turf huts, forded a river and di sappeared under the
trees.

"He didn't look like a whizz planetary technician,' said Kin.

"No," said Marco. 'He | ooked shit-scared. But someone built this disc.'

Breakfast they had on a cliff top overlooking the sea. Marco watched it
carefully. After a while he asked: 'Kin, if you were the disc master, how
woul d you arrange for tides?

'Easy. Have a water reservoir under the disc and occasionally all ow



extra water into the sea. Wy?

"This tide is bloody high. There are hal f-drowned trees down there.
What is the matter? Are you being attacked ?

'Yes, and the sooner | can get a nice hot bath the better. Wth soap.
Soap! Ever since Greenland |'ve been carrying passengers.'

Mar co | ooked bl ank. Kin sighed.

'"Fleas, Marco. Irritating parasites. Right now | could forget about the
Preservation of Extinct Species Law and kill the lot.'

"And you can't scratch very well in a bubble suit.' Silver coughed. 'I
too woul d li ke the chance of some hygienic reparations,' she said.

Marco finally consented to nake an extended stop later in the day,
after Kin announced that if he did not she would [ and outside the first
buil ding that | ooked like a tavern

As they sped over the sea Silver added, 'W are heading for Germany.
Not a good pl ace.’

"Why?' asked Marco.

"A battl eground. Danes spreadi ng sout hward meeti ng Magyars headi ng
westward and Turks headi ng everywhere, with the |locals fighting everyone.
According to history, that is.’

" Anyone have an air force?

' The technol ogy was pri--"'

"It was a joke.'

Kin itched, and stared norosely at the sea. She thought she saw a boat,
hul | uppernost, rolling in the waves. They were past before she could take a
cl oser | ook. But she was the first to see the rosette.

From above, the sea had put forth a flower, green petals edged wth
white. Losing altitude, they saw t he mounds of water burst through the surface
every few seconds and spread in a succession of roaring, concentric waves.

"Tide punp,' said Marco, and flew on

They crossed a wi de beach, a chequerboard of fields, and a forest. And
then a town -- small, bucolic, but a town.

'"The fortress | can recognize,' said Marco, pointing to a squat stone
bui | di ng anong the canted roofs, 'but what is the | arge wooden construction?

"Could it be a large heated swi nming pool ?* nmurnured Kin. 'Don't | ook
at ne like that. The Renmens had hot baths."'

"Romans,' corrected Silver. Marco grunted and glided off, |eaving them
to chase after him

"Why the big rush?' said Kin.

He pointed to the snoke colum. Kin had to admit it was inpressive,
even at this distance.

"That's why,' he said. 'According to Silver the disc people are ripe
for mob hysteria. What do you think they'd be doing nowthat's in their sky?

They landed in a m xed forest well out of sight of habitation, where a
stream fl owed between | ow sandy banks.

Kin stripped off her suit as soon as she | anded and, while Silver
scrabbl ed at the sand, switched the dunbwaiter to one of its |east conplicated
settings. Soon it gushed hot water, filling the hole. She wall owed.

Marco prow ed uneasily along the bank and di sappeared up a steep
tree-shaped sl ope. A nmonent | ater he cane boundi ng down.

"W nust |eave! There's a track up there!’

Silver | ooked at Kin and shrugged, then wandered up the slope. She cane
back | ooki ng t hought f ul

"There is a distant odour of humans,' she said, 'but it is a forest
track, that's all, and there are plants grow ng undi sturbed all over it.'

They gl ared at Marco.

"People use it," he said. 'They may have weapons.'

"Only axes, | should think,' said Kin. 'Anyway, superstition will
protect us. There are tidal forests on Kung, aren't there?

"l understand so, yes.'

"Well, what would be the reaction of a sinple peasant kung forester who



suddenly chanced upon strange and fearsome nonsters in his forest?

"He would fall upon them and destroy themutterly!’

Kin bit her lip. 'l guess he would, at that. Well, hunans are
different. Don't worry.'

Later she dialled for soap and did her laundry. Silver had paddl ed off
downstream and found a deep pool, nicely cold, in which she was floating
contentedly. Marco rel axed sufficiently to bathe his broad feet in the stream

There was a sudden nmovenent in the water and he hissed shrilly, junping
up and landing ready to fight. Kin watched w de-eyed, then reached down and
qui ckly grabbed a small yell ow frog.

She showed it to himw thout speaking. Marco glared. Finally Kin ran
out of air and burst out |aughing. The kung | ooked from her to the inpassive
frog, hissed nenacingly, turned and stonped off along the river bank

That was unfair of me, she thought. Kung have no sense of hunour, even
kung brought up on Earth. She released the frog and paddl ed further out into
the stream

It was clear, and sl ow enough for yellow water lilies to have
establ i shed a roothol d. Water-boatnen rowed furiously underwater to escape her
as she dived.

She drifted in the gol den brown water between the lily stal ks, noving
with just the faintest notion of wists and ankles. There were rans-horn
snails with red skin, and small fish darting |like swallows in the shadowy
cat hedral s made by the weeds .

She rose in a cloak of bubbles and surfaced in a clunp of flowers,
shaki ng the water out of her hair.

The archers were well disciplined. Kin | ooked at the row of arrowheads,
wavering only slightly, and quickly deci ded agai nst diving. Refraction of

light or not, they could still hit her under water
There were eight archers in rough clothing and a haphazard assort nent
of armour and chain-mail. They wore close-fitting netal hel mets and beneath

themtheir blue eyes bored into Kin stolidly.

A voi ce was squeaking in her earpiece.

' and don't say anything stupid,' it said. 'There's too rmuch risk
of being hit. We nmust handle this carefully.’

Kin | ooked round slowy. There was nothing to be seen downstream but
stands of reed-nmace and thick bushes.

"I like the we,' she said al oud.

"Just don't stare too intently at the big bush with the purple
flowers,' said Marco

Bef ore she coul d answer, a man pushed his way between the archers and
gri nned down at her.

He was short and built like a wall. Even his skin was brick-coloured. A
thatch of yellow hair and wi de moustaches franmed eyes that glittered enough to
remnd Kin that intelligence didn't necessarily start with an industrial
revol ution.

He wore |l eggings, a belted snock that fell to his knees, and a red
cl oak. They all 1ooked as though they had been slept in, if not worse. One
cal | oused hand tapped thoughtfully at the hilt of a half-conceal ed sword.

Kin smled back

Finally he stopped the grinning contest by kneeling down and extending
a hand. Jewels gleaned on the dirt-engrained fingers, with a suggestion that
t hey had once bel onged to ot her people.

Kin accepted the hand as gracefully as she could, and clinbed out on to
t he bank. There was a faint sigh fromthe men. She treated themall to another
snmle, which caused themto step back uneasily, and plucked a waterlily flower
fromher hair.

Bri ckface broke the spell with an appraising glance and a short coment
t hat caused a general snigger

Turn up the gain control,' said the voice in her ear. 'If he is
speaking Latin, Silver may be able to translate.'



"l don't need a translation of that,' said Kin. She treated her
audi ence to anot her toothpaste grin and stepped forward. Brickface nodded and
one man darted hurriedly out of the way.

A group of three nmen were standing around the dumbwaiter. Two of them
wore heavy grey robes and the third, a youth, wore clothes that were bright
and obviously inpractical. Al three pulled back guiltily as she approached.

Then the youth said sonething and reached inside his shirt, pulling out
an anul et which he held in front of himas he advanced stiff-Iegged towards
her. He held it Iike a weapon. Kin noticed that his eyes were gl azed. Sweat
glistened on his forehead.

He stopped in front of her, staring straight ahead. She sensed that
everyone was expecting somnething of her.

She reached out gingerly and took the amulet.

There was a gasp fromthe robed pair. Behind her Brickface doubled up
wi t h sudden | aughter. The young man stared, |ips noving on soundl ess words.
Kin peered politely at the thing in her hands. It was a wooden cross, wth
what she at first thought was the figure of an acrobat; she handed it back as
graci ously as she coul d nanage.

The young man grabbed it, | ooked frantically around the clearing, and
scurried away up the slope to the track

As the robed nmen started to follow himKin could see what they had been
doi ng. They had run a sword into the dunbwaiter's output slot.

"They're breaking up the "waiter!' she hissed.

'K, Kin. Wen | say duck, duck. DUCK!'

Sonet hi ng whirred past her head and struck one of the men between the
eyes. He gave a sigh and toppl ed backwards.

"Cape illud, fracturor,' said a satisfied voice in her ear. Brickface
gripped her wist firmy and stal ked towards the slope, the archers foll ow ng
himas closely. They glanced fearfully at the forest.

"What was that?' said Kin as she was jerked up the slope. Pine needles
clung and pricked her feet.

"Silver threw a stone,' said Marco, the awe in his voice recognizable
even in earpiece reproduction. Kin |ooked back and saw the 'waiter, her suit
and the fallen man lying forlornly near the water's edge.

"There is little we can do at present,' said the kung conversationally.
"The weaponry is |aughable, but the situation is not sufficiently desperate to
warrant a direct confrontation.'

" Un?

"I would not wish you to think that | am notivated by anything ot her
than intelligent caution.'

'No, Marco.'

"Now Silver would like a word.' There was a rustle.

"You are thought to be some kind of water spirit,' said Silver.

" Apparently they're not uncomon. You shoul d have screaned when t hey showed
you that figure of the Christos. My immediate advice is to cover yourself as
soon as possible. There appears to be some rigid prohibition concerning
nudity."'

There were nmore arnmed nen waiting on the track, with sone robed nen
anong them Brickface swng hinself into the saddle of a waiting horse and
lifted Kin up behind him dunmping her on the beast's runmp without a word and
then ignoring her. At his brief command the entire troop noved off.

"This is Silver again. Do not despair.'

"I amnot despairing,' said Kin. 'l amjust getting good and nmad.'

"W have returned to the clearing. Marco is reviving the stunned
priest.' There was a thin scream which stopped abruptly. 'Kin?

"I"'mstill here,' she said. One of the robed nen had ridden up
al ongsi de Brickface. He wore a fur-edged cloak over his robe and appeared to
be inmportant. He was al so furious.

This is a perfect opportunity,' said Silver. 'Hopefully we shal
shortly learn nore about these people. If you find yourself in difficulties,



you can of course initiate sexual relations with your captor. The men call him
Lot har .

The cl oaked man was shouting and pointing back along the trail, with
occasi onal poi sonous | ooks at Kin. Lothar's replies were distant and
nmonosyl | abic, until he reached over and in one nmovenent grabbed the priest by
the front of his robe and alnmost lifted himoff his horse. He snarled a
sentence and spat a full stop. The other man went white, out of either fury or
fear.

"This is exceptionally interesting,' said Silver. Kin thought she could
al so hear a babble of high-pitched Latin in the background.

"I's the "waiter badly danaged?' said Kin.

"Not badly. It can be repaired. Another centinetre and the sword woul d
have hit the 5,000 kV line -- Marco! It is essential he does not faint again!'

The party left the forest and headed hubwards by Kin's estimation, on a
track that ran alternately between stretches of half-cultivated ground and
mar shes

The snoke pillar |ooned, dominating the sky. Its tip was now nmade
ragged by high-altitude w nds.

Soon they net a straggle of people comng the other way. They ran off
the track when they saw Lothar's band, but he wheeled after them and one man
was caught. He was brought before Lothar, struggling and gaspi ng out answers
to the questions that were grunted at him

"Silver,' said Kin, 'how do you say "lI'"mnearly freezing to death"?

Silver translated. Kin tapped Lothar on the shoul der and repeated the
phrase, as best she coul d.

He turned in the saddle and stared at her in astonishment, before
unf ast eni ng the heavy brooch that held his cloak. Kin wapped the heavy and
odorous cloth around her. There was a conment, al nost inaudible, fromthe
seni or priest.

"He said "Soon you will both be warnmed by the fires of Hell"' rurnmured
Silver helpfully.
"Great. 1've only been here a few hours and already |'ve nmade friends.'

"Listen carefully. Your party contains priests of the Christ-Creator
religion. They are heading towards the snoke colum in the belief that it is a
sign that the Christ has returned. Lothar, however, is a mnor noble with a
l[ine in brigandage and part-time |ooting. According to our informant, he is a
son of Saitan.'

"Saitan has a lot of relatives in these parts,' said Kin.

"It is a strange religion. Everyone is evil until proved holy. CQur
i nformant says the priests net up with Lothar on the road and t hey banded
toget her for mutual protection, but this liaison is likely to end at any
nmonent . '

"Are you telling me that Lothar's God is returning and he's thinking of
not hi ng but pillage?

"Probably rape and nmurder as well,' said Silver. 'You are heading for a
holy house for the night. We will endeavour to rescue you then. Now | mnust
sign off for the nonent, 1've got an injured man to attend to. 1'll say this

for these Christers, they're brave. This one hit out at Marco. Picture the
result.'

' Dead?"

"l persuaded Marco that the man was nore useful alive. He just broke
both his arns.'

In the early evening they came to a town of thatched houses surrounding
what Silver identified as a religious foundation. The nuddy streets were thick
with people and carts. The party got through only after Lothar sent nmen ahead
to clear a path with the flats, and sonetinmes the points, of their swords.

There were noi sy crowds around the holy buildings dressed in the main
in drab and holy colours. The senior priest was greeted effusively, even
frantically, and hel ped to disnount. Lothar watched inpassively. Looking
round, Kin saw that his nen had fanned out anong the crowd with drawn bows,



someti nmes gl ancing at the sky.

The senior priest, identified by Silver as Oto, spoke sharply to a
holy man. He ran off and returned a few ninutes later at a respectful distance
in front of one who, to judge by the way the crowd parted for him was even
holier.

He was tubby and red-eyed, as if he hadn't slept for sonme tinme. Over
the standard robe he wore a red cloak with patterns in gold thread, now
crusted with dirt. He listened gravely as O to spoke. Then he wal ked over to
Lot har's horse and peered at Kin. Finally he reached out and pinched her
sharply on the thigh

In the circunstances, she deci ded agai nst any action

Lot har disnounted and fell on one knee in front of the priest, one hand
on his heart. He spoke eloquently. To Kin he sounded |ike a sal esman.

She tried to raise Silver

"I can be of little help,' the shand reported. 'Latin is a cerenonial
| anguage, like a religious allspeak. This is one of the early German tongues,
I think. The fat man is possibly the local bishop, and this is a trial. What
appears to be at stake is whether Lothar keeps you or hands you over.'

"What about the heroic rescue? It's wearying, you know, constantly
being tensed up waiting for one's friends to plunmet out of the sky with
| asers bl azi ng--"'

"l had intended using your stunner, but it was not in your suit,' said
Silver. 'No doubt you lost it on the floating island. Plan B also wll not
wor k. Marco intended to swoop down wearing two belts to carry you off, but
Lothar's men maintain a constant skywatch. For dragons, do you think?

"What's plan C, then?

There was a sigh. 'Marco intends to | and and hack and sl ash at
everyone.'

"That's a good plan,' said Kin.

"He is nad. The Norsenen have a term berserker. It was designed for
Mar co. '

Lot har stopped speaki ng. The bi shop | ooked down at him then up at Kin.
He beckoned.

After a few seconds she slid off the horse's back, the cloak slipping
fromher as she |anded. There was a rustle of voices fromthe crowd.

The bi shop nodded and waddl ed off, beckoning Kin to follow him The
cromd pressed in silently behind her

They went between the holy buildings to a stanped earth yard, full of
| ong shadows in the sinking sunlight. Part of the yard was roofed. Under the
roof were bars.

"I"'mabout to be |ocked up, Silver!' she hissed. 'Were the hell are
you?'

" A wooded eni nence outside the town. The bars do not | ook alarmngly
thick. They may trust to themto guard you.'

"Silver, how can you see the bars?

"Marco is behind you in the crowd. He is giving me eyew tness reports.
Do not |ook for him

The bi shop stopped by the m ddl e cage, and swung open the door. Wen
Kin stopped there was a gentle prod of a sword in her back. She stepped in.

The lock was primtive but big. The bars did not |ook alarningly thick
according to Silver. They were six-inch posts. \Wat was normally kept there
t hat needed six-inch thick bars?

They left her sitting in the dirt and wal ked away. After a while the
| ast of the crowd | eft the conpound, |eaving a group of bownen who spread out,
wat chi ng the sky. Presently a man brought her a bow of scraps, dropped them
wi thin her reach, and bolted.

A few stars lit up. Beyond the conpound's walls canme the rattle of
carts, and many shouts.

"Silver?' she said querul ously.

There was a heart-stoppi ng pause before the reply cane back



"Ah, Kin. | amnow better inforned. Your precise status is still to be
determ ned. Your friend Lothar has at |east saved you fromarbitrary
execution. | have also | earned nore about the current disc situation. Wuld
you be interested in hearing it? W will not collect you until it is fully
dark. | doubt if those bownen can better Marco's excellent night vision.'

"G ahead and anuse ne,' said Kin, winkling her nose over the food
bowl . It could make me sick, she decided, it |ooks as though it's already done
so to someone el se

"This is all exceptionally interesting,' said Silver. 'There is no
doubt anong the popul ace that this is either the return of the Christ or the
end of the disc or both. Fires are raging -- our ship, you understand. There
have been strange signs in the sky. The town is divided between travellers
hastening to the advent and those fleeing fromit.

Kin listened to the cries outside.

"What are they fleeing for?" she asked.

"He's a very choosy god.'

"How did you find out about this?

There was a pause. At last Silver said, 'Pronise ne that if we get back
hone you won't reveal the information-gathering systemwe, uh, evolved. |
could be subject to severe disciplinary action fromthe all-planet comrittee
on ant hropol ogi cal research procedures.’

"My lips are sealed,' promsed Kin.

"Marco slugs a likely-1ooking subject, flies himover here and knocks
the shit out of himuntil 1've heard enough.’

Kin grinned. 'It's not like drawing circles in the sand, is it?

"Much nore efficient, though.'

There was a commotion at the entrance to the conpound. In the
hal f-1ight Kin saw a knot of nen approaching, surrounding a taller shape that
nmoved across the ground in hops.

VWhen it drew nearer the cages Kin saw that it was roughly man-shaped
but at least three nmetres high. Once it reared and spread a pair of dark w ngs
the size of sheets. One of the nen darted forward. The tall shape whi npered,
and cowered. Kin, pressed against the bars, got an inpression of scales, and
pectoral muscles |ike barrels.

She junped back as the door of the nei ghbouring cage was opened and the
t hi ng prodded inside. She saw a stubby-horned head and gl owi ng green eyes that
narrowed when they saw her

The door slammed shut and the nen retreated quickly. The creature
grunted, gave the door an experimental shake, went and sat down in the far
corner of the cage with its arnms around its knees.

The nen returned, and they were carrying a small struggling body. Kin
made out the shape of a creature like the one she had seen on the hilltop --
part - human, part-animal, part-insect. It whistled shrilly as it was carried.
As one of the men let go to reopen the cage door, it screeched and raked his
chest with a claw. Wien he fell back it wiggled free, kicked another man in
the stomach with a small hoof, and sank its teeth into a third' s armbefore it
was grabbed.

The man who had been clawed stood up silently and | anded a swi ngi ng
bl ow t hat crunched when it hit, like the crushing of beetles. It landed in a
heap inside the cage, and lay still.

The nmen retreated but did not |eave the area. After a while a
wat chman's fire sprang up. Kin called up Silver

'They are staying,' she said. 'There nust be ten of themnow. Marco'll
never get in!'

