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PROL OGUE

Before we begin a systematic exposition of Theories of the Nature of the Builders (of which
theories there appear to be at |east one hundred and seventy-seven) it seems appropriate to
provide what may be termed the Facts of the Builders. Thisisfar easier than any enumeration of
theories, since the facts are few in number:

Fact 1: No living being, and no dead being whose word carries any semblance of validity, has
ever seen or met a Builder.

Fact 2: Various inorganic constructs possessing some form of intelligence have been found on, in,
or in conjunction with objects created and left by the Builders. These constructs all claim to be of
great antiquity. They also claim a full understanding of the Builder purposes in creating them.
There are reasons to doubt the validity of all such testimonies, not least the fact that no two
testimonies agree.

Fact 3: The Builders made and left behind in the Orion Arm of the galaxy, and possibly in other
galactic arms, a variety of constructions which are generally referred to as Builder Artifacts.
More than a thousand of these are scattered around the Orion Arm alone. The purpose of many or
most of them remains obscure. They range in size from a few meters, to lightyears across. The
technology that went into their creation is beyond that achieved by any other species, living or
dead, inhabiting these regions of our galaxy.

Fact 4: Thereis no evidence that any Builder Artifact was constructed to be specifically inimical
to organic life forms. Large numbers of deaths have been reported associated with different
Builder Artifacts; however, in every case these deaths resulted from the unwise curiosity of beings
seeking to explore, understand, or exploit the Artifacts.

Fact 5: With one notable exception, every Builder Artifact was completed and set in position at
least three million years ago. Any changes in Artifacts more recent than three million years
appear to have been planned as part of their original design.

Fact 6: Four years ago, there was unmistakabl e evidence of new, rapid, and unprecedented
changein many if not all of the Builder Artifacts.

Fact 7: At the sametime, a completely new Artifact, named as Labyrinth by its discoverer



Quintus Bloom, appeared near the star known as Jerome's World.

Fact 8: Soon after the appearance of Labyrinth, every other Artifact in the Orion Arm quickly
vanished. Labyrinth itself was the last to disappear.

Fact 9: Snce the disappearance of Labyrinth, no evidence of any kind of Builder Artifact or
Builder activity has been found in the Orion Arm.

These, and these alone, are the facts concerning the Builders and the Builder Artifacts. We now
proceed to the Theories themselves, which are legion.

—from the introduction to the volume,

A SURFEIT OF NOTIONS: Theoriesof Builder
origins, activities, nature, and artifacts.

Author: Professor Darya Lang, Artifact
Research Institute, Sentinel Gate.

Thisisan advance publication copy,

and may be subject to additions

and amendments.

CHAPTER ONE

On Candela, in the Phemus Circle.

Asalast med it left alot to be desired.

Hans Rebka stared down at the mess on his plate, then up at the guard.
"Kolker, what's this supposed to be?’

Rebkawas naked. He was shackled at the ankles and his hands could move only far enough from the
iron chair'sarmsto alow him to eat. Even so, the guard took a step back at the prisoner's scowl.

"lsn't it what you asked for, Captain?'

"l requested as my last medl the best that the planet could provide. Take alook at that plate. I've seen
moreinviting pig shit. Smell it for yoursdf, and tell me what happened.”

"Wait aminute. I'll try to find out." Kolker did not take up the offer to smell the plate of food. That
would have brought him within reach of Rebka's hands. He took another step back, close to the room's
bare sonewall, and hislips moved. Through hisimplant hewasin contact with more senior officids.
After afew seconds he nodded.

"Captain, that med was provided on ingtructions from Minister Schramm. Apparently itis the best that



the planet can provide. But not this planet. It isthe best that can be had on your home world, Teufe.”
The guard hesitated. He knew that every word and gesture was being recorded. "The minister thought
that you would appreciate alittle joke."

"Did he?' Hans Rebka picked up the spoon. It was, like the plate and little tray that it sat on, made of a
thin and flexible plastic that no amount of trestment or hardening could turn into awegpon. "'l must be
losing my sense of humor. But the terrible thing, Kolker, isthat he'sright. I've been away from Teufel so
long, I'm spoiled. Do you know what they say about Teufdl ?"

"Yes. | have heard it many times.”

"Then | won't bother to repest it." Rebkadipped thetip of the spoon tentatively into the black goo on his
plate. He tasted it, grimaced, and laid down the spoon. "Once I'd have gobbled this up and gone back
for seconds. The minister knows what's what in the worlds of the Phemus Circle. Thisis asgood asit gets
on Teufd."

"Areyou going to egt it?" In the weeks that Rebka had been in captivity, apeculiar relationship had
developed between guard and captive. Rebka had done his best to become friendly, and he was good at
that. But Guardsman Kolker, who suspected—ightly—that given half a chance Hans Rebkawould kill
him and try to escape, had remained respectful but aoof.

"] told you," Rebkawent on. "I've become picky these past few years. I'd rather die hungry than eat
that." Hands chained together, he waved the plate away. "It'sal yours. Do what you like with it."

The guard approached warily and snatched the tray out of Rebkasreach. "'l can't bring you anything
else, you know."

"I understand. And you can't share your food with me, either, right? Don't fedl bad. I've been hungry
before. And people waiting to be executed are not expected to enjoy their fina night.”

Kolker nodded and retreated to the metal door. He pushed the tray through a narrow horizontal opening
at waist height, then stood motionless. He seemed to be listening. At last he nodded, turned to Hans
Rebka, and said, "Minister Schramm asksif you have any last request.”

"Certainly. Tdl the minister that | would like to be dlowed to write my memoirs.”

The guard frowned. Finaly he said, "Y ou arejoking, are you not? Excuse me, Captain Rebka, but | do
not think it would be agood ideafor me to transmit that message.”

"Very wise of you. It'smy impression that Minister Schramm only like little jokes that come from him."
Rebka glanced around the bare, dimly lit and windowless cell. " So. What now, Kolker my friend? Dinner
isover and degth istwelve hours away. We have the whole night ahead.”

"l amto remain herewith you. If you would liketo talk, or if—"

Therest of Kolker'swordswere cut off by ametalic rattling at the door of the cell. The guard spun
around, pulling hisweapon from its holster. He stood poised to fire as the door swung open.

The four men who entered were equally wary. They wore guards uniforms, and al held drawn guns.

"Stay right whereyou are, dl of you." Kolker, part of hisattention still on Hans Rebka, backed up



againg the onewall. "I have absolute orders to admit no one. If you do not leave thisroom at once, |
must shoot.”

"Y ou got orders? Well, so do we." The biggest of the newcomers held an envelope out to Kolker. "I'm
Colone Tall. Check with Guard Centrd if you don't believe me." Toll stared at Rebka. "He'sthe one
who caused dl the trouble? He sure don't look up to it. Anyway, we've come for him.”

"For Captain Rebka? | cannot alow that. | have orders from Staff Advisor Lanski to remain here with
the cagptain until morning, when he will be taken away for execution.”

"And we have orders from Minister Schramm to take Rebka away with us. Do | need to tell you who's
higher intheline of authority?'

"l waswarned that there might be some kind of rescue attempt. If | do not obey my orders—"

Kolker wasinterrupted by alaugh of disbdief from Rebkaand by an impatient, "Read the bleeding
papers, miger. Wedon't have dl night,” from Colone Toll.

"They seem to contain the right authorization." Kolker was trying at the same time to scan the document
he was holding, keep one eye on Hans Rebka, and train his weapon on the quartet of guards standing in
the doorway. "But thismakes no sense at al. The prisoner is scheduled for execution a dawn, on the

basement level of the building where we are now. Thisingtructs you to take him to 132-B. That's above

arface”

"Morethan just above surface. 132-B isMinister Schramm's suite, up at rooftop level." Colond Toll
waved hisgun at Rebka. "Can you walk?'

"Tl’y I'T]e,"

"Right. Get him out of those shackles, Guardsman Kolker. Well take over from here. Anything that
happensto him after he leavesthis cdl will be my problem, not yours.™

* * %

Down in the basement cdll there was no day-night change of lighting. Hans Rebka had been chained in
near-darkness for more than three weeks. The eevators were dmost asdimly lit as his cell, and sudden
emergence into the brilliance of evening sunlight of Candelamade him flinch and throw up hisforearm to

protect his eyes.

A familiar and outraged voice said, "He is naked! How dare you bring a prisoner naked into my
quarters?'

Rebkalowered hisarm and blinked away tears. His eyes could see only fuzzy outlinesin thelarge,
windowed room, but the voice told him that the figure afew paces away was Minister Schramm.

"I'm sorry, Minigter." That was Colonel Toll. "'l was ordered to bring him here at once. No one
mentioned clothing.”

"Did no one aso tell you to use your common sense? Find clothesfor him at once—or give him your
own."

"Don't worry on my account, Minister." Hans was beginning to see more clearly. "Once I'm executed |



doubt if I'll carewhat I'm wearing."

"Y ou will not be executed." Ancther figure standing behind Schramm swam into focus. "Isthat not
correct, Minister?'

"It iscorrect."

Schramm was atdl, fleshy manin astyle of dressthat for the impoverished worlds of the Phemus Circle
represented extreme opulence. He spoke without enthusiasm, but Rebka paid him little attention. The
man a Schramm's Sde held his eye. He wore the shimmering white suit with gold epaulets and light-blue
trim of an inter-clade Ethical Councilor. If any such councilor had ever before made avisit to Candela, or
any other world of the Phemus Circle other than Dobelle, that was newsto Hans.

"Though | should point out,” went on Schramm, "that the execution of this prisoner is more than justified.
He attempted to bring down the authorized government of the Phemus Circle—"

"l am aware of the charges againgt him." The councilor stepped forward, placing himsdlf squarely
between Rebkaand the minister. "Don't push your luck, Minister Schramm. There are those of the
Council who believe that such a change to the Phemus Circleislong overdue. However, that is not my
business today. Captain Hans Rebka?”

" Speaking.”

"I am Inter-clade Councilor Jeremiah Frole. | am here to inform you that you are needed on Miranda,
and that you will leave with me."

"Assmpleasthat?' Rebkawaved a hand toward Schramm. "With no objection from your friend the
miniger?'

"] provided the necessary . . . explanation.” Jeremiah Frole nodded toward awall screen. Hans Rebka
glanced across at it for the first time and redlized that it showed aview of Candelaas seen from space.
Thewhole planet wore acirclet of bright points of light.

"Armed ships," the councilor went on. “Two hundred of them. We had a previous unfortunate
experience with the Phemus Circle. We sent for one of their political prisoners, rather than coming to
collect her in person. She suffered, we weretold, afata accident before she could leave the surface of
Candela. We did not want that to happen again. We brought forces designed to discourage such a

posshility.”
Schramm said, ""Councilor, the previous case was no more than aregrettable—"

"Just 0, Minigter. | fed surethat nothing smilar will happen thistime." Jeremiah Frole turned to Rebka.
"Captain, how soon can you be ready to leave after you have clothing?'

"Forget the clothes. I'm ready to go right now."
"Don't you have possessions that you want to take with you?”
"Not onething. Sincewe're leaving, | guess| can do withouit this, t0o." Rebka had been standing with

hisfists clenched. Now he opened hisright hand pam upward, turned it over, and alowed agram or so
of blackish powder to fal to the floor. While the others stared, he said, "Pepper. The best | could



manage. Took me nearly three weeks, saving it from my food."
"Wheat did you plan to do with it?'

"Whatever | could. At thevery least, I'd give somebody afaceful. | wouldn't go down without afight.”
Rebkaturned to face Schramm. "I can't say I'm sorry to be leaving—hbut don't worry, I'll be back.”

"If you have any thoughts of starting up another rebellion againgt the Phemus Circle government—"

"Of course | don't. At least, not as my top priority. I'll want to settle afew persona scoresfirst with the
people who sentenced me to death and locked me away. From now on you'd better watch your back,
Minigter. Every minute of every day."

Rebka turned away without waiting for Schramm's reaction, but Jeremiah Frole saw the ingtinctive
movement of hand toward belt.

He shook his head. "Not thistime, Minister, or you may not care for the result. Well be clear of
Candelaorbit and make our first Bosetrangtion in haf aday. After that you can do asyou like—but it
won't beto this prisoner.”

He followed Hans Rebka out of the room. Asthey moved aong the corridor he noticed for the first time
the condition of the naked man'slegs and bony back.

"Y ou were tortured!"

"l was?' Rebkaturned his head and saw what the councilor was saring at. " Oh, you mean the sores.
That wasn't torture.”

"Then what wasit?"

"Just what you expect when you have no clothes on, and they chain you to sit in an iron chair for afew
weeks."

"They did that to you? Thatis torture.
"Not by Phemus Circle stlandardsit isn't. I've dept in worse beds. But don't get the wrong idea,
Councilor, I'm redly happy that you came dong when you did. | was beginning to wonder just how | was

going to make it out of there. Gratitude doesn't begin to expressit.”

They had reached ground level and begun walking to awaiting car. They passed half adozen men and
women, but only Jeremiah Frole seemed concerned about Hans Rebka's nakedness.

"Wewill provide you with clothing as soon aswe are on board the ship,” he said. At the car he
hesitated. "Y our file describes you as a problem solver and troubleshooter. | hope that remains true.”

"Why? Seemsto meyou just got meout of trouble.”

"Perhaps. | notice that you have not asked why | came here to take you to Miranda. That isjust aswell.
For if you wereto ask, | am not at liberty to tell you."

The councilor held open the car door for Rebka. "However, when you do learn the reason why you are



being removed from Candela, | hope that your feding toward me and the Council will till be one of
grditude.

CHAPTER TWO

On Xerarchos, at thefar end
of the Zardalu Communion.

For thefull three weeks while Hans Rebka sat naked in arusty iron chair, Louis Nenda had lived the
goad life. Thirteen hundred lightyears away from Candela, he sat now in lordly ease and surveyed the
arid surface of Xerarchos.

True, the planet beyond his ship's ports was not most people'sidea of agarden world. The dust storms
came every season and raged worldwide for months on end. The air wasthin and dry and tasted like
powdered iron. If you went outside without a suit, fine grit worked itsway into your teeth and eyes and
every body cavity. Water was so scarce on the scoured surface that no gemstone or precious meta
could match it in value, ounce for ounce. The natives were warlike and bloodthirsty. An honest man was
defined as one who stayed bought for more than a day or two.

But now you had to look on the good side. L ouis Nenda had come here voluntarily, knowing that his
ship waswell-armed and if it cameto afight he could kick the ass of any native group. He did not have
to breasthe Xerarchos air, or eat food grown on Xerarchos. Best of all, the water generators on board the
Have-I1t-All made him the richest being on the planet. The localswould dieto learn their secret. And if
that'swhat it took to keep control, Nendawas quite willing to let them do it.

He placed his boots on the lip of the rounded observation port, leaned back, and scratched hishairy rib
cage. Heyawned. A few more weeks, to squeeze out the limited best that Xerarchos had to offer, then
theHave-1t-All would lift off and seek another source of commercia advantage. Theloca arm of the
gaaxy wasfull of them. There was a new sucker-world born every century.

Pleasant thoughts were interrupted by afaint sound from behind. He jerked around, and confronted a
nightmare. The creature stood on one pair of its six dark-brown legs, rearing twice the height of aman.
The segmented underside was dark-red, rising to a short neck banded by scarlet-and-white ruffles.
Abovethat sat awhite, eyeless head, twice the size of Nendas own. A thin proboscis grew out from the
middle of the sightless face and curled down to tuck into a pouch on the bottom of the pleated chin.

Y dlow hornsin the middle of the broad head constantly scanned whatever stood before them. A pair of
light-brown antennas, long even in comparison with that great head, were unfurled to form two
meter-long fansthat quivered delicately in the ship'swarm, moist air.

"For God's sake, At, | wish you wouldn't come crawling in quiet like that." Nenda swung his bootsto
the deck, stood, and turned. ™Y ou give aman the creeps. It shouldn't be too hard to let me know you're
ontheway."

"I did exactly that." Atvar H'sa's message wafted across to Nenda as a complex interplay of



pheromona molecules. They carried more subtle information than any human language ever could—mild
irritation, admonition, amusement, and a hint of something else. Y ou were too busy daydreaming and
gloating to take notice.”

What was that other message? A touch of alarm, maybe? Nenda concentrated. The Karelian augment
on his chest wasadark array of pits and nodules, sufficient to permit him to understand and to speak the
Cecropian language natural to Atvar H'sd. However, no augment could ever provide the fine distinctions
of meaning availableto Cecropians, or to their Lotfian daves and interpreters.

"What's up, At? We got trouble?' He spoke both pheromonaly and using human speech.

"Not on Xerarchos. Everything hereis quiet, and payments to us were made this morning. But this came
to the ship's message center afew minutes ago.”

Atvar H'sid held abrown flimsy in one bristled paw. The fine pattern on it was designed for ultrasonic
scan by a Cecropian reader.

"You know | can't read that stuff, At. What's it say?"

"It isthe highest level of command from the Cecropia Federation's Centra Council, an order | cannot
disobey. | amtold to report to Miranda, in the Fourth Alliance, with al possible speed.”

Nendatook the output and Stared at it. ™Y ou sure you're reading thisright? | thought al charges againgt
uswere dropped after the Builder artifacts disappeared, and we hel ped everybody get out of Labyrinth.”

"They were dropped. Thisisnot an accusation of crimina actions. It appearsto involve some entirely
new metter."

"And you fed you haveto go?'

"I mugt, for reasons | will not specify. More than that, Louis Nenda, | suspect that there may be smilar
orderswaiting for you. When this directive arrived, a separate message cameto the ship's
communications center in human output format. At the time, Glenna Omar was giving me another lesson
in human speech, which she interrupted in order to take the message. She read it, gasped, and hurried off
aft. She carried the message with her, and | suspect that she was seeking you.”

"Heading in the wrong direction. Why didn't you tell her?"

"I did. | told her exactly where you could be found. However, | continued to employ human speech,
which may have been amistake. | spokethis." The Cecropian folded its proboscisinto the pleated region
onitschin and inflated the thin tube. After awheezing like aleaky bellows, sounds emerged: " lushnda'sn
'sfrd k-kbn.""

" 'Louis Nendaisin the forward cabin?'Y eah, that's very good, At. But with al due respect, those
sounds could just aswell have come out of either end of you. | better go see what's happening.”

Nenda marched off aong the corridor. Somehow he felt more resigned than surprised. Things had been
going far too well for far too long. Just when you thought you had the universe by thetail, it turned round
and bit you onthe ass.

He came on Glenna drifting back in hisdirection. If he hadn't known that Atvar H'sd wasfemae, and



that the Cecropian found al humans repulsive in appearance, he might have wondered what kind of
lessons Glenna had been providing. It was not yet midday, but her makeup was perfect. Her pale blue
negligee showed off her long, graceful neck and upswept blond hair. Asusud, the very sight of her made
himgulp.

They were by the entrance to one of theHave-1t-All 's comfortable observation lounges. Glennamoved
into it and sank onto along, soft bench. She gave Nenda aworried smile and waved the paper that she
was holding. "This camefor you, sweetheart, from somebody called Julian Graves. Hesayshe'sa
Council member for the Fourth Alliance.

"1 know him. He's part of the Ethicad Council."

"But just look at this." She pointed to the sheet. "He says he'sordering you to travel asquickly as
possible to Miranda. He can't make you do that, can he?"

"l don't think so. Let me take alook."

Nendaran his eye down the sheet. A group of words close to the bottom of the page sprang out a him.
... toreach Mirandain at most twelve days. Otherwise, | will re-open the old investigation into the
plundering of amedical-supply capsule en routeto LasciaFour. . . .

"Julian Graves can. Order me, | mean. The son of abitch. I'll haveto go."

"But what does he want you for?"

"I've no idea. Nothing pleasant, you can bet on that. Something dangerous and dirty and desperate.
Wed better get on our way as soon aswe can.”

IIWe/?I

"Yeah. Atvar H'sd got the same sort of message, though she didn't give details. And of course, Jmerlia
and Kalik wouldn't et us go without them, even if we wanted to."

"But Jmerliaand Kadlik are yourdaves . They're supposed to do whatever you tell them to.”
"l know. It never seemsto work out that way. So | guesswell al be going to Miranda.”

Glennamotioned to Nenda and patted the bench at her side. Her negligee had opened at the bottom, to
reved an inordinate length of smooth whiteleg.

"Louis, you dont meanall , do you? Y ou know I'm no good at dangerousthings. I'd just get in the way."
"Y ou mean you'd rather stay on Xerarchos?'

She patted hisarm. "Silly man. Of course | won't tayhere . Thisisan awful place.

"I've seen worse."

"Not with me you haven't. Now, you say you must go to Miranda. And Mirandaisjust one Bose
trangtion away from Sentind Gate. Y ou can drop me off ontheway."



"But what will you do on Sentingl Gate?"
"I'll take my old job. | was a Senior Information Specidist.”
"Y ou told meyou hated it."

"Oh, it wasn't dl that bad, just abit boring. It will only be until you come back, you know. And there
wasthe occasiond diverson.”

Occasional diversion. A mdevigtor to Sentind Gate, where Glennas challenge wasto hustle the
stranger into bed before he | eft the planet. Apparently it didn't matter what he looked like, or how badly
he behaved, provided that he was an off-worlder.

Nendaknew dl this. Glenna had once explained it to him, and anyway, he could be thought of asa
beneficiary of her palicy.

He nodded. He didn't resent the proposd that she should not go with him to Miranda. A woman with
red nerve was something to be admired.

He thought of asking, "Well wait for each other, won't we?' then changed his mind. There were some
things so stupid, you ought not even to think them. Instead he said, "That's it, then. Sentinel Gate for you,
and the two of uswill have agood time on theway. An' after that, At and mewill see what Miranda has
to offer.”

"Maybe fame and fortune, Louis. When | was growing up, my house-uncle awaystold me that every
trouble could be thought of as an opportunity.”

An opportunity, in Nenda's experience, to find even more trouble. But negative thinking never got you
far.

He dipped hisarm through Glenna's and they stood up together. Mirandawas well-known as one of the
richest worldsin the spird arm. Maybe he and Atvar H'sid would find achanceto skim alittle off the
top.

CHAPTER THREE

Miranda and Miranda Port.

Asdways, travd through the Bose Network induced afaint sense of halucination. There was something
unnatural about an instantaneous jump of a hundred or athousand lightyears, and even the best human
brain apparently needed afew secondsto orient itsdlf to its body's new circumstances.

Darya Lang stood with her eyes closed. Five seconds ago she had stood at the Bose transition point
closest to Sentinel Gate, near the outer limit of Fourth Alliance territory. When she opened her eyes, the
sght that met them would be of Miranda and Miranda Port, six hundred and twenty lightyears away.



All right. You've had enough time to adjust. Now—do it!

A blink. And there it was, dthough the sight failed to do justice to the redlity. The Shroud hanging by the
disk of the planet wastoo far away for Daryato make out details, but the countless flyspecks within the
gauzy web must be spacecraft: starships of dl sizes and types, more than amillion of them netted and
warehoused in the Shroud: the biggest collection in the spiral am, everything from Primavera body
form-fitsto the mongtrous Tantalus orbital forts.

Shewasto be dlowed little time for sightseeing. Already ahand clutched at her arm.
"Professor DaryaLang?’
Sheturned. "That'sme."

"Findly, you are here. | am an assistant to Councilor Graves." The man was polite and nondescript, but
he did not release hishold on Darya'sarm. "I you would come with me. Today's meeting isaready in
progress and may be closeto its conclusion.”

A mestinghere , out by the Bose trangition point and at Upside Miranda Port, rather than down on the
surface of the planet? But as Darya alowed hersdf to be led away from the glittering splendor of the
Shroud, she said nothing. There were bigger questions to be asked and answered.

* * %

The puzzles had started in Daryas study at the Artifact Research Ingtitute on Sentinel Gate. Twilight was
approaching, and the first nightsingers could be heard through the open window when Professor Merada
ambledin.

Hisvist was not expected, but it was also not surprising. Meradawas a stickler for accuracy and
formality in every dement of andysisand reporting, but he fdt that research work done under his
auspicesthrived best in an informal aimosphere. Putting it another way, he felt free to buit in wherever
and whenever heliked.

Daryalifted her head from her notes. She had been collating reports of the find days of the Builder
artifact known as Maglstrom, but now she was down to the hearsay and rumors, and thiswas alogica
stopping-point to ease off for the day.

One glance at Meradas face was enough to ruin her relaxation. She thought, "Uh-oh. What have | done
now?'

She knew he had dways disapproved of her galloping off to inspect Builder artifacts at first hand, but the
last of those journeys was yearsin the past. Since then she had settled down in her office a the Indtitute
to write the definitive history of the Builders, including every scrap of information on the more than twelve
hundred Builder artifacts that had once been scattered around the spirdl arm.

The only sin she could think of was a possble excessve use of Ingtitute communication privileges. She
had sent dozens of messages to a planet of the Phemus Circlein the past two months, although not one of
them had been answered.

Wasthat it? Merada was waving asheet at her and scowling.

"Thisisinexplicable" hesad, in histhin, penetrating tenor. "It isaso, to be honest, somewhat insulting. If



there isto be an important meeting concerning the Builders, anywherein the spird arm, it would seem
like common courtesy to address such an invitation to me, as Director of the Ingtitute. But this document
requests—more than requests,insists —upon the presence of you , of al people." He peered down at
Darya, vaguely aware that he might have said something less than tactful. "Not that | amin any way
criticizing your credentials, my dear. You are, after al, the editor of the past two editions of theUniversal
Artifact Catalog ."

TheLangUniversal Artifact Catalog . But Darya said that only under her breath.
"May | see?'

Morethan a certain irritation, she felt puzzled. Why would anyone choose to hold any meeting at all
about the Builders, except here at the Artifact Research Ingtitute where Builder history wasamajor
interest? Odder yet, how could ameeting be described as animportant meeting concerning the Builders,
when the Builders had vanished three million years ago, and every last trace of Builder artifacts had
disappeared more than two years ago?

The sheet was not very informative. In fact, it added to the mystery. Firg, it indsted, with the full force of
the inter-clade council, that Professor Darya Lang be present "in person.” No virtua presence through
the Bose communications network would be accepted. Second, the meeting would take place on
Miranda, a planet which formed the magor power center of the Fourth Alliance. Third—Darya stared a
the date. Somebody in the Ingtitute had been Sitting on this message for along time. She would barely get
to the meeting intime even if sheleft a once.

* * %

Which she had done. And here she was, till dizzy from the Bose trangition, walking unsteadily dongside
the man who had greeted her.

She had traveled six hundred and twenty lightyearsin ahandful of days. She waslate, late, late. And she
had not the dightest ideawhy she had been summoned.

* % *

The chamber that Darya entered was almogt totally dark, but she had an impression of an echoing,
cavernous vastness. The man who had led her there dipped unobtrusively away, leaving Daryato fumble
her way forward to aseat. As her eyes began to adjust she redlized that the great room was lavishly
equipped, even by the high stlandards of arich world like Sentinel Gate. Directly in front of her wasa
persond privacy shield and Bose link connection. Did each seat have one? If so, any bewildered
participant could call home, and (with luck) receive areply soon enough for it to be useful.

A sudden flash of light right in front of her eyes ended any opportunity to see more of the room. Her sest
was aso provided with alarge 3-D display, which had just filled with animage. The principa clade
territories of the spiral arm were delineated in their characteristic colors. Within them, scattered like sown
handfuls of fiery sparks, Builder artifacts stood out as brighter points of light.

Therewasthe dull orange of the Zardalu Communion, aregion that thinned out as the distance from the
gaactic center increased. At its outermost edge, Darya recognized the outpost of the Needle. That was
an artifact she had longed to visit, but now never would. The eye of the Needle had provided an
accel eration-free boost in speed to any ship that traversed it. Now it, like all the rest, was gone.

Totheright of the fifteen-hundred-lightyear sprawl of the Zardalu Communion sat the dark void of the
Empty Quarter, aregion where stars were plentiful but artifacts were dmost unknown. Darya’s catalog



showed just two of them, Lens and Flambeau. Neither she nor anyone else had ever offered an
explanation for the Empty Quarter.

Below the Empty Quarter showed the pale green of Daryas own clade territory, the Fourth Alliance,
where the sentient specieswere largely humans. Her home world of Sentind Gate sat far off to the right,
closeto the artifact of Sentinel. Below and to the left of Fourth Alliance territory, stretching off toward
the gdactic center, the clade worlds of the Cecropia Federation showed in eectric blue—a color which
the Cecropians, who "saw" using sound waves and echolocation, could never experience.

Daryalooked for the Phemus Circle, and found that little cluster of twenty-three suns and sixty-two
habitable planets limned in muddy brown, at the point where the overlapping boundaries of the three
dominant clades converged. The color seemed appropriate. The worlds of the Phemus Circle were
desperately poor and primitive. "Dingy, dirty, disma and dangerous." "Remote, impoverished, brutish,
backward, and barbaric.” It was no coincidence that the three major clades had never fought for
possession of the Phemus Circle.

The stylized map wasinfinitely familiar to someone who had spent alifetime studying Builder artifacts.
Darya could have drawn the whole thing hersdf. But then the display began to shift and shrink, reveding
alarger region of the gdaxy. The bottom of the display no longer ended in the usud place, at the lower
boundary of the Cecropia Federation. Asthe volume shown increased in Size, more of the galaxy
became visble. First the Gulf cameinto view, avoid many hundreds of lightyears acrossthat sat at the
inner edge of theloca spiral arm. Only the thinnest sprinkling of stars and solitary planets drifted there.
Beyond the Gulf, the Sagittarius Arm gradually appeared. The Sag Arm was another branch of thewhole
gpiral, the next onein from the local arm and closer to the gaactic center.

Daryahad never studied the Sagittarius Arm in detail and knew no one who had, athough it wasa
region asbig and star-filled asthe local arm. The Gulf provided aformidable barrier. Only the most
long-lived of specieswould invest the centuries needed for a crossing. Humans did not belong in that
select company.

So why was someone bothering to show alarge part of the Sag Arm? And who was that someone?

Daryaredized that saring at the bright display actualy hindered her eyesfrom adjusting to the dim light.
She was aware of acrouched figure in the seat next to her, of inhumanly odd proportions, but she could
seeno details. A perfume—not unpleasant, an odd mixture of cinnamon and peppermint—diffused
toward her. She heard a scuffling sound, like a struggle going on to her left. Then ahand patted her thigh,
and she squeaked in surprise.

A hoarsevoice said, "Professor Lang! Itisyou. | thought At was giving me the runaround.”

"Where are—who are—" Darya saw the dark figure by her feet at the same time as she pushed the hand
away from her leg.

"It'sme—Louis Nenda. | had no ideayou would be here.”

Daryasrush of warm feding surprised her. "Nor did I, until four days ago. Louis, why are we—"

That was asfar as she got when Nenda was hoisted suddenly into the air and whipped away to the left.
The other figure next to Daryasilently unfolded, to rear high above her. From its proportionsit had to be

a Cecropian. She heard ahissing sound and felt something ese, thin and angular and with ahard and
unyielding exoskeleton, push againgt her knees.



"With respect,” said avoice from close to the floor, "We do not think that thisis the best timefor the
renewa of old acquaintance.”

"Imerlia?'

"Thisis Jmerlias person, but | am of course speaking on behalf of my dominatrix, Atvar H'sd, whois
Segted next to you."

More scuffling sounds from Daryas|eft. A hiss, aseriesof clicks, athump, and agutturd cursefrom
Louis Nenda. The display in front of Darya vanished and bright lightsfilled the whole chamber.

"I had intended,” said adeep, hollow voice, "that we would end today's meeting in silent study of the
Orion and Sagittarius Arms, since that knowledge will prove essentid to dl of us. | did not anticipate that
some of uswould chooseto indulgein private discussion and persona squabbling.”

Darya could see the speaker now. He stood at the front of the great chamber, alanky man with abald
and bulging cranium. She should have expected him. Julian Graves was a native of Miranda, the only one
on that world whom shein fact knew personaly. The Ethical Councilor's deep-set blue eyes were staring
right at her and she nodded a gresting.

"Ah." Graves nodded. "Professor Darya Lang. Of course. | should have anticipated this difficulty. A
vortex of emotiona disturbance surrounds you ill, as ever. Welcome to this assembly. Better late than
never, though in truth you are not the last. | am expecting one more participant, who will, | am informed,
be arriving within the next half-day. Given that, and the present state of disruption, | fed it will beto
everyone's advantageif | postpone further discussion and explanation until then." Julian Graves
glanced—glared?—around the chamber. " Study the displays. | will leave you now. For the remainder of
the day you are free to resume old acquaintances in any way that you choose."

* * *

Julian Graves spoke as though Daryawas somehowresponsible for ruining his meeting. All she had done
was comein and quietly Sit down, at a point when the meeting wasin any case dmost over.

Darya stared around her. She had come here expecting to know amaost no one, but to be surrounded
mostly by humans. In fact, she thought she recognized every one of the half dozen beingsin the
room—and mogt of them were diens.

Still crouched at her feet in an elght-legged sprawl of limbs was the stick-figure form of Jmerlia, the
Lo'tfian who interpreted the pheromona speech of his Cecropian mistress, Atvar H'sd. Jmerliagtared
up a Darya, and in greeting rolled hislemon-colored compound eyes on their short eyestalks. Darya
liked Jmerlia, dthough she objected strongly to hisinsistence on voluntary servitude to Atvar H'sa. And
she had grave suspicions about the honesty and intentions of the latter.

Which made her fondness for Louis Nenda even harder to explain. Nendawas Atvar H's d's business
partner. He had told Darya, in so many words, that he was a man with an awful and crimind past. He
was anative of Karelia, in the far-off reaches of the Zardalu Communion, and others had hinted to Darya
of mongtrous acts which meant he could never return there. He even possessed his own Hymenopt dave,
Kallik, and unlike Atvar H'sa he could not offer the excuse that he needed an interpreter.

Kdlik sat at Louis Nendas feet, on the other sde of Atvar H'sa. The Hymenopt was short and
barrel-shaped, her meter-long body covered with short black fur. With her small round head, set with a



ring of bright black eye pairs, shelooked mild and defensdess.

Daryaknew better. Invisble was the yellow sting, retracted into the end of the rounded abdomen. That
hollow needle could deliver squirts of neurotoxin with no known antidote. At will, Kalik could vary the
compoasition from mild anesthetic to ingtant kill. Also invisible was the Hymenopt nervous system. It
provided Kallik with areaction speed ten times asfast asahuman's. The eight thin legswould carry her a
hundred metersin two seconds, or let her legp fifteen metersinto the air under astandard gravity.

The miraclewasthat Kallik regarded L ouis Nenda as her absolute master and alowed hersdlf to be led
around with acollar and leash. Nenda bullied and blustered. Sometimes he even carried awhip.
However, Darya had direct proof that the master/d ave relationship was more complex than it seemed.
She had been on board Nenda's ship, theHave-1t-All . Nenda's private quarters were opulent, even by
the standards of arich world like Sentind Gate. But Kalik'swere just aslarge, and just as
well-furnished. The little Hymenopt even had her own additiona private area, equipped with powerful
computers and scientific ingruments.

Kalik squeezed past Atvar H'sa, whose great body was blocking Louis Nenda, and came scuttling
over to Darya. The Hymenopt and Jmerliaexchanged abrief burst of clicks and whistles, then Kallik
sad, "Greetings. With your arriva we will perhaps begin to receive some explanation for our presence.”

It was an embarrassment to Daryathat Jmerliaand Kalik, whom she had thought mindless pets when
shefirgt met them, could pick up languages with such ease. In thetimethat it had taken Daryato
comprehend afew basic Hymenopt clicks, Kalik had achieved fluency in half adozen human languages.

Darya shook her head. "Y ou won't get explanations from me. | have no ideawhy | was summoned.”

"Magter Nenda saysthat it isameeting which involves the Builders, and Builder artifacts.”

"So | wastold. But the Builders vanished from the spird arm more than three million years ago, and now
al ther artifacts are gone, t0o."

"You sure of that?' Louis Nenda must have done an end run on Atvar H'sia, moving round the back of
the row of seats. He had appeared now on Daryas right-hand side.

"Sure as anyone can be." Darya quietly pushed his hand away from her shoulder. "The Artifact Research
Indtitute is the clearinghouse for dl activities or information concerning the Builders or Builder artifacts. |
examine the data bases every day, persondly. Absolutely nothing new has comein for the past few
months—not for years, in fact."

"But they put the heat on you to come here?"

"I supposethey did. | fet that | was given no choice.

"Same for me, samefor At. Makes no sense at al. | mean, she's an expert on the Builders, and sois
Kalik. So areyou. But me, if you bet on what | know about the Builders, you'd lose your ass and hat.”

"Y ou were involved in the disgppearance of the artifacts, starting with Summertide on Dobelle and
ending a Labyrinth, out by JeromesWorld."

"Sure| was, but that'sall history. | don't remember more than haf of what happened, even though | was
rightinthemiddle of it. I'm tellin' you, something big hasto be brewing."



"Based on agut feeling, or do you have evidence?'

"Mostly gut. But when your guts have rumbled with danger as often as mine have, you get to trust 'em.
And yeah, | do have one bit of evidence. When the word cameto us, mean' At an’' Kallik an' Jmerlia
an' . . . another person, we were on Xerarchos, in what you might cal the Lesser Armpit of Zardalu
Communion territory. It'salong way from thereto here, so | cadled Miranda and said we'd need financia
help to pay for the cost of the Bose trangitions.”

Asusua, Louis Nendas clothes were crumpled and his eyes were bloodshot and his battered face
needed ashave. And as usual, there was an intensity in the way he looked at Daryathat both pleased
and disturbed her.

She glanced away from him and said, "It was reasonable to ask for help if you were short of funds. |
assume that they gave someto you?'

"Y eah. But that's not the point. Asit happens, me an' Atvar have had agood year or two an’' we're
rolling in money. We sort of try to disguise that, of course, but you can't hide everything. A smple credit
check would have shown we didn't need no help. And when | made my request, | deliberately
sky-highed what | said we'd need. | do mean sky-highed, too, because | wanted to seeif | could learn

anything from their reply.”

Daryafound she waslooking back a himin spite of hersdf. "And?"

"Not amurmur. Instant gpprova of everything | asked for."

"What do you think it all means?'

"Haven't aclue. Except that somebody thinks this meeting is red super-important. But snce we're
supposed to find out tomorrow from Julian Graves, I'm not goin' to worry about it 'til then." Nenda

leaned closer to Darya, ignoring the angry hissthat came from the giant Cecropian on her other side.
"Nothin' else on the agendafor today. So how about you an' me havin' dinner an' catchin' up on things?”

CHAPTER FOUR

Sleeplessin Miranda Port.
When you have something to do, do it. When you have nothing to do, deep.

Hans Rebka had learned that rule on Teufel before hewas six yearsold. It had served him well through
two decades as atroubleshooter in the Phemus Circle, and even better during the nerve-racking two
yearswhile hetried to overthrow the Phemus Circle's corrupt central government.

That effort had not been a success—he had come within twelve hours of his own execution—but once
he was on the ship leaving Canddahe put al such thoughts out of hismind. Thetrip to Mirandawould
require careful piloting through anumber of Bose trangitions points, but that was not his responsbility.



Hans ate until his skinny belly bulged, went to his cabin, and fell adeep within thirty seconds. The weeks
in prison had pushed his body to its limits of endurance. For the next five days he intended to do nothing
but gorge, snooze, and wonder occasionaly why the inter-clade council might think it worthwhile to drag
him out of geol and al theway to Miranda.

A dozen close cdlls had given him alot of respect for his own abilities. He had survived the fearsome
Remouleur dawn wind on Teufel, saved awhole colony on Pelican's Wake, and flown an expedition on
Quaketo safety at the height of Summertide. But every one of those had been amarginal world, aplace
on the threshold for human existence. Mirandawasrich, safe, and salf-satisfied. 1t had been settled for
millennia

Hans yawned, turned over, and snuggled deeper under his blanket. So why Miranda? Well, when
somebody told him why they wanted him there, he would know. Until then . . .

Thefina Bosetranstion and transfer to the Upside Miranda Port entry point took place in the middle of
thelocal deep period. Hewastold by the bleary-eyed woman who cameto his quartersthat since he
wasalaeariva, he might aswell spend the rest of the night on board the ship. Meetings would continue
the next morning, and nothing would happen until then. Hans nodded. As soon as the woman left herose
and dressed in his borrowed uniform. It was something learned through experience: in an unknown
gtuation, any hit of extraknowledge might be the edge you would need. Examine your environment.

Hel€ft the ship and stared around him. Unlike Darya Lang, he wasted no time marvelling at the vast
magnificence of the Shroud with its myriad netted ships. He had been to Upside Miranda Port before,
and when heleft the last time he had felt in no great hurry to return. On that occasion he and Julian
Graves had been mocked when they tried to persuade the Council that the Zarda u, believed extinct for
eleven thousand years, were once again a large in the spiral arm. Could thiscall involve the Zardalu
again?If so, thistimeit would be the Council's job to convince him that he should take them serioudly.

His previous visit had provided him with avague layout of the docking center and station adminigrative
guarters. He moved slently along corridors deserted except for cleaning and maintenance crew,
low-level intelligencesthat froze in position until their motion sensors showed that he had passed. The
meseting roomswere adl empty. One of them contained agiant holographic display big enough tofill the
whole chamber. He waked through the middle of it. Thefirst part was the familiar territory of the loca
arm. He came to the nimbus of muddy brown that marked the Phemus Circle, and placed hisindex finger
on thetiny bright spark of Candela. It winked out of existence. If only it were so easy to blot out the
government there. . .

The spark reappeared as soon as he removed his finger. Government corruption would be the same,
returning to full strength throughout the Phemus Circle now that he was no longer there to wage war
againg it. Next time—if there could ever be anext time—hewould seek adlies from other clades before
he took on an entrenched power structure.

He continued through the chamber, wandering past Dobelle and into the beginnings of the galactic region
dominated by the Cecropia Federation. The display here showed unfamiliar stars and the scattered Sites
of old artifacts, Zirkelloch and Tantalus and Cusp. At Cusp he halted. He had been heading in the display
toward the galactic center, and he was at the edge of Cecropian influence. This marked the end of the
local arm, the place where the Gulf began. Nothing lay beyond but thousands of lightyears of empty
space, until finaly adetermined traveler who went on and on would reach the other side of the Gulf and
find the stars and dust clouds of the Sag Arm.



But somethingwas here. In the display, the darkness of the Gulf was broken by aline of pinpoints of
light. Stars? Rogue planets? Monstrous artificial free-gpace structures? The Builders could conjure such
things from nothing. They had placed Serenity thirty-thousand lightyears out of the gdactic plane. Hans
had been carried to that great enigma—involuntarily—and after hisreturn he fill he had no idea of its
purposes. Now, without some key, he could not guess what he might be seeing in the chain of lights that
gpanned the Gullf.

He left the chamber and prowled another dark corridor. Everyone should bein deeping quarters, but by
inginct he moved slently. That same caution made him pause at the entrance to another room. Thediding
door was open afraction.

Hansfroze, dl his senses dert. He peered through the one-centimeter crack, but saw and heard nothing.

The room beyond wastotdly dark. Hetold himself that hisimagination wasworking overtime. Still hedid
not move. Something—what>—convinced him that the room beyond was occupied.

* % *

The argument was no less fierce because it was conducted wholly through pheromona communication.
The chemica messengers passing between Louis Nendaand Atvar H'sd reeked with overtones of
suspicion, anger, and denid beyond anything that mere words could offer.

"l am betrayed.” The pair of fernlike antennas on top of the Cecropian's head weretightly furled in
indignation. "Y ou ingsted that the Council's call for our presence indicated their desperate need.”

"Hey, | think it does."

"Also, you spoke on the journey here of the possible commercid advantages that accrue to uson such a
richworld. And I, in my innocence, agreed.”

"Innocence! Y ou lost your innocence before you left the egg.”

"I wasinnocent of particular knowledge. | had no idea that the human female, Darya L ang, would be
here. You knew ."

"l sureashell didn't. | was as surprised to see her asyou were."

"Say what you will, the warmth of her pheromonal greeting to you was unmistakable. And you sought
her company later."

"l suggesteddinner . What'swrong with dinner, for Croesus sake? Hell, | gotta eat. And she said no.”

"To your obvious disappointment. It is clear now why you insisted that your faithful companion and my
vauable human-language teacher, Glenna Omar, be abandoned and | ft to her fate on Sentind Gate."

"Nuts. I've told you adozen times, Sentind Gate was Glennasidea, not mine. She thought we might be
heading for something dangerous. Danger isn't Glennas yle.”

"But treachery isyour syle.”
"Sure. Why el'se would you accept me as abusiness partner?”

"Do not play word games, Louis Nenda. Treachery towardme is adifferent matter. | am now convinced



that you know exactly why we are here. Infact, | strongly suspect that you engineered this from the
beginning. Y ouarranged to have messages—"

The flow of pheromones abruptly halted. Nendasaid, "At, I'm telling you for the last time—"

Hewas interrupted by a paw across his mouth and another on the nodules of the augment on his chest.
A powerful burst of pheromones said, "SILENCE. We are not done. If you must speak, do so softly
and only through the augment.”

Nenda glanced around the darkened room and saw nothing. "What? Where?'

"Beyond the door. A human mae."

"Y ou sure?'

"Of course | am sure. The odor cannot be mistaken." Atvar H'sd's proboscis quivered. Theyellow
horns turned, and the antennas above them unfurled to their fullest extent. "I can dso provide an identity.
It is Captain Hans Rebka—your old rivd for the sexud favors of thefemae, Daryal.ang.”

Nenda gritted histeeth, but he said only, "I didn't know Rebkawas here a Upside Miranda Port!"

"Hewas not, earlier in the day. To be more specific, if at Upside Miranda Port he was nowhere near us.
Had he been present, even half akilometer away, Jmerliaor | would have smelled him. Wait amoment.”

Again the antennas quivered. Atvar H'sa said at last, "He does not know that we are here, yet
somehow heissuspicious. His odor betrays uneasiness. Now—he is moving away aong the corridor. |
wonder how he knows?"'

"Rebka's a snooty bastard, but I'd never say he'safool. He can smell danger nearly asgood as| can,
and he knows how to look after himself. But At, you wanted proof that I'm not keeping information from
you. Now you haveit. Will you admit that | hate Rebka's guts?”'

"Y ou have never been ableto disguise that fact, at least from me. Y ou and he, in your incessant
bickering over the human femae—"

"Forget the goddamned human female. Or better till,don't forget her. Ask yoursdlf this: If | had the hots
for her the way that you claim, would | have brought Hans Rebka to Miranda Port?

"It seems unlikely." The pheromones hed an overtone of grudging admission.

"Unlikely? It's preposterous.”

"S0 youare admitting your interest in thefemde.”

"No such thing. | don't know why the Inter-clade Ethical Council caled this meeting—I wish | did. And
| had nothing to do with Hans Rebka being here, ether. | wish hewerentt, but that has nothing to do with
DaryalLang. He's atroubleshooter. A good one, too, who's dug himsalf out of some desperate fixes. But

his being here meanswere lookin' at trouble, with uslikely to bein the middle of it."

L ouis Nenda had been crouching in the shadow of Atvar H'sd's broad carapace, the location where he
found pheromona communication most easy. Now he stepped clear and went to dide the door wide



open. He peered aong the corridor.

"No sign of Rebka. But | can tell you onething for certain. If he's part of the meeting, we're not being
caled in for agarden party. Better be ready, At. | don't know what's coming up tomorrow, but you can
bet it'll beared doozy."

* * %

Standing at the narrow opening in the doorway, Hans Rebka had sensed—or imagined—the faintest
odor from within the chamber. It was sulfur-grass, with an overtone of something lessfamiliar.Alien .
Which alien, he neither knew nor cared. Without a sound, he retreated asfast as possible along the
corridor.

Origindly, hiswanderings within the Upside Miranda Port administrative station had been more or less
random. Now he had a destination. He sought the nearest of the external chambers, where an observer
could settlein to Sare a the stars.

Before he got there he experienced one more distraction. He passed one of the numerous chambers that
housed the station's distributed computer facilities. A row of windows permitted Hans to see everything
ingde the brightly lit room, including a solitary male human seated cross-legged before agray instrument
pand. The man had hisback to the windows, so Hans had aview only of neatly trimmed black hair
square-cut at the nape of the neck. Some kind of thin tube or cable led from the instrument panel toward
the man's hands or hidden chest. Hans guessed at aneura bundle, though what the man could possibly
want with such athing was anyone's guess.

And none of Hans Rebka's business. He watched for afew more seconds, then moved on.

The observation chamber sat at the end of a short tunnd that projected from the outer shell of the
gation. Hans could sit inaswive chair, orient himsdlf in any direction that he chose, and study every part
of the heavens not obscured by the body of Upside Miranda Port station itself. Of course, in keeping
with the natural cussedness of things, what most interested Hans was at the moment shielded from view.

That could never be more than atemporary problem, because the whole structure of the Upside
Miranda Port station dowly rotated. Hans faced maybe a five-minute wait.

He occupied the inevitable delay doing what he had earlier declined to do, and examined the contents of
the Shroud. The netsheld ships of al szes, shapes, origins, and ages, in dizzying variety and numbersfor
asfar asthe eye could follow. One nearby vessal caught his eye, from its strange yet familiar outline. He
had seen that design, like ahammer with a head at both ends, only once before. On that occasion he had
been far out in Zarddu Communion territory, where the outpost world of Bridle Gap orbited its neutron
gar primary, Cavesson. And Hans had at the time confirmed that the aien ship had been manufactured
nowhereintheloca arm: it was something built in afar-off time and place, by the speciesknown asthe
Chism Polyphemes.

What was such aship doing here? Wasit intended to provide proof of the boast made by the Miranda
Port sdles st&ff, that you could find in the Upside Shroud examples of every ship ever made?

The dow rotation of the station was bringing what he wanted to look at into view, and that pushed
condderation of the dien ship to the back of hismind. Visua ingpection of the glowing band of light that
was now agppearing would tell him nothing, and he stared at it for only afew moments. The Milky Way
shone brighter without the diffusing effects of a planetary atmosphere, but the spird arms beyond the
locd arm were still shrouded by interstellar dust and gas clouds. He had known that in advance, and



aready sdected the observation wavelengths that he wanted. He switched to them. The chamber had
been designed so that a viewer need not be aware that the "windows' now displayed the readings of
radiation and particle monitorsin spectral and energy regionsfar beyond what human senses could
experience directly. Suddenly, Hans could "see" through the obscuring veils of dust and gas.

Seeto the edge of the local arm. See across the Gulf. Seethe Sag Arm, looking no different now from
theway it had appeared at other times when he had done deep galactic viewing. And see, beyond the
Sag Arm, the galactic center itsdlf, with the million-star-mass black hole lurking at its hidden heart.

Hans brought his attention back to the Gulf. It appeared empty, asit had always been empty. It offered
no sign of the pinpoints of light provided by the giant diplay he had walked through insde the station. So
those bright points did not represent stars. They were acreation of the display itsdlf, not something visible
in nature.

But what were they? Hans had no idea. He lay back in the swivel chair and selected visible wave engths,
S0 that he was once more seeing by the natural light that came in through the chamber's transparent walls.

The view wasfamiliar and rdlaxing. The chair was comfortable, more comfortable than most beds that
he had dept in.

Asthe heavens turned dowly about him, Hans decided that although he had learned little, it was all that
hewas likely to get tonight.

There was dways tomorrow. Which would take care of itsdlf.
When you have nothing to do, deep.

Within seconds he was drifting off. In hisfina moments of consciousness, he imagined he was waking
out dong the staggered line of lightsthat lay like stepping-stones across the Gulf.

CHAPTER FIVE

A cry from the grave.

It had been Daryas intention to be early to the meeting and take a place as close to Julian Graves as
possible. That way there could be no accusation that any new disruptions had anything to do with her.

Her plan changed abruptly when she came to the corridor leading to the chamber where they were due
to meet. Someone—something—was ahead of her. She smelled an ammoniac odor, and saw a huge
midnight-blue form wide and tall enough to block the corridor.

A shiver passed through her body, at the same time as her mind told her to turn and run. Thirty meters
ahead of her, stlanding more than four meterstall on itsthick, splayed tentacles, was an adult Zarda u.
The bulbous head was twice the width of a human body. The cresture was—thank Heaven—facing



away from Darya, but she knew that the front of the head bore two gresat lidded eyes of cerulean blue,
each as big across as her stretched hand. Beneath the eyeswas a cruel hooked beak, more than big
enough to grasp within it ahuman body.

The Zardalu had been the bogeymen of a dozen different species and athousand worlds, monstrous
land-cepha opods believed extinct for deven thousand years but still the living nightmare of mythsand
legends. Darya knew that the Zardalu were again a presencein the local arm—she had been on their
homeworld of Genizee, and considered hersalf lucky to escape—but she had never expected to
encounter an adult Zardaluhere . No Zardalu should be free to move without watchful guards ready to
annihilateit at thefirgt 9gn of trouble.

Daryatook a couple of steps backward—and was grasped firmly from behind.

Her heart froze in her chest, until she redlized that those were human arms encircling her. Louis Nenda,
pawing her again! Shefdt alittle guilty at refusing to go to dinner with him, but didn't the man ever learn?
Terror changed to anger, and she spun around ready to give him the hardest dap he had ever felt.

Her hand was dready raised and moving when she saw who was behind her.

llHa,ﬁ n

"Who e se has hugging rights on you?' Hewas smiling.

"Hans, | had no ideathat you were coming to Miranda Port. Where have you been? I've sent message
after message for two months, and never had one word of answer.”

"None of them got to me. | wasn't where | could be reached.” He was holding her at arm's length.
"Darya, you're looking redlly good.”

"l wish | could say the same for you. Hans, what have you been doing to yoursalf?Y ou look like hell."

"If you think thisis bad, you should have seen me aweek ago. Darya, | didn't get your messages
because | couldn't. | wasin jail on Candela.”

“Why?

"I'll tell you about it later. Just now, | want to know why I'm a Upside Miranda Port. Being cdlled here
probably saved my life. Let's get to the meeting room.”

"Hans, therésaZardau inthiscorridor.” Darya stared ahead. "Or therewas. Where did it go?"
"The only placeit could possibly have gone—into the meeting chamber.” He was moving forward.
"Hans, dow down. I'mtdling you, it'saZardalu ."

"All right, soit'saZarddu. | fed sureit's sedated, or brain-dead, or some form of smulacrum.
Otherwise nobody would let it loose."

He had reached the entrance to the chamber, where he paused. Daryafollowed and moved cautioudy
to where she could see what was happening insde.



Her idea of getting to the meeting early had occurred to plenty of others. A fresh-faced, dark-haired
human mae whom she did not recognize was already seated where she wanted to be, right at the front.
Behind him was the Cecropian, Atvar H's d, flanked by the little Hymenopt, Kalik, and the Lotfian,
Jmerlia. And behindthem , in the chamber's biggest open space, stood L ouis Nenda.

She owed him an gpology, but thiswasn't thetimefor it. Because in front of Nenda, sprawling its great
length dong the floor, was the Zardal u. It was making a series of clicking and snorting sounds.

Nenda snorted right back at it. He said, "Y eah, yeah. Don't gimmethat,” and made his own set of clicks.
After afew seconds of hesitation, athick meter-long tongue of roya purple emerged from the Zarddu's
head.

LouisNendasaid, "I should think so. That's adamn sight better." He stepped forward and placed his
right boot on the outsiretched tongue.

Daryagasped in horror, expecting to see Nenda picked up in thigh-thick tentacles and dismembered.
He heard the gasp, glanced her way, and nodded a greeting. "Morning. Archie here has been gettin'
above himsdf while he was down on Miranda. | had to use Zardau dave lingo to remind him who's boss
an' who brought him herein thefirst place.”

He lifted hisfoot from the Zardalu's tongue. "Now, Archie, you get over to the back of theroom. You're
too big and ugly to st in front with the rest of us." He produced another set of clicks, and the Zardalu
rose, bowed its great head, and dithered away to the rear of the chamber.

Nenda turned back toward Darya and seemed to notice Hans Rebkafor thefirst time. "I'd say thatlittle
and ugly ought to sit in the back, too."

"Don't let me stop you, then. Go thereif you fed you ought to." Rebka camly made hisway toward the
front row of seats.

Louis Nenda growled and was heading for Rebkawhen Atvar H'sid placed her great body between
them. Sheraised her forelimbs, one over Nenda's head and another above Rebka, and hissed
menacingly.

"All right, all right." Nenda stepped around the Cecropian so that he could see Hans Rebka. " Just so you
don't get the wrong idea about why I'm layin' off now, it's because Atvar H'sa saysthat the meeting's
ready to start—she can smell Julian Gravesin the corridor. If wetry to fight she says shelll hold usupside
down an' shake senseinto us. She can doit, too. Y ou don't understand pheromone talk, but Jmerliawill
confirm her wordsif you have any doubts.”

"I'll believe Atvar H'sd." Rebka continued to the front row of seets, followed by DaryalLang. "Asfor
you, we can take this up some other time."

"The pleasure will be mine." Nenda squeezed into the last place up front, next to Darya, just as Julian
Graves entered the room.

If the councilor felt surprise at finding an audience dready in place—it waswell before the officia start
time of the meeting—he did not choose to revedl it. He nodded his bald, domed head at Hans Rebka,
said, "I heard of your arrival. Good," and turned to face the whole group.

"Since everyoneis here, and since you al know each other, I'll get down at once to business.”



Daryaglanced past Hans Rebka at the dark-haired man on her left. The Zardalu at the back of the
room—Archie, an incongruous name for such a giant beas—must be the one that Louis Nenda had
dragged dong, trussed and wriggling, when they al escaped from Labyrinth. But who was the strange
humen?

She decided not to ask. Julian Graves dready blamed her for interrupting yesterday's meeting.

The councilor went on, "Perhaps the compaosition of this group has alowed some of you to guesswhy
we are assembled here today. But let me be specific.

"We, like everyone e'se, grew up with the knowledge that there were Builder artifacts scattered around
thelocal arm. The artifacts had been present for millions of years, and we assumed that they would
aways be there. Some of us devoted alarge part of our livesto studying the Builder artifacts and seeking
to understand them."

Daryafdt it was safeto nod. She certainly fdl into that category.

"However," Julian Graves continued, "two years ago, an astonishing thing happened. Following the event
known as Summertide, in the Dobelle system, the artifacts started to change. | have heard haf adozen
proposed explanations as to the cause of those changes, but one fact cannot be denied: one by one, the
artifacts vanished. We saw the appearance of asingle new artifact, Labyrinth. And shortly after that,
Labyrinth disappeared dong with every other artifact. All of you were present during that climactic event.
Since then, we have seen no signs of an artifact anywherein our local arm of the galaxy. For the past two
years, dl hasbeen quiet.”

Perfectly true, and well-known to any five-year-old. So why are we having this meeting? But Darya
remained Slent.

Gravessad, "At least, we assumed that all was quiet. Then, two months ago, aship carrying aChism
Polypheme arrived a Upside Miranda Port. The Polyphemes are a species rarely seenin our locd arm,
sncetheir homeworld is somewhere in the Sag Arm. The Polyphemes are famoudy reluctant to give
accurate information on its whereabouts.”

Louis Nenda, next to Darya, sniffed loudly. "Why don't you tdll it likeit is, Councilor? Any Polypheme
would rather lie than tell the truth. They're the most crooked, unrdliable, deceitful speciesin the gdaxy. If
you believe anything that the one who came here said, you're afool.”

"Y ou may beright, dthough the Chism Polyphemes accord the doubtful honor of maximum duplicity to
humans. However, in this case it was not necessary to take the Chism Polypheme'sword for anything,
sinceit could speak not aword. The ship finished the journey on automatic pilot. The Polypheme was
dead on arrival.”

Daryafet a gpasm of movement on either side of her. Hans Rebka and Louis Nenda were hard to
shock, but they were shocked now. So was she. The Sag Arm was thousands of lightyears away. Only a
vadtly long-lived species, like the Polyphemes, would face the prospect of a Gulf crossing from one spira
arm to the next. Asfor onedying , she had never heard of such athing. By human standards, a Chism
Polypheme wasimmortd.

Julian Graveswent on, "Normdly, theinterior of aship arriving a Miranda Port is consdered private
property and off-limits. However, in this case there were exceptional circumstances. The port authority



felt aneed to know what event, be it natural or unnatural, had killed the Polypheme. To ensure that
suitable procedures and propriety were observed, they called in amember of the Ethical Council to be
present when the ship was entered. Upon aninitid investigation she was unable to determine the cause of
death. The body appeared quite intact, although a closer examination reveded that dmost every cell
within it had been ruptured and burst by some unknown agent. Soon afterwards, the councilor caled for
my assstance. She had, asamoveto determineif there might be some danger of contamination,
examined the ship'slog. And what she found was dmost beyond belief. The Chism Polyphemes,
astonishing asit may seem, have perhaps beenlying to the species of our spiral arm—and for thousands
of years."

LouisNendasad, "It'slikel told you—"

"Thereistherefore no need to tell me again. The ship'slog contained acomplete listing of Bose transition
points visited. The coordinates of the most recent transition nodes werein the Gulf ."

Daryafdt thetingleal theway up her spine. No one in the Fourth Alliance, or in the Cecropia
Federation whose boundary lay much closer to the Gulf, knew that those Bose nodes were there. Did it
mean...?

It did. Julian Graveswas continuing, "A chain of Bose nodes exigts, forming alink between this spird
arm and the Sag Arm. The Chism Polyphemes certainly did not create such achain, but obvioudy they
have been making use of it for millennia. The notion that the Polyphemes endured enormoudy long
crossings of the Gulf isamyth of their own devising. The Polypheme's ship log showed that it had
crossed the Gulf using exactly eleven Bose nodes. Thetota travel time to Miranda was amatter of
weeks."

Julian Graves made a gesture with his right hand, and the display of the principal clades and neighboring
Gulf that Darya had seen the day before appeared. "As you see, the Bose nodes begin at alocation
eadly reached from here, and they continue to points deep within the Sag Arm. A new and easy path
exigsfrom thisarm to the neighboring one.

"That, however, was not the main reason why the councilor called me, nor thereason why | called this
mesting. The ship contained other information within its data banks. The councilor concluded—and |
agree with her concluson—that there is evidence of Builder artifactsin the Sagittarius Arm."

It was Daryasturnto jerk upright in her seat. A suggestion of existing Builder artifacts—even from such
aknown unrdiable source as the Chism Polyphemes. ..

Graveswent on, "Furthermore—"
Hewas interrupted by aquiet voice from Daryas|eft. "May | speak?”

With those words came instant recognition. Darya said to the dark-haired man sitting next to Hans
Rebka, "Why, youre Tdly! But you arein adifferent body."

"Yes, indeed. | am E. Crimson Tadly." The embodied computer grinned horribly at Darya. "l perceive
that you did not know me until | spoke. That is because, one month ago, it was necessary to place me
within anew setting. For some reason, the bodiesinto which | have been placed suffer an abnormaly
highfalurerate

Darya could imagine—the embodied computer had adisregard for danger that only abeing with atotaly



replaceable body could match. And theingalers till hadn't managed to get that ghastly smileright.
E.C. Tdly said again to Julian Graves, "Councilor, may | speak?’
"I havein the past found no way to prevent you. Go ahead.”