"I think the guard is for the benefit of your friend in the next cell,’
said Silver. 'Marco has a plan, though. Two plans, in fact. If the first
doesn't work, he proposes to explode the '"waiter's powerpack.'

Kin thought about it. 'That would kill us all,' she said, 'and |l eave a
crater about a mile across.’

"Quite so. But we would have won.'



There had never been a man-kung war, just a few early skirm shes now
di plomatically forgotten. Kung had no concept of conquest, nercy, prisoners or
rules. Marco was tainted with human ideas, but

"I's he serious?

"I think he is frightened al nost to death.'

The big winged creature was watching Kin. She was aware of two pale
lights in the gl oom

"l have ny own plan,' said Silver.

"Ch, good. | like listening to plans.'

"I have conpiled a speech. Wen a priest next approaches you will
recite it to him

"You are an Ethiopian princess, left stranded in this country when your
party was attacked by robbers. You denand to be rel eased. You are a devout
Christer, by the way. So is your father, who is a king, and who will be angry
in very physical ways when he hears about this treatnent.'

"It sounds a bit contrived,' said Kin. She was watching the giant in
the next cell. Three nmetres high. What did it use for ankle bones?

"KIN ARAD said the wi nged denon.

She stared. Nothing had nmoved. The creature was still slunped agai nst
t he bars, watching her. When he spoke again -- Kin couldn't be sure in the dim
light, but the lip nmovenments didn't seemto coincide with the sounds she
heard, as if something was bei ng badly dubbed.

"I amKin Arad,' she said.

"WHAT IS YOUR DOM NI ON?' said the dermon in perfect allspeak.

"l don't know what you nean.'

"l AM SPHANDOR, OF THE DOM NI ON OF AGLI ERAP. | CANNOT DETERM NE YOUR
DOM NI ON OR PLACE.'

"It seens to be speaking shandi,' said Silver.

' SPEAK. ARE VEE PARTNERS | N ADVERSI TY?'

"I hear it in allspeak,' said Kin urgently. 'l think it's using sone
kind of direct mind stimulation. Its lips aren't moving properly.'

' DO NOT MUMBLE. DO YOU THINK | DO NOT KNOW OF THE CREATURES TO WHOM YOU
TALK BY THE POAER OF THE LI GHTNI NG? THE THI NKI NG BEAR AND THE UPRI GHT FROG
W TH FOUR ARMS? AND THE MECHANI CAL DEVI CE THAT PREPARES FOOD BEYOND THE POWNERS
OF HUI CTI | GRARAS?'

"Are you reading nmy mnd?

"OF COURSE | AM YQU STUPID BITCH BUT IT IS DI FFI CULT. YOU ARE OF TH S
WORLD YET NOT OF THI S WORLD, NEI THER ARE YOU OF THE BROTHERHOOD OF THE DAMNED,
YET THE PRAYI NG ONES HAVE CAPTURED YQOU.'

"Keep it talking,' said Silver.

"The Christers think | ama water sprite,' said Kin.

' SPRI TES CANNOT SPEAK AND ARE OF LOW | NTELLI GENCE, AS EVERYONE KNOWS.
THEY ARE LIKE THIS TH NG

Sphandor ki cked out and managed to hit the wheezing faun with a curved
toenail. It whinpered.

"It's injured,' said Kin. 'Can we do anything to help it?

"VWHY SHOULD WE? | T BARELY KNOAS I T IS ALIVE. ELVES BREED LIKE FLIES IN
THE WOODS. YOU THINK THEY MAKE NICE MUSIC, BUT IT IS AS A CRICKET CH RPS - -

M NDLESSLY.

"l GATHER YOU HAD SOVETHI NG TO DO W TH THE EXPLOSI ON THAT KNOCKED ME
QUT OF THE Al R THREE DAYS AGO?'

"Uh, yes.' Kin thought quickly. 'There was a flying chariot, you see--'

" A THREE THOUSAND TONNE STARSHI P* Sphandor agreed, '|MPACTI NG AT FOUR
HUNDRED M LES AN HOUR.'

"Do you know what those words nean?'

"NO BUT THEY WERE AT THE FOREFRONT OF YOUR M ND. THE SHOCK WAVES
KNOCKED ME OUT OF THE AIR, AND SOVE CHRI STERS REACHED ME AND BOUND ME BEFORE |
COULD RISE. |F | BUT HAD MY FREEDOM | WOULD TEAR THEI R EARS OFF.'

It nust be vat-grown, thought Kin. Nothing |like that could have evol ved
naturally. 1If those wings worked it would have to be very light, bird-boned.



She woul d have to ask it questions -- later

"I want to escape,' she said. 'Silver? There was no answer fromthe
ear pi ece.

"I LIKEWSE. |IT IS UNFORTUNATELY | MPCSSI BLE. TOVORROW VEE SHALL BE
BROUGHT BEFORE THE BI SHOP'S COURT. | SHALL CERTAINLY BE EXECUTED.'

"WIl they waste time with a court when they think their god is
com ng?

"ALL THE MORE REASON TO BE SEEN GO NG ABOUT WHAT THEY CONSI DER TO BE
H S BUSI NESS, KI N ARAD."

"What will they execute you for?

"l AM SPHANDOR! | SPREAD ARTHRI TI'S, THE BONE ACHE AND AGUE OF THE NECK
| BLI GHT CROPS AND CAUSE ABORTI ON | N CATTLE. THEY SAY | FOUL STREAMS AND HURL
THE LI GHTNI NG STONE. '

"And do you do all that?

"l SUPPOSE SO | CERTAINLY ALWAYS | NTEND TO."

Kin gl anced towards the fire. The men had spread out, and she could
just see themoutlined against the | ast stains of sunset, watching the sky.

' THEY THINK MY BROTHERS W LL TRY TO RESCUE ME' said Sphandor. 'FAT
CHANCE!

A holy man entered the conpound with a tray of food. Kin watched him
absent|y.

One of the guards sauntered over to the priest and took a bow off the
tray. He had his back to Kin who saw himstiffen, drop the bow and slunp
down. A third hand had shot out of the robe, holding a sword .

Sone of the others cane running after hearing the priest's angui shed
cry, and the fallen man was lost to sight as his fell ows gathered round.

There was an expl osi on of flesh.

Two nen staggered back and two, a little faster, turned to run and slid
al ong the ground with knives in their backs.

Laughing li ke a hyena, Marco | eapt barehanded at the others. The few
seconds of astoni shnent they experienced hel ped him and he worked through
themw th a nmixture of kung digitsju and blind destruction while arrows from
the men who had the sense to stay out of it hissed around him Sphandor
gi ggl ed.

Marco screeched a kung battle-cry and stal ked towards the nearest
archer, glistening in the firelight. The man fired one arrow which hit him
fairly in the chest, rocking himback on his heels for a noment. Then he
wal ked on. The archer was still staring when two hands grabbed him by the
throat and two nore swung up in a gristle-cleaving arc.

As one man the surviving guards dropped their weapons and ran for the
conmpound entrance.

"Marco!' shouted Kin. 'Keys! Find the keys.'

Marco gl ared at her stupidly, then | ooked up. A white shape dropped out
of the night, towing the famliar form of the dunmbwaiter behind her

Silver |landed lightly. Behind her, Marco wenched the arrow fromhis
chest and | ooked at it absently.

" NEAT,' conmented Sphandor with interest.

The shand exam ned the cage cl osely.

"I do not like to damage private property,' she said, 'but speed is of
t he essence.' She stepped back a few paces and hit the bars at a dead run. As
Kin junped over the debris the shand nodded towards Sphandor

"What about that?' she said.

"l PLEAD,' said the denon.

"Let himout,' said Kin, taking her suit and stepping into the lift
belt. "Right nowl'd just love himto spread bubonic plague or whatever it is
he spreads.’

'Does he do that?' said Silver. 'The ancients always said denons spread
di sease.’

"This one is a nobile disaster area,' said Kin.

"Is it wise to let himloose, then?



"W might learn a ot fromhim If you' ve got any scruples, remenber
Marco's just killed half a dozen nmen and you've been involved in the
nol estati on of research subjects.'

Silver considered this. 'True,' she said, and splintered the bars with
a backhand swipe. 'If we're baddies, let's be bad.’

Marco stepped forward with two knives levelled to throw as the denon
wriggled through the gap. There was a snear of pink bl ood around his wound.
Wuld it have hel ped the dead archer to know that a kung in a fighting rage
was practically awash with regenerative enzynmes? It had been hard enough for
Earthmen to see kung fight on with their flesh healing Iike boiling wax.

"l do not trust this creature. Grab him’

Silver shot out an arm and caught Sphandor by his scaly tail. Wth the
ot her hand she unw apped a |l ength of cable fromher wai st and knotted it
several times around the creature's neck. Sphandor screeched.

"WHERE ARE YOU, SO GNATORI E, UNSCRE, DI LAPI-DATORE--' he began

" Shut up,' advised Marco, taking the other end of the cable from
Silver. "Al'l ready? Soon people will overcome their fears.'

They rose quickly. Marco hovered fifty nmetres up and | ooked down at the
denon, a tall shadow in the noonlight. Sphandor shrugged. The big w ngs
unf ol ded.

"l SHALL REQURE A RUN TO TAKE OFF.'

Kin wat ched Marco bob above him as the denon | oped across the ground,
the wide wings rattling. Hal fway across he brought them down with a whunp that
threw up a dust cloud, and he hung there for several seconds while the w ngs
hamrered on the air. Then he rose ponderously, like a giant heron

VWen he was level with them but a hundred netres away, he took a
I ength of cable in his tal ons.

' FAREVEELL, FOOLS!' he bell owed, and tugged. A | ook of dismay crept over
hi s face.

Wth the belt's lateral stabilizers full on Marco hung i movable in the
air. Wien he reeled in the Iline no anmount of w ng-flapping could budge him
When the horned head was just a few netres away the kung whispered: 'I'mtold
you can read mnds . '

"ONLY SURFACE THOUGHT, LORD.'

'"Read mine.’

After a second Sphandor's face was a mask of terror

Wth the creature in tow they noved slowy, because the w de w ngs
acted as an air brake. The demon held a | oop of cable in both hands and glided
behi nd them unsteadily, peppering themalternately with entreaties and curses.

The snoke no | onger domi nated the sky. It was the sky. Wnds in the
upper air had teased it out into a ragged rmushroom

Apart from the background noi se behind themthey flewin silence, Kin
and Silver following a little behind Marco. Finally Kin's radi o chined.

"This is Silver, transmitting on your suit frequency only, Kin. You had
sonmething to say? If you nove the switch to position four Marco will not
hear,' the voi ce added.

"Silver, he slaughtered them They didn't have a chance!’

Silver nade a noncommittal noise. 'They outnunbered himten to one.'

'They weren't expecting a kung, damm it!"' Kin felt the bottl ed-up words
rushing to be said. 'He enjoyed it! You saw him he even killed ones who were
runni ng away, he threw. . . their only crime was that they happened to be in
his way, it was conpletely inhu--' She choked on the word.

After a while Silver said: "Quite.'

Ki n thought about the first contact with the kung. Men had al ready net
t he shandi, who apart fromtheir duelling had no concept of warfare and vi ewed
manki nd' s ragged history with barely conceal ed horror. So the first ship to
| and on Kung had no weapons aboard at all

Fi ve deat hs served to convince nmen that, considered on the galactic
scal e, they were gentle and peace-loving. Perhaps it had been worth it.

"W all think we understand each other,' Kin heard Silver say. 'W eat



toget her, we trade, many of us pride ourselves on having alien friends -- but
all this is only possible, only possible, Kin, because we do not fully
conprehend the other. You' ve studied Earth history. Do you think you could
understand the workings of the mind of a Japanese warrior a thousand years
ago? But he is as a twin to you conpared with Marco, or with mysel f. Wien we
use the word "cosnospolitan® we use it too lightly -- it's flippant, it neans
we're galactic tourists who conmunicate in superficialities. W don't
conprehend. Different worlds, Kin. Different anvils of gravity and radiation
and evol ution.

"If that winged creature is used to readi ng human m nds, no wonder
Marco's terrified it.'

Marco's voice cut in, spiky with suspicion

"What are you two tal king privately about?

'Feral e hygiene,' said Silver crisply. 'Marco, shouldn't we |and again?
W should interrogate this creature.’

"I agree. | will watch for a suitable site. | amsorry to have
i nterrupted your conversation.' There was a click as he sw tched out.

There was a noi se that m ght have been a shand chuckling. Then Silver
said, 'There is another minor matter, Kin. Are ravens a very comon bird?

"Hm®? | don't think so. Wy?

"There has been one in the sky ever since we left Eirick. Sometines it
nerely tags behind, sometines it flies a parallel course.’

"It could be just coincidence,' said Kin doubtfully.

'"W've been flying at well over a hundred nmiles an hour at tines, Kin.'

"Good grief! You nmean it's keeping up with us?'

"Yes. No, don't try and find it. It's well beyond human vi sual range,
as it doubtless intends. It's only by accident | saw it once or tw ce, and
then | started watching for it. At the monent I'mthinking in terns of a small
flying robot."

"There was the raven in the ship,' said Kin. 'It got out of the box,
renmenber? And before that it had arrived mysteriously at Kung Top. But we
killed it in vacuum didn't we?

"I wonder if we did?

They passed over a village where the only novenent was in the flanes of
a burning house, and Marco cut in briefly to tell Kin to take Sphandor's
tether while he went | ower to investigate.

The denon hung a few nmetres away, w ngs pounding the air heavily. In
the early nmorning light Kin | ooked at himclosely for the first tinme. She
| ooked agai n.

There was no doubt about it. He was fuzzy around the edges.

"I see it too,' said Silver. "As if it's slightly out of focus. How
odd."'

Sphandor regarded them sullenly.

'YOU MEAN TO KILL ME' he whi npered.

"Not unless you attenpt to do us harm' said Kin.

"THE SKINNY ONE, THE KALI - ARVED, HE W SHES TO KI LL ME.'

"That's just his general wish to the universe in general, not specific
to you,' said Kin. 'I won't let himharmyou."'

"l WLL I MPLORE BERI TH TO G VE YOU GOLD! TRESOLAY | SHALL SUMMON TO
MAKE YOUR BEAUTY EVEN MORE . . .

Marco was a dot on what, if it had been nore than just a nuddy open
space, woul d have been called the village square.

'The place is enpty,' canme his voice, 'unless you count corpses.'

They tethered Sphandor to a post in what had been the village forge.
Kin touched his skin gingerly, and under her fingers the denon appeared to be
vibrating like a wineglass in a concert hall. Touching what | ooked |ike skin
felt like fur, sticky with static.

A puzzle. She dozed off in the shade, watching Silver strip panels off
t he dunbwai ter and take the workshop manual fromits drawer.

When she awoke the sun was high and 'waiter nodul es were stacked neatly



in the dust. Silver was half visible behind a pile of panels.

Thr ough hal f-cl osed eyelids Kin watched Sphandor. He was hoppi ng around
anxiously on his tether, sonetines darting forward and passing a tool to the
shand. Wen Silver's hand cane out and groped in the air over a make-shift
brazier for the soldering iron she'd nade out of a piece of scrap copper
Sphandor reached into the coals and withdrew the rod by its glow ng end,
| aying the other carefully in Silver's black palm

"He just picked up a piece of red hot iron,' said Kin, "hot end first.'

Silver | ooked at her blankly, then |ooked at Sphandor, then at the rod
i n her hand, then shrugged and turned back to the "waiter's innards with a
preoccupi ed air.

"It is a function of denons that they can wi thstand heat,' cane her
muf fl ed voi ce.

"How s the 'waiter?

"Only superficial damage, but you know how it is - one has to renove
hal f the machinery just to reach one wire. |1've nearly finished."'

Kin stood up, stretched, and wandered out into the square. She
renenber ed sonet hi ng, and | ooked up at the sky.

"There is a raven perched on the big stone building over yonder,' said
Silver behind her.

"Do you think it's sone sort of spy?

"What do you think?

"I think it's some sort of spy.'

"That's what | think.'

Kin turned round. 'Were's Marco?' she asked. 'It's tinme we
i nterrogated winklebelly here.'
'l PLEAD.'

Silver slotted the last module into the dunbwaiter and started to clip
t he panel s back before answering.

'"He said he was going to have a | ook around. | told himabout the
raven.'

Kin shook her head. 'Not clever,' she said. 'Now he'll want to catch
it. Sphandor could tell us nore. About matter transmission, for one thing.'

Silver glanced up sharply, then | ooked at the denon. He cringed. The
shand wal ked over and stared at him which made himattenpt to shuffle behind
the pole. Finally she took a magnifier out of the "waiter toolkit and held it
agai nst his skin.

' Commendabl e reasoning,' she said at last. 'What gave you the idea,
Ki n?

"He shouldn't be able to fly, even with chest nuscles like that. And at
t hat wei ght he should have legs |like an el ephant. And there's the fuzziness,
of course, and the slight vibration.'

Silver switched off the nmagnifier

"I imagine the fuzziness is due to a malfunction in the transnitter,’
she said. "Well, well. It's a neat solution to the transm ssion problem 1]l
give themthat. Very neat. Frankly, Kin, you can stuff the disc. It's just a
toy, a nasty toy. But this is sonething worth having.'

"Right. Let's find Marco.'

They found himinside the stone building that dom nated the village. At
one end of it was a square tower, but he was standing like a statue in the
gl oomof the main hall. He turned as they cane in, and in two of his hands
were a pair of |ong candl esticks.

"What's this place? asked Kin, staring up into the shadowy roof.

"A house of religion, | think,' said the kung. 'l was considering
i nvestigating the tower. There appears to be a stairway inside.' He was
unnaturally cheerful, and | ooked at her in an odd way.

"The view fromthe top should be extensive. W could plan the rest of
the day's flight without putting a further drain on the belts' batteries.'

"But the belts are perfectly--' Kin began, and stopped. Marco was
semaphoring wildly with his two free arns.



"W nust conserve our power!' Echoes bounced back fromthe depths of
the building. He | ooked at Kin and pressed a finger to his lips for silence.

"Stay here, Silver,' he said. 'I want to show Kin this carving.'

But when she went to step forward he pressed her back with one hand and
wal ked away al one. He noved the two candl esticks expertly. It sounded as
t hough two peopl e were wal ki ng across the floor

He's going really mad this tine, Kin thought. Silver was smiling to
hersel f.

Marco cane back. "Now let's all go up the tower,' he said. 'This way,
folks.' He handed the sticks to Kin and pointed to the further end of the

hall, then soft-footed it towards the open door. They saw himflatten hinself
agai nst the wall.
"Well, let's go,' said Kin weakly, and started swi nging the sticks.

There was sone difficulty in getting Silver up the winding staircase at the

far end, and Kin felt a real fool helping two sticks to clinb stairs.
'Learned sonet hing very interesting about the denmon, Marco,' said

Silver. Then she replied in a remarkabl e i npersonati on of a kung: 'Wat was

that, Silver? Well, you know matter transnission has been tried and doesn't
work? Well, it does on the disc. How do you nmean? Kin noticed it. Tell him
Ki n.

I'd better join in, she decided, otherwise they'll think I'mnuts

What do | nean, they?

' The Conpany put a lot of research into straight matter transnission,'
she said. 'In theory it ought to work, it's a |logical extension of strata
machi ne or dunbwaiter operation. Trouble is, it takes power. Far too nuch. And
t he best anyone managed was a two-millisecond displacenent, then the subject
just snapped back to the here.'