"I merely wish to point out that the evidence of Builder artifactsin the Sag Armisnot new. Extra
capabilities were added to my newly embodied brain, plusimproved data access channelsto my body.
Last night | downloaded everything in the generd data banks. Information there about the Sagittarius
Arm indicates the presence of Builder artifacts.”

"That istrue. Do you know where that information came from?"

"No sources were quoted. Theinformation has perhaps been in the data banks for thousands of years. |
do not know its derivation.”

"But wedo." Jmerliaraised agtick-thin limb. "Atvar H'sa offers gpologies for thisinterruption, but the
meatter isimportant. She says, long ago, members of the Cecropia Federation interested in Builder
artifacts did acomplete survey of al knowledge of the Sag Arm relating to possible Builder activity there.
The concluson wasthat everything originated in satements made by Chism Polyphemes.”

"Which meansit'sal aload of crappo.” Louis Nendaswiveled in his seat and looked aong the row to
Tdly. "E.C., didn't you spend time with Dulcimer?"

"Indeed | did."

"Well, Dulcimer was a Chism Polypheme, an' didn't he give you al that garbage about Polytope, an' how
it was aworld built by the free-gpace Manticore?"

"Garbage? | thought it was adl true.”

Julian Gravessad firmly, "E.C. Taly, what a Chism Polyphemetellsyou isalmost certainlynot true.
Moreimportant, | will not have this meeting turned into an irrdlevant series of digressions.”

"May | spesk?'

"Y ou may speak as much asyou like—after | havefinished. The facts are these: we have no absolute
proof that there are Builder artifactsin the Sagittarius Arm. However, astrong possibility existsthat there
are. This alone would be enough to encourage some investigators to make atrip to the inward arm.
However, there are other and more compelling reasonsfor an interest in the Sag Arm. When the ship of
the Chism Polypheme was thoroughly explored, agroup of other dien beings was discovered within their
own sedled living quarters. There were elghteen of them. They were of a species unknown to us—and
every onewas dead. Like the Chism Polypheme, their bodies were outwardly undamaged. But like the
Polypheme, dl their body cells had been burst open by some unknown force.”

Graves waited for the murmur to die down before he continued, "With consderable difficulty, we have
been able to decipher their records. They came here to seek our advice and our assistance, athough
there is no suggestion that they ever thought the trip would prove fatal to them. They call themselvesby a
name which our trandation machines offer asMarglotta . Their homeworld isinthe Sag Arm, and it
trandatesas Marglot. It issomewherein here.”



Graves again gestured, and the Gulf with its pattern of Bose nodes vanished. It was replaced inthe 3-D
display by along, twisting volume of space, dotted with the beacons of supergiant stars and great
obscuring clouds of dust and gas.

"The Sag Arm, in detail. Heré'—ablinking point of blue gppeared—"is our best estimate for the location
of the Marglot system. Either we are misunderstanding their records, or the Marglottacome from a
strange world indeed. There seem to be four poles, defined as North, South, Hot, and Cold. No
explanation is offered for this. The Marglotta apparently did not fed it necessary to keep in their files
descriptive details of their own home world. However, you will have plenty of timeto puzzle out the
sgnificance of thefour planetary poleslater.”

Later?But if no one else asked the question, Daryawas not about to interrupt. The councilor's big,
domed head, with its powerful mnemonic twin memory and misty blue eyes, still had the power to
intimidate her.

Graves went on, "Now for aquestion which you may aready have asked yourselves. Why wasl, a
member of theinter-cladeEthical Council, called in? | have perhaps had more contact than other
councilorswith Builder artifacts, but | am by no means an expert on the subject. How are ethics
involved? | can give you asmple answer. We may be dedling with attempted genocide. The Marglotta
say that their world is changing. Some great destructive forceis at work in the Sag Arm. It has spread
geadily for many millennia, possibly for millions of years. The Marglotta suspect the influence of the
Builders. | cannot spesk asto the truth of that conjecture, but we have made our own observations of the
Sag Arm. Wefind aregion utterly lacking in light and life. Observe.”

The chamber dimmed. The new 3-D display seemed to grin back at Darya. It was as though something
had taken abite out of the spird arm and left asmall sphere of black nothing where stars should be.

"Scary picture." Louis Nenda spoke softly, as much to himself asto Darya. "And hard luck on Marglotta
and friends”

She whispered back, " Scary, and strange. Anything on that scale hasto be Builder activity. But no
Builder artifact in our arm ever destroyed whole stdllar systems.”

Julian Graves was staring at them. Louis Nenda said, more loudly, " Somethin's doing a number on the
Sag Arm. But Councilor, it'sazillion lightyears away. We're safe enough.”

"I do not share your confidence on the latter point." Julian Gravess deep voicefilled the hdl. "Our own
clades—all our own clades—could be in danger. We went back to observations of the Sag Arm made
millenniaago. The dark sphereisgrowing, and asit spreads, its outer boundary will come closer to an
edge of the Sag Arm—to the place, in fact, where nodes of the Bose network stretch across the Gulf
toward our own spird arm.”

Darya could sense Hans Rebkamoving restlessly at her sde. He said, "1 see what you're getting at. But
what are we talking about here? We sure don't need to worry about next week, or next year. How long
do we have?'

"Precisely?' Thelights came on, and Graves was frowning. "I do not know. E. Crimson Taly? An
esimate?'

"From the data available, the affected area could reach the far edge of the Gulf somewhere between
twenty-nine and thirty-two thousand years from now."



Graves nodded. "There's your answer, Captain Rebka. But | wonder why you ask."

Rebka stood up restlessly, athough squeezed between Daryaand E.C. Taly he had no placeto go.
"Because of who | am, and what I've done dl my life. | can see why Daryamight get excited when there
are dgnsthat the Builders are busy in the next arm over. | can see why you are involved, because the
immediate danger to the Marglottais an ethica question. But me, I'm grictly short-term. Get in afix
today, maybe | can get you out of it by tomorrow. At least I'll try. But when you talk thousands and tens
of thousands of years, I'm as much use as feathers on afish.”

"Which goes doubled for At an' me." Louis Nenda stood up, too, leaving Darya Sitting sandwiched
tightly between him and Rebka. "An' our daves, Jmerliaan’ Kallik—"

"They are not your daves, Mr. Nenda. | object strongly to the use of that word. They are free beings.”

"Try tdlin' that tothem , Councilor—maybe you'll have more luck than I've had. But don't get me off the
point. Me an' At don't specidizein ethics”

"l am not unaware of that point. Infact, | am relying uponit.”

"Eh?What kind of crack isthat? Anyway, not only ethics. I've been mixed up with Builder stuff ever
snce Summertide, but nobody in their right mind would call me anexpert onthem.”

"Thisdsnisafact wel-known to me."

"Sowhy am | here? Why is At here? Why is that"—Nenda seemed ready to use something insulting, but
finally hejust jerked athumb toward Hans Rebka—"why ishe here? Hdll, why is any one of us here? We
were forced to come, you know—we didn't want to."

Gravesnodded. "That also isno surprise. Mr. Nenda, and Captain Rebka also, | am afraid that one
element of thiswhole affair has apparently escaped you. | should have been clearer at the outset. You
were not brought to Miranda Port smply to be provided with information concerning the new Bose
nodes that lead to the Sag Arm. Y ou were not brought here to learn about the Marglotta, or the
destructive force at work in the Sagittarius Arm. Nor were you brought here to offer your advice,
vauable asthat may be. Y ou were brought here because you, and |, and everyone present in this
chamber, have amore active role to perform.”

"Likewhat?'
"Like, Mr. Nenda, to discover what threatens to destroy Marglot, and what one day may destroy us.”
Graves bowed his head, so that light gleamed on his bald dome with its pattern of radiation scarsthat for

some reason he had never bothered to have removed. "Miranda Port represents no more than apoint of
embarkation. As soon as possible, we will dl be on our way to the Sagittarius Arm."

CHAPTER SIX



Through the Gulf.

Darya, even though she was from one of the richest worldsin the Fourth Alliance, had never dreamed
that shipslike thePride of Orion existed. It was amiracle of compact structure. Although it was not
especidly large, and dthough it looked like and operated as one perfectly integrated body, the ship could
divideinto sx self-contained vessals. Each had its own drive and its own Bose transfer capability. The
ship had been renamed before they set out from Upside Miranda Port. Darya suspected that was a
Council act. ThePride of Orion and everyone within it would be the first representatives of thelocal arm
to vist itsinward neighbor.

Or not quite thefirst. ThePride of Orion was about to pass through yet another Bose trangition. Just
ahead, amere pulsating speck on the screen, flew amuch smaller ship. Even as Daryawatched and
wondered, theHave-It-All entered the node and the signa beacon vanished.

Its presence on the expedition was the result of aterrific argument with Julian Graves on the eve of their
departure; an argument, moreover, in which the unheard-of took place: Hans Rebka and Louis Nenda
had agreed with each other completely.

"ThePride of Orion iseffectively indestructible.” That was Julian Graves.

"I don't careif thePride of Orion ismade of solid neutronium and could fly up the wazoo of a
Bolingbroke giant and come out in one piece." Nenda stood arms akimbo, glaring at the councilor.
"Smart people don't do thingsthat way, an' | can't believe you don't know it."

"Nendasright." Hans Rebka poked an accusing finger at Graves. "Y ou saw it for yourself during
Summertideand on Genizee. No matter how secure you fedl, you don't travel without a backup.
Especialy when you're heading beyond known space.”

"We have aback-up ship, for Heaven's sake. We havesix back-up ships, right on thePride of Orion . If
you want to ingpect them, you have my permission to vist every one.”

"Yeah, an' that's real easy to do." Nendalooked around as though seeking a good place to spit. "Y ou
know why? Because theyare right there on board thePride of Orion . It gets zapped, they get zapped.”

"What could possibly, asyou put it, 'zap' thePride of Orion ?'

"If we knew the answer to that, weld be alot lessworried." Thistime Rebka's outstretched finger
actudly touched the councilor's chest. "I don't understand your logic here. Taking an extraship dong will
cost the Council anegligible amount.”

"Costnothin' , you mean." Nenda jerked athumb toward the silent Cecropian. "At an' me, well fly the
Have-It-All in scout positionfor free .

"Even better. Councilor, are you listening? Y ou have somebody willing to fly on ahead of thePride of
Orion , to make sure that there are no problems waiting. "Hans Rebka gave Nenda a quick sideways
glance at that point—the offer to lead the way into possible danger sounded alittle too good to be
true—but hewent on, "A lead scout isin everyone's best interests.”

"It would not beright to ask Mr. Nenda and Atvar H'sid to expose themselvesto risks not borne by the
rest of us. In any case, we will have aspecia group of humans on board thePride of Orion , with unique



training in surviva techniques. Theinter-clade council inggtsonit.”

"Oh yeah? Training acquired where? Sitting on their asses on one of the cushy worlds of the Fourth
Alliance? If you took ‘em to Kardlia—"

"—or to Teufd."

Nendaglared at Hans Rebka "Hey, Captain, were not competin' on thisone." He turned back to
Graves. "Take'emto Kardiaor Teufe, an' thelocasd eat 'em for supper an’ spit 'em out with the pits.”

"l have no reason to question the survival team's competence. They were trained under the direct
supervision of ArabellaLund, whom | happen to know persondly. And | do not want you to take

unnecessary risks."

"Fine. You're not askin' me an At to do that.We're askin'you . An' we're not offering miracles. If there's
trouble on theway, al well give you will be afew minutes of warning.”

The argument went on and on. But Hans and Louis had findly won. The proof of that was the presence
on the expedition of theHave-1t-All , which had aready madeits next Bose transition. Daryastared hard
at the screen, seeing nothing but knowing that the node entry point for thePride of Orion could be no
more than afew minutes avay. One advantage of this ship's curious Structure was the existence within its
hull of scores of private chambers where a person could retire with her thoughts and hide away from
others. Each room had access to thePride of Orion 'sexterna viewing sensors, and what Daryawanted
to see on the display was the reassuring beacon of theHave-It-All as soon astheir own ship completed
itstrangtion.

Crossng the Gulf was nothing like norma interstellar travel, where you were dways comforted by the
sght of nearby starsthat might send help if your superlumina travel modesfailed. Around thePride of
Orion lay only avast seaof emptiness. The spiral arm from which they had come lay far behind. Ahead
the Great Unknown of the Sag Arm sprawled across haf the sky.

And within that unknown, perhaps, lay completely new Builder artifacts. Darya had not been able to
focus on anything else since Julian Graves mentioned the possibility. She had regjected from Louis Nenda
asuggestion that they compare notes on what they knew about the Sag Arm—"1'll show you mine an’
you show me yours." She had aso been unable to return to her previous intimacy with Hans Rebka, and
it had little to do with the fact that they had been apart for two years.

Even the delivery of what Councilor Graves clearly thought of asawarning seemed to lack redlity.

That had comein answer to Hans's protest, at the end of thefirst meeting. ™Y ou're crazy if you think a
handful of us can run off and in afew weeks sort out the problems of aregion asbig asdl our territories
put together."

Gravessforehead added afew moreworry lines. "Captain Rebka, | have never suggested any such
thing. Our god isthe exploration of what is happening on Marglot, and possibly an attempt to help the
Marglotta. We do not expect to understand the mystery of dying worlds, or to determine the fate and
future of thewhole Sag Arm. However, | would be remissif | failed to inform you of another important
point concerning our journey. Asyou remark, we are smal in numbers, evenif largein experience of the
Buildersand their artifacts. But our expedition isassmall asit is because thisisviewed by the Council as
ahigh-risk endeavor."



In other words they don't want to send too many of us, just in case we don't come back. But even
that thought hadn't had as much effect on Daryaasit should. Artifacts What wouldn't she giveto see
new Builder artifacts? She redlized now how boring it had been for the past couple of years, Sitting in her
office a the Indtitute on Sentind Gate and methodically recording every eement of the disappearance of
Builder presence. It had been like making notes on your own degth.

With that thought, Daryafelt within her the near-imperceptible quiver that told of impending passageinto
and through a Bose node. She peered at the screen, seeking that other dot of light.

And thereit was, asgna beacon blinking its message. TheHave-1t-All was safely through, with the
Pride of Orion following close behind. But the thing that made Darya catch her breath lay beyond the
two ships. They had attained the far sde of the Gulf. A fina and short Bose trangition should take them to
the Marglot system. However, even before that there might be evidence of Builder artifacts.

Darya eagerly scanned the glittering starscape thet filled the sky ahead. Many years of experiencetold
her that she was probably wasting her time. Builder artifactswere infinitely varied in appearance. They
ranged from apparently normal structures, like the Umbilica that ran between Opa and Quake, to the
near-unfathomabl e space-time convolutions of the Torvil Anfract. An artifact could look like anything or
nothing.

Shelooked anyway, swinging a high-resolution scanner acrossthe sky. Stars and to spare—they
seemed more thickly clustered than in the home Orion Arm—but nothing to hint at Builder presence.

She jumped as avoice behind her said, "Too soon, | fear.”
Sheturned to see E.C. Tdly standing there.
"How did you know what | was looking for? And how did you know where | was?"

"Thelatter question is easly answered. ThePride of Orion 's centra data bank contains a complete
occupation directory for every chamber at dl times."

"So you know where the survival team ishoused?' For whatever reason, Julian Graves had kept his
team of survivd specidigtsin secluson.

"Of course"

"Do you know how many of them there are”?’

"There arefive, dl of human form. None, aas, appears to be an embodied computer. Asto what you
were seeking as you scanned the sky, | assumethat it iswhat al others seem to be seeking: afirst look at
the Marglot system.”

"Arewe close enough for that?'

"No. Nor will we be, until thefina Bose transition is accomplished. However, logic isnot a work here.
Every being on board, in spite of known facts, staresimpatiently at the screens. It iscurious, but evenl,
who according to my designers lack circuits for the emotion known as excitement, fed asense of

impending fulfillment."”

"But you're not staring a screens.”



"No. Logic dill playsaggnificant part in my actions. Our find Bose trangition to the vicinity of what we
hope will be the Marglot system lies an hour in the future, and | have calculated that the whole system
subtends less than a second of arc from our present distance. It istherefore invisible to the naked eye. |
sought you out in order to ask for your assstance on something else, something for which the data banks
provide no guidance.”

"Thenit'snot likely that | can help.”
"Councilor Graves suggests otherwise. The subject calsfor opinion, rather than fact. May | speak?”

Had Julian Graves sent Tdly to her just to get rid of the embodied computer, with hisendless
what-why-how? Darya gave up on screen-watching. The chances of finding evidence of Builder
presencein thefirg five minutesin the Sag Arm was aslow asthat of seeing the Marglot system itself.
Sheresigned hersdf to an E.C. Tdly lecture. "What's your problem?”

"The nature of the Builders."
"Y ou're out of luck. Nobody knows that."

"My question is specific, and concernsthe generaity of their distribution. Were you present during the
dissection of the Marglotta corpses?”

"No, | wasnot." AndUgh! aswell. From what Darya had heard and the pictures she had seen, the
bodies had been shrunken mummies by the time they were discovered in their sealed chamber on the
Polypheme's ship. She wondered just when they had died.

"Nor, regrettably, was | present. However, | understand that the Marglotta are very different in externa
body structure and internal organs from any creaturesin our locd arm.”

"That's not surprising, E.C. The Sag Armisso far away, you'd expect the development of lifeto have
occurred there independently. Their beings should look and act utterly differently.”

"So Councilor Graves suggested. Y et tests of the Marglottaliving quarters on the Polypheme ship
suggest that they were not segregated because they breathed different air from the Polypheme. In fact,
they could have bresthed the same air with no difficulty. And the Chism Polyphemes—who dso
developed in the Sag Arm—can breathe the same air as humans and Cecropians. Analysis of materid in
the Marglotta digestive tracts shows that they were also able to eat the same kinds of food as humans.
Now, you are of course familiar with the ancient theory of panspermia?”’

Darya groaned mentally. One problem in dedling with E. Crimson Taly was the embodied computer's
built-in urge to acquire as much information as possible—no matter how old, no matter how useless. She
shook her head.

"Redly?Then | will explain." E.C. Tdly casudly fitted aneurd cable from the room'stermind to the
socket on his chest, and went on without missing a best. " Panspermia posits that life on many worlds was
seeded there from outside. Thisleads at once to a question: Could such seeding take place not merely
among the neighboring stars of agalactic arm, but clear acrossthe Gulf?"

"l havenoidea™



"But | do. | performed the necessary calculation of Gulf crossing-time for spores of living matter when
propelled by light pressure. | made plausible assumptions as to the mass/arearatio of such spores. And
theresult | obtained was asurvival probability so closeto zero that it can for al practical purposes be
ignored.”

"Am?'

"| decided that interstellar seeding can indeed take place, but not across so great a span as the Gulf.
From which one would conclude that any living beings who inhabit the Sagittarius Arm must have arisen
as and be descended from independent life. And yet we can breathe the same kind of air asthe
Marglottaand Polyphemes.”

"That's because of the Principle of Convergence.”" It wasrare for Daryato find smple facts of which
Tdly remained ignorant. "We have good theoretica grounds for expecting al worldswithin the habitable
zone of agtar eventually to tend to develop one of just two kinds of atmosphere. Either they remain
hydrogen-rich, or photosynthetic forms devel op and they become oxygen-nitrogen rich. Taskar Lucindar
proved that principle usng very genera arguments, more than three thousand years ago.”

"Indeed she did. She aso pointed out that the Principle of Convergence applied to biospheresasa
whole, but not to the living formsthat might inhabit them. To explain observed smilaritiesin edible
materials, Taskar Lucindar invoked the principle of panspermia; which, as| have proved to my own
satisfaction, cannot operate across any empty space as wide as the Gulf."

Go away, Tally. You make my head ache. What was the old comment about the ancient who
knew everything? "He not only overflowed with learning, but stood in the slop.”

Daryasaid mildly, "So what's your question, E.C.?"

"Why, itisas| sad: the Builders. They occupied our spird arm long ago, and they filled it with their
artifacts. Did they aso occupy the Sag Arm, and perhaps the whole galaxy? Were they, rather than
panspermia, the instrument by which life formswith similar metabolic requirements were able to gppear
on both sides of the Gulf?"

E.C. Tdly now had Daryasfull attention. For yearsit had been her conviction that the Builders would
not have confined their presence to a single galactic arm. Her unplanned and uncontrolled trip to Serenity,
the huge Builder artifact thirty thousand lightyears out of the plane of the galaxy, had supported her belief,
athough Professor Merada and others at the Artifact Research Ingtitute on Sentinel Gate still regarded
the story of that journey asapureflight of fancy.Proving that the Builders had been active in the Sag
Arm (and beyond) required access to that arm—which had until now been impossible. True, there were
the wild talestold by the Chism Polyphemes. But Darya, like Hans Rebka, lacked faith in Polypheme
pronouncements on that or any other subject.

Shesad, "If the Builderswere active dl over the galaxy, that explainsalot of things." She added, "Kalik
and Atvar H'sd cantell you—" Then she paused.

She had been going to say that the Hymenopt and the Cecropian probably knew as much about the
Buildersas she did. Unfortunately, Kdlik and Atvar H'sid were aboard theHave-It-All , dong with
Nenda, Jmerlia, and the hulking Zardalu, Archimedes.

She glanced up to the display. The flashing beacon of the other ship was pulsing a a higher rate.



"E.C., that'saBose entry signd. They're about to make another trangtion.”
"That is correct. Another, and thefina one."
"So soon?”

"As| sad, thislast stage of thejourney is short and smple. Unlessthey return awarning drone after
Bose node entry, our own trangition isonly afew minutes away. However, asto my earlier question, and
our discusson of it—"

"Not now, Tdly. If you don't mind, I'd rather not talk.”

Unlike E.C., Darya definitely did have circuits for emotion. At the moment they were close to shorting
out with overload. So many elements were converging. Louis Nendawas abouit to take aleagp into
unknown dangers—she found it hard to forgive hersdlf for refusing his smple request for amed together;
mixed with worry for Louis came the excitement of encountering anew stellar system that sounded like
nothing anyone had ever seen; and findly, most powerful of dl, there was the promise of renewed Builder
interaction. That hit her like strong wine after atwo-year drought.

Daryawatched and waited until the beacon of theHave-1t-All vanished, then watched and waited again
through the long minutes preceding their own Bose trangtion.

The moment came at last. The universe blinked. Darya sighed, leaned forward, and opened her eyes
wide.

And saw nothing. Shefelt bewildered. The records left by the Chism Polypheme and the dead Marglotta
should have brought thePride of Orion to asystem where the centrd primary was agreenish-yellow star
dive with hydrogen prominences. Before her eyeslay nothing but darkness, lit by the wan gleam of

far-off darsand gaaxies.

At her side, E.C. Tdly was not limited to wavel engths visible to humans. The embodied computer wasin
direct contact with @l the sensors of thePride of Orion , which had completed afirst full-sky survey
within milliseconds of trangtion. Darya heard Tally's exclamation of surprise.

"What isit, EC.?"
"One gtar, but many planets—more than forty of them."”
"Where?| can't seeasingleone.”

"Nor can |, even with the superior eyes of my body. But thePride of Orion reports the presence of a
centra gar lessthan two hundred million kilometers away from us, orbited by alargetrain of planets.”

"Then why don't we see them?"

"Becausethey aredl, even the centra dar, at low temperatures. ThePride of Orion employs
bolometers, able to detect and measure the radiation from objects only afew degrees above absolute
zero. Thisisridiculoud”

"What is?' Darya had heard—or imagined—excitement in Tdly's voice.



"Why, the readings. The star and most of the planets are cold, no more than a couple of hundred
degrees absolute. But one of those planets—abig one, in aclose-in orbit—isat only 1.2 kelvins. That is
lower than the temperature of the universe's microwave background radiation.”

"lan't that physicaly impossble?’

"According to the accepted theories of human and Cecropian scientists, it is. But perhapsthe scientists
of the Sag Arm employ different theories"

Daryahardly heard E.C. Tdly'sreply. A more disturbing thought had come into her head. Where was
the beacon? Where was the flashing sign assuring them of the safe arrival of the others? Wherewas Louis
Nenda?

Daryacaled for anew full-sky survey, centered on the frequencies of the sgnd beacon. She
concentrated totaly on the monitors asthe results camein, ignoring E.C. Taly who was il babbling on
a her sde.

Nothing, nothing, nothing. TheHave-1t-All , long with dl its crew, had vanished without atrace.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Thewrong place.

Louis Nendawished to travel separately from thePride of Orion for avery specific reason. Julian
Graves, asyou might expect of anumb-nuts Ethical Council member, was a hopel ess pacifist who did
not believe in the use of wegpons. Maybe it hadn't been Gravessideato add a"surviva team" to the
party, but it was unlikely that he had fought againgt it. Arabella L und—whoever she might be—had
trained them, and she was one of Gravess buddies. So he trusted her and them. Nenda, on the other
hand, trusted nobody but himself, and he had made too many blind and desperate |egps through Bose
nodes to leave to chance whatever might lie on the other side.

Long before theHave-1t-All made the final Bose trangition, the ship had every weapons port open and
every wegpon primed. All warning sensorswere on full aert. The ship was ready to fire on command, to
make another Bose jump, or to run a high-speed route for whatever cover might exist. Nendahad also
dlenced any devicethat might signa their presenceto an unfriendly listener. If anyone's signal beacon
served asahoming signa for enemy fire, it would not be Louis Nendas. What those morons on thePride
of Orion choseto do was up to them.

TheHave-It-All emerged from the node and floated free in space, its drives turned off. Nenda took one
look at the warning displays and released along-held breath.

"Nothing. Not one blessed thing."
He meant that he saw no signs of anything dangerous, but Atvar H'sd, a hisside, was receiving the

input of other sensors tuned to her own echolocation vision. Her pheromonal output murmured, "L ess
than nothing.” When Nenda turned to stare, she became more specific. "We are supposed to find here



the home world of the Marglotta, are we not? It is the presumed source of much strangeness and
who-knows-what wonders of alien technology, priceless when returned to the Orion Arm. Tl me, then.
Where are these treasures?’

Nendaturned on the raft of displays not dedicated to warnings. TheHave-1t-All should have emerged
close to the Marglotta home star, somewhere within acomplex stellar system. All that showed on his
screen was a central disk of darkness againgt afaint background of distant stars.

He scanned the other monitors. "Nothing at any wavelength. What gives? Has the Marglotta star been
turned into ablack hole? And where are the planets?'

The pheromond reply from Atvar H'sia wastinged with uneasiness. "There are planets, in dbundance.
But all are cold. Too cold for liquid water, too cold for a breathable atmosphere.”

"No air, no water. So thereé's no life. Unlessthe Marglottadon't need any of that?*

"But they do, Louis. Remember, they were air breathersjust aswe are air breathers. They could not
survive on any of theworldswe see.”

"Master Nenda, if | may with respect add to thisdiscussion.” Kallik, crouched at Nenda's side, had
access to the same displays and was following Nenda's spoken version of the conversation with Atvar
H'sd. "The main body that you see on the screen cannot be ablack hole. Our mass detectorsindicate
that it contains as much matter asalarge star, and thisis confirmed by the periods of revolution of the
planets. However, ablack hole of such amasswould have adiameter of only afew kilometers. What we
observeisadense object several tens of thousands of kilometersin diameter, at just a couple of hundred
degrees above absolute zero."

"The size of alarge planet, but as heavy asadtar. A white dwarf?"

"Except that it gives off no energy. | wonder.” The Hymenopt hesitated.

"Spit it out, Kallik. No timeto get coy with me."

"The body that we see does not lie a the end of any natural stellar evolutionary sequence known in our
own spiral arm. It appearsto be solid matter in acold, crystalized form. Could it be that the laws of
physicsare different in the Sag Arm?”’

"That isat best aremote possibility.” Atvar H'sid had been receiving pheromona trandation through
Nenda, and her response revealed her chemical scorn at such anidea. "The laws of physics are the same
throughout the universe.”

"Maybe. But either way we got usamystery.”

"| think not. Louis, thereis one other possible answer. Ask Kdlik if she believesthat the ar arrived in
its present Sate through natural processes.”

As soon as she received the question, Kallik shook her round head. "'l can see no way for natural
processes to achieve such aresult.”

"Very good." Atvar H'sd nodded as Nenda gave her that reply, and went on, "Tell Kdlik, then it must
have reached its present state throughunnatural processes. The star has beendrained of itsenergy, by



some externa agent.”

"I concur. And the sameistruefor the big planet.” Kalik gestured to the bank of monitors. "Observe. It
issupernaturally cold. Nothing in thiswhole system iswarm enough to radiate significant amounts of
energy.”

"Not quite nothing. Not any more." Nenda pointed to one of the monitors, where the signa beacon of
another ship suddenly flashed bright against the dark span of the Gulf. "Look at those dummies. They're
certainly radiating energy. They come through the Bose node into possible danger, an' they'redl lit up for
the holidays. I'll bet you Hans Rebkais foaming a the mouth, but he don't have fina say on thePride of
Orion . Lucky for them there's nothing Sittin' here waitin' to wipe 'em out.”

"Nothingnow ." The chill in Atvar H'sd'swords wasthat of the frozen stellar system to which they had
come. "But at sometime, Louis, the fusion processes of that star were halted and it was depleted of its
energy. Something has been at work here on ascalethat | find hard to imagine.”

"The Builders?'

"They are certainly capable of it. Y et this does not fit with my perceptions of Builder activities.”

"Kadlik? Do you think the Builders might have done this? Atvar H'sid saysno."

"With respect, Master Nenda, | must agree with Atvar H'sid. This does not have the fed of aBuilder
atifact."

"So where do we go from here? At, do you think we're safe in this system?”

"I believe that we are safefor the moment . The continued existence of thePride of Orion supports that
idea. Its crew must be as puzzled aswe are, sncethisis clearly not the system of the Marglotta.”

"We should have known that dl dong. Wetold 'em that no Polypheme ever tdllsthe truth unlessit has
to."

"Congratulations to us on our own perspicacity. However, saf-praise does uslittle good. Thisisnot the
place where we thought to arrive. | repest, it is not the system of the Marglotta”

"Damn right. It's colder than awitch's cul-de-sac.”

"And | am at alossto suggest what we should do next."

"Ten heads might be better than five. Let'sgo an' seeif Graves and his bunch have any bright ideas.”
"In order to do that, Louis, we must ether travel or send signalsto them.”

"Then that'swhat | guess we gottado.”

"Either sgnadsor motion will reved our existence and our position.”

"But according to you, At, for the moment we don't need to worry too much about that." Nendaturned

ontheHave-It-All 'ssigna beacon. "There. Now everybody knowswere here" He activated the
intercom to the pilot's cabin. "Hit them buttons, Jmerlia, an’ take usto rendezvous. It'stime to compare



notes. Let's give the others a chance to show off how smart they are.”
* % %

TheHave-1t-All was Louis Nendas pride and joy and his most treasured possession. Allowing Jmerlia
to serve asits pilot represented a triumph of reason over emotion.

Nendas homeworld, Kardia, wasn't the sort of place that went in for formal education. Surviva wasthe
limit of most peopl€'s ambition. Maybe because of that, L ouis despised anything that might be labeled as
philosophica thought. But he had learned athing or two in the school of hard knocks, and one of them
wasthat if somebody or something did ajob better than you ever would or could, it made senseto let
them. Jmerliahad ingtincts and eyesight and reflexes that Nenda could not match. So, Jmerliawould fly
the ship.