"Aye, | heard about that,' said Silver in Marco's voice. 'The continuum
is very anti sneaky stuff like matter transmission. Starhopping it has to put
up with because we go through the El sewhere, but straight teleportation is
like trying to throw away a ball that's tied to your hand by elastic.'

"Yes, there seens to be rules that say you stick to your predestined
space-time point.'

"What's that got to do with the denon?

"He's transnmitted. Sonething transmits himout maybe a hundred tinmes a
second, just as fast as the continuum snaps hi m back. That's how he can fly.
They just nmove the focus of the transmitters. He's here, he can see and hear
and touch, but he's not here. | don't know why he stays tied up,' she added as
an afterthought. "They could nove hi moutside the ropes.'

"Then the sooner we get back--'

There was a scream

VWhen they arrived breathless at the doorway Marco was standing with al
four hands clasped around a bundl e of black feathers. Two small shining eyes
wat ched themintently.

"It just sauntered in through the door,' said the kung.

"What was all the business with the candlesticks? said Kin. Silver
snort ed.

' Marco deduced the creature nust have phenomenal sound-detection
apparatus,' she said. 'It seenmed logical that if it heard three of us clinmbing
the tower--'

"It's far too heavy for a bird,' said Marco. "It rmust be a machine. Now
we can talk to the disc controllers and explain--'

The raven turned its head 180 degrees. Marco's nouth closed |like a
cl am

Quoth the raven: 'You're the bastard that dunped me in vacuum You're
going to find out what happens to people who don't act respectful to one of
the Eyes of Cod.'

Marco' s nout h opened and shut.

' Heaven hel p your hands if you're still holding me in five seconds,'
the bird added conversationally. 'Four, three, two--' A thin wi sp of snoke



escaped fromthe feathers.

" Marco!'’

Hi s hands jerked back. The raven stayed in nid-air, balanced on a thin
actinic flame that filled the hall with shadows and set the flagstone bel ow
cracking like springtime ice.

Then it wasn't there. Kin had just enough sense to throw herself
backwards as pi eces of roof rained down. They | ooked up at the ragged hol e,
far above, and heard the cry:

"You'll be sorreeeel’

"Tal k,' suggested Marco.

"l PLEAD."'

"Who runs the disc? Were are they? How may we contact then? W shal
requi re adequate directions and a detail ed assessnment of probable risks.'

Kin stepped forward and smiled reassuringly at the tethered giant.
"Where did you come from Sphandor?' she said.

"l HAVE ALWAYS UNDERSTOOD THAT A DOG W TH STOMACH GRI PES PAUSED NEAR A
LOG AND THE SUN HATCHED ME OUT, LADY. DO NOT LET H' M NEAR ME! | CAN SEE HI S
THOUGHTS AND- -'

"I won't let himhurt you--'

" Ch yes? Just how?' Marco began angrily. Two of his hands were heavily
bandaged.

"There is an island at the hub of the disc,' said Kin sweetly, ignoring
the interruption. Tell ne about it.'

' GREAT LADY, GREAT BEASTS ROAM THERE OR SO IT IS SAID. NONE OF US MAY
GO THERE ON PAIN OF -- OF--'

'OF what ?'

" AGONY, LADY. PAIN. THE WORLD DI SAPPEARS, AND THEN ONE IS IN A NEW
PLACE AND THERE IS AGONY. '

"But you have attenpted to go there?

' THERE i s NOTH NG THERE BUT BLACK SAND, LADY, AND THE BONES OF SH PS,
AND | N THE CENTRE A DOVE OF COPPER, AND TERRI BLE ENG NES! THEY CANNOT BE
TRI CKED!

Kin kept trying for another ten m nutes, then gave up

"I believe him' she said, joining the others and dialling for coffee.

"He's mani festly a product of complex technol ogy,' said Marco.

"Yah, but he thinks he's a denon. What am | supposed to do? Argue?

"I'f I chopped a foot off perhaps he would think differently? said
Marco, reaching for a knife.

"No,' said Silver, drumm ng her fingers on the dunmbwaiter's donme. ' No.
| think not. Marco, we nust assune that the disc builders tend to think Iike
human bei ngs, and humans set great store by nmercy and fair play, at |east when
it does not conflict with their interests. Let us therefore set the creature

free, thus denonstrating our noral superiority. The action will declare us to
be merciful and civilized. In any case,' she added, and they instinctively

| ooked up for ravens as she lowered her voice, 'l fail to see any further use
in him'

Kin nodded. Silver wal ked and pulled at the knots in the cable and | et
it fall away. Sphandor stood up, |ooked at them solemly, and wal ked out into
the |ight.

He raised a cloud of dust as he took off, jerking upwards |like a man
heron, and hovered fifteen netres up.

" ZAl GONEN TRYON ( TFGKI ) BERI GO HURSHI M '

"So much for gratitude,' said Silver

"You understand the | anguage?' said Kin.

"No, but I think I got the drift of that.'

" ASFALAGO TEGERAM NEMAI DWOLAH NARMA! WHERE ARE YQU, SO GNATORI E,
USORE. DI LAPI DATOR -- NOOOOOOOO -

For an instant the denbn was a black cloud that filled the sky, a fog
of flickering, fuzzy images -- each one staring in terror. Then he was gone.



There was a thunp of inrushing air.

They flew high and fast over forests flattened by the falling ship. The snoke
col um was thinning, but nowthey were within mles of it the sky was al
snoke.

Marco ained directly at it, daring it to contain enem es. Ahead of Kin,
his suit glittered Iike a silver spark agai nst the darkness.

Once inside, Kin was surprised that she could still see. It m ght have
been better if she could not. Between billows was the | andscape of hell

After five mnutes inside the snoke Marco spoke.

"l don't understand it,' he said. 'There's no radiation. There
shoul dn't be. But there's far too much damage. Silver?

Bel ow them a drunken forest burned. Before the shand answered the
ground bel ow t hem di sappeared abruptly, as if there had been a cliff.

"I can see nothing in this gloom"' said Silver. 'Can you?'

Marco could. Kung eyes had better night vision. He swore, and sl owed
his suit. The others did the sanme, drifting together so that the suits bobbed
as intrio in the snmoke. Marco was still staring down.

"I don't believe it,' he said softly. 'Let's go down.'

"I"'mflying blind,' conplained Silver. 'You rmust direct ne so that |
don't hit the ground.’

"You won't,' said Marco.

Kin let herself drop, tensing herself for the crash until she cane out
of the snmoke into moonlight.

Shi ni ng upwar ds

Vertigo gripped |like a wench. She could take space, because everywhere
was down and direction lost its neaning. Skimm ng over a | andscape was fine,
it was no different than driving an aircar

But not this. Not hanging | egs down over a hole in the world.

The noon was directly bel ow, hovering near infinity at the bottomof a
tunnel that went down and down and down .

"Five mles deep, wouldn't you agree, Silver? said Marco in the
di stance. 'And at least two wide. Are you all right, Kin?

" Hunh?'

"You're still descending.'

She funbl ed dizzily for the suit controls. On a level with her eyes, a
quarter of a mle away, was the lip of the hole, striated with bands of rock
Lower -- she forced her eyes to nove slowy. Mre bands, then a line of
somet hing netal lic.

And a pipe, gushing water. Kin started to |laugh hysterically.

"W're fine!'" she giggled. 'W don't need to go any further, all we
have to do is wait for the repairmen! You know what it's like with plunbers,
when you want one they're never--'

' Cease gi bbering. Silver, see to her,' snapped Marco. Kin saw his hand
poi sed over his chest panel. Then he dropped, fast. Her eyes started to foll ow
hi m down before Silver's gl oved paw jerked her round. She felt notion, and
realized dimy that she was being steered away fromthe hol e.

After a while she heard Marco say, "There's a pipe thirty netres
across. Guess what? The water's pooling about two niles down -- on air. That's
why we're not in the mddle of a descending hurricane, there's sonme kind of a
gravity base down there. There's going to be one hell of a | ake there soon

"I"ve gone down forty nmetres. It looks |like an explosion in a power

station. There's sheared -- cables, | guess, multicored, and what could be
wavegui de tubes or access tunnels or something. Silver?

"I hear you. | suggest the ship inpacted on top of one of the disc
envi ronnent al machi nes, which blew up,' said the shand.

"It looks like it. There's a lot of fused stuff and -- scrub that.
Here's a tunnel, a real tunnel. Can you hear ne?

I"mhovering in front of a sem-circular tunnel, it's even got rails in

it! The whole of the interior of the disc is one big nmachine! You shoul d see



this hole, it's big enough for a spaceship. There's, uh, eighteen rails across
the floor. Access for machinery repairs, | assune, but it's half choked with
rubble.’

' The ship inpacted five days ago,' said Silver sonbrely. "They have had
five days in which to effect repairs. The disc builders are dead, Marco. There
can be no other explanation.'

"I can see no signs of repair,' cane the voice fromthe pit.

"Quite so. Sonething has gone wong sonmewhere, just as the seas are
erratic and the heavenly bodi es m sbehave. Wi ch way does the tunnel run? Is
there a continuation on the further side of the pit?

There was a pause.

"Yes, | can see the other nouth of the tunnel. It runs direct fromthe
rimto hub,' said Marco. '| had considered suggesting we continue our flight
al ong the tunnel but--'

"--it would be better to face any dangers in the open sky. Precisely.'

Ki n opened her eyes. She was hovering over blessed earth -- scorched,
maybe, baked and half nolten, but solid.

Thanks,' she said. 'Stupid, wasn't it? My forebears used to hang from
trees by their knees.'

"No shane,' said Silver. 'l do not |ike darkness. W all have our
phobias. Kin? You look a little pale . '

Kin didn't try to speak. She knew she coul dn't. She managed a strangl ed
grunt, and poi nt ed.

Sonething was rising out of the pit, with difficulty.

That difficulty arose because it was al nbst too big. Al she could
think of was the M Tryggvason Menori al

It was one of the Valhallian tourist attractions. Someone had carved
the high-relief heads of Presidents Hal fdan, Thorbjorn, Wasel Moccasin and
Teuhtlile out of solid rock a few hundred feet high in the side of the
nount ai n.

That was what was rising out of the pit -- a M Tryggvason with one
head mi ssing, a three-headed Thing. Only the head facing themwas human. The
ot hers coul d have been a nonstrous toad and sone sort of insect, giant faces
nmer gi ng sickeningly into an inpossible head, and atop the head were three
crowns bi g enough for houses. Bel ow the heads a cluster of spider |egs
dangl ed, each one a hundred netres | ong.

The effect was slightly marred by the fact that the far side of the pit
could be seen through the inage.

'Marco,' said Silver

"I don't think there's any nore to be | earned down--'

'Did anyt hing pass you on the way up?

"l don't understand."'

' Look up, Marco.'

"Holy shit!'

Ki n choked.

"Do not be afraid,' said Silver reassuringly.

"Afraid of that?' said Kin. 'That nonstrosity? |I'mjust good and angry,
Silver. Know what that thing is? A comc scarecrow, an imnmage sent out to scare
away anyone who might look into the pit and find out about the disc.

"I'f we get back I won't care who built the disc, I'lIl see that they're
br oken. Busted. Bankrupted. They've built a world people sail off the edge of,
and get chased by denobns and are superstitious because that's how they
survive! 1"mbeginning to hate it!' Marco rose like a rocket in the centre of
the i mage, became a glitter in the eye of Saitan, a spark in the brain of Cod.

"Intangible,' he reported. 'A nmere image.' The great human face, kingly
and cold, tw sted. The nouth opened and the pit echoed to a great sad sigh

And a lightning bolt struck out of the snmoking sky and nelted the
dunbwai ter so thoroughly that droplets of hot netal spilled towards the bright
obversi cal sky.



Hai | drummed off Kin's suit. They were flying now agai nst a deadli ne.

In fifty hours, or less, Silver would go nad and attenpt suicide. Kung
and nen could go for a long time w thout food. Shandi could not.

The stormraged all round them but sank away as Marco | ed them
upwards. They burst out of the clouds into a disc sunset.

It was far behind them red and angry and barred with cl oud. Judgi ng
fromthe sky the whole of the disc was having bad weat her, and bad wasn't
really the word. Sone of those cloud shapes were nad.

Marco broke the silence. 'W have a thousand miles to cover,' he said.

' That gives us an average speed of twenty niles an hour,' said Kin. '\
could easily reach the hub, even with a few rest stops.'

'"So we reach the hub. Do we find a dunbwaiter there?

" Anyone capabl e of building the disc could build a dunbwaiter.'

"Way didn't they repair the hole, then? Erick, Lothar -- they are
descendants of your disc builders, reverted to savagery. O the disc builders
are dead.'

'K, have you got any better ideas?

Marco snorted.

Silver was trailing half a mle behind them a dot against the livid
sky. She runbled politely to show that she was in circuit.

"There is a possibility we may find a "waiter,' she said, 'if the disc
was built by the Conpany. Don't groan, Kin. In many ways the idea of the disc
would fit in with the Policy.

"By the way, there is a raven flying half a mle behind ne.’

Kin stared at the rushing clouds below Policy. Perhaps the disc was
Policy .

The Great Spindle Kings, Weelers, palaeotechs, ChThones -- people of the
uni verse. The uni verse was peopl e.

Once upon a time astrohistorians had thought in ternms of a vast, enpty
starry stage, a blank canvas waiting for the brush of life. In fact it was now
understood that Life of a kind had appeared within three mcro-seconds of the
nmonobl oc' s explosion. If it hadn't, the universe would now be randoni zed
matter. It was Life which had directed its growh. Life had once resided in

t he vast spinning dust clouds that became stars -- every star was the skel eton
of one of the great dust-accreting dinosaurs of the universe's Jurassic.
Later lifeforns had been smaller, brighter. Some, |ike the \Weelers,

had been evol utionary dead ends. Some, notably the G eat Spindle Kings and the
shanel eons, had been successful in the only way that evol ution neasured
success -- they survived |onger. But even star-striding races died. The

uni verse was tonbs upon graves upon mausol euns. The comet that brightened the
pagan skies was the abraded corpse of a scientist, three eons ago.

The Policy of the Conpany was sinple. It was: make Man i mort al

It would take a while, and had only just started. But if Man could be
spread thinly on nmany different planets, so that he becanme many types of Mn
per haps he woul d survive. The Spindl es had di ed because they were so alike.
Now, upon dozens of worlds, men were being changed by different forces,
maddened by different nmoons, bent by different gravities.

Since the universe could not be said to have a natural ending, because
t he universe was not natural but only the sumof the lives that had shaped it,
Men intended to live for ever. Wy not?

Preserve nmene pools, preserve ideas, that was the secret. If you had a
hundred planets there was roomfor different sciences, curious beliefs, new
techniques, old religions to flourish in quiet corners. Earth had been one
united civilization and had nearly perished once because of it. Diversify

enough, and somewhere you'll always find sonmeone capabl e of catching anything
the future throws at you.
Peopl e on a disc guarded by demons and ringed with a waterfall, what

menes woul d they contribute to the genetics of civilization? She tried to
explain to Marco



"What are nmenes?' said Marco.

"Menmes are -- ideas, attitudes, concepts, techniques,' said Kin.
"Mental genes. Trouble is all the nenes likely to develop on the disc are
host - destructive. Anthro-pocentricity is one.'

A pal e red noon rose above the curdled clouds. Now they flewa nmle
apart, flew high and fast to make the hours count. Kin kept an eye on the
speck that was Silver, and worried.

Quite wong, of course, to project human thought patterns on an alien
but a man in Silver's position would live in hope that sooner or |later food
woul d be forthcom ng. Men were optimsts.

You coul dn't expect a shand to think like a man. It was so easy to
thi nk of your friends as humans in a skin, and for good and nobl e reasons
peopl e were encouraged to think of aliens as funny-shaped nen. Just because
they learned to play poker or read Latin didn't make them hunan.

In short, Kin wondered when Silver would attenpt suicide. She signalled
Marco and told him

"W can do nothing,' he said. 'I have already decided to eat no food
until we reach the hub, as a gesture of solidarity. W could take disc
proteins, if the "waiter's analysis was right,' he added.

"WII that make her feel better?

"I't may make us feel better. However, there is another problemthat has
recently forced itself on ny attention. | hesitate to nmention it--'

"Mention it, nmention it.’

'Look at the panel on your left wist. There's an orange fl uorescent
line against a green strip. See it?

Kin squinted down in the flickering |light.

'l seeit. Only it's an orange dot.'

"Quite, but it should be a line. W really are running out of gas,

Kin.'

They flew in silence for a while. Then Kin asked, 'How | ong?

" About six hours for you and ne. Perhaps an hour less for Silver. That
will solve one problem She'll come to earth miles behind us.'

'Except that we will of course stay with her,' said Kin flatly. Marco
appeared not to have heard.

"I'f we still had the '"waiter the problemwould not have been

i nsurnountable. The hub is not too far. W could have terrorized disc people
into transporting us. A hundred suggestions leap to the nmind. It mght have
been quite enjoyable, and good experience.'

' Experi ence for what?

' Hobnobbi ng with the disc folk on a superior basis. | had pl anned,
shoul d the hub hold nothing of interest, to set up an enpire. Surely the idea
had occurred to you?

It had, in passing. Kin thought for a while of Genghis Marco, Marco
Caesar, Prester Marco. He could do it, at that. A four-armed god king.

"How | ong woul d you say it would take the disc to get on to a
space-goi ng footing? he asked. 'If that was made a goal, | nean? W have the
know edge.'

'"No, we don't. We think we do, but all we knowis how to operate
machi nes. OF course, you could get a spaceship built inside a decade.'

" That soon? Then we coul d--'

"No we couldn't.' Kin had been thinking about this too. 'What could be
built is a primtive capsule powered by solid-fuel rockets w th enough oonph
to ramthe outer done. You could launch it by dropping it over the waterfall.'

"First we'd have to unify the disc,' said Marco thoughtfully. ' Not
difficult. Gve ne five hundred Norsenen and--'

"There's Silver,' said Kin. 'And anyway, | have great hopes for the
hub. '

Even so . .

She had been doing a Iot of thinking, before they lost the 'waiter
Wth the 'waiter they m ght have conquered the disc, filling the void left by



the presunably departed disc creators. Wthout it, the best they could hope
for was a confortable life. In a strange way it wouldn't be so bad for the
other two. They would be aliens, marooned on a strange world. She would be
mar ooned anong people. It was possible that she had nore in common with Silver
and Marco than she did with the barbarians down there. It was a dreadful
possibility.

"These belts are supposed to be able to fly you hal fway across a system
and | and you on a planet,' she conpl ai ned.

' They were not expected to carry people thousands of niles against

gravity, including many changes of altitude,' said Marco. 'It is nost vexing.'
" Vexi ng!"
"If you feel so strongly, | suggest you make a conplaint to the

manuf acturers.'
"How can -- was that a joke?' said Kin. 'CGood grief!’

Dawn saw them flying over sem -desert and scrub, in a sky free of clouds. Once
t hey passed over a canel train, alnmost invisible were it not for its skeletal
j udderi ng shadow on the sand.

They had drifted slightly off their course during the night, and as far
as Marco could estinmate were speedi ng down the Tigris-Euphrates vall ey.

"That puts us in south-east Turkey,' said Marco, and added w stfully,

' That means Baghdad. | should like to have seen Baghdad.'

"Why?' said Kin.

"Ch, when | was a kid ny foster-fol ks bought ne a book of fantasy
stories about, well, genies and magic | anps and such. It nade a big inpression
on ne.'

"Don't suggest landing,' said Kin. 'Don't even think about it.'

But they passed over a city of |ow white houses surroundi ng pal aces and
strangely doned buildings. Atent town lay outside the walls. The river the
city straddl ed was noticeably a different col our downstream and | ow enough
between its banks to speak of drought.

Now t he sun was well up the ground shi nmered.

A mle later Silver's belt failed. There was no question of a crash --
instead all forward power ceased as the batteries' waning ergs buoyed her
gently to the ground.

The others followed her down into a grove of knotted, sweet-snelling
trees. Wien Kin took off her helmet the heat hit her Iike the breath of Hell.
Too hot, she decided. No wonder the fields | ooked scorched. From here the
river was a bl ood-col oured snake w ndi ng weakly between sl abs of cracked nud.

"Well,' she said vaguely. She meant This Is It.

"Il amat a loss,' said Marco, noving hurriedly into the heady shade
under the trees.

"You nean you don't have a plan?

" Your rmeani ng?'

"Ch, forget it.' Kin took a sip of water fromthe suit's reservoir.
Have to be careful about that, too.

Silver sat with her back against a trunk, staring vaguely at the city.
Behi nd her the sun was a copper rivet in a sky like hot iron. Then she
commented. 'An aircraft has just risen.’

He was old in | ooks at least, his face winkled like an old apple. H's grey
beard was intricately styled. H s eyes seened to show neither whites nor
expression. Certainly he did not seem surprised.

Di sc builder? Wile Kin watched himand Silver talking, facing each
ot her cross-1|egged under the trees, she thought hard and fast. Hi s clothing
didn't | ook anything but barbarously splendid, but she was no arbiter of disc
fashion. H's craft was technol ogi cally advanced, and he knew how to use it --
at the nonment it was folded up inside a pouch on the belt of his travelling
conpani on, a |large broad man wearing nothing but a |oincloth and a dour
expression. He held a long curved sword, and his eyes never |eft Marco.



Kin slid across to the kung.

"I wonder where he keeps his antipersonnel blaster? she asked. 'Marco,
you know you and Silver had this idea about how | could survive on the disc by
usi ng sex?'

"You have that advantage, yes.'

"Well, forget it.'

" Your rmeani ng?'

"Just forget it. Qur fat friend with the sword is--' She stopped,
furious to feel herself reddening. 'Marco, can't you recall anything else from
t hat storybook?

Marco's face was blank for a while. Then he w nced. 'Ah, yes,' he said.
"You nean, |ike, unique.’

"Not too unique for this time and place,' said Kin, and turned towards
Silver. The shand | ooked up at her

"This could be Arabic,' she said. 'I've never heard it spoken. |'ve
tried a bit of Latin, which I think he understands but he's not letting on
The only thing |I've established so far is that he wants our suits.'

Kin and Marco exchanged gl ances. A | ook of alnpbst Ehftnic guile spread
across the kung's face.

"Tell himthey're very precious,' he said. 'Tell himwe woul dn't
exchange them even for his aircraft. Tell himwe need to get to the coast
qui ckl y."'

"He'll never fall for that,' said Kin. 'Anyway, there's hardly any
juice left in the belts.’

"That's his worry,' said Marco. 'l have a plan. But first of all I'd
like to see how he operates that flying rug. Tell himit is too hot to
negoti ate out here -- it's true, anyway.'

There foll owed a | ong exchange of cracked phrases and words repeated at
varying |l evel s of exasperation. Finally the man nodded and stood up, notioning
towards the servant with a hand.

The big man stepped forward and reached into his pouch, handing his
master the -- call it the--

Hel I, thought Kin, it is a flying carpet. Only we don't like to say it
because it sounds crazy.

It was about two netres by three, and patterned with an intricate
geonetrical design in blue, green and red.

Spread out on the ground it hugged the bunmps and hollows |inply.

The man said a word. Some dust was blown up as the carpet straightened,
stiffened, and hovered a few i nches above the sand; Kin thought she could hear
a faint hum

It didn't rock even when Sil ver stepped aboard. The man with the sword
sat behind them The old nan said another word. The ground fell away
noi sel essly.

"One could coat a surface with flexible lifting units,' said Marco
after a while, with a brave little quiver in his voice, 'but what about power?
How coul d you get batteries this thin?

Sim | ar thoughts had been passing through Kin's mnd, since she was
staring intently at the carpet between her knees so that her eyes didn't stray
over the edge. She was aware that Marco was sliding gingerly towards her

"You nervous too?" she said.

"I am conscious of mere mllinetres of unknown and unproven flying
machi ne underneath ne," he said.

"You weren't nervous in the lift belts.’

"But they were under an unconditional hundred-year guarantee. |If one
belt failed, how |long woul d the nmanufacturer stay in business?

"l do not think one could fall off this if one tried," said Silver. She
hit the air beside her with a paw and it nmade a noi se, as though soneone had
punched a jelly.

"Safety field,' she said. "Try it.'

Kin waved a hand gingerly over the carpet's edge. It was |ike nmoving



t hrough treacle and, as she pushed, like |eaning on rock. Ali Baba turned
round, grinned at her and spoke a sentence.

VWhen the carpet was finally flying |l evel again there was silence.
Finally Marco said flatly: 'Tell the lunatic if he attenpts that again | wll
kill him'

Kin rel eased her nunb fingers fromtheir grip on the patterned pile.

"Be diplomatic,' she added. 'Be tactful. Say that if he does it again |
will maimhim'’

Two | oops and a triple roll!

On the disc-generated gravity, shaped fields and direct vocal contro
canme wrapped up in one neat carpet-shaped vehicle.

She wondered how Marco intended to steal it.

They skimed | ow over the flat roofs of the city. Kin saw people in the
narrow crowded streets | ook up, then turn back and go about their business.
Magi ¢ carpets, apparently, were famliar objects.

They homed in on a mnor palace, a squat white affair with a centra
done and two ornate towers. There was a garden behind decorative trellises --
now, that was odd .

"It must have its own source of water,' she said al oud.

'Why?' said Marco.

'"Everything el se round here is parched. That's the one green spot we've
seen today."'

' That woul d not be surprising, if he is a disc builder,' said Marco. 'A
fact which | doubt.’

"And | also,' runmbled Silver, 'yet he handl es the carpet well enough

and our flying belts evinced only cautious greed, not awe. | amthinking now
in terms of some hermetic order, maybe, handi ng down di sc buil der machi nes and
relics with no proper understanding of their internal workings -- like a

savage may conpetently drive a groundcar while believing it to be powered by
little horses under the engine cowing.'

Al'i Baba brought them down perfectly, the carpet drifting slowy across
a bal cony and through an arch into a high-ceilinged room It hovered a few
i nches above the intricately tiled floor, then settled.

He | eapt up and cl apped his hands. By the tinme the others had untw sted
their linmbs and, in Marco's case, eased the steel grip his hands had been
mai nt ai ni ng, a posse of servants had entered the room They carried towels,
and wi de bow s.

"That'd better be water,' growl ed Marco, "cos |'mgonna drink it.'

He pushed his head noisily into the bow in front of him causing mld
consternation anong the servants. Silver picked up hers and, after a
prelimnary sniff, opened her mouth like a funnel and tipped it down. Kin
drank her fill in a reasonably |adylike manner, and used the rest to wash the
dust off her face.

She took the opportunity to | ook around.

There was hardly any furniture. The roomwas just an ornate box, walls
decorated with geonetrical and horticultural patterns and several |arge
screens at one end. By the grounded carpet was a low table, its top apparently
one thick slab of crystal

Al'i had di sappeared, along with the servants. Silver peered around the
room

'The water was ice cold,' she stated. 'There were crystals in it. Show
me iced water, and I'll show you civilization.'

"Anywhere else it would nmean a refrigerator,' Kin admtted, 'but here,
I'd bet they've got hot-and-cold running denmons in all roons.'

Marco wal ked over to the carpet and inspected it carefully. Then he
stepped on it and said the word.

"I imagine it's slaved to his voice pattern,' said Silver, wthout
| ooki ng round. Marco cursed quietly.

Al'i Baba appeared from behind the screens, followed by two nen with
swords. He was carrying a small black box on a red cushion



He | ooked sideways at Silver and spoke a few words in halting Latin.

"He is going to, uh, sunmon that-which-speaks-all-tongues,' she said.
"1 think.'

Wil e they watched he laid the box on the floor and opened the Iid. The
thing he took out puzzled Kin. It |ooked like a snmall flat teapot made out of
adul terated gol d.

He polished it with his sleeve.

"WII You Gve Me No Peace, Sorcerer?

I T had appeared a few feet away, hazy in a cloud of purple snoke. It
was i medi ately obvious to Kin why Marco's appearance hadn't bothered the man
-- if he was used to things that |ooked Iike this, he was used to anything.

It was man- hei ght, or would have been if it stood erect. But it was
bent al nost double, two thick gold-scaled arnms and oversi zed hands serving as
a second pair of legs. Custers of tendrils grew out of its neck. Its face was
| ong, vaguely horse-like, topped by a pair of pointy ears and tailed by two
nmoust achi os that trailed on to the floor. It wore a small cone-shaped hat.

"Know Al That | Am Azrifel,' it began in a sing-song voice, 'Dinnee
O The Desert, Terror O Thousands, Scourge Of MIlions And, | Mist Be Frank
About It, Slave O The Lanmp. So What Do You Want This Tine, Master?

There was a | ong speech fromthe sorcerer. The djinnee turned around
until it faced the trio.

"My Master Abu Ibn Infra Presents His Conplinents And Wl cones You To
Hi s Humbl e Abode And A Lot OF Stuff Like That. If You Want To Eat, Just Tel
The Table. Your Wsh Is Its Command. There's A Lot O That Sort O Thing Goes
On Around Here,' he added.

Ki n hunkered down beside the table and | ooked at it nore closely. It
was one bl ock of crystal, but now that she paid close attention there seened
to be something else in there too, sonmething |like a noving wi sp of faint
snoke.

She thought of cucunber and green paprillion salad, and the cinnanon
i ce-cream she used to buy from Gnh's Ade Drugge Store in Wnderstrands, the
one with the recipe that G nh had refused to sell to the dumbwaiter
programers. There was always a black Treale cherry on the top. The nmenory of
that taste welled up until she drool ed.

It grew out of the table. There was an inpression of swirling novenent
in the crystal and then it was there, snmoking with frost.

There was a black Treale cherry on the top. And -- Kin picked up the
carton and stared.

It was in a fam liar blue, black and white and showed an
ant hr opornor phi ¢ penguin in a chef's hat. Around the side was: The O de Drugge
Store, corner of Skrale and H gh, Upperside, Wnderstrands 667548. Tregin G nh
and Siblings, reg. WE FREEZE TO PLEASE

Marco stared at the carton, then | ooked down at the teasing shadows in
t he tabl et op.

"I don't know how you managed that,' he said carefully, 'but what
have in nmind is the Blue Plate special they serve in Henry Horse's Kung Food
Bar in New -

He stopped, because it was already there. There was one bow , heavy
pottery containing sonething under an orange-yellow crust that runbled with
i nternal eruptions.

"It nust be telepathy,' he said uncertainly. "It's just a telepathic
dunbwai ter. Come on, Silver. |I'm hungry.

"You're hungry,' said Silver. She drunmed heavy fingers on the table
edge, then doubtfully:

"l have in mind a dish of cerenpnial truduc.'

The shadow swirl ed, disappeared. Silver's fingers drumred on

' Snoked guaracuc with grintzes? she suggested.

A vague shape appeared above the crystal, then faded.

' Dadugs in Brine? Chaque sweet breads? Xi qua? Dried qunguns?

Ki n sighed, and pushed the ice-cream away untast ed.



"There Is A Problen? said Azrifel.

'The table can't handle Shand proteins,' said Silver, sitting down
heavily and draw ng her knees up to her chin.

"What |'s A Protein?

Abu Ibn Infra seated hinmself confortably by the far side of the table
and put out his hand to grasp a crystal glass of pinkish liquid as it
materialized beside him Azrifel stirred, and nodded as the man spoke.

"My Master Wshes To Tal k About Your Flying Cothes And Simlar
Matters.' More consultation. 'My Master Presents His Conmplinents To Hi s Fell ow
Collectors And Ofers, In Exchange For All Three ltens, A
M rror-To- See- Al | - Thi ngs- Be- They- Never - So- Far And Two Bottonl ess Purses.'

Kin was aware of the other two | ooking at her. She said, 'Leaving aside
for a noment his sonewhat derisory offer,' -- she had a feeling that a | ack of
the haggling spirit might be regarded as signs of general weakness -- 'we cone
froma far-off Iand and do not quite understand the reference to Coll ectors.
Col l ectors of what?'

Abu Ibn Infra frowned as he listened to the translation. He spat out a
reply. Kin wouldn't have thought it possible for anyone to spit several
| engt hy sentences, but he managed, he nmanaged.

"My Master |s Puzzled. You Possess Gfts OF God But You Do Not Know O
The Coll ectors. He Says: How Can This Be?'

'Listen, denon,' said Kin, 'you know. You're a projection, like
Sphandor. Aren't you?

"I Find Mysel f Forbidden To Answer That Question At This Mment In

Time,' said Azrifel smugly. 'You Are In The Shit, That's AIl | Know If You
Think You're Coming Qut O This Alive, My Reaction Is Ho Ho Ho.'

"I will kill it," said Marco, half rising. The guards behind Ibn Infra
stirred.

"Sit down,' hissed Kin. 'You, denmon, answer the question. Wat is a
col l ector?

"My Master Says It Is No Secret. He Hinself Was Once A Hunbl e Fi sherman
Until, Upon Gutting A Fish, One Day, He Discovered Inside It A Gft O God, To
VWhit, The Lanp To Wiich | Am Shamefully Enslaved. | Am Azrifel OF The Ninth
Dom ni on O The Damed. | Can Find Anything -- Even The Power To Tal k To You.
That Is My Power.

"For Five Years | Have Laboured M ghtily For This Junped-Up Pig O A
Nouveau Ri che Former Fisherman, Spiriting To This Somewhat Pretentious Pal ace
Such Gfts O God As Are Unclained By her Collectors O In The Possession O
Col l ectors Unfortunate Enough To Have Denons Weaker Than |. | Have Conbed The
Depths O The Sea And The Bowel s OF Vol canoes, | Have--'

"Hold it,' said Kin. 'The flying carpet, the table, these damm noney
purses -- they're Gfts of God?'

'"Aye. The Carpet | Liberated From A Merchant In Basra, The Table |
Found Encrusted Wth Barnacles On The Sea Fl oor--'

"But your nmaster doesn't know how t hey operate? | nean, they're just
magi cal itens to hinP'

"Aren't They, Then?' said the denon, grinningly.

"Just as | thought,' snapped Marco. 'He's just an ignorant man who
doesn't know any nore about the nature of the disc than does anyone else in
these parts. |I'll take out these guards, then we'll grab himand ride the
carpet out of here.'

"Wait a minute,' said Kin sharply.

"What for? He knows nothing except how to operate the toys this
creature finds for him'

Kin shook her head. 'Just once, let's try diplomacy,' she said. 'Denon,
tell your master we are not Collectors. W will give himthese flying belts
for his collection if he transports us on his magic carpet to the circul ar
island that lies off the coast to the south-east of here.’

She knew she had said somet hing wong as soon as the words were out of
her mouth. When Azrifel's translation died away Abu's face went white.



Marco sighed, and stood up. 'OK, so rmuch for diplomacy,' he said. He
sprang. So did Azrifel. There was a grey and yellow blur in md-air and a
smal I thundercl ap. Then the denon was back, unruffled. Marco had vani shed.

"What have you done with hin?' said Kin.

'He Has Been Deposited In A Place OF Safety, Unharned Except Maybe For
A Few Friction Burns.'

'l see. And his ransomis our flying belts, right?

Abu spoke. The denpbn said: 'No, My Master Says He Knows Now That You
Cone From Anot her Worl d.

There Was Anot her Such Traveller, Sone Time Since Wo--'

"Jago Jal 0?' said Kin. Abu glared at her

"Crazy fool,' hissed Silver

"That WAs His Name,' agreed the denon. 'A Madnan. He Abused CQur
Hospitality. He Stole From Qur Collection. He Sought The Forbi dden I sl and
Too. '

"What happened to hinP?' said Kin. The denon shrugged.

'He Escaped From Here Wth A Carpet, A Bottom ess Purse And A d oak
Wth Unusual Powers. Even | Have Been Unable To Locate Hm M Master Feels,
However, That Al Is Not Lost.'

' NO?'

'"He Has Three New Flying Devices, Two Captive Denons And You.'

Kin sprang round. Mre guards had appeared on the bal cony, and they
were archers. She considered taking a dive for the open air with the belt on
full throttle. She might get hit. She doubted whether the disc's nedica
facilities were satisfactory. Anyway, that wouldn't solve Silver's problem

So she collapsed into tears of inconsol able grief.

She heard a brief conversation between the denon and his nmaster. Then two
servant women were sumoned to take her away.

She had one glinpse of Silver's inpassive face before she was escorted
out of the roomand into a maze of ornate arches and screens. A male guard
wal ked behind her with a drawn sword.

The wonen chattered at her solicitously. Wen they reached one arched
doorway the guard left them and took up a post outside the door. Kin was
briefly surrounded by a gaggle of small dark-eyed women in scanty cl ot hing
before the ol der of her escorts shooed them away. She felt hel pful arns
gui ding her to a bench. She sat and stared.

Later a niddl e-aged woman brought her sone food. Kin | ooked up at her
gratefully. Under the strange makeup the woman was watching her with
si mpl e- mi nded synpat hy.

So Kin apologized silently as she hit her, as nicely as possible. The
worman si ghed and col | apsed, but Kin was already on her feet and running.

She sped through several |ow and airy roons and had a bl urred
i mpression of fountains, singing birds and bored wonen sitting on |arge
cushi ons. Kohl -eyed, they stared after her and began to scream as Kin cannoned
into a servant carrying a tray.

A long way behind her a new series of screans suggested that a guard
had reluctantly invaded the seraglio.

Kin reached a bal cony, considered the courtyard bel ow, then scranbl ed
up a decorative trellis that trenbled even under her weight. It took her on to
a flat roof and into the full glare of the noon sun

Shout s bel ow neant that a guard had got as far as the balcony. Kin
t hrew hersel f down, chest heaving, hoping that he woul d thi nk she had taken
the easy way and dropped into the courtyard. He didn't. There was a sudden
sil ence, broken by some heavy breat hing.

Then wood cracked, and there was the beginnings of a wail that ended
with a noise like a falling man hitting hard stone fl ags.

She jogged across the roof to the nearer of two towers that pierced it.
It wasn't a wise choice really, but she couldn't think of anything else. There
was an arch with no door, and a dark spiral stairway as cold as ice after the



glare of the sun off the roof.

The stairs ended in a turret roomw th gl assl ess wi ndows | ooki ng out
over the city. Kin peered around in the gloom It |ooked as if she was in a
storeroom There were a few carpets rolled up against the wall, and boxes in
unti dy heaps beside them A tall bronze statue in vaguely M ddl esea dress was
propped agai nst a three-legged table with what | ooked Iike the weckage of a
drinking party strewn across it. There were several swords, including one that
| ooked -- Kin couldn't believe it, but closer inspection bore out the first
i npression - one that was half-buried in an anvil

In the middle of the floor was a statue of a horse, cast in sone dark
nmetal . The muscul ature had been done well, but the pose was uninspiring. It
just stood four-square, |ooking at the floor

"Junk,' said Kin. She tried to pull an iron-bound chest across the
stair-hole, then gave up and sat on it instead. There was no sound bel ow.