In the same way, Kdlik had superior andytica ability, while Atvar H'sd possessed agreat knowledge
of Builder history. Nenda suspected that Darya Lang knew even more, but he wasn't about to head into
that territory. Atvar H'sd's satisfaction when Daryawas | eft behind on the other ship had sent a
pheromona message you could read at a hundred meters.

And amid dl thistalent, what did Louis Nenda himsdlf do? He knew the answer to that. He did anything
left over that had to be done, and he examined anything that made his guts rumble uneasily for no defined
reason. While theHave-1t-All and thePride of Orion closed in on each other, he took a closer ook at
the planets orbiting their frozen primary.

Ignoring the usual space rubble of minor planetoids and comets, the count was unusudly high. The
tracking equipment on theHave-1t-All reported forty-seven sizeable bodies, eighteen of them massive
enough to maintain some kind of atmosphere. Few of them did—most were smply too cold—but one
oddity would have caught the eye of aspace traveller far less seasoned than Louis Nenda. Of thefive
worlds orbiting within the life-zone region of anorma star of equivaent mass, one planet was amonster
larger than all the others combined. It was aso the coldest one, dmost as big as the star around which it
orbited. Based on diameter done that should make it agas-giant with agravitationa field strong enough
to sweep clear abroad swath of space. That had not happened. The degp ranging system on the
Have-It-All reveded the existence of cdestid debris, including objects no bigger than orbiting mountains,
crisscrossing the orbit of the monster world.

Y ou could not expect to see much from eighty million kilometers, but Nendafocused theHave-1t-All 's
best scope on the planet.

Theinstrument's smart sensor complained at once. Thistarget provides no emitted radiation a any
waveength useful for imaging. The body is closeto absolute zero.

"l know. Do the best you can.”

That may still prove unsatisfactory. There is nothing to work with but a meager supply of
photons provided by the reflected light of distant stars. Image dwell time may be unacceptably
long.

"I'll be the judge of that. Show uswhat you're gettin' as you go, and stop moanin'.”

Theimage built dowly. At fird it was no more than the faintest speckling of points of light, providing the

ghostly outline of adisk that might well be no more than aman'swishful thinking. Louis Nendawaited.
He had the patience of aman who had once spent two days and nights immersed in the oozy swamps of



Doradus Nine, ears and nogtrils stopped while he breathed through a narrow straw and troops of
Doradan Colubrids sought to exact revenge for the death of their ancestral leader. No chance. If
necessary, he would have waited aweek.

Photon by unpredictable photon, the picture on the screen strengthened and solidified. Nenda was not
seeing the banded cloud patterns of atypical gas-giant. He did not expect it. At such low temperatures,
al gases must change state to become liquids or solids. Rather, he thought to seethetypicad fracta
cracking of amethane or nitrogen iceworld surface. But that too wasincorrect.

Just whatwas the pattern, dowly building on the display? He saw linear features, sraight asthough ruled
onthe digtant ball. Or did he imagine them? He was well aware of the tendency of human eyesto
"connect the dots," making from random patterns of light and dark astructured mental picture.

He said to the sensor, "Hey, | need an independent check. Am | redlly seein’ Straight lineson theimage
you're producin’, or am | making ‘em al up?'

They are real. Would you like an enhancement of linear features?
"Not yet. Wait another ten minutes, then you can—"

The blast of asiren through the interior of theHave-1t-All cut off hisingtructions. It wasfollowed at once
by IJmerlid's soft voice. "We are about to make our rendezvous with thePride of Orion . Be prepared
for possible anomalous accel erations.”

With Jmerliaat the controls, the chances of arough ride were close to zero. But either you did what
your pilot told you, or you looked for adifferent pilot. Nenda said to the imager, "Any problem with
building the picture while we rendezvous?"

Yes and no. The ship's movements experienced during rendezvous can readily be corrected using
image motion compensation algorithms. However, the planet is turning on its axis. Even if we
continue imaging, our final result will be of variable definition, since the dwell time for the whole
surface will not be uniform.

"Timesare hard dl over. Do the best you can, an' keep addin’ photons to give usagood picture.”
Nendatook afina look at the image on the display. Numerous dark dots were coupled by narrow lines
to form afine web over the whole planetary surface. It was exactly the kind of pattern that the mind liked
to conjure up—except that in this case, the sensor assured him that what he saw was not just the result of
human imaginetion.

There was one more thing that had to be done before rendezvous. Nenda turned to Atvar H'sia, who
had been listening intently to some mysterious two-dimensiond data stream of sound.

"At, can | borrow Jmerliafor awhile? | have ajob for him."

"If it will extend into the time of our meeting on thePride of Orion , you will deprive me of my
interpreter.”

"I'm not as good with the pheromones as Jmerlia, but | can run you a pretty good s multaneous
trandation.”

"Then| agree. You will, of course, owe me afavor. | will go now to Jmerliaand command him to follow



your indructions.”
The Cecropian glided out. Nenda turned to Kalik. "1 have atough onefor you."
"Master Nenda, | will operate to the best of my abilities.”

"Thiswill need them. While Atvar H'sid and | are gone, | want you and Jmerliato plot out the locations
of Bose trangition pointsin the Sag Arm. Mark as many of them as you can, a ong with associated
closest stars and distances.”

"Master Nenda, we lack data about the Sag Arm. How are we to locate Bose nodes?’

"If I knew that, would | be askin' for help? Y ou can make astart with the data base from the Polypheme
ship. It was dl loaded into the banks on thePride of Orion . Y ou should be able to access that from
here"

"Data provided from Chism Polypheme sources are notorioudy unrdligble.”
"Surethey are. But that doesn't mean everything in them iswrong.”

He heard the faint sgh of equalizing air pressures. Jmerliahad dready docked them with thePride of
Orion , and so gently that Nenda had not even felt the contact. Which meant that Louis had to get a
move on—the last thing he wanted was somebody on board the other ship deciding to take alook at the
interior of theHave-1t-All . He had closed the weapons ports as soon as he gave the command to seek
thePride of Orion , but there were plenty of other things he did not want exposed to prying eyes.

He gaveafew find ingructionsto Kalik and hurried out. Behind him, the instrument sensor was turning
for sympethy to Kdlik, the only organic being remaining in the chamber.

This task cannot be performed well unless the ship moves closer to thetarget. A ssimple
accumulation of photons will not suffice to provide a first-rate image. Thereis also the question of
resolution. Even with diffraction-limited optics—

* * %

Nendawas barely intime. But for the actions of Atvar H'sa he would not have been. The umbilical
between the two ships was dready in position when he reached the hatch, and Atvar H's a was standing
infront of it. The Cecropian had towered up to her full height, with her black wing cases stretched as
wide as they would go to block the whole umbilica. The pheromones wafting from her were wordless,
but they betrayed asmoldering anger.

"What's up, At? Give us abit more room there." Nenda squeezed hisway through on her right-hand
sde. He pushed the wing cases and delicate vestigid wings out of the way, and found himsdlf faceto face
with ahuman female. "l see. And who the hell might you be?!

But he could dready guessthe answer. The only strangers on thePride of Orion werethe"survivd
experts.” This had to be one of that team of five, kept in Strict seclusion by Julian Graves.

Nenda could see now why Graves had hidden them. The woman in front of him was fresh-faced and
dim. With her big blue eyes and curls of golden hair, shelooked about sixteen years old. Sheignored his
question and stared at Atvar H'sd with obvious curiosity.



"SothisisaCecropian,” she said. "Funny, | thought he would be bigger.”

"She, not he. The only Cecropiansyou'll ever meet away from their home world are femaes. Y ou were
ganding in Atvar H'sa'sway."

"No. Shewasin mine."

"Samething. You're lucky she didn't pick you up and squash you flat. Cecropians are strong, an' they
don't have much patience with humans. Weren't you briefed on this sort of thing before they let you out of
the creche?’

The woman again ignored hiswords, but she did stop staring a Atvar H'sid. She turned those innocent
blue eyeson Louis, and said, "'l suppose you must be Nenda. Graves warned us about you.”

He knew it was a ddliberate come-on, but he couldn't resist. "Warned you of what about me?"

"Oh, that you are athief, and avillain, and probably amurderer. Isit true?’

"Gotohdl."

"Graves said that you would cuss and flame and generdly act like an uncultured barbarian.”

"What do you mean,act ?'Y ou got thered thing here.”

Asthey spoke, Nenda was reeval uating the woman in front of him and providing an edited pheromonal
verson of their conversation to Atvar H'sd. Theimpression of youth came partly from the paeand
flawless skin, but beneath it he could see strong tendonsin her bare arms. Her eyes might seem innocent,
but they were everywhere, scanning him and Atvar H'sa. Her movements were unnaturaly rapid and
precise, and he guessed at hidden enhancements.

Hesaid, "Do you have aname?' and as the woman in front of him answered he passed a pheromonal
message to Atvar H'sdl: " Keep crowding us forward along the umbilical. We definitely don't want
her near the Have-It-All "

"I am Sinara Bellstock. Born on Miranda, trained on Persephone.”

"Louis, | do not like this human female. Her pheromones suggest a desire for continued badinage
and intimate discourse with you."

"That's crazy. At, if | listened to you I'd never speak to a human woman."

He said to SinaraBellstock, "Trained to do what?' At the same time he moved past her, forcing her
ether to follow him or comeinto contact with Atvar H'sa. The Cecropian was gliding steadily forward
and blocking the whole corridor.

"Trained in martia arts, trained in wegpons, trained in diplomacy. Trained to endure pain, trained to be
patient, trained to evaluate a Stuation quickly and then act. Trained tosurvive ."

But not trained to lie, and cheat, or disbelieve hdf the thingsthat you are told? Then good luck, lady.
Because you're going to need it. Without al those other things you wouldn't last ten minutes on haf the
worldsinthelocd arm.



Louisdid not speak those wordsto Sinara Bellstock. Nor did he convey them pheromonally to Atvar
H'sd, who continued to transmit bursts of suspicion and displeasure. They were at the end of the
umbilical, and as they entered the docking chamber of thePride of Orion he could seefour people
waliting for them. There was Julian Graves, and E.C. Tdly, and behind those two were DaryaLang and
Hans Rebka

Louis Nenda experienced multiple fedings of relief. The effort of speaking to ahuman and
smultaneoudy holding apheromona conversation on adifferent subject with Atvar H'sd made his head
fed likeit would split intwo. It would be aluxury to St for awhile and justlisten to what others had to

Sy .

And then there was the behavior of Atvar H'sa hersdlf. Preoccupied with Sinara Bellstock, for the first
timein yearsthe Cecropian was not reacting with suspicion and annoyance to the sght of Darya L ang.

Louis moved forward. He had never thought it could happen, but the sight of Hans Rebka's scow! of
greeting and of E.C. Tally eagerly poised to speak brought asmileto hisface.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Theories, theories, theories.

With every passing hour, Hans Rebka became more convinced that his presence on the expedition to
the Sag Arm was amistake. Sure, it was nice to have been saved at the eeventh hour from what, even
being optimidtic, still looked like certain death by execution on Candela. But saved to do what? No one
on thePride of Orion seemed willing to let him do anything.

He had tried to make Julian Graves see reason. The Ethica Councilor smply shook hisbad head and
muttered to himsdlf for afew moments.

"l hear you, Captain Rebka," he said a last. "And yes, | admit that so far you have been given little or
nothing to do. That does not change my opinion. | possess adeep inner conviction that at some point you
will proveto be essentiad to the success—even the surviva—of thisgroup.”

"Doing what? How can | be needed for surviva, when you brought aong your own specidist surviva
team to ensurethat?

Hans Rebka's tone was sarcadtic. He had met the "survival speciaists’ just before the ship made thefindl
Bosetrangtion to the greet, frigid stellar system within which thePride of Orion now floated. He had
been gppdled—appdled at their youth, at their lack of experience in dangerous situations, and most of dl
by their utter self-confidence. If you wanted to get yourself killed, there was no better way than to think
you knew al thetricks. It took experience to make you redlize that the universe could always pull another
oneout of the bag and throw it at you.



Theirony of hiswordswaslost on Julian Graves. The councilor frowned, pondered, and replied, "It is
difficult for alogica mind to accept theideathat aredundancy of taentsfor surviva might be abad thing.
Inany case, my belief does not stem from logic aone. It draws aso from persona experience. You
saved my lifein the past, not once but at least threetimes. | rely upon youto doit again.”

So far as Graves was concerned, that ended the conversation. It wasleft to Hans Rebkato grit histeeth
and gt on the edge of his seat when thePride of Orion , signal beacon turned on and adozen
transmission devices blaring to betray its presence, made its Bose trangition to anew stellar system which
Hans had every reason to suspect might be dangerous.

That upon their arriva it seemed more dead than dangerous was nothing for which Hans or anyone else
on board could take credit. He was wary as the surviva team children—histerm for them—oohed and
aahed over observations of the cold, dark star and its frozen retinue of planets. The return of the signa
beacon from theHave-1t-All was less reassuring to him than to anyone else on board. He knew, even if
they did not, that Louis Nenda had silenced the beacon and al other emanations from his ship until the
crude but shrewd Karelian human felt there was no immediate danger. ThePride of Orion must have
helped, asacrificial goat that had bleated its beacon message non-stop from the moment of itsarriva in
the new stellar system.

Now Nendawas here, on board thePride of Orion , and Hans didn't think for amoment that he had
cometo help. Nendawas here to improve his own chances of surviva—and who could blame him?

Hans nodded awary greeting as Nenda arrived. He placed himsdlf at a point in the meeting room where
the two men could keep an eye on each other. Behind Nenda, towering over everyone, was the
Cecropian, Atvar H'sd. The twin yelow horns on the eyel ess white head moved congtantly from sideto
sde. Hansknew that those horns received return signals from high-frequency sonic pulses emitted by the
pleated resonator on Atvar H'sid's chin. They provided the Cecropian with vision through echol ocation.
What e sethey received, and whether or not human speech could be collected and interpreted, was
anyone's guess. Atvar H'sd's dave and interpreter, the Lo'tfian Jmerlia, was not present. He must have
remained behind on Nenda's ship. How much could Nenda, with his pheromona augment, tell the
Cecropian of what was going on?

L ouis Nenda was not about to say. He remained as slent as his Cecropian partner while Julian Graves
introduced to them the five members of the survival specidist team.

"Ben Blesh, Torran Veck, LaraQuistner, and Teri Dahl." Graves waved a hand at the five, two men and
three women gitting in atight group. "And Sinara Bellstock, whom you have dready met.”

Nenda nodded. From his inscrutable smile, Rebka decided that the man was as underwhelmed as
Rebka himsdlf by the youthful "survival specidists.” Nendawas squat and grubby and uncouth, but asthe
man at your back in acrissyou'd choose him over dl five.

"Weare here," Graves went on, "but clearly we are not where any of us expected to be. Thisisnot the
Marglotta system. Therefore we must decide what to do next. To aid in that, we should pool any new
knowledge. Mr. Nenda, perhaps you would begin by telling us what you and your associates have
learned. | assumethat you will be happy to spesk for dl.”

Nendals smile vanished. Starting the ball rolling was obvioudy not hisfirst choice, and from the way that
the Cecropian behind him reared up and back, the information had been passed by Nendato her and
was not welcomed.



"Mr. Nenda?"'

"Right." Nenda paused for amoment—for more communication, Rebka suspected, with Atvar H'sd.
"Onedark gtar, smal enough and dense enough to be awhite dwarf, but drained of dl itsinterna energy
by some process we do not understand. Forty-seven planets, just as cold. Nothing living or abletolive
on them, at least in any form known to us. And one other oddity. The biggest of the planetsin theregion
where you might expect to find lifein anorma system isamonger, bigger than the gtar it'sgoin' around,
but it doesn't have the strong gravitationd field to go with it. We detected al kinds of smdler bodiesin
nearby orbits, where the region ought to have been swept clean. The big planet is aso the coldest of the
lot, impossibly cold. We aretryin' to build up adetailed picture of the surface, but from this distance that
will bealong job. Asfor explanations, we don't have any. Thisisal on ascaeto suggest the work of the
Builders, but we don't believe the Builders have been active in this system.”

Almost from Nenda'sfirst sentence, Hans Rebka noticed Darya Lang stirring in her seet. At first shewas
nodding agreement, but at Nenda's final words and his mention of the Builders, she burst out, "No!
Wrong, wrong,wrong ."

While Louis Nenda stared at her, apparently more in surprise than annoyance, shewent on, "Oh, | don't
mean most of what you said—I came to many of the same conclusions. This system isn't our fina
degtination, it's a halfway-station used by alying Polypheme, probably one Bose jump from wherewe
redly want to go. But Louis, when you say the Builders haven't been at work here, you are wrong."

Nenda opened his mouth, said, "Well—" and paused. Atvar H'sd had reached out to place one black
paw on his shoulder, and was leaning over him so closely that the Cecropian's pleated pouch touched the
top of hisdark hair.

After afew seconds Nendanodded. "Y eah, yeah, yeah." He turned back to DaryaLang. "Atvar H'sd
says she knowstheLang Universal Artifact Catalog—all editions—forward, backward and sideways.
And in none of those, dedling with more than twelve hundred artifactsin the Orion Arm, do you
anywhere suggest that the Builders destroyed awhole stellar system. Why are you changing your tune
now?Isit just because we're in the Sag Arm?"

"No. I'd say the same if we were back in our loca arm. Louis, you had dl the evidence staring you in the
face, you just ignored it. The planet you mentioned isamazingly cold. In fact, according to the physics
that we know, it is as you said impossibly cold. Colder than the microwave background radiation of the
universe, which means there must be some mechanism at work on that planet toget rid of incident
radiation falling onto it al the time from space. Otherwise it must increase in temperature to match its
surroundings. Mentdly, | tagged the place asl ceworld as soon as | made the first measurements. It's
huge, just asyou say, but it has hardly any gravitationa field. Y ou redlized that, because it hadn't swept a
region clear around its orbit. But you didn't take the next step. If you had measured the orbita periods of
Iceworld's satellites—it has seven of them, all small—you could have caculated the planet's mass. | did
that. The result istiny, something you would expect from something one hundredth the diameter. What
doesthat tell you?'

Nenda shook his head. He seemed to be waiting for Atvar H'sial to provide an answer, but asurvival
team member—one of the women, Lara Quistner—got in first. "Big diameter, small mass. Areyou
suggesting that your Iceworld ishollow ?*

"I am. And that has other implications, ones that you don't know because you weren't with us on our
earlier explorations. First, ahollow object that Size can't be created by any natural processesthat we
understand. Second, we were led once before to a system and a giant planet, Gargantua, that seemed



totally dead. But one of its moons, Gligter, was hollow, and the evidence of Builder activity wasinside
it—including atransport vortex that could take you to other places. | bet that's happening here. If we
want to reach our true destination, we have to go down to the big planet and explore bel ow the surface.”

Julian Graves said gently, "Professor Lang, even if you areright you didn't answer Atvar H'sd's
question. Did the Builders destroy thiswhole stellar system, in order to make asingle artifact on
|ceworld?!

"I don't know. But Atvar H'sd is correct, in no other case have we found evidence that the Builders did
suchathing.”

"Not the Builders, Professor Lang. Then who?'

"Others. Destroyers, Voiders, Dead-Zoners, cdl them what you like. Whoever or whatever it isthat the
Marglottabeieveisat work destroying the Sag Arm. Councilor, | have spent my life studying the
Builders and their actions. What we find here does not match my instincts.”

"But you may bewrong."

"Of course | may bewrong. It'sonly atheory . So let me go to the planet—and find out if I'm right!
Something insde Iceworld should lead to our redl destination, Marglot."

It was not Hans Rebka's job to tell Daryato stay away from inexplicable and probably dangerous
worlds. He would have interrupted anyway, but Julian Graves saved him the trouble.

The councilor shaded his misty blue eyes with hishand and said, "Destroyers, Voiders, Zoners.
Professor Lang, you desire to resolve amystery by the somewhat risky procedure of introducing a
greater one. Rather than one kind of super-being, the Builders, you now propose that we consider two.
The avoidance of unnecessary complications has been aknown working principle since the dawn of
human history. Also, asyou point out, what you have is no more than atheory. Others may have different
ideas and suggestions.”

Asthough on cue, E.C. Taly jumpedin. "May | speak?'

The embodied computer was Stting well away from the others. A gleaming fiber-optic cable connected
the socket on his chest with the computer system of thePride of Orion .

Julian Graves glared at him. Taly was apparently not on the list of candidateslikely to offer ussful
theories. "Isthisrdevant?"

"It isindeed most relevant. When we made the final Bose trangtion, | happened to be in the observation
chamber with Professor Lang. However, after the transition she gppeared uninterested in further
conversgtion with me."

Hans Rebka saw Daryalooking in hisdirection, and raised an eyebrow. You threw him out?

She smiled and shrugged, asE.C. Tdly went on, "I then decided that | could perhaps employ my own
extensive data bases to good effect. | made observations of my own. First | examined not the dark star
systemn to which we have recently come, but our genera stellar environment. | found an unexpected
asymmetry in incident radiation. More starlight is coming to us from one region of the celestid globe than
from its antipodes. It did not take long to discover why. The distance of the nearest visible stars varies



from lessthan alightyear in one direction, to more than twenty lightyearsin the opposite direction. |
asked mysdlf, why should there be such adifference? But | found no obvious explanation. | therefore set
out to make more observations, looking not at our local environment, but back toward the Orion Arm.
Even across the distance of the Gulf, it is possible to identify certain of the supergiant marker stars
employed in celestia navigation within the Orion Arm. And from their gpparent locations, | could by
triangulation compute an accurate postion for usin the Sag Arm.”

The embodied computer paused. E.C. Tally sensed that for the first time ever, others might be hanging
on hiswords. "Before we started on this journey,” the computer went on at last, "I had made my own
estimates of the placein the Sag Arm where the Marglot system might be located. | was, unfortunately,

wrong."
Gravessaid, "Y ou trusted the Chism Polypheme's navigation files?'

"Regrettably, | did. However, my earlier error isnot the point | wish to make. | believe from my
observations and calculationsthat | know where we arenow . If | might employ the displays?’

"Y ou're hooked in? Then go ahead.”

Thelightsdimmed. E.C. Taly said into the darkness, "Thisis a presentation of the Sag Arm aswe
observed it before we left Upside Miranda Port. Do you see the spherica region which, as Councilor
Gravesremarked a thetime, is utterly lacking in light and life? Good. Now | am going to shift the origin
of coordinates of the display, to one centered on a particular position at the extreme edge of that dark
region.”

The display seemed to zoom through space at an impaossible speed, crossing the Gulf in seconds and
plunging into the depths of the Sag Arm. When it dowed, anew and strange starscape reveded itself.

"Y ou will probably not recognize this," Tally went on. "Nor might you expect to, snce you could
presume that no one from our spird arm has ever been at such alocation in the Sag Arm. Thisis, in fact,
merely aportion of the Sag Arm as seen from the place that | computed by triangulation as our location.
Y ou would, however, be wrong in your assumption. | will now display the ky asitactually appears to
sensors on thePride of Orion & thisvery moment.”

Theimageflickered. Taly continued, "If you fal to observe any difference, that is because thereisno
difference. We are where my computations suggested that we would be: at the very edge of the zone of
darkness."

The lightsin the chamber brightened. E.C. Tally, who had been standing, sat down to a baffled sillence. It
wasfinaly broken by Julian Graves.

"Very good. So we know wherewe are. | do not see how that is of much help to our present situation.”
"May | spesk?’

" rather wish you would.”

"We are a the extreme edge of the region where the stars have ceased to shine. The Marglotta, who
came to us and sought our assistance, may be presumed to be just beyond that edge since their home

sysemiscurrently in danger. And since we weredirected here, it islogica to assume that the Marglotta
homeworld isat no great distance from us. | therefore propose that we travel to and explore the nearest



gdlar system. It will be, with high probability, the Marglot system.”

Hans Rebka had listened carefully to every word. He decided that he understood the problem: athough
E.C. Tdly wastotaly logical, the embodied robot was aso totaly crazy. Unless you got lucky, and found
either another Bose node or a Builder transport vortex, asublumind trip to the nearest stellar system was
amulti-year proposition.

But maybe you didn't have to be crazy—just have an indefinitely long life-gpan, like an embodied
computer.

Julian Graves said, "Y ou leave one important point unspecified. Who would undertake such ajourney?!
"Why, | would. Who else?'

"Who elsg, indeed? | need time to consider your suggestion, and also Professor Lang's. Does anyone
have other ideasto offer?'

Graves was dready on hisfeet, ready to end the meeting, when Louis Nenda coughed and said, "Y eah.
Well, maybe. Though thelast thing | offered got shot to hdll. Thing is, At and mefigure therest of you are
missing abig piece of al this. What about the Polypheme?!

"Mr. Nenda, you are the one who pointed out that Chism Polyphemes are the most crooked, unreliable,
decetful speciesinthe gdaxy.”

"Absolutdly. Did | mention they're dso totaly self-serving?If | didn', | should have. But you had a
Polypheme piloting the ship with the Marglotta on board. More than that, by the time it reached Miranda
it was adead Polypheme, something nobody | know ever saw or heard of. Polyphemes may not live
forever, but they do their best to. So At an' me, we asked ourselves, why would a Polypheme get mixed
up intryin' to help the Marglotta? We can come up with only one answer: the Polyphemes areinvolved
because they're scared light green. An' why?'Cause their home world is next on the list, or maybe next
but one. Otherwise, they wouldn't give a damn what happened to the Marglot system. So if anyone can
tell uswhat's goin' on, the Polyphemes can.”

"Mr. Nenda, what you say may well betrue. Thereis, however, afatd flaw in your argument: we have
no ideawhere the Polypheme home world might be, and we know they will do everything they canto
conced that knowledge from us.”

"The hell with their home world. We don't need it. Polyphemes gossip and gabble like nobody's
business. Y ou can bet your ass and hat that if the whole speciesisin trouble, any Polypheme you runinto
islikely to know about it. | don't wantall the Chism Polyphemes. | just want one, and a chanceto pull
information out of it."

"How would you do that?'

"Don't you worry your head. | got my methods.”

"I would be concerned by that statement, but for one thing: you have no Polypheme.”

"Not yet. But | think | know away to snag me one. Only thing is, it's going to take afew more hours of
work before we know what we got.”



"Indeed? Then afew more hoursiswhat you will have. Not, | should add, for your benefit but for my
own." Julian Graves surveyed the group. "I am sureit is hardly necessary to point out that we have gone
from a paucity of ideas asto where we are or what we should do next, to a superabundance of theories.
It is perhaps aso unnecessary to remark that when three suggestions appear equdly plausible, thereisa
better than fifty-fifty chance that any given one of themiswrong. | will inform you tomorrow of the result
of my deliberations.”

Julian Graves stood up and | eft the chamber. 1t was obvious that he wasin no mood for further
discussion, but Hans Rebka hurried out after him.

"Councilor, I know you have not yet made adecison but | want to point something out to you. It would
be absolutely crimina to permit Darya Lang to head down to the surface of 1ceworld unless someone
who knows what he is doing goes with her."

"It certainly would, Captain Rebka." Gravesturned in the doorway. "Y our concerns are noted. They
are, however, premature. | request that you, like everyone else, wait until tomorrow before you jump to
conclusions. Please do not pursue mefurther.”

A wave of hisarm, and the door closed.

Hans Rebkawas |eft donein the corridor with another mystery to ponder: How could somebody with

so littleidea of danger be placed in charge of an expedition so far beyond the boundaries of known
Space?

CHAPTER NINE

The parting of the ways.

Louis Nendawas out of the meeting chamber amost as quickly as Hans Rebka. He, however, had no
thought of pursuing Julian Graves. Hisinterest wasin returning to theHave-1t-All asfast as possible.

Heleft Atvar H'sid to make her way back at her own speed, and as soon as he was in the corridor
leading to the ship's computer center, he was cdling, "Hey, how are you doing?"

His question was intended for Kallik and Jmerlia. The doorway, however, was blocked by the massive
body of Archimedes. Rebka was presented with aview of the Zarda u's midnight-blue hind end.

He kicked at one of the thick tentacles and tried to squeeze past. "Kallik? Jmerlia? What the hell's going
on here?| didnt tdl you to let Archie push hisway in."

"With respect, Master Nenda, Archimedes did not enter unsanctioned.” Jmerlia's voice came from
beyond the mass of |eathery flesh. "Kadlik and | invited his presence.

"Why'd you do athing like that?" Louis pushed, and the Zardalu wriggled alittie to one side. "Archie
doesn't know adamn thing about Bose nodes.”



"That istrue." Jmerlia, in the absence of hisdominatrix Atvar H'sid, tended to speak too much rather
than too little. " Archimedes knows nothing of such things, nor does he need to. Kallik and | completed
that phase of the anaysis more than an hour ago. As you instructed, we began with the data bank from
the ship of the dead Polypheme. It contained many thousands of Bose point references within the Sag
Arm, many of which doubtless follow the Polypheme custom of providing spurious datato confuse other
would-be users. We sought to eliminate those from consideration by correlating them with star positions.
We argued that athough Bose transition points in empty space certainly exist—such pointsled us across
the Gulf—the onesin anavigation catalog are likely to lie at reasonable sub-lightspeed travel distance
from habitable worlds. This reduced the number of nodes to be considered, to nine hundred and
twenty-seven. This, however, isgill far too many to be of practica vaue—"

"Hold on. | didn't ask for alecture. | asked what thislump of fat and gristleisdoing in here.”

"With respect, Master Nenda." Kallik pushed around the other side of the Zardalu. "The presence of
Archimedes was not relevant to the Bose node analysis. He was, however, essentid to the task that
evolved fromit. My eyesight isexcellent, and so isthat of Jmerlia But neither can compare with that.”
The Hymenopt pointed to Archimedess head. The eye-pupils of the Zardalu were each the size of
Louissfig. "The spatid resolution that Archimedes can achieveis so good that we have trouble believing
the results”

"| ill don't get it. What did you have Archielookingat , that anybody cares about?"

The Zardau must have understood the sense of the question, if not the full meaning. Archimedes
produced an urgent series of clicks and held out toward Louis abig sheet of hardboard.

"Our gpologiesif we have exceeded your orders.” Thelittle Hymenopt bowed her round black head. "If
| may continue with what Jmerliawas saying, we reduced the number of stars with associated Bose
nodes to nine hundred and twenty-seven. However, you had suggested as you | eft that you were most
interested in Bose nodes close to neutron stars. Y ou did not say why, but | made an inference as to your
intentions. A Chism Polypheme, aswe learned from our earlier experiences with them, enjoys hard
radiation. Hence, anatural question: Do any neutron stars close to Bose nodes possess planets?
Unfortunately, thiswas not aquestion that either Jmerliaand | could answer using our instruments and
our observations. Archimedes, however, was able to do so. He has been transcribing his results.”

"Isthat what you've been trying to show off? Gimme alook at that." Louis grabbed the sheet of
hardboard, dightly dippery to the touch from the Zarda u'swaxy skin. "Archie, next time tell you youre
ausdless sack of gas and blubber you can talk right back to me. | brought you aong thinkin' we'd need
your strength. It never occurred to me you might have other uses.”

A vell of pheromones drifted from beyond the long body of the Zardau. "L ouis, what gameisbeing
played here? Why isthisobject blocking my way?'

"It'sal right, At. Give Archi€'srear end apoke and helll move. | think were going to see action—at |ast!
We get the go-ahead from Graves tomorrow. Then, we make ajump and were out of here."

* * *

"Y ou presented your plan to meyesterday asacertainty.” Atvar H'sa was again sitting behind Louis
Nenda.in the main chamber of thePride of Orion . "Do you gtill adhereto that view?"

"Hell, | don't know." Louis stared around the room, about half of which seemed to be taken up by the
great body of Archimedes. "Julian Gravesis crazy, so you never can tell what hesgoin' to decide. But |



don'tlikethissgtup at dl.”
"Too many are present?'