"A person could hold out here for weeks,' she thought. 'Wth food and
water, that is.' Food! She thought |ongingly of the magic table, or even of
t he dunbwai ter. But she couldn't have eaten a neal with Silver watching her
sorrowful ly, knowi ng that inside two days the shand would turn despite herself
into a raveni ng, ravenous ani nal.

"Marco? Silver?' she whispered.

At the fifth attenpt Marco answered.

"Kin! Where are you?

"I"'mup in -- is there anyone with you?
"W're in a zoo! You wouldn't believe it! You must get us out!’
"I"'min sone sort of museumattic,' she said. '"I'lIl have to wait unti

it's dark. Were are you exactly?

"I assune we're sonewhere in the palace grounds. You nust work quickly.
Silver and | are in the sane cage.'

"What' s she doi ng now?'

' Mopi ng. '

' Ch-oh.'

' What ?'

Kin sighed. '"I'lIl do ny best,' she said. She padded over to a w ndow
and peered out. Sonmeone was shouting in the distance, but the roof lay hot and
enpty bel ow her. There was, she noticed, a black speck wheeling in the sky.
One of the Eyes of God, whoever He was.

Most of the swords she could hardly lift with both hands, so they were
out .

"Let's face it' she told herself, 'how are you going to nake the big
heroi c rescue in any case?

On the other hand, she answered, it'll be expected of you. The races of
t he gal axy | ook towards mankind as the essential lunatic el enent.

She st epped backwards, and knocked against the table. The jug on it
fell over, and spilled vinegar-snelling wine across the table and on to the
floor in a thin stream Kin watched it for a while, then carefully set the jug
upright.

It sw shed.

Looki ng inside, she saw dark liquid rising. She waited until the jug
was brimfull of swirling redness then grabbed the handle, sloshed the liquid
across the room and brought the base of the jug down hard agai nst the
t abl et op.

There was a sizzle and a brief snmell of ozone. Bits of circuit |lam nate
bounced on the fl oor.

"Fine' she said softly, "that's just fine. So long as it wasn't the
fairies that were doing it.' On the other hand, the Conpany didn't believe in
matter transmi ssion either. But it night have been, say, a tiny
si ngl e-function dunbwaiter in the base of the jug, sucking up nolecules from
t he anbient air. She decided she'd believe anything but magic.

Sonmeone noved, down at the base of the staircase.

There was nowhere to hide. Correction -- the tower roomwas bursting



wi th hiding places, but none of them prom sed to be permanent. Kin grabbed a
sword froma pile near by and considered hacking at the first head to appear
on the stairs.

No good. She | ooked up at a small trapdoor in the ceiling, and decided
it would be easier to defend. If it led on to the roof, perhaps the raven
woul d see her as if that would do any good. Anyway, she could then slice at
fingers.

She wal ked over to the horse statue and hoi sted herself into a stirrup
then stood on tiptoe in the saddle to funble with the trap door

The horse whirred. Kin swayed, |anded sitting in the saddle but with
enough force to knock the breath out of her. Then she couldn't nove her |egs.
She | ooked down in panic. Padded cl anps had extruded fromthe horse's fl anks
and were gripping her gently but firmy.

The neck in front of her came up. The head swi vell ed 180 degrees and
the horse | ooked at Kin with bright insectile eyes.

"YOUR WSH IS My COMWWAND, ' it said inside Kin's head. 'Hell!"’

' THOSE ARE NOT MEANI NGFUL CO- ORDI NATES. '

"Are you a robot?" She felt the click and whirr of gears underneath
her .

"l AM THE FABULOUS MECHANI CAL HORSE OF AHMED, PRI NCE OF TREBI SO\D.'

Kin heard scurrying footsteps on the stairs.

"Get me out of here!' she hissed.

" PLEASE HOLD ON TO THE REINS. PLEASE LONER THE HEAD. | N CASE OF MALAI SE
OF THE AIR, PLEASE USE THE RECEPTACLE PROVI DED.'

There was a thud inside the animal, and the noi se of heavy wheel s
tumbling into notion. The horse took off. As they glided smoothly through the
wi ndow Kin flung herself forward to avoid the edge of the wall. And then the
horse was free and noving, legs galloping on the air as it soared into the
copper sky.

Kin | ooked at the sword in her hand. It was night-black and unnaturally
light, but it would do. It would be surprising if Abu had | earned how to use
the Iift belts yet, so possibly his only other aircraft was the carpet.

If it cane to an aerial flight, she'd prefer to be on the horse.

" YOUR FURTHER W SH IS MY COVMAND. '

"You can start by telling ne how you fly,' said Kin, peering at the
gar dens bel ow.

' ABANAZZARD THE MAG Cl AN FABRI CATED ME. | FLY BY APPLI CATI ON OF THE
COVPOUND UPSW NG NG WEI GHT ENG NE, WHI CH REQUI RES THE CONTI NUED | NTERVENTI ON
OF THE DJI NNEE ZOLAH AT THE CRI TI CAL PO NT.'

"Do you know of a zoo in the pal ace grounds?'

"YES.'

"Land inside it, then.'

"TO HEAR IS TO OBEY, O M STRESS.'

The horse started to gallop in a descending spiral. Kin was briefly
aware of upturned faces as they raced at roof height back towards the pal ace.
A ragged line of dusty trees flashed past and Kin realized they were | anding
in a w de avenue between rows of |ow cages, dark and forbidding in the
gat heri ng dusk.

Her mount touched down neatly, hooves galloping smoothly fromenpty air
to packed earth. Sonething hurled itself against the bars of the nearest cage,
and she got a vague inpression of wings and teeth. Plenty of teeth.

"Marco!' Things shrilled and sneezed in the shadows of the cages.

" Over here!’

Kin urged the horse forward until she saw Marco's gl eam ng eyes | ooki ng
urgently between bars thick enough to have been tree trunks. Perhaps they
ver e.

Kin jiggled themuntil they slid back noisily. Marco came out as though
on a spring.

"Gve nme the sword' he commanded. Kin had al nost handed it over before
it occurred to her that she could have refused, and then it was too late. He



snatched it.
"I's this the best you could do?" he hissed. 'It's blunt as a ball."
"Big deal! | could have gone off and left you!'
Marco tapped the flat of the black sword on one opened palm and | ooked
at her reflectively.

"Yes,' he said. 'You could. This sword will do. Thank you. From where
did you obtain the flying robot?

"Well, | went--'

'How do you make it fly?

"It just obeys, and -- get down!'

Marco settled hinself in the saddle, and ignored her.

"Do you know the way to the pal ace, robot quadruped?

'"YES, O MASTER.'

' Then proceed.'

There was a brief drumm ng of hooves and the horse was a dw ndling
speck against the sky. Kin watched it disappear and then peered into the back
of the cage.

"Silver?' she said quietly. A light shape stirred in the gl oom

"Come on' said Kin. 'W'd better be going. How do you feel?

Silver sat up.

"Where is the kung?' she said thickly.

'CGone to beat up the baddies, the lunatic fool.'

' Then where should we go?' said the shand, lunbering to her feet.

"After him | think. Got any better ideas?

"No' said Silver. 'l imagine everyone will be far too occupied to
notice us.'

They stepped out into the avenue of bars.

"There are unicorns in that one' volunteered Silver, pointing. 'W saw
them being fed. And nermaids, | think, in a pool. They were given fish.'

"Abu is a born collector, it seens.’

They passed a white done, tenple size. Close up, it was a large white
egg, the lower third buried in the sand. There was a small hole in one end.

"Laid by a bird?" said Silver, indicating it with a thunb.

"Search me. | wouldn't put out crunmbs for it. There's another one over
there. No--'

It wasn't. It was, however, the derelict shell of the planetary |ander
froma Term nus probe. A nenory arose in Kin unbidden, of an ancient copy of a
still nore ancient publicity film It looked smaller in real life. There were
three deep gashes in it, as though sone great beast had tried to grab it.

Perhaps it had. If the thing beside it was an egg, sonething laid it.

The interior was a ness.

"Jalo |l anded near the centre of the disc, at least' said Silver. Kin
| ooked at the -- oh, all right -- call themtal on marks, they could have been

"I don't envy him' she said. 'Qur Abu is a genuine enthusiast, Silver.
He never throws anything away.'

There were running feet behind them and they turned to see two nen
gaping at them One held a pike, and prodded it gingerly towards Silver. It
was a nistake. The shand nerely grabbed it behind the point and felled its
hol der with a vicious downward sl ash, bringing it back afterwards to knock the
other man's scurrying |l egs from under him

Then she started running towards the palace, w elding the shattered
shaft like a club

Kin trailed after her. There didn't seem any alternative.

They found Marco by follow ng the screans.

There was a courtyard, and a nmob of fighting men, and in the niddle a
bl ur behind a fence of swords. Marco was fighting five men at once, and seened
to be w nning.

One man, who turned and found hinself a few feet from Silver, slashed
at her with desperate bravery. She blinked at himsleepily, then brought a
fist down with vertebrae-crushing speed.



And all the tine the sword sang. Kin had heard the phrase used
poetically, but this one was singing -- a weird electric ululation punctuated
by cl ashes and screans.

Marco was holding it at armis length, alnbst cringing away fromit. It
nmoved of itself, darting fromblade to blade, fromblade to body, wi thout
appearing to pass through the intervening air. Blue light crackled along its
edge.

Silver padded up to two men and hit them hard. O the ones who turned
to stare before running away, three keeled over as Marco took advantage of
their distraction.

Alone in the courtyard, except for the dead, Marco sagged and dropped
the sword. Kin picked it up and | ooked at its edge. It should have been

bl oody. It wasn't. It was nerely black, Iike a hole through the universe into
somet hi ng el se.

"It's alive,' said Marco sullenly. 'l know you will scorn, but--'

"What we have here,' said Kin loudly, '"is nerely a frictionless-coated

bl ade with an el ectronic edge. The netal blade is merely a conductor. You mnust
have seen simlar things. Carving knives, for exanple?

There was a pause. Marco nodded. 'O course you are right' he said.

"Then let's get the hell out of here!’

She oriented herself as best she could and nmade for the nearest flight
of steps.

"Where are you goi ng?' shouted Marco.

"To find the magician!' Before you do, she added to herself. | don't
want himkilled. He's the only way out of here.

She trotted through enpty passages, headi ng upwards. A short flight of
stairs | ooked famliar. She bounded up them and there, at the end of a
vaul ted corridor, was the magician's chanmber.

Abu Ibn Infra sat pensively cross-1egged on the nagic carpet, watching her
carefully over the top of thin, steepled fingers. Sonewhat nearer the
horse-faced shape of Azrifel crouched, splay-toed.

Kin gl anced around the room There was no-one el se there.

Abu Ibn Infra spoke.

"Why Have Your Creatures Attacked And Sl aughtered My Peopl e?
transl ated Azrifel

"W had expected better treatnent,' said Kin.

"Why? You Cone From The Place O Thieves And Liars Wth Two Renegade
Denons- -'

"They' re not denons,' she said sharply. 'They're intelligent |iving
creatures. They just happen to be of different races. Now, about that flying
carpet--'

' They Are Denons.

Kin felt a gust of air fromthe far side of the room and was in tine
to see two figures coal esce.

They were kung. Not perhaps perfect copies, and they moved curiously as
i f whatever had created them had ai med for kung shape w thout a know edge of
kung anat ony.

Abu had sunmoned denons to deal with her, and somewhere there was
somet hing that had observed that the kung shape was good for a fighter

It had added disc touches. In battle kung usually carried no nore than
a short sword and a small blast deflector, leaving two arnms for freel ance
throttling. These carried a weapon in each hand, and each one was different.
One even twirled a norningstar

It would be Iike being hit by colliding | awnnnowers.

Kin stared at the two expressionless faces, dead faces, and stopped
herself fromturning to run. She'd be running downstairs, with those behind
her.

She rai sed the sword hopefully.

Sonet hi ng squi rned under her hand. Pain exploded up her armand rattled



her teeth. As the kung-things | oped towards her the sword crackl ed.

Moverrent sl owed. Through a pink gl ow Kin saw the denons slow as if
they'd run into jelly, but there was no sound at all. Hate settled on her
dream |y, confortably, and she watched the sword come up with interest.

There was no shock when it drifted through an axe bl ade, and went on to
shear through an arm-- the flesh was grey, boneless and bl oodl ess -- and
anot her sword.

She fol ded away froma snail's-pace spear, and started a |long slow | eap
that let her slice through a neck

She swung her feet round in time to land lightly, twist, and let the
sword sweep |ike a scythe

Now there was a third eneny, backing away through the red msts. The
sword jerked and Kin junped, feeling her body curve behind the blade Iike the
tail of a conmet. It struck the figure in the chest, and Kin left it there.

She drifted on and into the wall, colliding gently with a faint
prickling sensation. Then she began a lazy tunble to the floor, several mles
away.

It had no right to hit her so hard.

She felt as though one side of her body was one | ong bruise. Her shoul der
muscl es were scream ng. Her arm suggested that it had been dragged through a
si eve.

For a blissful few seconds she was able to view the cl anmouring
sensations objectively, |ooking into the kal ei doscope of her own head. Then
subjectivity set in with a rush

There was a slithering noise behind her, and a soft thud. Wth a
certain ambunt of agony she turned her head to see Abu spraw ed agai nst the
wall, with a long red snear above him

Kin lay cherishing the cool ness of the floor. Then she used her |eft
arm which nmerely ached horribly, to walk it on its fingers to the magician's
out fl ung hand. She uncurled his fingers fromthe |anp, and dragged it back
until it was in front of her eyes.

It didn't |look anything special. She buffed its surface with a finger

"I Am Azrifel, Slave OF The Lanp,' said the denon in a sing-song voi ce.
"Your Wsh Is My Comrand.'

"Fetch ne a doctor' said Kin thickly. The denmon di sappeared. There was
a tiny thundercl ap.

An agony | ater he reappeared. In his arms, kicking faintly and
whi npering, was a snall white-faced man in a bl ack robe

"Wass that?' said Kin.

"Johannes Angel ego O The University O Tol edo.’

Kin picked up the lanp and hamrered it on the tiles. Azrifel screaned.
The smal | schol ar echoed him then fainted.

"I mean a physician, you horse,' nmuttered Kin. Take that man back and
bring me a proper doctor. It's a box eight foot |ong, denpon, with lights and
dials on it. A DOCTOR Unnerstan? Hell, even a human doctor would do.'

She hit the lanp again. Azrifel shrieked and di sappeared.

This time he took | onger, when he reappeared he carried a figure riding
pi ckaback, and was holding a | arge equi pnrent box in his arns. Kin | ooked up
hazily at the familiar green allsuit of an intern at the Conpany Medica
Centre. The man junped down, landing with all the athletic grace of one with
l[imted access to rejuvenation treatnents.

Kin recogni zed Jen Terem|t, his face wavering slightly as the pain
closed in. Good old Jen -- she'd nearly married him a hundred and forty years
ago. He'd have reached a high position in the Conmpany's medical history if he
hadn't died while hunting chaque on Sister

Hi s cool fingers reached out for her

Though the carpet could easily carry the three of them-- Azrifel did not
appear to weigh anything -- Marco insisted on ordering the flying horse to



foll ow t hem cl osel y.

"Are we ready?' said Marco.

The sun still hadn't shown above the disc, but there was enough pearly
pre-dawn light to show Kin and Silver sitting on the carpet in the niddle of
the cool roof.

Kin's armfelt nunb. She shivered.

"Let's go,' she said. She rubbed the | anp. Azrifel appeared beside her

"Vell? he said. 'Wat?

"What happened to all that O Mstress stuff? said Kin, surprised.

Marco snorted inpatiently.

"All Right, Don't Get Stuffy. That Sort O Stuff Was All R ght For Hm
-- | Gathered You Were More Denocratic.' An etiquette |lesson froma hundred
and ninety years before jogged Kin's overloaded nenory -- a gentlenman is
someone who al ways says 'thank you' to his robot.

"This lamp' she said. 'Suppose | were to give it to you?

The denon blinked, and thought about it. After a noment a green tongue
flicked out across its dry lips.

"I Would Take It And Drop It Over The Edge O The Wbrld, O Mstress' it
said. 'Then | Wuld Have Peace.'

"Fly this carpet to the centre of the world and I will give you the
lanp' said Kin. Azrifel grinned. Kin added, 'See the kung on the horse? You
will note he has the magic sword. | will give himthe | anp. Should you betray
us in any way, no doubt he will damage the lanp in interesting ways--'

The denon shivered

"Point Taken' he said, gloomly. '"Is There No Trust In This Wrld?

"No' said Marco flatly.

The carpet rose and ski nmred over the darkened city, Marco foll ow ng
closely on the flying horse.

Kin wat ched the houses pass bel ow and thought:

Sonet hing | ooks into our minds. The magic table produced food we nerely
t hought of. Wen | thought of a doctor, it sent Azrifel with the man | had in
mnd but it wouldn't produce an autodoc. Wy?

Azrifel was still crouched vacantly beside her. At the front of the
carpet Silver stared blankly at nothing.

"Azrifel' said Kin. "Bring me -- oh, bring me a fully equi pped matrix
drive MFTL ship with the |atest nodel dunbwaiter.'’

Over the comcircuit she heard Marco cackl e.

The denon said, 'No.'

‘"I's that a refusal ? W have your |anp.'

Azrifel shook his head. "It Is Not A Refusal' he said. "It Is A
Statement. Oysters Cannot Fly, | Cannot Bring You Your Desire. Now Crush The
Lamp I f You Must.'

"No anachronisns' said Marco. 'Is that it?
The denon paused before answering, as though listening to an interna
voi ce. Seen up close, he too was slightly blurred -- like a threevee picture

in the mddle of a bad day for sunspots, Kin thought.

"No Nachroni sns' he agreed.

"But the man called Jalo left the world and appeared two hundred |ight
-- many, many miles away.' Kin corrected herself. 'How?

"I Do Not Know.'

"Jalo's ship is in distant orbit' said Marco. 'We coul d adapt the
lifesystem cannibalize bits out of our |ander, and go home in that.'

"It'd take too | ong!’

' Per haps not.'

"What about power ?

"A thousand of these magic carpets joined edge to edge?

' Navi gati on?'

'Dead reckoning. W'll be aimng at a fifty-light-years sphere froma
di stance of a hundred and fifty years. No trouble’

"Neat. And what about Silver?



Mar co sai d not hi ng.

VWhen the sun came up, it was tinted with green

They flew over a sandstormhalf a mle high, which blasted through
farms and towns |ike snow from hell

Marco didn't say nmuch and Silver was now saying nothing at all. She |ay
curled up on the carpet, |ooking at the sky.

They thundered over a port called Basra, where the timnber of broken
ships clogged the streets while the nad sea nethodically destroyed the town.

Silver said: 'Sonmething is shining on the horizon.'

Kin wondered if she could see a faint gleamon the borders of vision.
Ten minutes |ater she was sure.

Silver stirred again. 'Leave,' she ordered. 'The kung rust cone here.
Wth swords.'

' Mar co- -

"I heard. Stop the carpet. You can take the horse.’

"But you know what she's asking!'

"Sure. If things get too bad, I'Il have to kill her.’

' How can you be so enotionless about it?

"Why not? Better a dead sapient than a live animal. | agree with her.'
"What ' Il happen afterwards?

He pursed his lips. '"She'll reincarnate on the disc, | guess. Better a

live human than a dead sha--'

"WIl you stop talking like that!'

The gleamturned out to be a high done, welded into the rock of a w de
i sland that seened to be nostly black sand. Kin thought she could make out the
remains of a few ships half buried in the sand.

They circled it, a mile out at first, then nmoving closer in. Kin saw a
bl ack shape spiral down out of the sky and perch on the done.

"That does it,' she said. 'Marco, I'mgoing in.'

The kung's answer was a strangled grunt. Kin spun round in the saddle.

A few netres away Silver was rearing up on the carpet, the fur of one
arm bright orange where it had caught the thrust of the sword. Her hand was
around Marco's wai st while he had two hands gripping her throat, and between
them the sword screaned as they westled.

The carpet drifted on past. Kin got a brief glinpse of Silver's
contorted face tw sted around a saliva-barred nouth.

Kin grabbed the lanp. Azrifel appeared, standing on air, and watchi ng
the silent fighters with interest.

'Separate them' Kin ordered.

"No.

Marco sonersaulted away from Silver, caught her armin three of his,
and threw her over his shoulder. Hi s | eg bones bent |ike springs. Then Sil ver
was over the edge of the carpet.

But not falling. She hung at an inpossible angle in its safety field,
snharling and thrashing at the air.

" NO?'

"l Dare Not Go Closer To The Done.'

"l have the |lanp, denon.'

"l Suggest You Do Not Use It.'

Kin saw Marco lift the sword and hesitate. Silver picked up | everage on
sheer fresh air, and hurtled towards him

Shand, kung and carpet di sappear ed.

Kin stared at the enpty space. Below, the sea roared. There was not hing
el se around but sea, sky and done, and the horse-faced denon hovering over
nothing at all.

Finally she said: 'Denon, what happens if |I drop the lanp in the sea?
The truth, now'

"Sonmetines Fish O Crabs WIIl Brush Against It. Their Wshes Are Sinple
And Easily Fulfilled."'

"VWhat happened to the carpet?



"It Disappeared?’ said the denon uncertainly.

"I know. Why?'

" Thi ngs That Approach Too Cl ose To The Centre O The Wrld Do So.'
"You didn't tell us.'

"You Didn't Ask Me.'

"Where do they disappear to?'

To? They Just Disappear. That Is Al | Know'
"You'll know nore soon' said Kin. She shoved the |amp back into her
pocket and urged the horse forward -- towards the dome. Azrifel whinpered.

Presently Kin di sappeared.

Kin awoke at the heart of a gal axy strained through a ruby. Touch told her
that she was lying on a floor |ike polished netal, and an old but hitherto
unnamed sense assured her that she was inside sonething. A building. Maybe a
cave.

Around her a billion pinpoints of red Iight gl owed. They spread away
fromher in conplicated constellations, clinbed the invisible wall tens of
nmetres away and net in the blackness overhead. Sonetines the pattern changed
instantly, to be replaced by one equally red and forbidding. It was a
pointillist's vision of hell

Then Ki n noved.

St anpede. The lights poured down the walls and clustered around her
She stood up and stanped a foot experinmentally. Experiment was the word, and
she clung to it. Be rational. Don't go nad.

She thought she had been prepared for anything.

Robots, lasers, l|ong-headed disc builders in silver suits, intelligent
slimes -- anything. But not these lights. It wasn't as though they lit
anyt hi ng but thensel ves.

"CGet ne out of here,' she grow ed.

Fl ash. Now she was standing in an arched corridor, her nostrils filled
with the hot netal, ozone and oil snell of nachinery. The tunnel was brightly
it by a continuous strip overhead. Pipes and cabl es snaked al ong the walls,
and the floor was a linear maze of rails. There were distant bangs and thunps,
and everywhere there was the humof hurtling el ectrons.

Kin picked a direction and wal ked, carefully avoi di ng anything that
| ooked highly electric.

So, she told herself, this is the works. |I'm down ampong the cogwheel s
of the Universe. But it's all wong. The technol ogy | ooks ancient. Cogwheel s
is about right. Good grief!

She was hal fway past an al cove giving off fromthe main tunnel. There
was nmovenent in there. Kin started to run for cover, then thought, what the
hel | ?

It was a robot, a big one, shaped the best shape for a robot. Square.
One wal do armwas groping in a square hole in the alcove's nmetal wall. A
square panel lay on the floor

The armclicked back. It held something small that Kin couldn't quite
see properly, which it dropped into a hopper bolted on to the robot's side. A
drawer slid out just above the hopper, and this tinme Kin got a good view of
the objects nestling in its padded interior. The arm waved uncertainly above
them then selected one gingerly and carried it into the hole.

Wil e the machi ne was engaged in its nysterious activities Kin strolled
forward and picked one of the objects out of the rack in the drawer. It was
about the size of an egg. One end was studded with hundreds of pins, and
inside was a filigree of wires, tubes and grids.

Kin had seen things like it in a museum It was a valve, a sort of
neolithic integrated circuit. Only this was a valve such as mght be built by
someone who had never devel oped the transistor, so that nore and nore
i ngenui ty had been devoted to perfecting the existing technol ogy.

It made Kin think of Ehftnic computers. The ehfts had never di scovered
el ectroni cs but they needed computers for their conplex religio-banking



organi zations. So an Ehftnic conputer was a thousand highly trained ehfts,
each one handling a small part of the maths. It worked.

But she'd be dipped in dogshit before she'd believe that the disc was
built by a thermonic val ve technol ogy.

The robot's armwhirred out of the wall. The panel was picked up and
slotted into place with surprising speed. Al nost before Kin could react her
new friend was runbling off down the tunnel. It noved at a fast wal ki ng pace.
She fol | owed.

She woul d survive. |If They were going to kill her, They woul d have done
it already. She'd live. Provided she didn't bank on it, she'd |ive.

Once they passed another cuboid robot, w elding sone kind of tool over
sone kind of exposéd circuitry. It could have been a soldering iron. It could
have been a printed circuit. Kin couldn't stop to check

Then Kin's robot reached a robot-shaped slot in the wall. Kin had a
brief glinpse of sockets at the back of the slot before the robot reversed in,
with all the painstaking care of a fornicating porcupine. It stopped humm ng.
Patently, the repairman had gone dornant.

Kin considered for sone time. The tunnels seened endl ess. She could
wander around in them for days. Then she'd die. But there was an alternative .

She went back down the tunnel until she found the sol dering robot.
Wenching off one of its arms was difficult, but she managed. She used it to
hit the thing until it stopped humm ng. As an encore she tossed the armat the
exposed circuitry, which sparked satisfyingly.

Then she waited.

VWhen a snall, hem spherical robot-repair robot rolled up a few m nutes
| ater she overturned it. It humred at her reproachfully.

The next one was a pear-shaped, multi-lensed blob travelling along a
rail near the ceiling of the tunnel. Kin tried to bring it down w th pieces of
robot, but it swung away hastily.

At | east she had made her presence felt. Soneone nust repair the robots
that repaired the robot-repairing robots. Al it took was tine.

Hours passed before a tank-like nmachine arrived. It was dented and
| acked panelling, and bore the stunps of various delicate manipul atory
appendages. If this was the ultimate repairer, Kin supposed, then sheer tine
coul d have caused its battered state.

On the other hand, the fact that Marco was sitting on its hull with a
robotic armtrailing wires in each hand coul d have had sonmething to do with
it.

"Perhaps there just aren't any facilities for dealing with humans who get into
t he machi nery,' said Kin.

Marco grunted, but didn't |look up from his work.

He was doing something neolithic with a I ength of robot innards, using
the small repair hem sphere as a hammer.

"There nust be' he said. 'This world nust be studded with hidden air
ducts, ventilators, power shafts. Humans poke into everywhere. Anyway, we were
brought here, renenber? Subsequently to ignore us is inpolite.'

He stood up. ' Com ng?

"Where?

"Anywhere with delicate circuitry. This' he waved a robot |inb,
i nsul ated. For short-circuiting.'

"And the other thing? asked Kin, her heart sinking.

It was a connected series of armsections, termnating in a crude but
| ethal blade. Marco hefted it experimentally.

"Huh? It's a weapon, obviously.'

'You were maybe expecting to neet sone anti-personnel robots? Kin said

is

icily.

Marco had the decency not to nmeet her gaze.

"I was thinking of Silver,' he said wetchedly. 'Wll|? Do you inagine
she's found anything to eat yet? And have you got any better ideas?



He set off along a tributary tunnel, and called back, 'Anyway, it can't
have escaped your notice that these tunnels are Iit. Robots don't need light.'

Ki n shrugged. Perhaps sol dering robots needed light. Alittle Iight
destruction to attract attention was one thing, however -- intelligent action
in the circunmstances. But Marco | ooked ready to smash the whol e disc.

In the distance she saw hi m hacki ng at cables. This wasn't action to
attract attention -- this was Marco vs The Uni verse.

VWhat was happeni ng up on the surface? A plague of flies? A rain of
frogs? All the seas running dry? The extinction of the dodo?

Now she was running. Marco was a terrible figure weathed in snoke,
hacking at a solid cliff of planet-sized circuit. There was a jerki ness about
his movenents that told Kin all she needed to know. Marco had gone nad. O at
| east gone kung.

She st opped when his bl ade swept a few inches from her throat.

'They want to play ganmes, eh?" he croaked. 'Put us on the spot, watch
our reactions, eh? I'll show them

One free hand swept his club into a circuit board, which expl oded.

"I''l'l show them'

Kin swayed back, her eyes on the tip of the blade. Then a novenent to
the right of Marco's private snoke cloud nade her | ook away. Marco saw her
expression, and hesitated for a fraction of a second too |ong.

Silver |eapt. Marco di sappeared as the huge paddl e-1ike arns swept
round in a bone-grinding hug, then appeared again with three arns flailing at
the shand's head. Silver screaned, and one foot came up with claws out to
di senbowel the eneny. Marco's bowel s had al ready gone with the rest of himfor
Silver's eyes. Wile the shand staggered across the floor claw ng at the denon
atop her, Kin saw Marco's fourth armswing up with his pike.

It twirled gracefully, the blade drifting through the hot air like the
scythe of death. Then it buried itself in a power cable.

There was a sound |ike the snapping of |ocusts. Silver and Marco
appeared for a nonment like a tableau, Silver a big fluffy ball as every hair
stood out from her body.

Kin scrabbled on the floor for Marco's anti-disc weapon with its
i nsul ated handle. It took all her strength to knock the vibrating pi ke out of
his hand. Wen it came away, the two aliens collapsed.

Aliens, she thought. | called themaliens. Ch, shit. She knelt down and
sought for signs of life. Sonething vague was happening in Silver's chest, but
she didn't know where even to begin looking for either of Marco's hearts.

The lights overhead dwindled to a sickly orange glow. There were
footsteps behind Kin -- strange, rattling steps. She turned, still crouching,
to see the tall figure that had appeared behi nd her

The nost obvious thing was the weapon that was sweepi ng down towards
her. Instinctively she flung up an arm which was still holding Marco's club
The scythe hit it hard, and shivered into pieces.

Kin started to laugh. The thing in front of her was a skeleton in a
bl ack bat hrobe, grinning perplexedly at a wooden handl e that now had no bl ade.
Who were They trying to scare?

The scythe handle in Death's white claws fl owed. Wat it becane was at
| east appropriate to the age of genocide, and Kin had tine to wonder where
They had found the pattern. There were two rows of oscillating teeth and a
brisk little engine.

A power-scythe. Kin had used them herself to clear scrub on new worl ds.

Deat h advanced. Had he lunged Kin woul dn't have survived, but ancient
habits die hard. He swung, instead. And Kin dived forward. She heard the
power - scyt he crash down behind her and gyrate across the floor as she stared
up into eyel ess sockets. Struggling, she brought one knee up -- a pointless
tactic that nerely jarred her kneecap. Death had no balls.

A neckl ace of bony fingers closed round her throat. She | ashed out with
t he back of her hand, willing the blow hone. It hit Death in the face, and
then there was sonething |like an explosion in a donino factory.



Kin was standing al one. There was a bl ack robe on the floor in front of
her, and a few pieces of bone scattered around. They di sappeared in a series
of small thunderclaps. A |larger one marked the di sappearance of Marco and
Silver.

Ki n di sappeared, too.

A minute later a couple of cuboid robots trundl ed al ong the tunnel and
started to clean up the ness.

Now she was in a--

"No,' she said. "No nore. | give in. Do you know how Il ong it was since
| last had a drink?

A gl ass of water appeared hovering in the air in front of her. Kin
wasn't particularly surprised. She caught it gingerly, and drank it. Wen she
tried to hang the glass in the air it plunmeted down and smashed.

Now she was in a -- call it a control room The disc control room This
had to be it.
It was surprisingly small. It could have been the flight deck of a

medi um | arge ship, except that a ship would have nore screens and sw tches.
Thi s had one screen and one bank of switches, in front of a deep black chair.
Over the chair was what could have been a conputer-link hel net.

"Ch no' she said. '"Not nme. |I'mnot putting that on.'
The screen flickered and a word appear ed.
BETS?

Kin nmoved forward and got a better view of the chair. It was a
di sturbing conplicated shape, and | ooked al nost alive.

Its occupant was dead. Not offensively dead, because the air in the
roomwas crisp and dry and had expertly nmunmified him but undeniably dead. If
he had believed in reincarnation, he'd come back as a corpse.

There was an old wound on one withered arm It didn't |ook fatal, but
there were anti que bl oodstains on the floor. He could have bled to death, but
that seened a derisive death for a disc naster

If he was a disc master. Sonehow Kin had never brought herself to think
of the disc's overlords as human, but the nman in the chair was human enough
G ven a heavy shave and a fresh skin he could have called anyone cousin

The screen in front of the chair blurred, then produced a word. It hung
in front of Kin, glowing pitifully.

HELP

Marco crouched in the seni-darkness when he next heard the voice.

After a while he surfaced fromthe msts of rage enough to realize that
it was talking to him It was fanmiliar. The ape-descended woman?

"Kin Arad?' he croaked.

"Marco, where's Silver? the voice insisted.

Marco's eyes felt like fire pits, but the light fromthe mllions of
red glows around himsuited his vision. He saw a shape a few netres away,
eclipsing a constellation on the floor

'The bear thing is here. She is breathing.'

"Marco' said the air. 'l don't know how good I amat this thing. You'l
have to help. Don't nove.'

The air stirred in front of the kung, and there was a knife. Three of
Marco' s hands caught it before it hit the ground. In the red light, he stared
dully at the jewel-encrusted handle.

"Don't waste tine' said the ape voice. '|I want you to cut a piece out
of Silver. Don't be too enthusiastic. Hide will do, but the flesh would be
better.'

Menories were dripping into Marco's mnd. He | ooked at the knife, then
t hought about Silver.

"Not on your life' he said flatly.

"Do it. The next knife will arrive at speed if you don't, and you'd
better believe ne.'



Wth a roar of rage and frustration Marco bounded forward and sl ashed
at Silver's arm The big body may have quivered slightly.

"That'll do. The blood on the knife will do. Let go of the knife,
Marco. Let go of the knife. Let-go-of-the-knife.'

Marco was thirsty. He hadn't eaten in menory. His skin itched in the
warmdry air. He was dammed if he'd let go of a weapon. If he thought about it
at all, that was what he thought.

"KL W'll do it the hard way.'

There was just sonething about the voice that nade Marco | oose his grip
on the handle. Thus it was that, when the knife popped out of existence, it
nmerely stripped the flesh of his palminstead of taking his hand off at the
Wi st.

Met hodi cally he gripped his wist to stop the blood flow, and let the
pain batter outside his brain. He was still staring at the wound when a rush
of air and a thunp made hi m1 ook up

Sonet hing I ong and bl oody was |ying on the floor beside Silver. And the
shand's armwas noving slowy. It funbled around the nmeat, gripped it, pulled
it dreamily to a mouth strung with saliva.

Silver ate.

"Where are we?' said Marco at |ast.

Kin"s voice said, 'I'"'mnot entirely sure. Are you CK?

"l should like a drink. And sonme food. You had nme slice the shand to
get a protein sanple?

'Yes. Don't nove.'

Sonething i ke a squashy bulb of water appeared besi de Marco, and
bounced linply on the floor. He picked it up and bit into it w th shaneful
hast e.

'Food now,' said Kin. Another bulb, filled with red sludge, rolled
obscenely across the floor. Marco tried it. It tasted like solid boredom

"It's the best I can manage,' said Kin. 'About the only danage you did
was upset the disc naster's dunbwaiter circuits. |1've got rpbots repairing
them but until then the nenu can just about manage to be unexciting.'

"Silver has fared better,' said Marco indistinctly.

"I told you I hadn't got time for niceties' said Kin. 'She's eating
shand, cultured fromher own cells. Don't ask nme how it was done in seconds,
only gave the order. It might be an idea not to tell her, though.'

"Yes. You are in a position of influence?

"You could say that.'

'Good. Cet nme out of herel’

There was a pause. Then he heard Kin say, 'l've been giving a |ot of
t hought to that.'

"You' ve been giving a lot of thought to it?

"Yes. |'ve been giving a lot of thought to it. You're in a sort of
hol d- f or-study chanber. There's no way in or out except by tel eportation, and
i f you knew what | know about that you'd rather stay in there and starve.
daren't cut in in case you're harmed. So, all things considered . '

A |l ong shape expl oded into being a netre from Marco, and | anded
heavily. He picked it up and | ooked at it suspiciously.

"It looks like an industrial nolecule stripper,' he said.

"It is. | suggest you use it with caution.'

Marco grimaced in the hellish Iight and pointed the thing.

A section of chanber wall becane a fine fog. He switched off hastily,
and | ooked round for Silver

The shand was kneeling, holding her head.

'How do you feel ?" said Marco, in a concerned tone. He held the
stripper lightly, not quite pointing it at Silver. The shand squinted at him
vaguel y.

' Odd t hings been happening . she began.

Marco hel ped her to her feet, a nore or |ess token gesture since she
wei ghed ten tinmes his weight -- and he needed one hand to keep the stripper



not quite pointing at her.

'Right now, can you wal k?

She coul d stagger. Marco peered out of the chanber, into a dinmy lit
tunnel. Two small cuboid robots were fretting over the still-settling dust of
the wall. He glanced back at Silver, and opted to point the stripper's flared
nozzl e at a questing wal do.

"Lay off the hardware,' said the robot, backing away.

"Kin Arad?' said Marco.

'Marco, that weapon is for your own peace of mind. But if you use it,
["1l rip your arnms off fromhere. And I can.'

Marco considered this for several nonments, while Silver clinbed
| aboriously out of the chanber. Then he shrugged with all four shoul ders, and
| et the weapon thunp on the floor

" Monkey logic' he said. '"I'lIl never understand it.'

"I thought you thought you were human' said the robot with Kin's voi ce.

"So? All the thinking in the worlds doesn't change sone things.'

"Cogito ergo kung,' said the robot. 'Follow ne, please.' They fell in
behind it as it rolled off along the runnel

An hour later they were still wal king. They had crossed wi de nmetal chasns on
lattice bridges and crouched in al coves as gi ant machi nes thundered down
side-tunnels. On one occasion the little cube had beckoned themto follow it
ontoalift platform At the next |level down the |ift had stopped again and a
dozen humm ng gol den cylinders had drifted on, snmelling of ozone.

They foll owed narrow wal kways between topl ess towering nachi nes, which

booned.

"Krells' said Silver

" Huh?'

The shand grinned. 'Didn't you ever see "Forbidden Pl anet"? Human
novi e. They remade it five, six times. | had a wal k-on part in one, before

went to college.'’

"Can't say | recall anything.'

.. . | had to thunmp doors, nostly, and roar . . . had to share ny
dressing roomwith the robot, too. He was human.'