"Yougot it. All are present, except Graves himself. Me, you, Archie, Kalik, Jmerlia, Rebka, E.C. Taly.
Why involve everybody? Why even hold ameeting? What we need from himisasmpleyesor no."

"Andif Graves saysno?'

"We reevaluate. We got a ship, we have aset of Bose nodes and stars and planetsto go with 'em. We
could take off and explore the Sag Arm."

"What of our return to the Orion Arm?'

"Why would we go back? We're no better off there than we are here—maybe safer here. Nobody's
chasing our tall inthe Sag Arm.”

"Louis, for you that may be an option. For meit isnot. Ultimately | must return to the Cecropia
Federation and mate. If | do not, | die.”

"The end of your travels?'
"By no means. After mating is complete | will again be free to wander as| choose."
"An' well be back to work. None of my business, but | wastold that Cecropians mate for life.”

"It would perhaps be more accurate to say that Cecropians mate for death.” Atvar H'sa'sforelimbs
made areflexive motion, pulling something toward her and crushing it hard againgt her chest. "L ouis, the
processisarapid one, quickly accomplished. | suggest that you do not require details.”

"Damnright | don't.”

Although Jmerliawas present, the sllent interaction was wholly pheromona and did not involve the
Lotfian interpreter. Jmerliawas following what was said, but the idea that he might interrupt a
conversation with his dominatrix, or pass any of what he heard to athird party, wasto aLo'tfian literdly
unthinkable.

Half adozen other conversations, by no means silent, had been going on around the chamber. They
ended with the sudden arrival of Julian Graves.

The councilor glanced around. "I seethat everyoneis present. Good. | will not keep you long. Hereis
my decison. We have pursued the path to the Sag Arm asfar asthe end point of this dead stellar system.
The path leads no farther. 1t would be logical to say, no more, and use the Bose network to return to the
Orion Arm by the same route that brought us. The node Sitsthere, it isavailable and waiting. Y ou might
argue for that course of action, Snce any other option seemsto expose all of usto danger.

"Againg that, we must set the fate of awhole species, the Marglotta. And, till more important, in the
longer term we must consider apossible threeat to everything in our own Orion Arm. My conclusion is
that the larger danger outweighs any persona one.”

Louis Nendamuttered, "Get on with it!" But he spoke slently and pheromonally.



Graveswent on, "That conclusion does not dictate a best course of action, which | cometo now. Three
aternatives were suggested. Rather than taking therisk of choosing the wrong one, we will pursue dl
three. ThePride of Orion will be divided. Professor Lang, you will take one of the sub-shipsto Iceworld
and explorethat planet. To assst you in that effort and aert you to possible dangers, survivd team
gpecidists Ben Blesh and Lara Quistner will accompany you. Captain Hans Rebkawill serve asyour
pilot. Does any one of you have questions?'

"Yes." Hans Rebka spoke up. "Y ou can't have four different people in charge. Who makesthe
decisons?'

"Until your ship touches down on the planet, you do. After that, you will follow the ingtructions of
surviva team member Ben Blesh. Professor Lang will of course bein charge of scientific investigations.™

Louis normally had little sympathy for Hans Rebka, but he knew what he would do if somebody told him
to take orders from some freshly weaned child. He saw Rebka turn red. However, the other man said
nothing more.

"E.C. Tdly," Graves continued, "you proposed to take another of the sub-ships and travel toward the
edge of the dark zone within which we are presently located. That effort is approved. Y ou will seek the
Marglot system, but you will of course explore anything on the way that you find interesting.”

"Councilor, may | speak?"
"What isit now?"
"I find everything interesting.”

"Dear me, | suppose you do. Very well. Let me be more specific. Y ou areto explore only those matters
which seem relevant to the god of this expedition. | hope that such thingswill be found at no great
distance. However, thereisapossibility that your journey will extend indefinitely. Y ou will therefore
travel done”

"Naturdly. When may | depart?’

"I will defer that decision. | may need your help." Gravesturned to face Louis Nendaand Atvar H'sal.
"Thisbrings usto our third course of action. Y ou wish to seek a Chism Polypheme. Very well. Y ou will
be free to do so, in your own ship.However ." Misty blue eyes stared into Louiss. "Based on previous
experience, it would be less than honest of meto say that | trust you to follow the agenda of the
expedition rather than one that represents your own private interests. Therefore, | ingst that asurvival
team member go with you, and use your equipment to report back to me regularly asto your movements
and actions. You are, | know, dready acquainted with Sinara Bellstock.”

"Now just aminute." Louis knew exactly why Hans Rebka's face had turned red. He stood up. "The
Have-It-All belongsto me, not you and not the Ethical Council. | won't have some snotty-nosed infant
tellin' me when and how | use my own communications system.”

"Louis, desist." Atvar H'sid placed ahairy paw on his shoulder. "Once we are on the way, we can dedl
with the problem of Sinara Bellstock in our own fashion. She need not trouble usfor long.”

"Mr. Nenda, | am in command of this expedition. Are you saying that you refuse to follow my



direction?"

"No, no, nothin' likethat." Louis sat down again. ™Y ou know how it is, we get used to runnin' our own
ship in our own way. | overreacted. I'll be happy to have Sinara Bellstock come with us, an' send you
messages from theHave-1t-All any time shefedslikeit."

"That ismuch better." Graves actually smiled at Louis, before he turned again to face the whole group.
"Which brings me to my own role, and the role of our other survival team members, Torran Veck and
Teri Dahl. Onething that we must keep in mind isthat, no matter how far in space we are separated, we
remain ateam unified in our objectives. We need both a nexus of communications, and areserve
capacity availableto act in an emergency in support of any team component. |, Torran Veck, and Teri
Dahl will servein that capacity.”

"And Heaven help any poor bugger who hasto rely on that lot to get them out of trouble.”

Louissremark went only to Atvar H'sd, and he had time for no more. Julian Graves, apparently well
pleased with himsdlf, was saying, "Now, | urge you to go ahead and make al necessary preparations for
your assgnment.” At the sametime, Daryalang and Sinara Bellstock were both on their feet and
heading in hisdirection.

Daryapushed in front of the younger woman. "Louis, | want to wish you good luck and success. I'm
surewell be seeing each other again before long.” As she turned away, she added, "L ast time you asked
me, | refused to have dinner with you. Next time we meet, please ask me again.”

She gave him an enigmatic smile and dipped away. Before Louis had timeto react, Sinara Bellstock was
gtanding in front of him and throwing amock sdute. "Cagptain Nenda, surviva team specidist Snara
Bdllstock reporting for duty and at your service. | will be aboard theHave-1t-All inlessthan haf an hour.
Whatever you want meto do, just let me know."

Sheturned and headed across the chamber, leaving Louis with his mouth open and Atvar H'sd behind
him, saying, "Louis Nenda, it isbeyond logic why | continue areationship with you as a business partner.
The mating rituals of humans never cease to shock and amaze me. In ten thousand years of supposed
civilization, they have made no progress whatsoever. Have you no shame? In the course of alifetime, not
only do you permit multiple mates, but you seek to enjoy more than one mate at the sametime. Come,
Jmelia”

The Cecropian's pheromones seethed with disapproval, as she in turn headed away and out of the
chamber.

Asthe room emptied, Louiswas|eft with Kalik and Archimedes and his own thoughts.

It makes no sense, no sense at all. The only woman I've had sex with since | met Atvar H'sial has
been Glenna Omar, and At totally approves of her and thinks she's wonderful. But women |'ve
never even considered having sex with, like Darya Lang and Snara Bellstock, make At crazy.
She'sright, it is beyond logic why we keep going as business partners.

Below those thoughts, running at afar deeper leve than the conscious, was an admission that Louiswas
not willing to make: Atvar H'sid had the power to read in detail the pheromona products from Darya
Lang, Sinara Bellstock, and Louis himsdlf. And the other reluctant admission: pheromonesdont lie.



CHAPTER TEN

A usdlessdiverson?

Hans Rebka ddliberately steered clear of DaryaLang during the day before departure. If she thought
that he was angry because he would not be in charge of the expedition on Iceworld, that couldn't be
helped. Two years ago she and Hans had been so close that she could sweet talk him into revealing
amog anything. In someways he'd like to think that was till true, but he didn't want her knowing his
current intentions. He wasn't sure he understood them himself.

To avoid Darya, he sought out and spent as much time as possible with the two surviva team members
assigned to hisgroup. Ben Blesh and Lara Quistner might not know the value of understanding your team
membersbefore you got into trouble, but Hans had learned it in a score of dangerous Situations.

At Hans's suggestion, the three of them took aride outside thePride of Orion in one of the ship's
pinnaces. There he watched with amazement as the main vessdl reconfigured itsdf to permit two smaller
vesselsto be spun off from the main body. The process resembled the reproduction of some greet
animal, asanew ship grew out of and finaly separated from the mass of the old. It occurred to Rebka
that the analogy might be more than that. Could it be that thePride of Orion wasamixture of biologica
and inorganic components? If so, the technology of Fourth Alliance worlds had advanced far beyond
what that group was willing to admit to the poorer clades. It dso offered the promise of flexible Sructure
for the sub-ship they would be using.

The casud attitude of Ben Blesh and Lara Quistner convinced Hans that what they were seeing was
nothing new to them. They treasted Rebka himsalf as though he were the odd and interesting
phenomenon.

"Didn't you have medica treatments and curative drugs available when you were achild?’ LaraQuistner
asked. "If weld had anything as bad as your condition, we would have been treated before we were old
enough to remember.”

Until he encountered the fortunate inhabitants of the rich planets of the spird arm, Hans Rebka had not
redlized that he had acondition . A large head and asmall frame, on hisbirth world of Teufd wherea
shortage of food and essential trace elements was taken for granted, had been the rule rather than the
exception. He consdered explaining thisto Lara Quistner and Ben Blesh, then decided it would be a
waste of time. He could quote what residents of the Phemus Circle said about his home world—"What
sins must aman commit, in how many past lives, to be born on Teufd ?'—but he suspected that the other
two would still have no ideawhat he was talking abouit.

He contented himself with a shrug, and ended the conversation with, "Where | grew up, | was
consdered normal—and pretty lucky."

The new ship was full-szed now, and taking fina shape before his eyes. Hansinspected it from bow to
gern. Fully equipped for interstellar or interplanetary travel it might be, but no onewould cal it large.
Four people would be atight fit—even if they al got on with each other, which Hans knew would not be
the case once they were on the way.



It wastimefor achange, to asubject that might reveal more of his companions persondities. He said,
"Were going to beflying in avessd that never flew before. We ought to have some kind of naming
ceremony. Any thoughts asto what we should call it?'

Lara Quistner glanced at her companion but said nothing. Fair enough. Ben was the senior member.
Regardless of her individual competence, she was someone who would respect authority and achain of
commeand.

After afew moments, Ben Blesh said, "1 agree that the ship should have aname. But don't you think that
Professor Lang ought to have avoicein what we cdl it? | certainly do."

Blesh was pointing out, fairly directly, that he would not go aong with any suggestion made by Hans.
Maybe he was|ooking for an argument, and given what Hans had in mind once they were on the way,
argument with Ben Blesh was dmost certain. Until that time, however, it was best to avoid confrontation.

Hanssaid mildly, "Oh, | wasn't by any meanstrying to exclude Professor Lang. We certainly wouldn't
decide anything until she gave her opinion. | wasjust asking your preliminary thoughts."

"In that case, what aboutSavior asagood name?’

Ben Blesh's suggestion came without any pause for thought, and the proposed name told Hans alot
about the speaker. Blesh must have agrestly inflated ideaof what asmall exploration team to Iceworld
might accomplish. They were seekingfacts , and only facts. Savior? Saving anything more than
themselves and whatever they might discover was too grandiose an ambition. If Lara Quistner deferred
to Blesh on the basis of his seniority, and if he was congstently unredlistic, difficultiesfor the group were
guaranteed. Julian Graves had not helped. He had put Hans in a position where after they reached
Iceworld he could offer advice until he ran out of bresth, but there seemed little chance that Blesh would
take any notice.

Wdl, it would not bethefirst time that Hans had been forced to lead from behind. He said, " Savior ?
Y es, that hasalot to recommend it. Well see what Darya Lang thinks."

He had agood idea of her response, even if they did not. She would remain neutral. Unlessit involved
the Builders, Daryawent dong with most things. Unfortunately, that might not include what Hanshad in
mind as soon as they were on their way.

He gtared at the new ship, fully formed and gleaming. He wanted to make sureit contained afew extra
features. Apart from that, he would smile and lie low. There would be plenty of time for feuding after they
left. And plenty of reason to expect that feuding would occur.

* * %

"Councilor Graveswas quite specific. Cal him if you wish, and confirm hisintentions. But | know he said
that until this ship touches down on Iceworld, | make the decisons”

"And | know he never had anything like thisin mind." Ben Blesh was standing behind Hans, who sat at
the ship's controls.

Rebka did not look around. He could hear the anger in the other man'svoice. "Ben, I'm not surethat |
understand your objection. We will till arrive at Iceworld in afew days. I'm smply trying to add to the
gtore of information that we will have when we get there."



"By apointless diversion to examine adead planet? | don't see how that tellsusathing. If I'm wrong,
explanto mewhat I'm missng.”

"| can't guarantee that you are missing anything. All | know isthat the world we are heading for Sits
smack in the middle of the life zone for anorma main sequence star with mass equd to the one at the
center of this system. There's no life on the surface of the planet a the moment, it'sfar too cold. My
guedtion is, was life there once? Might there even have been intelligence, before the sun dimmed and
every living being was condemned to freeze to death?'

The members of the surviva team were emerging as distinct persondities. Lara Quistner might be good
at her job, but she was certainly not a controlling type. She would go aong with what her boss, and
maybe anyone el se, suggested. Ben Blesh was not only interested in being that boss, he made snap
judgments and didn't like anyone to disagree with him. Hans Rebkas announcement that they would visit
adifferent planet first, made when after afull day of powered flight Iceworld was clearly no closer, had
provoked loud and ingtant disagreement from Blesh. Darya L ang had come down on Hans Rebkas side.
Her support was unexpected, but it was no more than reasonable—Hans's actions had saved her skin
often enough to earn her respect.

Behind Rebka, Ben Blesh said, "I'm not going to let this stand. | intend to find out what Julian Graves has
to say. Helll put an end to the nonsense.”

Hans, his attention on the planet growing in size on the display, was inclined to agree. Graveswould put
an end to it—when he erred, it was on the side of caution. Given any small chancethat avisit to another
planet would increase the odds of surviva on Iceworld, the Ethical Council member would bedl for it.

Asfor Ben Blesh, his disgppearance to use the ship's communications equipment at the very timewhen a
new world was coming into view was, in Hans Rebkas opinion, one more piece of evidence that he was
deding with afool. What e se could you call aman who was more interested in having his authority
confirmed than in increasing his chances of living? And what did that say about the generd selection of
survival team members? It was a pity that Lara Quistner and the others could not have been dropped of f
on Teufel for afew weeks during training. One encounter with theRemouleur , Teufd'sterrible dawn
wind, would be worth ayear of lecturesfrom their "famous'—according to Graves—trainer, Arabella
Lund.

Thetimefor philosophica speculations on the training of survival teamswas past. Hans concentrated on
the planet ahead. It was about fourteen thousand kilometersin diameter, which together with the readings
of the mass detectors suggested aworld possessing a metdlic core beneath rocky outer layers. The
substantial magnetic field confirmed that idea. Surface gravity was about fifteen percent more than
standard, abit high but well within the tolerable range. Surface temperature was another métter. There
was an amosphere, and it contained oxygen aswell as nitrogen and argon. But the spectrarevedled no
hint of water vapor or carbon dioxide.

Detailed maps of what lay below that frigid aimosphere would have to wait until they werein aparking
orbit. However, the high albedo response to aremote laser probe, together with glints of specular
reflection, suggested extengive ice cover—perhaps over the whole planet. If that implied worldwide
glaciation, high-resolution radar measurements would be needed to probe its depth and learn what land
or former oceanslay beneath.

Those measurements could only be done on the surface, and that in turn implied their journey to
Iceworld would be delayed by at least two extradays. Before the group left thePride of Orion , Hans
had suspected something like this might be necessary. With awarm world you could take high-resolution



images from orhbit. But if aworld froze over and you wanted to know what it had been like before the
freeze, you had to make measurements down on the ground. Also, Hans himself needed to vigit the
surface, no matter what the orbital measurements showed. Y ou could never get agut fed for aworld
from orbit.

It was uselessto try to explain thisto the others. He stared at the frosted ball of the planet, enhanced in
the ship's display to gleam faintly with reflected starlight. With luck, maybe Daryaand the rest would
conclude for themsalves the need for atrip dl theway down.

* * %

Thetrouble was, theSavior 'sinstruments were almost too good. They represented the best technology
available to the Fourth Alliance, and from an orbitd dtitude of no more than two hundred kilometersthe
imaging sensors and radar dtimeters|eft little to the imagination.

"Descend to the surface, to learn what?* Ben Blesh was watching on the display areveding picture. It
showed asuccession of hillsand valleys, al coated with alayer of blinding white. "1t's obvious what
happened down there. The whole globe shows peaks and rifts and flat ocean surfaces, which the
synthetic gperture radar confirms. There was no worldwide glaciation—no time for that. It's clear that
when the temperature dropped, all the water vapor and carbon dioxide precipitated out. Y ou'd get one
fdl of water-snow and solid carbon dioxide. After that nothing would change. The air that remains il
has some oxygen aswell as nitrogen and argon, so things happenedfast . There's no doubt about the
sequence of events. What can we possibly gain by going down to the surface?’

He was asking a question that had occurred to Hans long ago. Before they achieved parking orbit, he
had fired off a question to thePride of Orion .Suppose that the internal energy source of a main
sequence star were somehow turned off in a short time span (weeks or months). How long would
it take to cool down by normal radiative cooling? I'mlooking for an order of magnitude result:
are we talking years, centuries, millennia, or millions of years?

Thefirsgt reply from Julian Graves was disgppointing. | have consulted E.C. Tdly, who ismaking hisown
ca culations supplemented by the ship's astrophysics library. Because the answer to your question
depends on severd other unknowns, in particular the star's stage of progression aong the main sequence,
and the amount of gravitationa potentia energy contributed by the star's own shrinkage during cooling,
Tdly isreluctant to provide afirm answer. Heis, however, willing to provide arange of possibilities.

Hans could imagine. The embodied computer would hum and mutter and hedge his bets until you were
ready to scream. Luckily it was Julian Graves who had to St and listen, rather than Hans himself. Did that
mean E.C. Tdly was dill aboard thePride of Orion ? He should have been on hisway days ago.

Gravess second answer was abit better. At an absolute minimum, with limiting values of al variables,
E.C. Tdly indicatesthat radiative cooling would require twenty thousand years. A more likely vaue,
including the gravitationa energy provided by stellar shrinkage, would be between eight and elghteen
million years. Any shorter va ue than twenty thousand years would prove that some externd agent was
employed to expedite cooling. One observationd indicator istheice fracture patterns, if any, on the
planet's surface. They will tell you if the cooling was rapid or dow. Here are the characteristic
appearances associated with particular rates of cooling.

Hans examined theimages sent from E.C. Tally, and then those of the surface of the world that they
were gpproaching. Ben Blesh's comment was correct. There were visible cracks and fissures, but all
were coated with asurface of white. The fusion processin the central star had not smply ceased, to be
followed by adow declinein stellar temperature. The sun hadgone out , and its surface had cooled from



around seven thousand degrees to afew hundred degreesin avery short period—a few decades, or
even afew hours.

What would that mean to any unfortunate creatures living on worlds circling the star? Onefind, rapid
sunset, followed by endless night. The land animaswould die off first, asrock and soil and sand lost heat
inlessthan aday to the cold of space. Life would linger longest in the oceans, heat sinks protected by
their own thermd inertiaand by thickening shidds of ice. It was not impossible that some living organisms
would survive there even now, drawing chemical energy from hydrotherma ventsin the deep ocean floor.
But the experience of every known world said that intelligence had no chance of evolving in such
locations.

"Wel? Did you hear me? What can we possibly gain by going al the way down to the surface?"

Ben Blesh's repested question brought Hans out of hisreverie. He should be asking himsdlf the same
thing, when the insgruments were able to tell them almost everything.

What was happening to him? A troubleshooter who indulged in the luxury of idleintrogpection was
heading forreal trouble.

"If I could tell you what we would learn, Ben, we wouldn't need to go down. I'm convinced that this
world has something to tell us, but it won't speak to uswhile werein orbit.”

His answer sounded weak, and he knew it. He meant that the world would not speak tohim until he set
foot on the surface. There was a question to be answered of paramount importance, but it would not
formitsdf clearly within hisbrain. What he had given Blesh was the ingtinctive reply of aground hog,
someone who heeded to fed a planet's ambience vibrating in his bones.

It might be, of course, that ingtinct was wrong.

Until the ship touches down on Iceworld, | make the decisions.

Hans clung to that thought as the shuttle plunged into the outer edges of the atmosphere. He couldn't
walit for the high-accel eration phase of descent, when for afew blessed minutes the others would be too
weighed down in their seatsto complain.

It had been atough haf day, with even Daryaturned againgt him. "Hans, you haven't given usany red
ideawhat you hopeto learn. Why bother with this?"

Shewas saying exactly what Ben Blesh had said. Everyone had asked the same question in adozen
different ways. "Because I'm right,” wouldn't do for an answer. The entry from orbit came as a positive
relief.

Air was beginning to whistle and scream past the ship, while the gee forces within rose steadily. Hans
had at his fingertips ample drive power to make their entry easier. One touch, and the autopilot would
take over. They would ride easy and be feathered in to agentle landing.

He decided to do it the hard way. It wastimeto seeif the "surviva team" specialists were as tough and
well prepared asthey imagined.

* % *



Apparently they were.

Hanswas rustier than he had realized. There was never amoment of danger since the autopilot would
take over in an emergency, but the landing was nothing to boast about. He had picked the find sitewith
great care after ingpection of hundreds of images, without discussing it with the others. Now he was
within visua range, coming down too fast and overshooting. He corrected, but at aprice. During the final
two thousand meters the decel eration was enough to weld Hans to his set.

Asthe ship whomped down onto theicy surface, hefet hisinnards drive down into the bowl of his
pelvis. Darya, Sitting next to him, gasped in surprise or pain. It should have taken aminute or two before
anyone was ready to move but while the ship was il skidding forward acrosstheice, Lara Quistner and
Ben Blesh released their harnesses and stood up.

Blesh said, quite casudly, "Hull integrity maintained. Check monitors and confirm exit setion.”

"Check." LaraQuistner was dready by the main hatch and staring outside. "' Clean landing and no
externa obstacles. All clear for exit.”

Not aword from either of them about a botched landing, or why amanua landing had been performed.
Hans moved his head from side to sde—his cervica vertebrae would never be the same again—and
struggled out of his harness. Next to him, Darya said feebly, "Check monitors? To see what? Before we
left orbit you told us you were sure that the surface of thisworld wastoo cold for anything to survive.

"l did, anditis"

Even 50, Blesh and Quistner were right. On anew planet you tooknothing for granted. Daryawas
gprawled in her chair, breathing harshly. He made the effort and rose to hisfeet. He felt awkward and
lumbering. Higher gravity, or poor physica condition? Maybe three weeks chained to an iron chair
produced permanent effects. Whatever the reason, the heavy therma suit needed to venture out onto the
surface of thisworld would make him fed worse. The two surviva specidistswere dipping into theirs
with an ease and efficiency that Hans would never match.

"No exit for anyone until dl the ship's sensorsreport in." His voice sounded hoarse and strained.

"Of course not." Ben's perky tone, rather than hiswords, addedwhat do you think we are? "There's
plenty of other thingsto do before we're ready to go outside. Lara?!

Fully suited, she moved again to the hatch and stared out. "1'm turning on external lights so we can add
visualsto the sensor reports. When we go outside we can confirm the surface composition using chemical
and physcd tests”

"That'sgood, but it's not just our immediate surroundingsthat I'm interested in." Hanswas il climbing
into hisown thermal suit, and making hard work of it. "Well be heading for a place about four kilometers
away, directly ahead of the ship. Does the surface seem as smooth asit did from orbit?*

"Smooth, and firm enough to support our weight." Lara Quistner was manipulating an externa probe.
"We can walk there if we want to."

"Quitefeasble, from thelook of it." Ben Blesh was crouched at abank of instruments duplicating those
a thepilot'sconsole. "It'sleve for acouple of kilometers, until it risesinto somekind of low hills. It'stoo
cold for deds, soif we don't walk well need avehicle with wheds. The shipis provided with at least



two, for al-purpose surface work. Want me to go ahead and give the instructions to prepare one?!

"Not just yet." Hansfelt anirrationa irritation. Ben Blesh and Lara Quistner werefadt, efficient, cautious,
cooperative, and doing everything right. Wasn't that just what you hoped for from asurvival team?

It was. Unfortunatdly, their high-quality performance had another implication: Hans and Darya were not
going to be particularly useful.

But then, before that thought was complete, Hans understood why he had come to thisworld. His
inginctswere right after al. He hadn't seen anything, but he knew what they were going to find.

It wasdl psychologicd, of course, but suddenly his bones didn't ache and he felt twenty percent lighter.

"Wetake avehicle," he said. "Get one ready, Ben—and make sure that it comes equipped with a power
digger.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

On Deadworld.

TheSavior was an dl-purpose vehicle. Although its designers must have anticipated that its primary uses
would bein space-based operations, the ship was well equipped to support surface work. Hans Rebka
had a choice of two different types of wheedled vehicle. One was an open form, little more than abare
platform with seats, whedls, and a big cargo area. The other was afully enclosed car complete with its
own atmosphere, in which the riders did not need to wear suits and could egt, drink, or deep in comfort.

Hans Rebka chose the more primitive form. Even wearing asuit, he felt morein touch with the frozen
world when itsair was only afraction of acentimeter away from his skin. Had it not been for the digging
equipment—amystery in its own right—he would have preferred to walk.

If the others questioned his decision on choice of car, they did so in silence. No one spoke as they
watched the digger, a hump-backed machine with the blue-black carapace of a gigantic spider, extrude
multiple jointed legs and climb effortlesdy onto the cargo rack at the back of the car. Rather less eadily,
Hansled the way to the front of the vehicle and they took their places on hard bucket seats. He engaged
the engine and the car began to crawl acrossthe frozen plain.

Above, unfamiliar sar patternstwinkled dightly. There was sill enough hest in the lower atmosphereto
permit small-scale turbulence. Hans glanced at the air temperature sensor. It hovered at abamy hundred
and fifty degrees above absolute zero, far warmer than open space. With no heat arriving from the central
dar, the planet's metallic core must contain agood ded of dowly decaying radioactive materids. Some
warmth continued to seep out from theinterior. The air sniffers confirmed the temperature reading. All
traces of radon, xenon, and chlorine had precipitated out onto the frozen surface. Oxygen and nitrogen
remained, aong with a greater-than-expected abundance of argon and traces of krypton. Hans assumed
that was a characterigtic of the Sag Arm, rather than of this particular planet.



The car, its blue-white beams providing a narrow wedge of light on the surface ahead, trundled dong at
asedate five kilometers an hour. The ship had landed close to the planetary equator, and thecalm
heavens whedled steadily overhead. The pattern would repest every twenty-nine hours, with no promise
ever of returning day. Although the air felt perfectly till, at some time after the cold began there had been
strong winds. The carbon dioxide snow had here and there blown into banks and deep drifts. Hans
avoided them and kept his eyes fixed on the edge of the zone of visibility provided by the car'slights. He
could detect objects only to adistance of perhaps two hundred meters. After the three-kilometer mark
he found himself impatiently trying to see beyond the narrow illuminated cone. He wasfilled with a
combination of excitement and uneasiness. It was one thing to believe that you were right, and quite
another to have proof to show to others.

At last, he saw far ahead a change in the landscape. The frozen drifts rose higher and beyond them
stood aregular, sawtoothed barrier. He had been waiting for this, but the others must have been keeping
their own close watch. Before Hans was sure of what he saw, Lara Quistner said "What isthat?' At the
same moment Darya Lang put a hand on Rebka's arm. ""Hans, we should stop until we know what's
ahead."

"I know what it is." Rebkakept the vehicle moving forward at the same dow pace. "'l saw hundreds of
these on the high-resolution orbital images. They were adl partly covered by blown snow, but they aretoo
regular in shapeto be naturd.”

"Regular how?'

"Nature often makes circles, but it ssldom makes right angles. What we are seeing isawall. I'd say it's
closeto ten meters high, and it forms amost a perfect square.”

"A walled town?' Ben Blesh had been perched on an uncomfortable rear seat. He pressed forward
between Hans Rebka and Darya Lang, too interested to be either critical or argumentative. "Back in the
Orion arm afortification like thiswould mean a least aLevel Two civilization.”

Daryaadded, "But no higher than aLeve Three. Walled cities go away as soon as the means to destroy
them are developed. So these people didn't have explosives and artillery.”

"Also, they didn't expect attacks from the air." Rebka hated the vehicle thirty meters short of the wall.
"Weretaking pre-industria here. No aircraft, so no spacecraft. An intelligent species—well want to
confirm that by looking insde the wall—but without the technology needed to escape. These people
were in the worst possible situation. They knew what was happening to them, and they had plenty of time
to worry about it. But without spaceflight, and pretty advanced spaceflight at thet, there was no chance at
al of their surviva."

The otherswere sllent for awhile. At last Ben Blesh said, " Captain Rebka, how long do you think it
took?"

"I've been trying to answer that question. So far I've been unsuccessful. ThePride of Orion sent mea
range of times, but without more information they couldn't offer anything definite. When thefusion
process was turned off in these peopl€e's sun, the cooling began. I'd like to know if that cooling took
placeal at once, or over aperiod of thousands of years." Rebka started the car moving again, but this
time directed its course tangentialy to the wall.

LaraQuistner said softly, "L eft to die dowly, in the cold and dark. It'san awful tragedy. If only some



spacefaring speciesin the Sag Arm had known about it, these people could have been helped.”

"'Some spacefaring species did know. Stars can explode and stars can kill you off with asolar flare big
enough to wipe out al planetary life. Weve dl heard of cases where that happened. But stars do not
amplygo out . Something or somebody killed these people. Whatever it was acted by design, with a
total indifferenceto the fate of other intelligent beings. That's why we needed to come here. Julian Graves
has to know about this world, and what happened to it. We don't know how these people lived, and an
hour ago we were not sure of their existence. But thisis a pure case of genocide, and the Ethical Council
needs to know—even though there's not a damn thing they can do about it."

Hans Rebka had been studying thewall on their left asthe car drove along pardld to it. He stopped
where the drifted snow was less deep and formed a shalow V-shaped cut like avaley leading right up to
thewdl.

"A fortified town must have away for people and goodsto get in and out. It'stimeto use our digging
equipment. | suspect that we have reached one of the entry gates.”

Hewas garting to climb down, but Darya again put ahand on his suited arm. "Hans, do we redlly need
to go through with this?'

"I'm afraid we do. What wefind ingdewill probably be unpleasant, but Julian Graves will ask for every
scrap of detail that we can give him. Come on. Thisworld is one giant cemetery, and maybe we are
desecrating graves. But | think whoever is buried in there would agree that what we're doing isin agood

"Good, perhaps, but too late to be useful." Darya Lang did not argue anymore. They watched in silence
as Ben Blesh ordered the digger to dismount from the car, and gave it the instructions needed so thet it
could perform itstask.

* * *

Hans Rebka had visited a hundred worlds and experienced most things that the Orion Arm had to offer.
Even 5o, the digger was like nothing that he had ever seen. Beforeit started into action heimagined it
tunneling itsway forward, perhaps extruding avariety of shovelsand picksto hold initsmultiple jointed
limbs, then carving away through the hard-packed frozen drift.

The machine was smarter than that—smarter it seemed than Hans, a least when it cameto itsown
specialized skills. The digger crept forward, crouched low, and poked thin antennalike sensors deep into
the drift. After what seemed like amoment of meditation, it said in aclear femdevoice, "The materid to
be cleared is ninety-nine point seven percent solid carbon dioxide, with alittle water-ice and trace
elements. Beyond it lies stone, baked clay, and acombination of iron and a softer fibrous materid. A
large working areawill be needed. Organic beings, please retreat until you are no closer than sixty
meters.”

When Hans hesitated, Ben Blesh said, "Wed better get amove on. The digger knowswhat it's talking
about, and it won't start until we're at asafe distance.”

A large working area sounded like abad ideato Hans. "Isit proposing to use explosives? That could
destroy exactly the thingswe are hoping to find."

"It has ordersto operate in anon-destructive mode." For once, Ben gpparently didn't have al the
answers. The four of them climbed back onto the car and it retreated on a path &t right anglesto the



saw-tooth line of thewall. Then it was watch and wait for along while. To Hans Rebka's eyes nothing a
al was happening. But at last LaraQuistner said, "It'sredly moving. | didn't redizeit could go so fagt."

Hans redlized that abroad tunnel was appearing in the body of the drift. The digger was cregping
forward into the cleared space. Hans saw what was perhaps adight fog in the air above the digger's
broad back, but otherwise there was no sign of cleared materias. After afew more seconds he
exclaimed, "It's gpplying heat to the solid carbon oxide. Of course. Sublimation, straight to gaswith no
liquid phase. Doesthe digger have afuson engineinsdeit?’

"A substantia one." Ben Blesh was measuring the rate of progress. "Don't worry, the digger will turn the
heet off assoon asit isnear awall or adoor or anything elsethat it recognizes. After that it will be up to
us. If we want the door to remain intact, we can't rely on the digger. It knows fabricated objectswhen it
seesthem, but it doesn't know what to do with them.”

The tunnel was degpening, at the same time as the drift above it was vanishing. After twenty more
minutes, the digger halted. It extruded itslimbs and retreated. The femae voice said, "We have reached a
boundary. Beyond this we cannot proceed without material damage.”

Hans and the others approached the end of the newly cregted valley. They scraped at the white surface,
gently at first and then more vigoroudy astheir lamps reveded abrown facing. Ben scraped apath in
severd directions, to determine the outline of theflat surface. "It's some type of door al right. But it'stiny
. They must have been very smal. Do you think we will be able to squeeze through?”

"l hope s0." Hans came close and directed his light onto the right-hand edge. "No kind of hinges. It
would waste alot of timeif wetried to go over thewall. | don't think anyone will object if wedo alittle
bregking-in."

The entry went easier than expected. If this had once indeed been afortified gate, age and extreme
temperature had rendered the construction materials weak and brittle. The facing caved in at one blow
from Hans Rebka's gloved fist. Within half aminute, the whole door was gone and the way inside Clear.
Ben Blesh pushed forward eagerly, and Rebka alowed the other man to go first. He could not imagine
finding anything pleasant, and &t this point he did not expect danger.

The redity was more pathetic than threatening. The tunnd through the thick wall led not back into the
open air, but to alarge closed chamber. Within it, huddled in some kind of sacking intended to keepin
warmth, they found five small bodies. The diens resembled no species known to Rebka, and he had seen
many on many worlds. But dl had been in the Orion Arm. It should be no surprise that Sag Arm
inhabitants had devel oped aong different physical patterns.

DaryaLang cut open one of the deeping bags. She worked carefully, afraid that the tiny frozen body
would crumbleto dust at her touch. The creature resembled a cross between insectoid and reptilian
forms. Large compound eyes, clouded in death, stared up from anarrow muzzled face. Thin lips had
shrunk back to show teeth like triangular knives. Four limbs, protected at their ends by a shiny chitinous
covering, wrapped across the segmented body as though making afina effort to hold in warmth and life.

"How long do think they had?' Lara Quistner asked. "Many generations, or just one or two?"
"Unless someone returns for athorough investigation, we don't know and we never will." Hans Rebka

turned away. "Y ou have to wish that it could have been quicker. I'll take the flash of a supernovaany
time over long, drawn-out cold."



Daryalang stood up. She had been making avisud recording of the corpses and their surroundings. "I
think it wasfairly quick. | examined theimages taken from orbit, too. | didn't notice these walled towns,
but everything went too quickly for glaciation to creep down from the poles.”

"Quick, but not quick enough. Does anyone want to see more?"

"What about the other sites, Captain Rebka?' Ben Blesh was commanding the digger to return to its
position on the cargo rack. Having objected to visiting thisworld, he now seemed reluctant to leave.
"Might we learn something there?"

"l don't think so. | didn't see much variation in the towns. It will be the same sad story, repested a
thousand or ten thousand times. Starvation, cold, death.” As Hans Rebkaled the way back to the car, he
added to DaryalLang, "Evenif it lasted only one lifetime, that was much too long. I'm inclined to agree
with you, Darya, thisisn't the handiwork of the Builders. Something more inhuman, something more
indifferent to organic suffering, has been a work in this system. Let's get back to theSavior |, file our
report with Julian Graves—and take alook at |ceworld. It may prove more dangerous, but | can't
imagine anything more depressing than what we found here.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

To lceworld.

TheSavior leaving the dead world was not the ship that had arrived two days before. Within an hour of
lift-off Darya could fed the change in every person on board. It was not hard to guess the reasons.

Before their arrival, Hans Rebka had been fidgety and preoccupied. He knew that he had hisown
agendain going there, but he was reluctant to tell othersuntil he could offer proof. Ben Blesh and Lara
Quistner had felt the nervousness of anyone about to undergo afirst practical test. Now, Rebka's dark
suspicions had been confirmed, while Ben and Lara had performed well—no, make that brilliantly. Darya
could not imagine amore competent performance.

Asfor Daryahersdf, her full confidencein Hans Rebka was restored. She was ashamed for doubting
him, when he had never in the past acted out of ego or the need to prove that he wasin charge.

Theresult of al thiswas agreat decrease in tenson. The cramped quarters of theSavior no longer felt
like an overcrowded box, too small for its crew. Rebka, Blesh, and Quistner were off by the
communications console, and although she could not hear their conversation, an occasiond laugh
suggested that it wasfriendly and relaxed. If some of the laughter was areaction to the sight of ugly
death, that was no more than natural. The fact that they were talking together at al suggested amajor
adjustment. And it was no huge surprise when Lara Quistner wandered over to Daryaand sat down by
her sde.

"Professor Lang, I've been thinking." She sounded tentative. "1 want to bounce an idea off you. Weve al
heard alot about the Builders, ever since we werekids, but it was aways secondhand information.



Everybody saysthat you are the ultimate authority on the Builders.”

"If thereisany such thing. And it's Darya, please, not Professor Lang. When you get right down to it
there is no such thing as an authority on the Builders. What weknow issmple. Something built and left
behind a set of structuresthat we labd as artifacts. All of them were very old—at least three million
years—and most of them employed technology that we still do not understand. A few years ago, one
new artifact appeared. Soon after that every one of them vanished. That'sit. There you have our
complete knowledge of the Builders. Everything elseis speculation.”

"But Professor Lang—Darya—surely there must be theories?'

"Youvegot it exactly right. Theories , not theory. Y ou nameit, someone had it. Maybe the Builders
were entities whose consciousness extended over afinite dimension intime, so that they could literaly see
through time the way we can see through space. They could examine possible futures and direct the
course of the spiral arm. That ideawas mine, but | don't believe it anymore. Or the Builders are il dive,
lying idle on the deep gravity dope that surrounds the giant black hole at the center of our galaxy, where
time dows o that an hour thereisacentury or amillennium for us. That was Professor Carmina Gold's,
a the Research Indtitute on Sentinel Gate, and she keeps |ooking for away to travel to the center of the
galaxy and back in ahuman lifetime. Maybe this expedition will help—we cametothe Sag Arminjust a
few days; there could be a chain of Bose nodesleading al the way to the galactic center. Or another
theory: the Builders are actualy human beings from our own future, coming back to direct the course of
gpirad arm development, including their own. That was Quintus Bloom'sidea, and it made the embodied
computer E.C. Tdly gointo alogica loop so bad we had to cold-gtart him."

"Quintus Bloom?'

"Hewas abig name at the Ingtitute afew years ago. He stayed on Labyrinth when it disappeared, and
no oneto thisday knows what happened to him. Then there was the theory that nothing cataclysmic
happened to the Builders. They were just like any other species, they grew old, and since they didn't
change they dowly died out. That ideawas akind of orphan, no one knowswho had it first. Most
people attribute it to Captain Alonzo Sloane, an old space wanderer who went off looking for the Lost
Worlds, Jesteen and Skyfall and Petraand Primrose and Paladin and Midas and Rainbow Reef. He
never came back, though we did find his ship near Labyrinth.”

"People with ideas about the Builders seem to disappear rather often.”

"Oh, most of them don't—we just remember the oneswho did. I've had a dozen ideas of my own to
explain who the Builders were and what happened to them, and I'm still here. And | must haveread a
hundred or a thousand papers by other people. Only one of them could beright, and chances are, al of
them arewrong. If you have thoughts of your own, don't be ashamed of them. Maybe they are new, and
maybe they are better than anyone elsg's.”

"If you don't mind listening?'

"Asl sad, I've ligtened athousand times, but I'm ready to listen ten thousand more. Hans Rebkatellsme
that the Builders are an obsession with me. | won't go quitethat far, but | will admit they have been my
lifeé's consuming interest. Go aheed.”

"Well." Laraglanced across a the two men, making sure that they were till deep in conversation. "l
knew that the Builders were around for avery long time, and afew million years ago they disappeared.
That never seemed to make much senseto me. If they died out, wouldn't you expect to see evidence of



where and how they died? When | heard abouit this expedition, and found out where we were going, it
occurred to me that perhaps the Builders didn't die out at al. Perhaps they just moved. Perhaps they
decided to make ahomein the Sag Arm, instead of in the Orion Arm. | know that they have some way
of moving across great distances, because one of the artifactsis supposed to be far out of the galactic
plane”

"Thirty thousand lightyears out of it. Lara, | wasthere. We cdled it—or the beings that inhabited it, who
claimed to be servants of the Builders, caled it—Serenity. Our party included Julian Graves. We were
not sure what carried us out there, or what carried us back. We called them transportation vortices, but
that wasjust aname. How avortex worked was atota mystery. They seemed to appear anywhere, and
carry you hundreds or thousands of lightyearsinstantly without involving Bose nodes at dl.”

"Thenif they wanted to, they could easily have moved here.”

"Without a doubt. The Builders have—or had—enormous powers, able to do thingsthat ill ook like
magic to us. Werre millennia behind them in our most advanced technology, if not millions of years. But
I'm convinced of onething, Lara. | can't provethis, but | fed it in my bones: whoever and whatever killed
thisstar system and dl thelife within it was not the Builders. For that to be true, they would have had to
change much more than their location. They would have had to change their whole attitude toward other
living creatures. It's not generdly accepted, but | believe that the Builders guided the devel opment of our
own loca arm. It's thanks to them that we have astable civilization involving many species and three
magjor clades. If Captain Rebkawere listening, | would say four mgjor cladesin deferenceto hisfedlings.
Even though everyone outside the Phemus Circle regards it as a backward place of no great importance.”

"I've heard something about that." Lara Quistner glanced across to Hans Rebka and lowered her voice.
"They say that dl the planets of the Phemus Circle are poor and primitive, and dl the men aretotaly
sex-mad. Isit true?”

If you're asking about my recent experience, forget it. Hansand | haven't looked each other inthe eye
for weeks. And if you have idess about him, getin line. "The worlds I've seen in the Phemus Circle were
certainly poverty-stricken compared with somerich planet like Miranda." 1t was agood, neutra answer.
Daryawondered what rumors Lara Quistner might have heard. "Asfor the men, you'd haveto find out
for yoursdf. Someday, maybe you will. In my experience, they are sex-mad—and so are the women of
the Phemus Circle. On some of the planetsthey have to reproduce whenever and however they can, in
order to maintain apopulation a al. But at the same time the men can be prudish. Sometimes the
dightest detail will turn off thelr interest in sex.”

Which was quite asfar as Daryaintended to go on that particular subject, regardless of her persona
data base. She had been keeping an eye on the two men, and saw that they had wrapped up their
conversation and were over by the autochef. They were poking &t the controls. Daryawinced. Maybe
Ben Blesh knew what he was doing, but Hans Rebka's attempts at food programming were disastrous.
Being raised on Teufel aman couldn't afford to be picky. Shewent on, "I think that the big planet,
|ceworld, provesthat the Builders were once herein the Sag Arm. It has al the earmarks of aBuilder
artifact—too light for its Sze, far too cold to be natural. What you are proposing, that the Builders might
il be here and still be active, is another matter. This star system suggests to me that some other
group—the ones| called the V oiders—came dong after the Builders and did their own dirty work."

"But that doesn't mean the Builders must be gone completely. Maybe they are ill around in other parts
of thisam."

"They might be. I'm quite willing to admit the possibility of two races of super-beings. But you know



how Julian Graves reacted. He talked about the 'undesirability of concatenating implausibilities. Asif we
were not sure of the existence of the Builders themselves, when we have seen evidence of their existence
al over our own spird arm. I'm hoping that what we find on Iceworld will persuade Julian Gravesto

change hismind.”
"My ideawasn't new, wasit? Y ou had the same thought yoursdlf, long ago.”

"Possibly something very likeit. But keep thinking. It could be that the Builders became extinct when
theystopped thinking."

"Y ou don't redly believe that, do you?'

"No, | don't. On the other hand, I've been wrong about the Builders so many timesin the past, you
shouldn't accept my views—or anyone else's—as gospel.” Darya saw that Rebka and Blesh were
examining something in the autochef, and Ben Blesh was laughing. She concluded, "If you have more
ideas when we reach Iceworld, I'd like to discuss them.”

It wasintended to be an easy way to end the talk and hurry over to protect her own stomach, but it
produced asurprising response. Laralowered her voice and said, "There is something else I'd like to talk
you about. But not right now. | want to speak privately.”

It didn't sound as though Larawanted another conversation about the Builders. That was apity. Darya
hersalf would be more than ready for that, especidly after they'd had a chance to examine [ceworld.

Maybe Hans wasright after all. Maybe "obsession” was the best word for it.

* % *

They had traveled to an dien arm of the galaxy where humans had never been before. They werewithin
an dien star system, and only aday ago they had left adead and alien world. Butalien wasreative.
There were degrees of dienation. The planet they had come from, with itsair and oceans and mountains
and what had once been athriving civilization of intelligent beings, fdt like home compared with Iceworld.

Darya sat by Hans Rebka's side and aternated her attention between the displays of the ship's sensors
and the planet around which theSavior now orbited. She had to think of it as dternating attention,
because they could notsee the world in any conventiona sense. To human eyes, |ceworld was no more
than darkness visible, ablack disk reveaded by the absence of the starsthat it occulted.

Every other imaging sensor, at every frequency from hard X-raysto long-wavelength radio, told the
same story. They detected no emitted signal. The planet was smply not there. Only one seldom-used
instrument, alow-resolution imaging device normally used to measure cosmic background radiation,
admitted a presence. It reported a unique world where the maximum temperature was little more than
one kelvin, and that only inisolated places. In many places the temperature was too smal to
register—which meant that it had to be less than one hundredith of a degree absolute.

Nothing in the universe was so cold, nothing in the universecould be so cold. Radiation faling onto a
planet's surface must warm it, raising it at the very least to the 2.7 kelvins of the cosmic microwave
background.

"So it doesn't exist," Rebkasaid. "But thereitis”

"Will we be going down?' Ben Blesh was crowding Darya, pushing her asidein his eagernessto see



everything.

"Eventudly." Rebkawasin the command pilot's seat. "Before that happens|'d liketo learn asmuch as
we can from orbit. It may take aday or two, but | want to fly over every square kilometer and tickle the
ground with something abit more active."

TheSavior was moving adong aspirding orbit that would in time cover Iceworld's whole surface like
wool being wound evenly onto agreat ball. The ship was|ess than two hundred kilometers above the
surface. Such aclose orbit would normally decay rapidly because of air drag, but Iceworld lacked the
faintest trace of an atmosphere. The planet a so seemed perfectly sphericd. The gravity field supported
theideaof an equally symmetricdl interior, and nothing perturbed theSavior 'sflight. Only Rebkas natural
caution prevented them from flying lower yet, fifty kilometers or five kilometers up.

"What do you mean, tickle?' Darya asked. "Don't damage anything down there, Hans. | want to see the
placein its unspoiled condition.”

"It'sabig planet, Darya. Twenty timesthe surface area of Miranda. And well only beusing thelaserina
pulse mode, one burst every five seconds. Don't worry. WEell get enough burn to give usan emisson
gpectrum for the points of impact, but well be touching lessthan abillionth of the tota area.”

"Weve never experienced anything so cold before. Can you besure you won't ruin anything?'

"Not completely sure. But if it'sachoice of risking alittle local damage down there, versus risking our
skins when we descend, which do you prefer? Hmm." Rebkawas peering at a screen that displayed a
graph composed of sharp peaks and valeys. "Darya, thisisthe return spectrum—it looks the same for
every laser pulse. But it seems your name for the planet wasn't the greatest choice.”

"l ceworld?!

"Right. Thisisagpectrum of the raw return signal, and over there we have the results after the spectrum
analyzer has doneitswork. It's reporting not atrace of ice—any kind of ice. No water, no carbon
dioxide, no methane, no oxygen, no nitrogen, no chlorine, no fluorine.

"No condensed gases of any kind?"'

"Worse than that. The spectrum doesn't match any materid in our spectra signature library, solid, liquid,
or gas. You wereright, Darya, this place wasn't formed naturdly. It's not made of any known material."

"Areyou surethat our laser isn't disturbing things below the surface?' Lara Quistner was watching
another display, this one showing alarger areathan the immediate vicinity of theilluminated spot.

"As| said, not so we should notice." Hans Rebka checked adid. "We're at low power and long
waveength. Thetop tenth of amillimeter of the ground should account for al the return.”

"Maybe it does—or maybe low power means something different down there. Do you want to see what
| think I'm seeing? Zoom in on aline that trails behind the laser beam, and wait.”

It took awhile, because aslong asthe moving light of the laser wasin thefield of view it dominated what
the eye could detect. Even when the image moved far enough to put the pulse out of sight, Daryawas at
first convinced that Larawasimagining things. At last she saw it, so faint that it was at the very limit of
vighility. A blue glimmer like adust devil spurted up at the place where the laser beam had hit. It seemed



to boil out of the surface for amoment, then was gone.
Larawhispered, "They come about twenty secondsafter the laser has moved on. What are they?"

"No idea" Rebkawas changing control settings. "Let'stry some signal enhancement, seeif we can get a
Spectrum we recognize.”

Before he could finish, aflash of orange startled their eyes. It was bright enough to obliterate dl signs of
the blue dust devils, then at once it too had vanished. Darya was |eft with azigzag afterimage like a bolt
of lightning. She blinked, waiting for her retinasto adjust after the overload.

Rebkasaid suddenly, "Hey. We got one.”
"Onewha?'

"A spectrum from that flash, one that the analyzer can recognize. Well findly understand what part of the
surface is made of. Uh-oh. Take that back. We won't understand.”

Ben Blesh protested, "But you just said—"

"I know what | said." Rebkaleaned back in hischair. "I can't imagine how you knew, Darya, but you
were right. What's down there isn't just something made by arandom alien technology of the Sag Arm.
It'sanartifact —made by the Builders."

"How can you be so sure, from only one reading?"

"Becausethe Sgnd andlyzer istelling us. | said itrecognized the return spectrum it just received, and it
did. It can recognize the materia, because there's amatch to a spectrum adready initslibrary. But it can't
identify it. The part of the surface of 1ceworld that produced the signd is of the same construction
materia used to make Phages. What isthat materid, Darya?'

"Hans Rebka, you know the answer to that question aswell as| do.” Daryaturned to face Ben Blesh
and LaraQuistner. "We've been trying for thousands of years, and still we have no ideawhat the
Phages—and now parts of |ceworld—are made of."

* * %

Ben and Larahad heard about Phages—who in the loca spira arm had not?—but Darya Lang and Hans
Rebka had actualy seem them in action.

WhiletheSavior flew its automated survey path over the surface of 1ceworld and the ship's computer
recorded, sorted, and tried to organize al the sensor readings, Hans and Darya explained.

"Asmuch aswe know," Daryasaid. "Y ou have to remember, Phages have such aterrible reputation that
you try not to go near one. The reason you will never encounter them during training is because every
exploration vessel employs a Phage avoidance system. They are universa eaters. They don't ook
dangerous, just agray regular dodecahedron. Most of them are forty-eight meters on aside, but we have
run across much smaller ones. The big ones can ingest something thirty meters across, and aslong asyou
careto mention.”

"But where doesit al go?' Lara's wide-eyed gaze suggested that she and her companion were ignorant
in certain important surviva aress.



"No one knows. It sure doesn't come out again, and mass detectors measure no change in the mass of
the Phage. They seem able to digest anything.”

Hans added, "Or nearly everything. They can't eat each other, or the Sructural hullsleft behind by the
Builders. We used to think that they were completely indestructible, until we saw smashed remains of
some on an artificid moon called Gligter in the Dobelle system. Now we know that they and some of the
other Builder congtructs are stabilized by powerful eectromagnetic fieds. If that field diesaway, or you
can impose asuitable counter-field, the materia becomesweak. Y ou can push your fist right through a
wall of it. | know, because | did it on Labyrinth."

Ben Blesh had been listening with the same total absorption as Lara Quistner. He looked away, to
where the displays showed the laser beam fromSavior steedily ftitching itsway across the surface of
Iceworld. Every few minutes, asensor observing the wake of the laser reported another flare of orange
light. A new one had just occurred. Blesh pointed. "Do you think that if we were down there, we could
penetrate below the surface by generating the right field?"

"Theright field, in theright place." Rebka had followed Blesh's gesture. "Maybe at aplace like that one.
But remember, most of the surface isn't Builder materid—or if it is, it'satype we never met before. But
you are correct. Judging from our experience, if we land where we see one of the orange flashes, and
generate asuitable fidd, we will drop through into the interior. We know how to set up such a
cancdlaion fidd. | wonder if we can define onefor anindividud suit.”

"Of coursewe can.”

Ben's answer was no surprise any more to Hans. The suits provided on thePride of Orion werelike
everything el se associated with that ship: miraculous, compared with anything that Hans had ever seen
before. They would feed you, dispose of waste products, dedl with wounds (though not the most severe
kinds), and even permit aplanetary return from orbit unasssted. They did everything but have sex with
you, and Hans would not guarantee that.

Ben went on, "So we might aswell set up cancellation fields, for our individua suits and for the whole
ship. According to the sensors, they are seeing the same thing over and over again. We get either nothing
at dl, unless you count that weak blur of blue light, or we see aflash from a section of Builder materid. If
we're going to learn anything new, we have to head down to the surface.”

It was tempting to agree at once with Ben. End the boring survey of an unchanging world from a
cramped ship, and move on to where they might discover something that mattered. Hans had felt uneasy
before their previous planetfal, because even prior to arriva he had feared the sight of adead world and
murdered inhabitants. |ceworld produced no such qualms. Any danger from Builder artifacts dways
stemmed from too much human curiosity or atota lack of common sense. He and haf adozen others,
including Darya, had dmogt died on Quake during Summertide Maximum; but no rationa creature should
have been anywhere near Quake at such atime, after numerous indicators had warned of coming
planet-wide violence.

Only years of experience made Hans shake his head. "Wefinish the survey, then if it till looks safe we
go down." He glanced at adisplay showing current progress, and knew his next words would not be
popular. "That means two more daysin orbit."

"But—" "Two dayd" "Why do—"



The response came at once from the other three. Hans cut them off. "I'm sorry. Thisisn't negotiable. Ben
and Lara, | know you'reimpatient to have your turn and show what you can do; and Darya, | know you
can't wait for achanceto explore theinterior of Iceworld. | fed the same way mysdlf. But aslong asI'm
in charge, it'sgoing to be safety firgt."

Hisface wore amixture of uncertainty and bewilderment. Darya could guess the reason for that changing
expression. Safety firgt, when there was no reason to expect any form of danger? Safety first, when Hans
was as rel axed about descending to Iceworld as he ever was about anything? Why was he doing this?

But Hans was not ready to hear questions. He ducked his head, and repeated, "Two more daysto
complete the survey of Iceworld. Then well see what € se we've learned. And then we make adecison.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Orbiting I ceworld.

Asthe hourswore on Hans felt the cabin walls of theSavior crowdingin on him. He had established an
electromagnetic cancellation field for the whole ship, and dso one for each of the suits. Now therewas
nothing more to do and no way to escape the others. The ship moved constantly over new areas of
Iceworld, but the image on the displays did not change. The other three stared gloomily at the monitors,
then turned to Stare accusingly & Hans. Their faces said it al:Why are we wasting time up here? Why
don't we go down and get on with it?

They didn't seem to redlize that Hans was as keen for action as they were. He was congtantly checking
the progress of the surface survey, without any ideawhat he might be looking for. Whatever it was, he
didn't seeit. Beforethefirst deep period arrived he lost patience—not with them, but with himsdlf.

"All right. | know that none of you likesthis. Let'stry something different.” He did not need to invite them
to where he was Sitting at the control console. They were out of their chairsand crowdinginonhimin
seconds. He went on, "Ben, you are better with the display equipment than | am. Give me ahand to
produce displays of what we have, then I'd like everyone's opinions.”

TheSavior wasflying apolar orbit. Asthe planet rotated, on each pass the ship covered a different
swath of the surface, with every strip overlapping the others at the poles. Hans and Ben, working
together, converted the results they had to a3-D graphic.

Hanssaid at last, "That's good enough. Thanks, Ben. Asyou can al see, we've covered only about
one-fourth of the surface, so no one could say thisis close to acomplete survey. On the other hand,
we've covered the polar region many times, and what we see so far there and e sawhere shows an
absolutdly regular and unchanging pattern. First, the obvious: Iceworld is a perfect sphere made from
unknown materids, held at atemperature lower than anything has any right to be. Most places give no
return signd, but dotted on the sphere in places about fifty kilometers gpart from each other we have a
grid of points of something else, places where the laser's return spectrum suggests the surface has a
different composition. These areas ook like they're made of Builder materids. Each oneisacircular
patch only afew hundred meters across, but they are al connected by narrower lines of the same
materid. The grid patches form anetwork of perfect equilatera triangles.”



Hans gave the others a minute or two to digest the display, then went on, "Theré's an obvious question
here. As| said, we haven't had a close look a almost three-quarters of the surface. If we did, would we
samply find more of the same, or isthere achance that if we stop the survey now well miss something
new and important?'

He didn't need or want their reply, and went on a once, "The honest answer is, we Ssmply don't know.
So heréswhat | propose. It's close to the time when we usualy go to deep. Let's do that. By the time
we are up again and have had something to eat, the ship will have surveyed another fifteen percent of the
surface. Well look at the whole result, and if the pattern continues as we have seen it so far, well make
the bet that the rest would show nothing new. Well go down, to one of the spots that shows Builder
materia, and tackle the next problem: How do we penetrate below the surface to take alook at the
interior?"

It was acompromise, between the two full days needed to complete the whole survey and everybody
elsg's urge to descend at once. Hans knew it, and so did the others, but they didn't realize how strongly
he wanted to agree with them.

It was ardief when Daryanodded, and after afew seconds Ben Blesh and Lara Quistner did the same.

They dispersed, to their separate and cramped bunks. Would they deep? Or would they, from the
expression on Lara Quistner'sface, lie awake in excited expectation?

Hans couldn't speak for them. He only knew his own plans.When you have something to do, do it.
When you have nothing to do, sleep . That wasjust astrueif the next morning would bring an arriva at
the safe and wealthy world of Miranda, or adescent to the surface of an unknown world colder than
anything in therest of the universe.

Hans removed his shoes and lay down in hisbunk. He turned off the light. Within thirty seconds he was
at the edge of deep.

The edge was as close as he got. Hans was skin and bones, so a bunk wide enough for any normal
person was amplefor him. But that didn't apply when someone was squeezing in next to you, pushing
you up againg acold and unyidding wall.

The Phemus Circle reaction was to assume you were being attacked and hit back at once. Fortunately,
Hans recognized the perfume even before his eyes were open.

"Shh! Don't cry out." A soft body pushed in closer.

"l wasn't about to." He answered Darya's whisper with his own. "What's happening? | hoped that at
some point we would get friendly, but | didn't expect it would be tonight.”

"It won't. We need to talk. Move in abit—I'm falling off the edge.”
"There's no place to moveto . Do you want thelight turned on?!
"No!"

"Why didn't you speak to me earlier, when we had space to breathe?”



"It had to be done in private, away from the other two.” Daryatried to wriggle into a space that did not
exist. Thewarmth of her body against hiswas pleasant and it aroused more than memories.

He sad hurriedly, "Has Ben been pushing you, trying to persuade you that it'stime for him to teke over?

"No. But while you and he were finishing your food, Laraasked for afew minutes aone with me.
There'sno such thing as privacy on theSavior except in the bunks and the bathroom, and you and Ben
would both have noticed if Laraand | went there together. The only time we had was when Ben helped
you to generate the display of results. But that was enough. Her message came through loud and clear.”

"L et me guess. She's nervous about going down to Iceworld.”

"Hans, you have it about as wrong asyou could get. But | would have been wrong, too, if she hadn't
told me her fedings. She saysthat before our trip to the dead planet she was nervous and unsure of
hersdlf, so she accepted that Ben was her senior in the surviva team and shelet him take thelead in
everything. But she fedsthat she performed well when we were down on the surface.”

"She'sright. Better than well, perfectly. Neither she nor Ben put afoot wrong. Old Arabellawould be
proud of them."

"And Laraknowsit, at least for hersdf. But she claimsto have seen flawsin the speed and accuracy of
Ben'sactions. When | told her | hadn't noticed any such thing, she said | wouldn't since | didn't have
gpecid training.She could tell the difference. And because of that she was asking me for my help.”

"Why didn't she cometo me?I'm the onein charge." Hans asked from curiosity rather than hurt ego.

"My question, too. She said that you are only in charge for the moment. As soon aswe are down on the
surface of Iceworld, Ben will take over.”

"She'sright. Gravesingsted onit. A jackass decision, but we haveto livewithiit.”

"If Laraisright, were aslikely to diewith it. She says that we have never seen Ben when he'son top.
Hewon't take no for an answer from me, or from you. She has—seen him on top, | mean.”

"l canimagineit." Hans had a sudden memory of Daryaon top, which had not happened in more than
two years and was a thought that made no sense at al when aman was trying to focus on more serious
matters. He added, "Ben's atake-charge sort of individual. That's not a bad thing—provided the person
knows what he's doing.”

"Y ou think Ben doesn't?"

"I think Ben can't possibly, but that's no reflection on him. Some things you gain by experience and in no
other way."

"Hans, you have dl the experience we need. I'd rather Ben didn't try to gethis experience at our
expene.”

They were face to face to hear more easily the other'swhispers. Darya's bresth was warm, and on the
word "expense" her lips brushed againgt hisface. To stay on the narrow bunk her whole body had to be
in contact with his. He was aware of her al the way from hishead to histoes. Despite the total darkness
she had to be equally aware of his body'sill-timed reaction.