"A human robot ?

'The rest of the cast were actor-robots, you see. But there was this
robot in the plot, and they couldn't find a robot who could act
robot-1ike. They had to hire a human. There was a very inpressive scene inside
a big machine built by the Krells, | think it was. Just like this. Krells, you
understand, being fictional creatures invented for the purposes of the novie

" Silver broke off when she saw Marco's face.

He sighed. 'W have been around humans too long, you and |,"' he said.
"W have been tainted by their madnesses.'

"I thought you were brought up on Earth? Are you not |egally human?

"My race papers are up there in the rest of the ship. Big deal.’

Silver grunted. 'Consider yourself a cosnospolitan, then.'

"What does that really nean, ny friend?

"It neans the voluntary subjugation of one's racial awareness in the
light of the basic unity of sapient kind.'

Marco grow ed. 'It doesn't nmean that at all. It neans that we learn to
speak | anguages that nonkey tongues can handle, and we get along in their
worl d. Ever see a human act |ike a shand, or a kung?

"No' Silver conceded. 'But on the other hand, Kin Arad is free and we
were inprisoned. Hunmans al ways take the | ead. Humans al ways get what they
want. | |ike humans. My race |ikes humans. Maybe if we didn't |ike humans,
we' d be dead. What's that?

Marco foll owed her gaze. Half a mle away a tower |oonmed above the
city-sized machines. It seenmed to be nmade of giant balls stuck one atop
another, and it glowed dull red. Silver pointed out the robots that clustered
on the gantries that surrounded it, but Marco had to be content with a vague,



eye-watering inpression of sonething huge and om nous.

"A giant coffee percolator? he hazarded.

Silver shouted at the little robot, which had rolled on ahead. It
reversed neatly.

Silver indicated the stack of spheres that di sappeared into the roof of
t he cavern.

"Basically' it said in Kin"'s voice. 'It's a sinple device for heating
rock to nelting point and ejecting it under pressure.'’

'Why?' said Marco.

"Vol cano,' said the robot.

"All that,' said the kung, 'to give the disc vol canoes? Madness!'

The robot rolled away.

"You say that now,' it said. 'You wait until you see the earthquake
machi nes. '

The journey under the disc took two days, as far as Marco and Silver could

cal cul ate. Sometinmes they rode, crouching on flat trucks that glided al ong | ow
tunnel s with agonizing sl owness, but nore often they wal ked. Cinbed. I|Inched
al ong |l edges. Ran like hell across switch yards, where sub-di sc nmachi nes
shunted and thundered on errands of their own.

Sonetimes they came across dunbwaiters, perched incongruously in the
whi rring underworl d. They had a new | ook, unlike their surroundings, which
were worn. Well | ooked after, carefully maintained, but worn.

Marco raised the subject while they were sitting with their backs
agai nst a dunbwaiter.

"I know,' he said. 'If the disc people had an industrial revolution and
then took a | ook at the" underside of their world, it'd scare the life out of
them'

Silver chewed on another mouthful of what, Marco presumed, was lightly
cooked shand.

"It seens remarkably rem ss of the disc builders to allow this
dereliction,' she said. 'l have noticed quite a nunber of obviously
br oken- down devi ces. Surely they could be repaired?

"Who repairs the machines that do the repairing? said Marco. 'A
machi ne i ke the disc nmust blow a whole lot of fuses in a hundred years or so.
What do you do when the robot that repairs the machi nes that nmake the parts
for the factory that builds the robots that service the wal does that make the
fuses crashes its cog? Unless you get periodic servicing fromoutside, the
di sc gradual ly breaks down.'

"We could ask the robot,' said Silver

It was a sick joke. The robot would answer any direct question about
t he nmechani cal scenery -- they had been treated to a ten-mnute |lecture on the
tide regul ati on machi nery, for example -- but ignored all the others. Marco
had toyed with the idea of prising its lid off with sonething, but allowed
caution to get the better of him

"The place with the red |ights nust have been out near the disc rim'
said Silver. 'I have a feeling we're approaching the hub again. Perhaps we can
ask Kin.'

The robot, which had been sitting silently a few netres away, rolled
f orwar d.

"W are refreshed?" it asked cheerfully. "W wll proceed?
They stood up stiffly. The cuboid robot led them al ong a catwal k that
opened on to a wide circular gallery, brilliantly [it. Mst of the light cane

fromthe |um nous m st overhead, but an appreciable amunt came fromthe tiny
actinic sun.

It floated perhaps a hundred nmetres over a perfect relief nodel of the
di sc surface, several hundred nmetres across. Except that relief maps didn't
have tiny clouds, trailing mnute shadows across the |and. Marco had never
seen themwi th active vol canoes, either

There was no railing to the gallery. The disc-map glittered a netre



below it, sunlight glinting off seas that |ooked disconcertingly real

Marco stared down for a long time. Then he said, 'l give up. It's
beautiful. Wuat's it for?

"One thinks of architect's nodels,' runbled Silver. 'However, let ne
draw your attention to a flaw. See over there, just beyond the inland sea?

Marco squi nted, and gave up. 'No' he said. "The disc builders either
had damm good eyesight or all this was just for show'

He | ooked around for the robot. It wasn't there.

"W wish to view the disc map nore closely,' Silver was saying to the
enpty air. Something like a flying slab of glass glided around the map from
the far side and hovered in front of her. She stepped aboard gingerly. Under
her weight it didn't even wobble.

'l seeit,' said Marco, '"but | don't believe it. How did you do it?

"Just a knack,' said Silver. "l think I'mgetting to understand the way
t hi ngs work around here. Comi ng?

The gl ass carpet responded neatly to Silver's spoken directions. It
ski mmred across the map nere centinetres fromthe clouds. Marco had a strange
urge to reach down and stir some into a cyclone. The map was frighteningly
real. If he | eaned over and touched it, would a giant hand appear in the disc
sky?

When the shand spoke again he | ooked down obediently through the gl ass.

There was scarred | and down there, burned and broken. And in the centre
of it was a neat round hole.

Later Silver found that raising the platformslightly magnified the
scene imredi ately beneath. There appeared to be no limt to the resolving
power. There were people down there, mcroscopic figures that were al npst
i mobi | e.

Only alnost. Every second the scene flickered, and the figures took up
slightly different positions. Marco spent an age entranced at the sight of a
homuncul us cutting wood. Flick -- the axe in the air -- flick -- biting into
the tree -- flick -- back in the air; and a wedge of raw wood bitten by magic
out of the trunk

"It could be done' he said, half to hinself. "Al you'd have to do is
correl ate sensory inputs and keep reprojecting themas a hol ogram'

"You'd need many inputs.’

"Billions. You'd have to plug into the cognitive centre of every living
creature.'

'Have you noticed the bl ank patches?'

'Maybe a bird wasn't looking in that direction at the tine.'

Sil ver nodded gravely, and | ooked around the big map hall.

"Presumably the map of the disc also includes its own miniature disc
map' she said slowy. She net Marco's gaze with a quiet smle. Then she
ordered the platformto go to the map's hub. Neither doubted that the map hal
was at the hub.

They | ooked down at the donme. Silver tried some conmands, which
appeared to have no effect. So she | owered the platform

Staring down between their feet they saw earth and metal nelt and drift
aside. Disc machinery rose and faded away. There was sonethi ng now, the edge
of sonething .

There was a little round disc. At its centre was a grey and white
speck, which resolved into two figures. One was big and furry, the other wiry
and thin as a twig. Both were staring intently at sonething between their feet

Flick. The wiry one was | ooking up now, at the mniature gallery that
encircled the map of the map. Flick. There was a figure there. Flick. It
rai sed a hand. Flick.

"H' said Kin
Silver was not expert in human expressions, but by the | ook of her the
worman had not been sleeping. In fact she was swaying slightly.



"dad you could make it' she said. 'l couldn't get the conputers to
teleport you, there's a thirty per cent chance the power would fail while you
were out of phase. Follow nme. There isn't a lot of time left.’

'We--' began Marco.

Kin shook her head violently. "No we didn't' she said. 'Cone on!'

The kung started to protest again, and Silver gripped himfirmy by a
couple of arns. Kin was already hurrying down a tunnel |eading off the hall

It emerged in a netal cave half as big again as the one they had just
left. It contained a spacecraft. At least, that was the first inpression

It didn't have any notors. Apart fromstrangely large altitude jets in
about the right places for altitude jets, the hull seemed to be all cabin,
wi th enough wi ndows to grow grapes. Cuboid robots were still clustered around
it. One of themwas spraying paint on the | anding gear. Two others were busy
on a stubby w ng.

Kin was already aboard. Snarling, Marco bounded up the short |adder and
saw her sitting at the horseshoe-shaped instrunent console. Wres trail ed away
fromit to boxes bolted haphazardly around the interior of the cabin. In the
centre of the floor a reginent of tiny cubes were engaged in feverish activity
around a tangle of wires and nmetal shapes. One of them butted Marco politely
on the foot until he noved.

"Silver, shut that door' said Kin. '"Hurry! And now pray to any
conveni ent gods.'

She turned and addressed the air, in a tone of voice that made it clear
it was not the others she was talking to.

"W're ready."’

The reply cane from everywhere

VWE HAVE A BARGAI N?

It's a bargain' said Kin. There was a pause. The ship trenbl ed
slightly. Marco | ooked out and saw the cave walls slipping past.

"Don't say anything rash' said Kin. 'Don't even think, if you want to
get home. Have a little faith, will you? Pl ease?

Sudden sunlight filled the cabin. Looking up, Marco and Silver saw a
square of golden sky appear as sections of the roof slid back. The ship
accel erated upwards on its section of floor

By their feet a small robot tugged a | ength of tubing out of the heap
in the centre of the cabin. One of its many arnms swung down, hesitated,
gri pped the tube. The nmetal broke where it touched.

Silver jerked her head forward sharply as sonething tickled her ears.
When she | ooked round cautiously she was eyeball to scanner with a little
nmet al cube which was hanging fromthe cabin roof by three arnms. It had no
face, but managed to | ook enbarrassed. Its fourth armheld a pair of calipers.

Marco hi ssed and struck out at another machine that was trying to clinb
up his leg. It landed on its back, scrabbling at the deck with all six arnmns.

Ki n | aughed hysterically.

"Don't be childish' she gasped. 'Wen we flip into interspace you'd
like to be in a contour-couch, wouldn't you? All they want are your
measurenments. DO I T!'

Marco opened his mouth to protest, and something touched his face.
Looki ng down, he saw a netal tape unrolling on its way to the deck. He | ooked
up. A robot was dangling above his head. He sighed.

The ship rose into daylight. It energed in the niddle of a black sand
beach, with the copper dome of the hub behind it. The sea noved lazily a few
nmetres away. There was a shudder as the [ift platforml ocked.

Now t he cubes were spraying foam over three structures of curved tubing
whi ch they had bolted to the floor. The foam congeal ed i nto about the right
sized hollows for a shand, a kung and a hunan.

"W've got alittle time until lift-off,' said Kin, and stood up. 'Has
anybody got any questions? Yeah. | thought you m ght. OK but get in the
couches.’

"You don't expect ne to get us into interspace fromthe disc surface?



asked Marco. 'We wouldn't have a chance!’
"You did it fromKung' said Kin, settling into her couch.
"Kung hasn't got a danm great done over the sky!'
"No. | don't expect to flip yet, anyway. We need the couches for the
primary | aunch.'
"But who is going to be at the controls? | can't reach themfrom here!’
"No-one is going to be at the controls. There aren't any for the
[ aunch. Trust ne.’
"No controls and you want ne to trust you?
"Yes. | want you to trust nme.'
Marco | ay down and reached for the couch straps. Silver was already
prone. They lay in silence for a while.
Then Kin said, 'Marco, can you see that round screen from your couch?'
"I seeit.’
"It's radar. Keep an eye on it. And now, perhaps | owe you an
expl anation . '

HELP, said the screen.

Trying not to think about it, Kin lifted the occupant out of the chair,
and sat down in front of the pleading letters. Keeping the hovering helnet in
the top of her eye, she ran her hand over the arm

Not hi ng happened, except that the screen now read
YOU ARE KI' N ARAD.

"That's--' Kin's voice sounded faint in the closeness of the room She
cleared her throat. 'That is correct,' she said. 'Wo are you?'

WE BEL| EVE YOU HAVE REFERRED TO US AS THE DI SC MASTERS, ALTHOUGH WE
CALL OURSELVES THE COWM TTEE.

"It's got a nice denocratic ring about it. Let ne see you.'

| S THAT AN EXPRESS W SH?

"Well, I've conme a long way to neet you. This is hardly an intimate
conversation, you nust admit.' Kin |ooked around; |ooking for doors, hidden
caneras. The walls were bl ank.

YOU M SUNDERSTAND US, WE ARE MACHI NES. COWPUTERS, JAGO JALO CALLED Us.
VE FAI L TO UNDERSTAND YOUR SURPRI SE.

"I"'mnot surprised,' lied Kin.

THEN WE SUGGEST YOU SUE YOUR FACE FOR SLANDER

"Way do you need help? It's ne that needs hel p. Wat has happened to ny
friends?

THEY ARE SAFELY | N PROTECTI VE CUSTODY. THEY WERE TOO VI OLENT TO BE
ALLOVNED TO ROAM LOOSE, OF COURSE. DO YOU W SH THEM TO BE FREED, AND FOR US TO
PROVI DE YOU W TH TRANSPORT TO YOUR HOVE WORLD? | F YOU SO ORDER, |IT WLL BE
DONE.

"l can order you?'

YQU SIT IN THE CHAIR. THERE | S NO OTHER | NCUMBENT. YOU ARE THE
CHAI RVAN. THEREFORE YOU CAN G VE THE ORDERS. VEE | MPLORE YOU TO DO SO

"You can build me a ship?

WE BU LT A SH P FOR JAGO JALO. WE ASI SSTED H'M DESPI TE ALL THAT HE
DI D. CHO CE DOES NOT EXI ST FOR MACHI NES | N MATTERS OF THI' S NATURE. JALO CHCSE
TO FLEE THE DI SC RATHER THAN LEARN MORE ABOUT | T.

Kin considered this carefully. Wen she spoke, she spoke slowy.

"You will give ne a ship, but if I chose to | eave the disc you won't
tell me any nore about it?
YES.

"But you said | could give the orders.'

YES. HONEVER, WE BELI EVE VE W LL SHORTLY EXPERI ENCE A SLI GHT
MALFUNCTI ON | N OUR AUDI TORY CI RCU TRY. | T MAY PREVENT US FROM HEARI NG ANY
SUBSEQUENT ORDERS.

Kin smled. 'Then there's no choice, is there? Not agai nst blacknail.
Tell me about the disc.'



"Kin' said Marco urgently. 'There's sonething on the screen.’
"It's about time,' replied Kin. 'Don't worry.
"Yeah, | remenber. Trust you. It's bloody big. Wat is it?
"It's our launch vehicle.'

Kin | eaned back in the oh-so-easy chair and stared at the blank screen for a

[ ong time.
"You're wearing out' she said. 'That's why the seas are going mad and
the climate's shifting. | understand that. The disc is a machi ne. Machi nes

have a finite life. That's why the Conpany builds planets.'
PLANETS HAVE A FI NI TE LI FE
"A longer one. They don't start to squeak on their bearings after half

amllion years.'

YOU GLOAT?

"No. | keep thinking of a few hundred million people on a spaceship the
size of a world, and then | think of all the things that can go wong with a
ship. I don't gloat, | trenble with fear. And rage.'

She stood up and stonped across the roomto ease the cranp in her
nmuscles. It had been a | ong session, a subterranean travel ogue of disc
machi nery. The earthquake nmachi nes stuck in her nenory. Al that ingenuity, to
reproduce what any half-sized world did naturally. And the denons . . . well
at least she'd put a stop to the denons.

There was a click as Marco undid his straps and | eapt towards the horseshoe
panel . He peered at the screen, then glared out of the cabin.

"Where the hell is it? It's gone off the screen. What was it, Kin? The
blip was bigger than a--'

VWhunp. Beyond t he wi ndows the seashore exploded into a sandstorm

Marco craned his head and | ooked up. Darkness filled the cabin as the
sun was eclipsed.

Whunp.

Marco | ooked up at tal ons dropping out of the sky when the inpossible
bird stooped. Talons big enough to grip a ship. He nade a small noise in his
throat and took a dive in the direction of his couch

VWhunp. Scrabble. Whunp. Whunpwhunp. Whunpwhunp.

The ship creaked as the claws took it gently. Then it bounded upward in
a series of boneshaking jerks.

The done of the hub swung crazily bel ow, and whirled away. The disc
dropped after it, teetering across the sky until it was a blue and ochre wall.
It paused there, then plunged back under the ship to loomfor a nmonment on the
ot her side. Wunp.

Kin concentrated on the view above, to take her mnd off the |urching,
jerking universe. The talons all but covered the roof port, but she got
occasi onal glinpses of the huge white w ngs, beating now with the slow rhythm
of a tide.

Sound filled the cabin. It began in the painful ultrasonic, swooping
down the scale |ike wet fingers being dragged across the w ndows of the soul

H gh above the disc the roc stood on the air and sang.

There woul d be no nore denons. She could see why there had been denons, denopns
were an idea that worked, but there would be no nore.

The ones Kin had net had been al nost human compared with sonme of the
things force-bred in the quiet green | aboratories under the hub. They policed
the disc, haunted the hidden air vents and access shafts to the machinery,
chased the venturesone fromthe rim Occasionally they kidnapped a new
Chairman, for the Conmittee.

The Chairnen. Kin stared at the bl ank screen, then glanced up at the
hovering direct-link hel net over the chair. She had no intention of trying it
for size, and the Conputers hadn't pressed her, but they had shown her how it
was used.



The Conputers ran the disc. They adjusted its tides, circulated its
waters, counted its falling sparrows, toiled and spun for the lilies of its
fields. But the disc's builders had constructed them as servil e mechani sns,
| est the disc becone too nmechanical. A human had to tell them what to do.

In the 70,000 years of the disc's history there had been 280 Chairnen,
thrust in terror under the helnet. It gave them cold new know edge.

Kin said she didn't believe it

"You couldn't take a Neolithic farner and turn himinto a planetary
engi neer,' she protested.

WE COULD. THE DI SC BUI LDERS CONSTRUCTED US CLEVERLY.

"You won't even tell ne about the builders!' The screen went blank

VWhunp. Kin gripped the edges of the couch. Whunp. The roc didn't fly, it
sinmply bullied its way through the upper air, shovelling it aside with a
sneer.

Tal king was difficult when g-forces sl apped and banged with a horrible
rhythm Silver managed it with the | east disconfort.

"l don't believe it either,' she said. 'I can see what a device |like
the Disc would need.' Wunp. 'Need a sapient caretaker. No machi nes could
handl e all the problens that m ght crop.' Wunp. 'Mght crop up. But unless
the creature was already a technical sophisticate, he would sinply becone
mad. '

Kin braced herself for the next wingbeat. It didn't come. Beyond the
wi ndow she could see the roc's wing outstretched, the tips of the huge
feathers vibrating in the slipstream The bird was starting its glide

Hal f the Disc was spread before the canted cabin. Kin rolled out of her
couch and swayed across the trenbling deck until she could grasp a bul khead.

The world was a bow of jewels flung across the sky. Ahead, wearing the
setting sun like the genstone on a ring, was the Rim Qcean

Roc slid on down the sky, staring at the sun with terrible bird eyes.
Soneti mes she shrugged her shoul ders to dislodge the ice, which flashed and
tunmbled as it began the long fall.