Hanstold himsdlf to think pure thoughts. Think depressing, think about the frozen and dead world that
they had come from, think about what might face them tomorrow. Think about anything, except Darya
pressing closeto him. He said, "We have ajob to do. We have to teach Ben without his ever knowing
that he's being taught. It won't be easy, because we have no experience oursalves of anything like
lceworld. That isn't my biggest worry, though.”

"Sowhat is?1 didn't get thefeding from listening to you that you were expecting danger on Iceworld."

"Then that'safailing on my part. The leader of aparty shouldalways expect danger. | hope Ben Blesh's
survival training included that detail. Don't worry, | won't be relaxing too far. But Ben's actions are not
what most concern me. My bigworry isLara"

"Lara? She's not the bossy one. And you just told me that she was doing a perfect job."

"Shewas, and sheis. But from what you told me, as soon aswe arrive on Iceworld she will fed that she
has to prove she's as good as Ben Blesh—and maybe better. 1t's when people want to prove themselves
that they do silly things and get into trouble. My job will be to spot any show-off action ahead of time. If |
dont, the hardest task will beto prevent Larafrom starting something.”

"l understand.” Darya eased away from him. "Hans, my hardest task right now isto preventyou from
garting something. Y ou mustin't fed rgjected, but thisisn't the best time and place.”

"Will there ever be a better one? It's been more than two years."
"I'm aware of that. Maybe more aware of it than you are.”

Daryadid not suggest, as he knew she had every right to, that their two-year separation was the result of
Hanss own efforts to overturn the repressive government of the Phemus Circle. She had not pointed out
that any vigt by her to him would have been blocked by that same government. She had never criticized
him for pursuing alost cause. For hersdlf, she had not left Sentind Gate for as much asasingle day, and
if a any time he had made the effort to come and see her, she would have been ready and waiting.

Any time but now. The bunk creaked as sherolled sdeways off it. Hans felt ahand exploring hisfacein
the darkness, tasted a soft kiss on thelips, and heard awhispered, "There will be a better time.
Goodnight.”

Hanswas aone again. He drew in a deep breath and told his body to relax. He repeated hisown
mantra: When you have something to do, do it. When you have nothing to do, deep. When you have
something to do, do it. When you have nothing to do, deep.

Sometimes, repeated mantras are not enough. Sometimes, self-discipline fails. Hans remained awake.

He stared into the darkness and imagined possible dangers on the surface of 1ceworld. Half an hour later,
his mind remained blank and he was ill asfar from deep asever.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN



| ceworld.

After athousand planetfals one more should have little to offer, even if it happened to bein adifferent
am of the gdaxy.

Hans puzzled over his own reactions. He had landed on objects ranging in size from minor planetoidsto
monster worlds twice the diameter of 1ceworld. So why the fedling that this was a new experience?

He looked ahead to the broad curve of the planet, felt the pulse of theSavior 'sdrive, listened for the
whigtle of air on the ship's hull, and knew the answer. Anything the size of Iceworld ought to be amassive
object, well ableto hold on to an atmosphere. This place wasn't massive, and the surface was utterly
arless. The ship was descending through hard vacuum, riding adrive operating at only afraction of full

power.

The more Hans thought about Darya's plan, the less he was persuaded that it could work as easily as
she suggested. Accept that the world afew kilometers below the ship was hollow. Assume that
somehow they would be able to penetrate the featurel ess exterior and reach the interior. But now
consider that interior. A world with adiameter of seventy-eight thousand kilometers had avolume of two
hundred and fiftytrillion cubic kilometers. The old "needle in ahaystack” image didn't begin to describe
it. You could wander a space that size for the rest of your life, and never come close to what you were
looking for—even if you knew what you were looking for.

Which, as even Daryareadily admitted to him in private if not in public, she did not. She was hoping to
find sentient Builder artifacts Smilar to those they had met ingde worlds of the Orion Arm. They had
been able to communicate with them, even if the information provided was usudly cryptic enough to be
more baffling than useful.

Lagt night's whispered session might have ended in sexuad frustration, but it had also produced a positive
result. Daryaand Hans were more at ease with each other now than at any timesince hisarriva at
Upside Miranda Port. Both of them were keeping aclose eye on Laraand Ben.

Not that Ben would be easy to miss. AstheSavior descended, he hovered at Hans's shoulder. Was he
going to shout, "Right. Now it'smy turn,” the moment that the ship touched down?

Not quite that bad. As soon astheSavior made contact, feaether-light on the frigid surface (courtesy of
the autopilot—Hans had learned hislesson), Ben said, "Exit Sations, but hold it there. Thisisatotally
aien world. We look, and then we look again before we legp.”

The landing site had been selected with as much care as possible, given an amogt tota lack of
information. The most promising areas were the nodes, regularly spaced in atriangular grid on the surface
and connected by narrow lines of what seemed to be the same materia. 1t made sense to land on top of
agrid patch, since they were compaosed of familiar Builder materiads. If Daryawere correct, theSavior
could then generate an dectromagnetic field inhibitor which would alow anindividud, or eventhewhole
shipitsdf, to sink into the unknown interior of Iceworld. On the other hand, those grid areas were also
the places where the probing laser had produced aflash like orange fire. Maybe it made more senseto
land on the cold and inert spaces between the grid points.

Hans had made the decision—perhaps the last decision he would be alowed to make until they left
Iceworld. They would bring theSavior down on the frozen plain, just acouple of kilometers from the
edge of agrid patch. They would keep the drive in full stand-by mode. In afew secondsit could propel



the ship forward onto the nearby grid point area, or loft it at high acceleration back into space.

Until touchdown, everyone had been in full suits and in Emergency Mode position. At Ben'sorder to
take up exit gations, Laramoved to stand by the airlock. She did not walk so much asfloat. Hans
estimated from the response of his own body that weight on Iceworld was just afew hundredths of the
inter-clade standard. Walking would be easy, running impossible. Let's hope they wouldn't need the
|atter.

The view on al sdesdid nothing to suggest danger. Iceworld appeared as a black, featureless plain with
ahorizon so far away that it showed as aruled straight line below which no sarswerevisble. The
temperature sensorsin contact with the surface failed to report any value whatsoever. The surface
conductivity was so high that the ship'sinstruments could not offer ameasurement. The whole exterior of
Iceworld formed one giant superconductor. That solved one possible problem that had occurred to Hans
whilethey were ill in orbit. No matter how dippery the surface might be, awalking person could gaina
firm footing through an eectromagnetic fidld in the extremities of the sLiit.

They watched and waited, expecting nothing and seeing nothing. It was Larawho at last said, "Well?"

There was more than asuggestion of "What are we waiting for?" in her tone. Hanswould have ignored
her while he watched al the instruments through a second and confirming set of negative readings, but
Ben glanced at Hans, shrugged, and said, "We'rein no hurry. However, | authorize you to cycle the lock
and step outside. One step. Then we wait and see how your suit readings run.”

Larawas cycling the inner door before Ben finished spesking. The hard vacuum on Iceworld madeit in
effect an exit into open space. TheSavior 's camerasin the airlock and outside recorded Laras passage
through the inner door, then there was a brief wait while that door closed and the outer one opened with
apuff of air condensing to ice crystals. As Lara appeared, Hans at once referred to the monitors that
provided al-around surveillance of the surface. He till sat in the pilot's chair, his handsinginctively
hovering over the controls, but there was no reason to take action. Everything remained calm and dark.

"Onegep, and dl'swell." Larawas equdly cam. "Are you receiving the readings from my suit?"

Ben nodded, then apparently realized that Lara had no video feed from inside the ship. "Y es, were
recaiving. Everythingisnomind."

"I'm testing the surface traction, and it's adequate. Walking should be easy. Should | test my suit's
cancdlation fidd?'

"No. Definitely not. For one thing, you are not above agrid point area, so we would expect nothing to
happen. On the other hand, if it did, the last thing we want isfor you to sink down aone through the
surface. When we penetrate the interior, we dl do it together.”

"Then | request authorization to take trial steps on the surface.”

"Very well. Y ou should move directly toward the grid point, which is at thirty degreesto the right of your
present suit vector. But wait for word from me before you begin.” Thistime Ben had not looked at Hans
before giving hisanswer. Now he said, "Captain Rebka, | am going onto the surface dso0." Before Hans
could object, Ben added, "Thisis not ameatter for discussion. | will follow Specidist Quistner, but well
behind her. Y ou will movetheSavior to keep up with us, and the ship will at no time be more than ten
seps away fromme”



Whichif you get in trouble might aswell beten lightyearsfor dl the good | can probably do you. Hans
sad, "Very well. Ten sepsaway from you until you give other ingructions.”

As Ben Blesh vanished through the inner door, Darya motioned to Hansto turn off hisradio transmitter
and moved to place her suit hdmet into contact with his.

"Hans, what does he think he's doing?"

"He'safrad that Larais handling everything, and he won't get his share of the action. Don't worry. Give
him afew more years, and hell be willing to offer his share to anyonewhol'll takeit.”

"He could be putting two people in danger instead of one.”

"That sounds more like my line than yours. But so far, ceworld doesn't seem to offer enough danger for
even one. | hope you areright about the interior, because I've never seen anything deader than the
outsde. Here he comes. | have to turn my transmitter back on.”

Ben was emerging from the outer lock to stand by Lara Quistner. He waved, knowing that Rebkawould
be watching on the monitors, and closed the lock door. As Ben turned away, Hansingtinctively operated
the lock door again and set it to itswidest opening. Ben did not seem to notice. He said, "All right, Lara.
Go ahead."

Her suited figure, illuminated by one of theSavior 's outside searchlights, heeded away from Ben Blesh
and the ship. The plain on which she moved reflected no light, so that she appeared to walk on nothing.
Ben waited until she had taken at least fifty steps, then followed. Hansin turn alowed ten paces, then
eased the bulk of theSavior after Blesh's suited figure. The ddlicate ba ance of gravity and thrust would
have been difficult for ahuman, but the autopilot made it child's play. Hans was free to attempt the
difficult task of keeping his attention on three things a once: Lara Quistner, moving in agraight line
toward theinvisible grid patch; Ben Blesh, following; and the view al around theSavior provided by the
ship'smonitors.

Hanswondered if Ben redlized that Larawas steadily increasing the distance between them. Probably
not. The view from within asuit was never al that good. Hans could tell what was happening, because his
vantage point at theSavior 's controls placed him much higher. If what Darya had told him last night was
true, Larawanted the feding that she was exploring anew world aone, without Ben's authority to follow
and annoy her.

Whatever the reason, it was ill adamn fool thing for her to do and Ben needed to know about it. Hans
was about to send word on what was happening when aflicker of light caught his periphera vision.

It wasthefaintest gleam of blue, adust devil far off to the right that ran across the plain and was gone
before you could be sureyou saw it at dl. Staring in that direction, nothing was visible but the black-hole

light-absorbing surface of 1ceworld. Hans had no ideahow far away the flicker had been. He looked
across at the readings from the ship's scanners. They had not reported any signd at all.

Imagination?

People did not accuse Hans of an excess of imagination—quite the opposite. Was he | etting the spooky
slence and dark of Iceworld get to him?

"Ben, and Lara. Do you redizethat Larais getting farther ahead?"



"I don't think that'strue." Lara sounded confident and alittle too cocky. "1 think I'm holding a steady
distance. Thisisinteresting. When you get close enough and can look at things from closeto agrazing
angle, you actudly see the edge of the grid point area. It glows a pae green.”

Ben said a once, "Lara, | am in charge of thisexploration party. | don't want you to go any closer, no
matter how interesting you think something is. Stay right there until | catch up. That isan order ."

An order from Ben, which Larasurely didn't wish to hear. She said, "Very well," but the sgna from her
auit gave Hans an accurate range-rate reading. She was moving asfast asever. The edge of the circular
grid patch was no more than a hundred metersin front of her.

Hans didn't want to get into the middle of atwo-person power struggle, but he had no choice. If Ben
wasto serve as chief of the party, he must know what was going on.

"Ben, I'm holding theSavior asteady ten paces behind you. But Lara hasn't siopped. The distance
between you isill increasing.”

Ancther flash of blue distracted him during hisfina words. Thistime it camefrom theleft, brighter than
the last one. He could follow itstrace, beginning well behind theSavior and rippling dong adraight line
that led toward the grid point boundary. Or to Lara? It wasimpossible to say.

Hansturned off hisradio and leaned acrossto Darya. "Did you seeit?'

"Yes" Daryawasin the co-pilot's seat. "What isit?"

"l hoped you could tell me." Hansturned hisradio back on and kept hisvoice calm and dispassonate.
"Thisis Captain Rebka. Professor Lang and | are detecting some kind of unknown activity on the
surface. Senior Specidists Blesh and Quistner, | strongly urge both of you to return at once to theSavior
. | then propose that we lift off and hold a safe dtitude until we know what we are dedling with."

"Captain Rebka, what isthe nature of the activity?'

Wrong response. When you think there might be danger, you run first and ask questions | ater.

Hans said, "It resembles ablue will-0-the-wisp or dust devil, smilar to what we noticed from orbit in the
track of our laser."

"I saw it!" Larahad findly halted, maybefifty paces from the grid patch. "Ben, it ran right past meonan
angle and merged into the green around the edge of the grid. Where the blue met the green | saw akind
of rainbow burst of light. Could you seeit from where you are?"

"l saw nothing. Lara, back up and return to theSavior . At once. That's an order!"

But Ben was not following his own ingtruction. He was still moving toward Lara. Under Hans's control,
theSavior crept after him.

Laralaughed. "Ben, you are overreacting. Y ou must be receiving the readings from my suit. Y ou can see
for yoursdf, everything isnomina and theré's nothing to worry about.”

"That's not your decision to make. Lara, if you don't go back to the ship a once you'l bein big trouble.”



"All right, Ben, I'mon my way." Laras suit faceplate reflected light from theSavior as sheturned. "But
you are making abig dedl out of nothing. We are here to explore, not to ignore anything interesting that
we see.”

She was moving toward the ship, but the range-rate reading told Hans that she wasin no hurry. At her
speed it would take minutes to reach theSavior . Hanssfingersitched to hit the sequence that would
boost them to orbit at maximum acceleration.

He resisted the temptation, leaned back, and concentrated on the banks of readings from both Laras
suit and the ship'sall-around sensors. As she said, everything in her immediate vicinity registered no
change. However, that wasn't true of the edge of the grid point areaa hundred meters beyond her.
Instead of its previous absurdly low temperature of 1.2 kelvins, one spot now failed to report any
temperature reading at al. That wasimpossible. When energy was delivered to a place—and even the
blue dust devils must containsome energy—the temperature at that pointhad to rise. It could not possibly
go down.

Hansfdt hisskin crawl. "Ben, Lara. I'm seeing surface changes near the edge of the grid patch. Get
back to the ship—now."

Even as he spoke he redlized his mistake. If anything could keep Ben Blesh outside, it would be adirect
order to return from Hans Rebka.

Predictably, Ben said at once, "The responsibility for bringing usinismine, Rebka, not yours. Lara, if
you don't get amove on, I'll come and drag you back.”

Hans saw another gleam of light. It wasthereflection from Laras faceplate. Instead of answering, she
had turned her head to look behind her. She said, "Thisis crazy. Captain Rebka, you're seeing things. I'm
alot closer to the grid than anyone else, and | notice no changethere at al.”

While she was till speaking, one of the displays of theSavior lit so brightly thet it cast aflickering blue
shadow onto the controls at Hanss fingertips. He looked, in time to see another line of fire, bigger and
brighter than the first two, racing like a blue fuse across the surface. It rippled well wide of theSavior
cleared Ben Blesh and Lara Quistner, and ran on to the edge of the gridded area. Hans saw aflare of
light and asemicircular arc of rainbow colors standing up from the dark plain of Iceworld.

Thistime the flash was s0 bright that neither Laranor Ben could missit. Lara gasped and stood rooted,
at the same time as Ben began to move.

"Not that way!" Hans could hardly believe his eyes. Ben was heading toward Lara—away from the
Savior —into possible danger. Hanss survivd inginctstold him to boost the ship away from the surface
at once, but he continued to follow Ben.

Ben shouted, "Laral MOVE!"

It had the right effect. She jerked into motion, starting to run across the smooth plane of the surface. As
Hans had predicted, rea running in such alow gravity field wasimpossible. Lara strained toward the ship
with the agonized dow-motion action of awoman fleging in anightmare.

Behind her, the place where the last dust devil had met the edge of the grid had come dlive. A set of
concentric hemispheres of blue light grew, reached asize of afew meters, and vanished. At the same



time, alayer of dense blue mist emerged from the same center and rolled toward Lara.

The fog did not show on the range-rate sensor, but Hans did not need any help to compare speeds.
Unless Lara could move faster there was no way that she could reach theSavior before the fog lapped
around her feet and calves. Ben wasin adifferent situation. He could turn around and make the ship
before the layer of mist reached him—if only he had the senseto act immediately.

Hedidn't turn. Worse than that, Hans redlized that Ben was still movingtoward Lara. The man was
crazy. What was he hoping to do, grab hold of the blue fog and wrestleit away from her?

Ben's hopes and intentions did not matter. He wasfifty pacesfrom Larawhen the mist reached her and
rippled around her lower legs.

She at once stopped running. Hans heard a gasp, a startled scream, and then nothing.
"Lara" He, Darya, and Ben were shouting in unison.

Shedid not answer. She stood for afew seconds, motionless. And then Larawas screaming again, and
shewasshrinking . She did not move, she did not topple, she did not sway. She smply sank into the

blue surface layer, dowly and steedily. To Ben, limited to the quality of image provided by hissuit, it must
seem asthough Lara drifted down to and through the surface of Iceworld.

Hans, employing the superior sensors of theSavior , knew better. Asthe different sections of Lara's
body cameto within afew centimeters of the glowing layer of blue, they fractured and fragmented and
turned to powder. Asthat happened, the sensors showed her body dropping in temperature. She was
ice—shewas as cold asliquid ar—she wasliquid hdium, just afew kelvins above absolute zero. Findly,
the instruments could not provide values.

Larasdigntegration formed a hypnotic sight, but thewarning of adifferent danger forced Hansinto
action. Thelayer of blue mist had paused when it reached Lara. Now it was moving again, sweeping
toward theSavior . Long beforeit got thereit would meet Ben, who stood as silent and motionless as if
thetide of blue had dready drained him of life and hest.

"Ben! Into the ship.”

Ten quick stepswould do it, then they could head up and away to safety. Ben was moving now, but he
was like azombie. Long before he reached theSavior , the fog would roll up to and over him. Alreedy it
was no more than thirty meters away, and what had at first been a gentle ripple forward now seemed like
anirresstible advance.

Certain death for Ben and escape for Hans and Darya? Or possible death by impact for Ben and an
uncertain fate for Hans and Darya? There was no time to work out the odds, but Hans refused to lose
another crew member.

"Sttight "

That was for Darya, inexplicably trying to stand up from the seet next to him. Hans hit the controls and
boosted theSavior —not away to the safety of orbit, but straight forward. The ship accelerated at four
gees and scooped Ben Blesh into the maw of the airlock's open outer door. The clang as his body hit the
back of the lock sounded through the whole ship.



What Hans would have liked now was an instant switch from forward motion to upward motion, but the
ship'sinertiaand the laws of dynamicsdid not permit that. Although he could dter the direction of thrust
inafraction of asecond, until that change took effect theSavior continued to move forward. Forward,
toward the edge of the grid point. Forward, toward the deadly blue mist that had crumbled Larato dust
and swallowed her body, and forward toward the pulsing spheres of blue light beyond.

Hanswas pinned back in his seat by four gees of acceleration. It took al his strength to keep his hands
in place on the controls. TheSavior wasturning and rising. The ship would clear the layer of blue fog. But
they were not rising fast enough. The aft end, where the main drive was located, would pass through the
spheres of blue at the edge of the grid patch.

Hanswaited for an impact. He fet nothing, but he heard achange in the sound of the drive. A moment
later the crushing force on his body lessened. TheSavior waslosing power. He called for Emergency
Mode thrust, which ought to override any other command. Instead of punishing acceleration, the drive
turned off completely. Hansfelt himsef in freefal, dropping with the ship toward the featureless surface.

He braced for an impact that might kill or maim. It never came. Falling in the light gravity of lceworld,
theSavior hit the ground, bounced, then hit again and skidded along the surface.

Hans glanced at the control read-outs. The hull had not been breached. All life-support systems showed
normd readings. In principle theinsde of theSavior was till the safest place on the planet.

Hans did not believe that for amoment. Something had touched the lower part of the ship, and seconds
later they had lost the drive. Every other part of the ship might be equaly vulnerable. He glanced across
at Daryato make sure that her suit was fully closed.

"Comeon."

"Where?' But shewas dready standing up.

"Outside. Welost power, and | don't know why. Until we know what happened | think welll be safer on
the surface.”

How safe was that? Hans did not know, but aready he was cycling the inner door of the airlock. It did
not matter that al the air would be lost from the interior of the ship. When they came back in—if they
came back in—air could be replaced.

The inner door was open. Hans had never closed the outer one, and he pushed Daryatoward it.

"Go ahead.”

"BEH n

"Il hdphim."I lost one crew member, but I'm damned if I'll lose another. ™Y ou go outside, make
sure the outer door isclear.”

Hans was exposing Daryato an unknown risk, and she surely knew it. The surface could be even more
dangerous than theSavior 'sinterior. She went without another word.

Hans moved to where Ben's suited figure lay sprawled by thewall of the airlock. After thefirst impact as
theSavior scooped up his body, Ben had then felt another four-gee force asthe ship tried to rise toward



orbit. Unlike Darya and Hans, he had not been cushioned in awell-designed sedt.

The suit tell-tales showed that itsintegrity had been maintained. That was good, but had Ben survived
the multiple shocks? Hans leaned over and shone the head beam of his own suit into the faceplate. Ben's
eyes were open, and the pupils contracted as the light struck them.

Alive

Hans had no time to ask for anything more. He scooped up the suited body and headed for the outer
door of the airlock. It was athree-meter drop from there to the surface, but—thank Heaven for
low-gravity planets—he jumped and landed without difficulty.

Daryawaswaiting. She a once pulled him away from the ship. He did not resist. Theflat plain of the
grid patch, which had before been dark asthe grave, wasilluminated now by afaint blue.

Twenty pacesfrom theSavior , Darya paused. Hans, still carrying Ben's body, turned. At first sght the
shipwasjust asit should be, standing at an odd angle on the smooth surface. But aline of blue flame
licked a the outsde of the hull, right down at ground level. The flame was not moving. TheSavior wes.
While Hans and Darya watched, the whole hull sank downward dowly and steadily asthough being
absorbed into the surface of 1ceworld.

Ignoring Darya’s cry of warning, Hans took a couple of paces back toward the ship. Once you were
close enough you could see what was redly happening. Just above the pae blueline of flame, the hull of
theSavior wasfracturing, cracking, turning to powder, and vanishing.

Logic sad that they ought to turn and run, but to where? Hans could see that the whole grid area had
become edged with blue light. He and Darya could move no more than ahundred meters or so in any
direction without passing across that blue barrier. He turned to stare again at theSavior , and noticed a
change. The lower haf of the ship was gone, and the dust that it had become was dowly spreading
outward. Already the outer edge smudged the surface five meters away from the vanishing hull.

Hans stared upward. Somewhere in the sky, hundreds of millions of kilometers away, thePride of Orion
would be monitoring their status. They should receive everything up to Hanss order to Daryato head for
the airlock. Since then there had been no time for spoken messages, but the beacon would automatically
send out itssignal for aslong asit existed.

That existence would be for only afew more minutes. The chance of anything from thePride of Orion
ariving intimeto help Darya, Ben, and Hanswas aflat zero.

Hans brought his attention back to their surroundings. Another meter of theSavior had vanished, and the
dust that the ship had been was 0ozing closer. It might be harmless, but that was not arisk they could
afford to take. The boundary of the grid areawas till dight with an ominous blue.

Hanstook adeep breath. "Darya?’

He knew what they had to do. He just wanted to hear her voice.

"I'm here, Hans."

"We can't stay where we are. | screwed up, and I'm sorry. | thought the surface would be safe. | was as
wrong as| could be."



"Weadl were"
"The ship isdonefor. We can't go up. There's only one thing left."

"Hans, | know that. | know very well what we have to do." She produced a sound somewhere between
alaugh and asob. "Thisismy fault, not yours. I'm the one who wanted to come here, and I'm the one
who said | wanted to seethe interior of Iceworld. If I'm lucky, I'll get my wish."

It was an odd definition of luck, but Hans understood. The powdery layer had advanced to within afew
meters of thair feet. He said, "No point in waiting. Let's hope we were right about the destabilizing field.
I'm going to turn mine on now."

"Me, too. Hans, | hope I'll meet you on the other sde—wherever that is.”
"Y ou have to. Remember, you promised me there would be a better time?Y ou can't renege on that.”

Hansraised his gaze to the upper edge of his suit'sfaceplate. He glanced in turn at each element of the
control sitesthat would cause his suit to generate a cancellation field. The suit's sensors, tracking hiseye
movements, turned thefield on.

He had time for one more moment of worry. Would the field's active radius be enough to include Ben,
whose body Hans was till holding? If not, what would happen to both of them?

And then there was no time for either worries or actions. The weak gravity of the planet seemed to
vanish. Hanswasin fregfdl, ill holding his burden, dropping down through the deadly surface of
|ceworld and on toward the unknown interior.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The perfect embodied computer.

E. Crimson Tally had been reluctant to talk at any length to Julian Graves and the others about the
changes and improvements made since hisfirst embodiment. That would sound too much like boasting.

For example, having attosecond circuitry seemed on the face of it like agood thing, something you
would want dl of thetime. Y ears ago, within days of hisinitia embodiment and activation, he had learned
otherwise. Y es, he could think trillions of times asfast as any organic intelligence, and with an accuracy
and repeatability beyond their imagining; but as one consequence of that speed he had been obliged to
spend dmogt dl histimewaiting , as he was now waiting. How would Darya Lang likeit, if she asked
E.C. aquestion and then had to hang around ten years before she had an answer?

He had learned to get by, sitting quietly and caculating the first ten billion prime numbers or seeking
repeeting digit stringsin pi while he waited for the first word of response, but you could only stand so
much of that. Among the improvementsin his second embodiment was one that he had specificaly
requested: he wanted a stand-by mode. And he didn't mean smply the one held had before, which



dropped hisinternal clock rate by afactor of athousand or amillion. No, he wanted agenuine stand-by
mode, in which he could "deep” the way that others dept, brought back to consciousness only when his
senseswere jogged by some externa event—such as someone finally getting around to answering his
question.

Now he had that ability to deep, and it was better than anyone else's. Like them, he could wake when
provided by an outside stimulus. But he could also set hisinternal timer to aprecise interval and become
active when a second, aweek, amonth, or a century had passed.

E.C. Tdly'sown logic circuits made him amend that thought. He could not becertain that deep for a
long interval would work, since he himself had only tested periods up to one day. On the other hand, the
required changes had been put in place by Sue Harbeson Ando and Lee Boro, back on Miranda, and
those two ladies were perfectionigts. True, they had never managed to fix hissmile so it didn't make other
humans shudder, but that was nerves and muscle connections, not computer functions. He had complete
confidencein Ando and Boro. They had certainly tightened and adjusted him in other desirable ways.

Ddiberately, E.C. alowed histhoughts to wander to time travel and to the paradoxesthat the idea
introduced. Suppose that aman went back in time, and killed his own grandfather? Would he then cease
to exist? Maybe he would, and maybe he wouldn't. Taly felt quite comfortable, whereas consderations
of timetrave in hisearlier unimproved form had sent him into aloop from which only acold start could
rescue him.

And quantum theory, with al its now-you-see-it now-you-don't peekaboo e ements? He was just as
comfortable with that. Hisbrain could now handle everything from Lukasiewicz's three-valued logic, to
Reichenbach'sinfinite-valued logic with its continuous range of truth-val ues.

Tdly permitted himsdlf the luxury of onefind test. He turned hismind to Russdll's statement of the
granddaddy of dl true/fase problems. " A barber in acertain village shaves dl those, and only those, who
do not shave themselves. Does the barber shave himsd 7

Well, if he doesn't shave himsdlf, then since he shaves everyone who doesn't shave himsdlf, he shaves
himsdf. On the other hand, if he shaveshimsdif . . .

E.C. pursued the endlesslogical trail, on through the theory of types, meta-set theory, and fuzzy logic. It
ate up idletimein a pleasant manner. Only the greater pleasure of acal from Julian Graves could exceed
it.

"Tdly, | know you are eager to leave, but | have kept you here because | have atask for you.”

At last. After afull day of idleness. Tdly switched his circuits from background to turbo mode. "I am
reedy.”

"Thiswill involve colossa amounts of computation. It will possibly exceed your resources.

"Weghd| see”

Tdly was merdly being palite. Of course, it had come nowhere close to straining his capabilities. The
amount of calculation was gigantic, but he had it completed, checked, and re-checked in afew hours.

Now, surely, hewould be alowed to leave.

But no. Once again he was obliged to St in stand-by mode, thistime for an even longer period. At last



the second call came.
"The resultsthat you provided are most satisfactory. Are you still prepared for departure?”

"I am completely ready. My shipisasoready.” Infact, | have been ready for days, while you have
brooded over the doings of Professor Lang and Captain Rebkaand the resultsthat | gave you. Taly
kept the last sentence to himsalf—another of the many improvementsingaled in his new embodiment.

"Then you may proceed with your mission. Good luck, and do not forget to keep me informed asto
whatever you may discover.”

Do not forget. Asthough an embodied computer ever would or could forget. "1 will keep you
informed.”

Tdly took thefind stepsto free hisown ship, theTally-ho , from its magnetic bondsto thePride of
Orion . Ashedid o, it occurred to him that his current embodiment was perfect, in that it could not be
improved.

In asense he was correct. It could not be improved, because no one had ever managed to define good
judgment, gtill less create aworking agorithm to provideit.

* * *

Tdly had not wasted time while Julian Graves kept him tied to thePride of Orion 's apron strings. For
three full days he had studied the stllar system to which their last Bose transition had brought them,
working with unmatched speed and focus, endless patience, and the powers offered by his new ability to
handle multi-vaued logic sysems.

The members of the expedition party from the Orion Arm were dl in full agreement: they had not chosen
this destination. It had been fed to them as Bose network coordinates, derived from the log of the Chism
Polypheme's ship. When they arrived at an obvioudy dead system, everyone said, Oh, that's so typical of
aPolypheme. It lied, they dwayslie. But suppose that the Polypheme had lied, and at the sametimetold
the truth? Then in that case the stellar system to which they had come was both the wrong placeto find
the Marglotta home world, and at the same time the right place.

E.C. could live with that notion. When theTally-ho pulled away from its docking he knew exactly where
he wanted to go. Of course, he would eventually head for the edge of the dark zone, just as he had said
he would, and hopein that way to arrive a the world of the Marglotta. Before taking his leave, however,
there were points of interest right here in this system.

One of them was Iceworld, but Professor Lang had aready staked her claim to that. Tally had read
every report beamed back from theSavior , and he questioned Lang's assessment that no matter what
had been doneto it recently, the big, hollow world had begun as aBuilder artifact. Unlike everyone else
onthePride of Orion , hedid not rgject Darya Lang'sidea of a second super-race (perhaps arace of
computers?). But didn't it then make sense that they, rather than the Builders, had created | ceworld?

If S0, the rest of the system was wide open as a possible hiding place forreal Builder artifects. Tdly,
after anadysistha would have taken any human amillion years of caculation, had a candidate.

His conversation with Julian Graves on the subject had been less than satisfactory.