Kin knelt on the floating platformand watched the m crofigures of Silver and
Marco thread their way through the tunnels.

El sewhere Di sc machines were lurching into action. She wondered what
woul d have happened if some nedi eval farner was Chairman now. Coul d he have
hel ped the Conputers start the long repair?

She stood up and ordered the platformto the wal kway at the rimof the

map hall, and hurried up the worn stairs to the interface room

HALLO, said the screen.

"You don't need nme,' said Kin. 'I've given you all the instructions you
need to repair yourself. It will take you a long time, but you can do it
wi t hout affecting the biosp -- oh boy, the bi ohem sphere, | suppose -- too
much. But you can't go on like it -- not unless you get fresh materials from
out si de."’

VWE KNOW ENTROPY |'S AGAI NST US

"You can't go on cannibalizing old machi nes for spare parts. You may
| ast anot her hundred years, that's all.'

VE KNOW

"Do you care about the people on the surface?

THEY ARE OUR CHI LDREN.

Kin stared at the glowing letters. Then she said softly: 'Tell nme about
Jago Jal o. He nust have seened a godsend.'

YES. WE VERE ALREADY AWARE THAT THE DI SC WAS DOOMED. | N THOSE DAYS W\E
MAI NTAI NED AN ARRESTOR SCREEN AGAI NST METEORI TES. | T WAS COVPARATI VELY EASY TO
EXTRACT THE RESI DUAL VELOCITY FROM H S SH P. WE WATCHED HI M BRI NG H' S SMALLER
SH P WTH N THE VAULT OF HEAVEN. UNFORTUNATELY WE COULD NOT CONTACT H M THAT
SHOULD HAVE MADE US SUSPI ClI QUS.

"You allowed himto | and, though.'



UNFORTUNATELY HI' S SHI P ATTRACTED THE ATTENTI ON OF A ROC DURI NG THE
DESCENT.

"A roc?

A LARGE BI RD

"I don't believe it' said Marco. 'I see it, but | don't believe it. It's going
to take us hone, is that it?

Bel ow them | and flashed past in a dusty blur. There was a brief
i mpression of surf and then the roc was arrowi ng out to sea.

"Didn't you see the big egg in that garden where you were caged?' said
Kin weakly. 'Didn't you wonder what laid it? O course it can't take us honeg,
it's just a big bird. I saw the specifications, back in the Hub.'

"It seens a little stupid to say this in the circunstances,' said
Silver, 'but such a creature could not exist in flesh and blood. It would
col | apse under its own weight.'

"It doesn't weigh nore than five tonnes,' said Kin. '"It's one of the
Di sc builders' finest constructions. It's alive. It's got sinews |like Line
cord and its bones are pneumatic. Just tubes filled with gas under pressure.
The Conputers showed nme. Marvellous, isn't it?

"Way is it losing height? We'll land in the sea,' said Marco.

"Yes,' said Kin. 'l should get back into your couch if |I were you.'

"You nean we are going to land in the sea?

Marco | ooked down at the rushing waves. They were | ow enough for every
crest to be visible. Then he | ooked at what, on the Disc, had to be called the
hori zon. The sun was just a red glow, half hidden by strips of cloud, tipping
the wave tops with fire. Mrco thought.

"Ch no,' he said. Tell ne I'"'mwong. Tell ne you're not planning to do
what | think you are planning to do . '

"If it helps you any,' said Kin. 'Jago Jal o was insane even by the standards
of an insane age.'

| T BECAME OBVI QUS. WE HAD NOT CONS|I DERED THAT ANY RACE WOULD SEND | TS
MADMEN | NTO SPACE

"In a ship like this, only a nmadman woul d go.'

HE CAME TO THE HUB W TH A DEMOUNTED GEOLOG CAL LASER. HE KI LLED THE
CHAI RMAN OF THE TI ME.

"You didn't try to stop hinf'

WE VWERE NOT | NSTRUCTED TO DO SO. BESI DES, THE MAN WAS OBVI QUSLY FROM A
TECHNOLOG CAL CULTURE. WE HAD TO WEI GH THE FUTURE OF THE DI SC. HE ORDERED US
TOBU LD HMA SH P. IT WAS NOT DI FFl CULT. WE CALCULATED THAT | F WE ASSI STED
JAGDO JALO BACK TO HI S HOVE WORLD | T WOULD NOT BE LONG BEFORE WE HAD FURTHER
VI SI TORS. THEREFORE WE SENT WTH H M ONE OF OUR SPY BIRDS -- THE RAVENS, THE
EYES OF GOD, OUR BEAUTI FULLY CREATED BI RDS

"Then why didn't you contact us as soon as we arrived? Hell, |'ve had
fleas, |1've nearly been burned alive, | was shoved in a seraglio--'

WE DECI DED TO OBSERVE YQU FI RST. W COULD NOT BE SURE THAT JALO WAS AN
EXCEPTI ON AND THEN THE FOUR- ARVED CREATURE ADDED VEI GHT TO OUR SUSPI Cl ONS

Kin watched the letters fade. She said: 'You know that we can build
worl ds. Proper worlds. Planets. We could build a planet for the Disc people.
You know it is a fair copy of my hone worl d?'

YES.

'Do you know why?'

YES.

"WIl you tell me?

The screen stayed bl ank for several seconds. Then it was filled with
words, so many that the Computers had had to reduce the size of the letters.
Kin stood up and read:

YOU W SH TO KNOW ABOQUT THE DI SC BU LDERS. YOU W SH TO KNOW THE REASONS
BEHI ND THE CONSTRUCTI ON OF THE DI SC. WE CAN TELL YOU. BUT IT IS OUR O\LY
BARGAI Nl NG COUNTER ON BEHALF OF OUR CHI LDREN. I T IS PCSSI BLE THAT YOU COULD



LEAVE AND RETURN TO PLUNDER THE DI SC, AS JALO HAD | NTENDED. WE COULD NOT STOP
YOU. YET VE REALI ZE THAT KNOALEDGE | S A PRI ZE YOU GREATLY DESIRE. WE WLL d VE
YOU KNOALEDGE. YOU WLL BU LD A NEWWORLD FOR OUR PECPLE

Kin had already been considering it. It would mean building a Gtype
star within a few light-mnutes of the Disc, unless there was a suitable one
that coul d be noved .

"We' d need access to Disc technology,' she said. Tel eportation, the
force-grow vat theories, the lot."'

YOU WOULD HAVE | T, OF COURSE.

' Then you will have your new world. If the Conpany won't do it, | could
float a Conmpany of nmy own with that bait. | could go to one of the snall
operators -- yes, I'Il doit.’

VE HAVE A BARGAI N.

"Just like that? You don't need any -- well, | guess | can't give you

any sureties,' said Kin, surprised.

WE HAVE OBSERVED YOQU. VE ESTI MATE THERE IS A 99.87 PER CENT CHANCE THAT
YOU WLL HONOUR THE BARGAI N. DON THE HELMET

Kin | ooked up at the padded netal rim above her head.

WE TRUST YOQU. TRUST US. THE HELMET WLL LINK YOU TO CERTAIN Cl RCUI TS
DESI GNED FOR THI' S SI TUATI ON. V\E CAN G VE YOU NOT | NFORMATI ON BUT KNOW.EDGE,
THAT YOU W LL OBTAIN NOWHERE ELSE | N THE UNI VERSE.

' The purpose of life is to find things out,' said Kin doubtfully.

YES. WHO WOULD SHUN KNOW.EDGE?

Ki n sighed, reached up, grasped, pulled.

The robots were busy in the centre of the deck. One of themrolled towards the
hor seshoe panel, trailing a cable behind it. The rest were clustered around an
oddly bent piece of mrror-bright rod. Wien Kin | ooked at it her eyes ached.
It seenmed to be twisted in ways that normal matter just couldn't go, which
meant she was | ooking at the heart of a matrix drive.

She was glad -- she'd had a horrible thought about what woul d happen if
one didn't get built.

The robots had al so built a proper pilot's seat in front of the
controls. Marco was sitting in it, swearing

"It'"ll be like finding a hole in fog,' he said. 'l hope your tin friend
buil ds good jets.'

"The hole will show up on the screen,' suggested Silver.

'Yeah. But we'll be going at a hell of a lick. Kin, are you sure it's

all worked out?

Kin smled. 'Right down to the Disc's tunbling speed and the rotation
of the Vault of Heaven. Don't you believe that nachi nes capabl e of running the
Di sc for seventy thousand years are capable of--'

'--threading a needle ten thousand nmiles away by dropping the thread
over a waterfall? No. | want a chance to experinent with the jets.'

"You'll have it.'

The roc's w ngbeats thundered in the night as it wheel ed about and
ski mmed across the dark water. It dropped the ship, fought frantically for
hei ght again, w ngtips brushing the waves.

There was a nonent of free-fall, then a slap as the ship hit. It
bobbed, and spun slowy.

The roc passed across the stars, w ngs booning, heading back to its
secret valleys. And Kin rel axed. Through the hull of the ship there came a new
sound, a soft nurnur as of distant engines. The Rinfall

* k%

She waited, with the soft padding of the hel met pressing agai nst her closed
eyes. Not hi ng happened.

Then she renmenbered. It cane as a shock, but that dwi ndled as She took
control over the body. How could She have forgotten? Then She remenbered about



that, too. Unless One forgot, how could One | earn?

She could feel Kin somewhere in Her nmind, alittle flask of tastes and
textures, senses and experiences. Around Her She coul d experience the Disc,
and She knew there was danger there. It would be too easy to | ose Herself in
t he sheer exhilarating enjoynent of it. She turned her mnd back to the
Comput er s.

You have done wel |

THAT WAS My TASK

I will allow sonme recollection to Kin Arad. She is Me, after all. She
wi || awake knowi ng sonet hing about Us. And she wi Il understand about the Disc.
YES.

She reached into the mnd within Her and made certain anendnents. Then
contented, She let Herself forget

Kin renenbered. The nenories were there, cold, hard, real, |ike shards
of ice in the mnd. She recalled the Disc.

'The Disc,' she said, her voice flat in the shock of it, 'is the boot
in the coal measure, the coin in the crystal. The filling in the tooth of the

triceratops. The secret mark that reveals the naker. They couldn't resist it.
They built a perfect universe to specifications, but they couldn't resist
adding the Disc out here, hard to find, but a clue. How do | know?' she

shout ed.

The screen stayed bl ank

"I know it. They weren't just the Disc builders. They built the lot --
the real Earth, kung, all the stars. They laid down our fossils. W thought
maybe the G eat Spindle Kings had done that, but the Spindle Kings never
exi sted. They were all part of the false strata of the new universe. W
wondered if we'd evolved with the help of the Kings. W never evolved! W were
created, just like we recreate whal es and el ephants for our col ony worlds.

"W're a colony universe. The Builders just noved in and built it, and
because everyone needs a history, they gave us a history. Just as we do with
t he new worl ds. Ancient bones. Fabul ous nonsters. G eat Spindle Kings,

Wieel ers. And we never realized it. We did it ourselves, and we never tunbled
toit.

'Then one of thembuilt the Disc. Alnost as a joke, maybe? Certainly
for no inmportant reason. An exercise in ingenuity. It nust have been an
afterthought, a collection of neat ideas, put together after the main work was
done.

'Seventy thousand years! That's the age of the universe -- it's hardly
got its paint scratched! W thought it was four billion years old. The
evidence said that it was, and we believed in the evidence.'

She | eaned back. She could still feel the nenories there, like old

facts forgotten until now. She probed them gingerly, as a tongue explores a
hol | ow t oot h.

"dd. Intelligent. Divorced frommatter. That's how | renmenber the
Bui | ders. Each one bigger than we can inmagi ne, or maybe small er, because --
because there would be nothing to neasure, except the ego. | said old? Even
their age couldn't be neasured, because until they built the universe there
was no tinme. Am1| right?

WE CANNOT ANSVER THAT QUESTI ON BRI EFLY. WE KNOW NOTHI NG OF THEM OTHER
THAN THAT WHI CH THEY TOLD US.

"What do you know of them then?

BEFORE THEM THERE WAS ONLY PROBABI LITY. THEY | MPOSED A PATTERN ON THAT
PROBABI LI TY.

" \Why 2"

YOUR COVPANY BUI LDS WORLDS. THERE |'S NO REAL NEED. YOUR NATAL WORLD IS
NOT OVERPOPULATED. WHY?

'Once we were overpopul ated. And we found that the nore people there
were, the nore they were the sanme. It was the only way we coul d survive.
Peopl e had al ways dreaned of a unified world. W thought it would be a richer
one. It wasn't. It nmeant that the Eskino got educated and | earned cost



accountancy, but it didn't mean that the German | earned to hunt whales with a
spear. It meant everyone |earned how to press buttons, and no-one renenbered
how to dive for pearls.

' Then the M ndquakes got us. That woul d have been -- yes, a couple of
years after the Term nus probes. People just died. Died in their billions,
too, their mnds just kind of folded in on thensel ves.

"Afterwards, we had to start over. At least we had all the toys of the
Spindle Kings to play with, and we could spread out -- we had to spread out,
after the Quakes. They nade us | ook hard for nmental el bowroom new worlds
where we could flee and learn the forgotten ways. We had built robots to
remenber sone of them for us!

"W thought it was natural, a trodden path. You see, we had the exanple
of the Spindle Kings. W thought that any intelligent species filled its home
world until the sheer mind pressure started killing themoff, and then the
survivors enbarked on interstellar colonization; whatever way they
rationalized it, the real reason would be a fierce desire to escape from ot her
peopl e. And then, since usable worlds aren't that common, they'd start to
| earn planetary engineering. Ch, we had it all carefully cal cul ated. Race
after race, fruiting and bursting across the evol ving gal axy, creating new
wor |l ds before they died and in the process naking new seed-beds for new races.
| wote a book about it, called Continuous Creation, haha.’

NOW YOU CAN WRI TE THE SECOND EDI Tl ON

"It'"ll be a bit short, |I'mdam sure about that. What can | say? "The
lights in the sky are scenery"?
VHY NOT?

"You haven't told ne why the -- Builders built.’

The words flashed on to the screen immediately, as if the Conputers had
been preparing them

HUMANS ARE | NQUI SI TIVE. THAT IS A FUNCTI ON OF THEI R HUMANI TY. THE
BEI NGS THAT BU LT THI S UNI VERSE DI D SO BECAUSE | T WAS UNTHI NKABLE THAT THEY
SHOULD NOT. CREATION IS NOT A THI NG THAT GODS DO, I T IS SOVETH NG THAT THEY
ARE.

"And afterwards? What did they do next?

There was white water around the ship. Kin could see a little tree-shrouded
i sl and beyond one port, a hunmped bl ack shape in the twilight, and could fee
the hull bouncing over the water. The sky wheel ed. There was no jolt, it was
sinmply that now the floor was just a wall. Foam covered the ports for a
nonment, and then Kin could | ook -- down.

The Rinfall hung before them |ooking exactly like a |uninous white
road. Marco in the pilot's seat was outlined against it, and Kin could see
that he had instinctively braced hinself with his feet scrabbling for a hold.

Down, way down, there was a ball of fire in the sky. The Disc was in
dar kness now, but the little orbiting sun was giving a brief day to the face
of the waterfall. Wiile Kin watched, it clinbed above her and di sappeared as
the ship overtook it.

Later there was a cloud at the limt of vision. It stayed there for a
while, then raced up the glittering streamat a speed that nade Kin flinch.
There was the faintest of |lurches and a second's darkness as the ship left the
wat er behind at the nol ecul e sieve, and then there were stars.

There was a long hiss fromMarco. It may have been a sigh of relief.

Silver said, 'l would have felt happier if the Computers had been able
to arrange a nore conventional |aunching, but I nust adnmit that it had style.'

"Fromtheir point of viewthat was the nost efficient way,' said Kin.
The sky spun again as Marco turned the ship so that 'down' was where | ong
tradition had always put it, in the region of the feet.

Silver unfastened her couch straps, then | ooked across at Kin.

"W built the universe, didn't we,' she said. 'Not us precisely, these
| unps of bone and brain, but the thing in us that nakes us what we are. The
thing that dreanms while the rest of us is asleep.’



Kin smled. "The Conputers wouldn't tell,' she said. 'But yes, you're
right. | think the Conputers had a certain extra function, they could suppress
all the mental static so the -- oh hell, why avoid the word? -- so that the
god inside could surface just for a while and perform That's why practically
anyone could be the Disc master. If Jago Jalo had tried the helnet, he'd be
there still.'

"No-one will believe you,' said Marco, wi thout turning his head.
"I"'mnot sure that would be a tragedy,' said Kin. 'The D sc was put
there as a hoax, or a hint. No-one has to believe it. W' Il build a planet for

the Disc people and transfer them and that is the thing that needs to be
done."

The chal | enge warned her. The building of a new Earth; so carefully
done that the Disc people could be transferred and not know it. There'd have
to be new continents designed, and the Disc people would have to be put into a
freeze-sleep until sonme of their nunber had bred enough to populate them It
could take a thousand years. There'd be a whole solar systemto drag into
pl ace, great planets around far stars to be ringed in sone vast fields and
flipped across |ight-years.

Buf f al oes to be desi gned.

Life wouldn't be boring.

Woul d what the Conputers could tell thempay for it?

It woul d.

They slept and they ate, while the ship di pped under the nonstrous
shadow in the sky. The little toiling sun shed no Iight on the blackness as it
swung across it.

Presently the far edge of the Rinfall began to grow larger. Marco slid
back into his seat and spoke to the ship's little brain.

"OK,' he reported, 'major burn coming up. This is where we say goodbye,
so get into those couches. The Conmittee are timng this one for us.'

It took ten mnutes of slight disconfort, listening to the faint roar
fromthe outrigger jets. Kin heard a sigh from Marco's couch as the engines
shut off.

"That's it,' he said. 'Now we hit the hole, or we miss the hole. |
never thought 1'd have to worry about running into the wall of the universe.'

The Rinfall raced past a few thousand nmiles away, phosphorescent in the
light of the full noon. Even Marco took a deep breath as the ship rose above
the edge of the Disc and plunged towards the sky.

The Disc was a design of white and black, a silver and ebony coin
floating under a sky wild with stars.

The stars were getting nearer. The nmoon becane a pearl hovering over
the Disc, and the stars were definitely getting nearer

The hol e that Jago Jalo had cut in the Vault of Heaven had been big
enough for the ring ship to go through, and this one was much snmaller. But it
woul d be approaching it at a | ow angle.

The Conputers had told Marco that the hole would be wi de enough. They
had told Kin the same, but had added their estimte of the distance to spare.
Kin hadn't dared pass it on to Marco. The mninum cl earance was a little |l ess
than a netre.

She found she was staring ahead, searching the sky. The other two were
doing the sane. Stars were drifting overhead. Wiile Kin watched, their silent,
snowf | ake novenent becane a brisk race

Then they were a blur. There was the briefest inpression of something
around the ship as a star swelled, blazed and di sappeared. A slight shudder
mar ked the deni se of one of the outrigger jets, knocked off against the edge
of the sky.

Then there were stars again, deceptively simlar, and the ship was
dropping into the gulf.

She coul d hear Marco breathing noisily. Silver was hunming a tune in a
rolling baritone.

Kin wat ched the stars she knew were only 70,000 years old, marginally



ol der than their cousins hanging fromthe Vault of Heaven. Stars were just
lights in the sky, but bigger skies demanded bi gger stars.

Ki n thought about the second edition. The ship fell onwards, into the
scenery.

THE END