* % *



"Thisbody." E.C. Tdly indicated on awhole-system display a medium-sized planetoid moving in an orbit
far out from the dark star that formed the center of the gravitating set of worlds.

"What about it?* Julian Graves glared at the insignificant object, his great bald brow furrowed with
impatience or suspicion. Sometimes Tally wondered if Graves approved of embodied computers. "I've
never seen amore average lump of rock.”

"Councilor, it doesn't rotate.”

"| can seethat. But it's very common for planets and moons not to rotate. They becometidaly locked to
some other body."

"Tiddly locked bodiesdo rotate. They turn so that they always present the same face to the parent,
which meanstheir day isthe same astheir year. But they rotate. Everything rotates, everything inthe
universe: eectrons, protons, atoms, molecules, moons, planets, stars, gas clouds, gal axies—everything
but thet planetoid in the display.”

"Let me seethedata” Julian Graves sared at the screen filled with numbers provided by E.C. and went
dlent for haf aminute.

Tdly computed tenth roots for the first million integers and waited impeatiently. He knew what was
happening. Julian Graves had once been two separate entities, Julius Graves and an interior mnemonic
twin. Thetwin had origindly been intended as no more than amemory augment, housed in an added pair
of cerebra hemispheresingde Julius Gravess big-domed head. The emergence of a second persondity,
Steven Graves, had been a surprise to everyone. The two had dowly merged, to become Julian Graves,
but for certain tasksit was fill better to maintain separation.

Like now. Steven had the computationa talent, and it was of an order that even Tally had learned to
respect. At quiet momentsin the past they had indulged in calculation face-offs, and sometimes—to
Tdly's amazement—Steven Graves held his own. They had discussed it, and decided that although E.C.
had better circuit speeds than human neurons by afactor of ten to the fifteenth, Steven compensated for
that by the specialized pattern recognition hardware built into the human brain, and by computationa
pardldlismwhich Taly could not match.

Now Steven must be performing hisown analysis of the data. That deduction was verified when Julian
Graves blinked his blue eyes, nodded, and said, "Indeed, the planetoid does not appear to rotate with
respect to the most distant parts of the universe. But the observations you have provided, like al
messurements, are accurate only to within certain confidence limits. We fed obliged to point out that
rotational speeds of objects follow datistical distributions. Thusthereisafinite probability that agiven
rotation speed, no matter how small, will be encountered. That iswhat we are seeing here.”

"May | spesk?’

But speaking had done no good at al. He had been unable to persuade Julian Gravesthat the
non-rotating planetoid was worthy of investigation. Taly had terminated the discussion before it could go
on too long. He was learning the ways of humans. Better to stop talking, take theTally-ho onitsway,
and offer direct proof to Julian Gravesthat Taly was right and Steven waswrong.

Unfortunately that might be no easy task. The ship was closing fast on the planetoid, and the observation
chamber at thefront of theTally-ho offered adirect view of what even E.C. had to admit was an



unpromising object.

Tdly'sfind was so smdl that although gravity could hold it together, it could not impose the spherica
shape common to large bodies. From adistance it appeared as an uneven chip of dark rock, about
seventy kilometerslong and perhaps half that along each of the other main axes. Tdly used a
high-magnification scope and searched for any sign of the Phagesthat often swvarmed near Builder
artifacts. He saw nothing. He performed aroutine laser scan of the surface, and read the reflected
spectrum. Rock, rock, and more rock. Of course, since the body was not turning on any axis he could
examine only one side of it, but when Taly caculated the odds not even he could hold out hope that the
other sde would be any different.

It wastimeto give up, accept that Steven Graves wasright and E.C. was wrong, and move on to his
officia mission of seeking the edge of the dark zone and the planet of the Marglotta. Except that while he
had been busy examining the reflected spectrum, theTally-ho had continued to close onitstarget. The
navigation equipment would not permit a collison—it wasfar too smart for that—but when E.C. raised
his head and glanced again through the port of the observation chamber, the chip of rock had grown to a
great uneven lump that filled the whole sky.

And it had changed. The whole surface, uniform from a distance, was marked by aregular pattern of
studs. It looked to Tally asthough a meticulous, gigantic, insane, and overactive riveter had been given a
free hand on the planetoid. He rgjected that hypothesis on the basis of itsimprobability, and upon giving
the surface a closer ingpection redlized that he had confused bulges with indents. Those were not studs,
they were holes. The body was riddled with them. He glanced at the range monitor, estimated the angle
subtended by one of the holes, and at once knew its diameter: 2.7 meters. More than wide enough to
admit asuited human, but not nearly enough to permit theTally-ho to enter.

So what now?

He had agreed to keep Julian Graves informed asto anything he found, but a message sent to Graves
would surely lead to an undesirable result. E.C. would betold to stay where he was until the survival
teamn specidists cameto offer assistance. It would do no good to point out that Tally's brain, if not his
body, could survive an acceleration of hundreds of gees and temperatures up to four thousand degrees.
That was more than could be said for any human, no matter how well trained.

E.C. edged theTally-ho sdeways and closer to the planetoid, so that he could shine abeam directly
down one of the round holes. The blackness within was absolute, with no sign of reflected light. He
wondered how that could be, and what materid lined the tunndl. It would surely be dl right for him to
determine at least that much information. Although Graves had told E.C. to keep thePride of Orion
informed, he had not suggested that every independent action was forbidden.

Tdly commanded theTally-ho to maintain a precise fifty-meters separation from the planetoid. He put
on asuit and went across to the communications console.

| have discovered aplanetoid to which some intelligent agent may have made modifications. My signd
beacon will direct you here, should you fed it worthwhileto investigate. E. Crimson Tally.

That was enough. He redlly was beginning to understand how humans thought and operated. Be casud.
Morewas|ess.

Heingructed the console to send his message after afive minute delay. That would give him enough time
to leave theTally-ho and make hisway to the surface of hisfind.



As soon as he arrived inside he knew why there had been no reflection from the walls of the tunndl.
Therewere no walls. The hole that Tally had entered expanded outward as soon ashewasinside. The
dab had no interior, it was nothing more than a paper-thin shell surrounding vacuum. He could seetiny
circlesof garlight, entering through the million other holes scattered dl over the surface.

Asapossible Builder artifact thiswas atotd failure. It contained no mysteries, and it just sat there and
did nothing at all.

Tdly wasready to retreat when he noted something dightly unusud. While outside the planetoid, the
gravitational force exerted on him had been tiny, hardly enough to notice. That wasjust asit should be for
such asmdl body. But now that he wasinside, his suit had to gpply a congtant thrust to hold himin

position.

Heturned off that thrust, and at once began to fal. That made no sense at dl; or rather, it made sense
only if someinvisible object of high density sat at the middle of the lump of rock.

It was till of no more than dight interest, but since he was here he might aswell take alook. E.C.
alowed himsdf to drop for afew more kilometers. His suit'sinertial system kept a continuous track on
how far he had fallen, and just how long it was taking. His conversion of those numbersto alaw of force
was automatic and dmost instantaneous, and it occupied only atiny fraction of his attention. The results
were another matter. They concentrated al hisresources. Since he wasfalling fredly he had felt no force
on his body, but his accel eration had been increasing exponentiadly. If he fell for another twenty-six
kilometers, the extrgpol ated vaue was infinite.

Nothing in nature producesinfinite acceleration. Tally knew that very well. It was probable that his
computer brain would withstand whatever forcesit was exposed to. His body was another matter. It was
asweak as any human's. If he damaged another embodiment beyond repair, he would never hear the last
of it.

Those thoughts were completed inside a nanosecond. He switched his suit a onceto its highest level of
upward thrust. Hisinertiad positioning system indicated he was till falling. That was no surprise. It took
timeto cancel out his downward speed, and start him back up toward the surface. Then he redlized that
the Situation was worse than that. Hisacceleration was till in the wrong direction. The thrust provided
by his suit was not sufficient to balance the downward force, and that force increased with every passing
second.

It couldn't be any type of high-density natural body at the middie of the hollow planetoid. The attraction
was too strong for that. So what was it?

Tdly had been faling with hisbody in avertica position. He looked down, past the boots of his suit, and
saw directly benegth him arolling whirlpool of black ail, curling and tumbling onitself. Ashewatched, it
grew rgpidly in size. In another split-second he would fall into its depths.

E.C. fdt the enormous satisfaction of one whose theories had been fully vindicated. Thiswas aBuilder
artifact. The proof of that was right below him, in the form of a Builder trangport vortex.

As he dropped into the churning heart of the whirlpool, his attosecond mentd circuits had time for alast
twinge of conscience. Despite his promisg, it was unlikdly that in the immediate future he would be ableto
report his discovery to Julian Graves.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

And then there were none.

Firg theHave-It-All flew away. The ship vanished into the nearby Bose node, taking with it—to
who-knew-where—L ouis Nenda, Atvar H'sd and their daves, dong with survival specidist Snara
Bellstock. Next to leave were Hans Rebka and Darya L ang, flying off to Iceworld with Ben Blesh and
LaraQuistner. Findly, E.C. Taly departed.

ThePride of Orion —what was l€eft of it, after giving birth to theSavior and theTally-ho —fdt likea
dead ship.

At firgt Torran Veck and Teri Dahl avoided each other's company. Both fdlt like failures, the specidists
that no one had ause for. Neither wanted the company of till another failure. But finaly, with the arrival
of Taly's message, they had to talk to each other.

"What does he mean,| have discovered a planetoid to which some intelligent agent may have made
modifications ?* Teri Dahl waslightly built, with long, dim limbs, dark-brown hair, and a coffee
complexion. Her constant irritation was being mistaken for a child. She was sitting cross-legged on the
bunk in Torran Veck's cabin. "If that embodied computer were ahuman, hed be amoron. Taly couldn't
have been more vagueiif hetried.”

"It'sridiculous." Torran Veck occupied—and overflowed—the only chair. "Graves received that
message hours ago, and since then there hasn't been another word. Suppose Tally isin trouble? We
know the exact location of hisship, and you and | aretrained survival specidists. Why aren't we heading
out there. Why are we Stting doing nothing?'

"Why arewe here at al, when Ben Blesh and Sinara Bellstock and Lara Quistner are away on
assgnments?’ Teri glanced at the cabin eye, confirming that it was turned off. It was, but even so she
lowered her voice. "When wewerein our find stages of training, did you have an affair with one of the
indructors?'

"What if | did?" If Torran Veck was startled by the sudden change of subject, hedid not let it show. "It
wasn't forbidden, and | wasn't the only one. | certainly didn't get favored trestment on any of the
tests—Mandy was probably harder on me than anyoneelse.”

"I believe you. I'm not suggesting you had an easy time. But I'll tell you onething. If I'd had something
going with an ingtructor, after our training was al done there were certain questions | couldn't have
ressted asking Mandy."

"Like?'

"Like how wdl | had done, compared with others. That wouldn't be giving me an advantage. It would
just be pillow talk."



"Mm." Torran Veck had abig, fleshy nose. He tended to pinch the bridge between finger and thumb
when he was thinking. He held it now. "What gave us away? We agreed there would be no signs of
public affection and no favoritism. Otherwise we'd both have been in trouble.”

"You overdid it. Both of you. In the classes, Mandy was hard on you when there was no reason. And
you never looked directly at her.”

"Mm."

"WdI? Did you? Ask questions, | mean, about how you had done?’
"Maybe"

"And perhaps how other people had done?’

"Sowhat if | did? Teri, where are you taking this?'

"I didn't have Mandy's ear, but dl during training | couldn't help comparing the members of our group. |
watched you perform, and Lara, and everyone ese. | bet you did the same.”

"Of coursel did."

"But you had Mandy to confirm your gut reactions. | didn't. I'll tell you what | think, and 1'd like your
comment. All right?'

llemn

"There were two stand-out trainees in our group. Their names were Torran Veck and Teri Dahl. You
and me. We were easlly the best of the bunch, and there was hardly awhisker separating our fina
scores.”

Torran stopped holding the bridge of his nose. "Are you sure you didn't have inside information?"
"Not ascrap. But | use my eyesand ears, same as you do. Comments?"

"Some of these are Mandy's, not mine—though | agree with you and her, we were both top of the class,
kick-ass compared with the others. Ben's smart, but he has these feglings of inadequacy. That makes him
want to do wild things, just to prove he can. He gets scared, but helll try to be ahero evenif it killshim. If
Ben getsinto trouble it will be because he thinks that when you arein charge it's aweakness to say you
don't understand or don't know. Larais smart, too—hell, we al are. But her personaity hasabuilt-in
contradiction. She doesn't really want to run things. So she takes orders—but then she resents being
given them. Shewill get into trouble trying to prove that she makes command decisonsaswdl as
anyone, when in fact she doesnt.”

He paused, until Teri asked, "That leaves Sinara. What about her?'
"Mandy has a soft spot for Sinara.”
"So do you."

"A little. | have asoft pot for you, too, but not enough to distort my judgment of either of you. Sinara



ought never to have become asurviva specidist. She has mood swings. Sometimes she'sall dreamy and
romantic, sometimes she's a practicing nymphomaniac.”

"Y ou would know, | suppose.”

"Don't go by rumors. Anyway, Sinaraisn't exactly what you would call aresponsible person. If Benis
looking to be ahero, Sinarais|ooking to find one. Mandy believes Sinaraonly went into this business
because her family wanted her to—father's dying wish and al that. He wasin the same line of work,
killed in the Castlemaine disaster. But Sinara shouldn't be looking after other people. She needs
somebody to look afterher ."

"Now she's off with Louis Nendaand his crew of aien thugs. Heaven help her. | can't see him taking
care of anybody but himself."

"L ook on the bright side. Maybe thisiswhat she needs to sort her out. But | don't think you asked if you
could come to my cabin so we could sympathize with Sinara or anyone e se. Where are you going with
dl this?'

"I'm going to see Julian Graves. But | wanted to talk to you first." Teri uncrossed her legs and stood up
from the bunk in one easy movement. "I think you ought to come with me. Y ou've confirmed whét | have
been thinking, now let'sfind out what Graves hasin his head. He must have been given adetailed report
on each of us before thePride of Orion ever left Upside Miranda Port. | want to ask him: Why hashe
left his best two surviva team members—no time for false modesty, ArabellaLund asgood astold us
that herself—to St here staring at our belly buttons, while otherswho areless quaified are taking the
risks?"

* % *

Teri had felt and sounded totaly confident when she talked to Torran Veck. She could fed that
assurance draining away when their knock on the door of Graves's cabin was answered with aquiet,
"Enter."

The councilor managed to be aformidable presence without even trying. It wasn't hissze—Torran
topped him by haf ahead. And it wasn't his manner, which was unfailingly polite and courteous. Maybe
it was the knowledge that the misty blue eyes of Julian Graves had looked on multiple cases of genocide.
The brain within the bulging cranium had been forced to make lose-lose decisions that condemned whole
speciesin order to spare others. Every one of those choices was graven in the deep furrows on face and
forehead.

Therewas no sign of that traumatic past in the warm smile that greeted Teri and Torran, or inthe
friendly, "What can | do for you?'

Teri's self-confidence dropped another notch. It was Torran who findly said, "Can we put it the other
way round? Everyone eseisbusy, working to find away to reach the Marglotta home world. Teri and |
have been sitting around for days, totally useless. What can we do for you, or for anybody?*

"To begin with, you can sit down.” Graves waved them to seats. His cabin on thePride of Orion was
bigger than anyone elsg's, but so crowded with consoles and displays there was hardly room for itstable
and six chairs. Teri did in easly enough, but Torran had to squeeze through and fitted the space between
tableand wall likeacork in abottle.

Graveswent on, "I have been well aware of your lack of activity, and | expected your arrival beforethis.



L et me congratulate you on the patience that you have shown. However, it wasimpossible for meto
meet usefully with you until certain other activities were complete. When you learn what those activities
imply, perhaps you will decide that your enforced idleness was not so bad after al.”

He placed himsdlf so that he faced Teri and Torran directly acrossthe table. ™Y ou have borne with me
for alongtime. | ask you to bear with me alittle longer, for what may initialy seem to be atedious
explanation of the obvious. My aim will fairly soon become clear; but first, asmplefact: there are at least
thirty sentient species scattered around our own Orion Arm. In my role as Ethical Councilor, | have
encountered and been obliged to ded with more than haf of those. An equa number of intelligent species
probably exist here in the Sagittarius Arm, dthough the only onewith which | have direct experienceis
the Chism Polyphemes. The speciesvary widdly in their physiology, their reproductive habits, their life
syles, and their notions of moraity. What they donot vary in—what iscommon to every one of them—is
the underlying logic of their thought processes. When it comesto the way that we think, even the most
alien speciesfollows the same patterns as we do. Are you with me so far?”

Teri sad, "Weadl think the same. Except—" She paused, unsure of hersdlf.

Graves amiled. "My dear, | seethat you are not only with my argument, you are ahead of it. Asyou say,
except . Except that we find ourselvesin aSituation for which the laws of logic do not appear to apply.
Before we embarked on thisjourney we were provided—you might say, spoon-fed—a set of Bose
trangition coordinates to carry us across the Gulf. Our end point was to be the Marglotta home world.
We crossed the Gulf successfully. But rather than finding the Marglotta, instead wefind this." He waved
anarm. "This, abarren system where the central star suffered some unnatural fate, where thereisno sgn
of life, and where one planet isimpossibly cold. The generd answer wasto blame the perfidious
Polypheme. Asahabitud liar, it had ddliberately directed usto this system in order to keep secret the
whereabouts of our real destination. Everyone agreed, we should not be here. Everyone was eager to be
on their way immediately, to find and proceed to Marglot.

"Y ou may arguethat | could have said no. | could have inssted that we do additiond analysis. | am,
after dl, the officid leader of this expedition. But asyou will one day discover, aleader isnot aleader
because of the way that he or she behaves. He is aleader only because of the way that he istreated by
others . On this expedition there are individuals with far more experience than | of unknown territories
and hidden danger. Unlike you, they lack respect for authority. Had | attempted to propose analysis
rather than action, | would have faced open rebd lion. Uncomfortable as| was with my own decision, |
therefore permitted them to go. | would, however, remain here. | did not reject the need for action. |
merely postponed it, until I could prove a conjecture. And | would keep with me the most competent
members of the surviva team.”

Torran nodded and smiled. Teri did not smile, and she felt embarrassed. She wondered why the
councilor was taking such care to lavish compliments. He wanted something from them, but what could it
be?

Graveswent on, "Let metel you my difficulty, and see how you react. | have been puzzled since the
moment we arrived here by three observations which are either facts, or at least strong conjectures. First,
everyone has emphasi zed that the Chism Polypheme was dead when it arrived a Miranda. Polyphemes
enjoy enormoudy long life spans. Surely this meansthat the Polypheme neverexpected to diein trangt. It
thought that it would bring the Marglottato Miranda, and return with them—and us—to the Sag Arm.
Second, the death of the Marglotta on the Polypheme's ship was aso not anticipated. They, too, must
have expected to reach usand tell us of their problems. They hoped we would go with them to their
homeworld of Marglot. So the fact that Polyphemes are traditiond liarsis not relevant, unlessthe
Marglottaare dso liars. Not one persistently lying species, but two? As| told Professor Lang on another



subject, | do not like to concatenate implausibilities. And now for my third observation: there were many
Marglotta on the ship—eighteen of them. There was a single Chism Polypheme, and the Polyphemes are
justly famous as navigators. If you agree with al this, what conclusonswould you draw?*

Teri and Torran turned to glance at each other. He gave alittle wave of hisindex finger.You first .

She grimaced. Thanks a lot. Let me be wrong . And to Julian Graves, "It wasthe Marglottasideato
cometo the Orion Arm. They werein charge, and the Polypheme was just a hired hand.”

"Precisdly. Which means?'
Teri nudged Torran'sleg under the table. Your turn.

He grunted, and said, "There would be no point at al in the Polypheme trying to keep the final
dedtination secret. The Marglottawould have been right there to answer our questions.”

"And therefore?"

"Wedidn't blunder into this system by accident. It was intended that our ship would arrive, just where
we did—and it must be possible to reach Marglotthrough a Bose transition point located right here .

"Exactly. Which leaves asingle question, but one with huge potentia consequences: we can reenter the
same node by which we came here. It is dtting afew minutes away. But what transition sequence from
here might take usto Marglotta?"

Teri and Torran glanced across a one of the displays, where afaint circle of opaescence indicated the
presence of the nearby Bose node.

The theory that explained the Bose network in terms of multi-connected spacetimes was so complex that
very few people understood it. The practica use was another matter. It was often said that any fool with
asuitably equipped ship could enter aBose node; but that only an absolute fool would try it, without first
being in possession of the eighty-four digits that specified the connection between an entry node and the
desired exit point. Used correctly, the Bose network had azero failure rate. Used incorrectly, by
specifying aninvaid digit stream, one of two things would happen. If you were lucky and you made an
error intheentry point digits, the string would be rejected and you would pop back into norma space
exactly where you had entered the node. If you were unlucky and you made an error in theexit point
digits, you might know your fate but no one ese would. Shipswhich were discovered by retrospective
andysisto have used aninvaid exit digit set were never heard from again.

"Animpossible problem.” Julian Graves was closaly watching the expression on the others faces. "We
know where we are, which gives usthe input coordinates for a Bose transition. We could follow the
method used by L ouis Nenda and theHave-It-All , pick some other Bose node, generate the entire digit
string, make the jump, and hope we arrive where we want to be. With the screening process they
propose, that certainly won't be the Marglot system. But it might be a place where someone can tell them
how to reach that system. Fairly smple, probably fairly safe, but at best an indirect approach. However,

| don't want just any exit node. | want the digit string of thecorrect exit node—in the Marglot system.”

Teri said, "Which means we must know the exact string of forty-two numbers. | don't like those odds.”

"Nor do . | asked—or, to be more specific, Steven, who is better at thiskind of thing than | am,
asked—how much those odds might be improved using other information. We cannot achievecertainty ,



that would be too much to ask for, but can we reduce the risk to an acceptable level 7"
Torran Veck raised his eyebrows, which Teri took to mean,Are you out of your mind?

But no one spoke, until Julian Graves continued. "What do we know? Wdll, we have the exact
sequences for acouple of thousand Bose nodes in our own Orion Arm, plus everything for the Bose
nodes defined in the Sag Arm and held within the data bank of the Polypheme's ship. If Bose digit strings
were random, that would not be any use at al. We would be ruling out only afew thousand numbers,
and leaving endlesstrillions of trillions of possble but incorrect sequences. It does not take the
computational powers of Steven or E.C. Tally to recognize that avenue leads nowhere. At the sametime,
| remained convinced that we were dl missing something. The clue asto what that might be camewhen |
was pondering the way that the Chism Polypheme at Miranda Port died. We know that a Polypheme will
normaly live for many thousands of years—we don't know quite how many—Dbefore it succumbsto
natural causes. That'swhy it was so surprising to encounter a dead one. But turn that logic around. A
Polyphemewill live for ages, but it can bekilled, like anything el se, by violence or by accident. We often
emphasize that Polyphemes don't tell the truth, but maybe we should emphasi ze even more thatthey do
not take risks . Think how averseto danger you would be if your normdl life expectancy extended over
many thousands of years. That tells us something else. No Polypheme would ever expose itsdlf to the
totaly avoidablerisk of attempting a Bose trangition with aninvalid digit string. And that has another
implication.”

Torran said softly, "The Polypheme had al the sequencesto bring us here. He must a so have possessed
the correct sequence to return to the final Marglot destination.”

"Exactly so. Hewould not have riskedremembering it. Nor would he store the sequencein an open file.
The number string must have been stored somewhere in the ship's data banks, in a hidden place from
which the Polypheme could recal it when it was needed.”

"But the data banks—" Teri paused. "They don't have just millions or hillions of numbers, they have
many trillions of them. Everything from artifact cataogs to navigationa datato engineering data. I'm sure
they aso contain dl the sandard encyclopedias for many worlds and many species.”

"Quitetrue. Animpossible job, right, to find the forty-two digit sequence that we need? Impossible to
us, that is—but not impossbleto E.C. Tally. It'sanaturd for him. Remember, he aready downloaded
everything in the Polypheme ship's data banks into his own memory.

"| asked him to do four things. Firgt, to take the known digit sequences of every known Bose node, and
derive from them as many characteristic string properties and statistics as he could. Second, to sort out
from the data banks of the Polypheme ship every discrete and identifiable forty-two-digit sequence—I
knew there would betrillions of them. Third, to test every one of those sequencesto seeif they
possessed the statistical properties derived from known Bose node sequences. And findly, to provide a
ranked list of matchesin order of their goodness of fit, together with some numerica measure of
confidencein the result.”

Teri muttered, dmost to hersdlf, " An absolutely monstrousjob.”
"Agreed. It ismongtrous, even Steven admitted that it would be quite beyond him. But it's meat and
drink to an embodied computer like Taly. He aeit up. | had no ideahow long it might take him, days or

weeks or months. But he was finished in afew hours. Do you want to see the results?”

The councilor did not wait for an answer. A long table of figures appeared on thewall display behind



him. While Torran and Teri studied it, he went on, "Asyou can see, we have no certainties, no hundred
percent fit."

"But isn't that wrong?' Torran Veck was scowling at the screen. "If the number one choice realy does
represent aBose node, shouldn't it be on the list?’

"I don't think s0. The Chism Polypheme didn't want his private navigation secrets revealed to anybody
who tapped his ship's data banks. He ddliberately excluded the Bose coordinates of the fina destination
from his'officid’ list of nodes.”

" Seventy-two percent probability.” Teri had scanned the wholeligt. "That'sthe best fit. It's not very
good. And the next oneisway down, at only eight percent odds."

"Isthe glass half full, or isit haf empty? Seventy-two percent doesn't sound too greet, | agree. But it'sso
enormoudy better than eight percent, what are the chances that one match so good would pop up at
random?"'

Torransad, "You tdl us"

"I'll tell you what Steven says. It's only onein athousand that the digit string you arelooking at isnt a
genuine Bose sequence. But that doesn't mean most of you will surviveif you try it andit'swrong. It'sal,
or it'snothing. And I'm certainly not going to try to persuade you to take the risk. 1'd be quite happy if
you would agreeto stay here, with thePride of Orion , and serve to coordinate whatever anyone else
learns”

Teri asked, "While you do what?'

"While | grow another ship, and make aBose trangtion with it."

"Forget that." Torran tried to stand up, but there was not enough space at the table to permit it. "We
weretrained as surviva team members. Y ou just told usthat we were the best of the group. Arabella
Lund as much as said the same thing. If you go, we go. What areyour qudificationsinsurviva traning?'
"Very limited. | could say that | have survived alarge number of dangerous Stuations, but most of those
could have been pure luck. However, that isirrelevant. Do you—both of you—wish to make the Bose

trangtion with me?"

Inunison, "Wedo." Torran added, "Damn right we do. If you likewell go withoutyou —we were
trained in surviva techniques. But no way are you going without us."

"Then there are numerous preparations to be made. A new ship must be grown. Since thePride of
Orion will be without acrew, it must be left in a suitable condition to receive and relay al messages
arriving from others. | must also send word of our proposed actions to Professor Lang's group, and to
E.C. Tdly. If youwill excuseme. .."

Graves hurried out. Torran Veck, pushing hard, moved the table far enough for him to move from
behind it and stand up. He said, "A bit eager to leave us, don't you think?Y ou know what that means?"

"l haveagood idea.”

"Graves had dl hisinformation days ago, before E.C. Tally left. He has been Stting on it, waiting.”



"Right." Teri, penned in by Torran, was a last free to move from her seat. "Waiting until we went stir
crazy and camelooking for him. He knew that by now we would be so keen to see action, we would go
aong with whatever he suggested.”

" So we were manipulated.” Torran shook hishead. "By amaster. He'sdamn good at it. Maybe that's
what it takesto be an Ethical Councilor—patience and cunning. | hope therés moreto it than that."

"We could dways back out." They stared at each other, until Teri laughed. "No way, right? Better death
than terminal boredom. But we have only seventy-two percent odds in our favor. That meanstherésa
twenty-eight percent chance that we'lll make a Bose jump, and end up God-knows-where, or nowhere at
al. What then?"

"Then?" Torran draped hismassive arm over Teri's shoulder. "Why, then we find out how good as
surviva specidistsweredly are. Come on, Terxi. If weregoing to kill oursaves, I'd rather get it over with
sooner than later.”

* * %

TheNo Regrets , created from the shrinking body of thePride of Orion and newly named by Teri Dahl,
stood at the very edge of the Bose node. Torran Veck was checking the final matching of entry velocity.

"Asgood asit gets," hesad. "If the exit sequence iswrong, afew millimeters a second won't make any
difference a al. Well bein limbo. Whenever you are ready.”

Julian Graves was at an observation window. He was staring not at the nearby pearly radiance of the
Bose node, but far off to where Iceworld, invisbleto all sensors, orbited its dark primary.

"I wish we could have had word from Professor Lang before we left,” he said. "We have received
nothing—not even their sgna beacon.”

"Whenever you are ready.”

"l heard you." Graves sighed. "Go ahead. After three days of slence, another minuteisunlikely to make
adifference. And thePride of Orion will continue to wait for sgnds, from us or the others, for aslong as
needed.”

Torran Veck guided theNo Regrets forward into the Bose node. Behind them, the parent ship began its
londly vigil. The power supply was enough to alow it to monitor eventsfor amillion years. Even o,
Julian Graves was wrong when he said that the ship would wait for their sgnasfor aslong as needed.
Neither Graves nor the ship's computer knew it, but al members of thePride of Orion 's crew, human
and dien, had departed this stellar system and would never return.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Pleasur eworld.

Until heran into Sinara Bellstock on hisway into thePride of Orion , Louis Nenda had never met
anyonewho called hersdf a"survival specidig.” Didn't everybody do their best to survive? Consder the
dterndive.

Louislistened, at first with interest and then with horror, as Sinara explained.

"Martiad arts, of course. We have experience in every known form of wegpon. | received the maximum
possible class grade for the use of projectile devices. Our work was done in every environment you can
imagine—free-fal, high gravity, low gravity, dense atmosphere, poisonous atmosphere, hard vacuum,
and intense radiation fields. | trained on frozen ice caps of water and solid nitrogen, and deep in oceans
of water and liquid methane.”

"Hold on aminute. Are you saying you were taken to planetswith dl of these?!

"Not exactly. We operated in smulated setups. | mean, our budget was generous, but there were limits.
It wasdl right, though, thetraining facility on Persgphone can mimic any place you care to mention.”

There were places Nenda didn't care to mention or ever think about again. He asked, "What about
diens? Were you trained to ded with diens?’

"Naturaly. We expected that we would have to work with any clade, in any part of the spiral arm. |
mean our own spira arm, of course—no one ever thought we would be sent to the Sag Arm. But we are
ready for anything. Did | mention that | had long sessonsin unarmed combat?' Sinaragave Louisan
enigmatic smile. "Those were with humans aswell asdiens. If you would like to test me out, maybe you
and | could try atusde—sometime when we have more privacy."

Was that what it sounded like? Nenda plowed on. " So, for instance, you could tackle somebody like At
there?"

He gestured to Atvar H'sidl. The Cecropian was Sitting at the other side of theHave-1t-All 's most
comfortable cabin, slent but doing the pheromonal equivaent of glowering.

"Well, tackleis probably the right word." Sinaraeyed the hulking dien. "She's huge, isn't she? | never
met one before, but | know from the smulations that a Cecropian is very strong. 1'd do well to hold my
ownwith her."

"Right. Hold your own. And how about thet lot?" Nenda'sjerk of the thumb included Jmerlia, Kalik,
and Archimedes, huddled together in a strange heap at the end of the cabin that led to the ship'smain

odley.

"As| understand it, a Lo'tfian won't fight, no matter what you do to him. We didn't have training
experience with asmulated Zardalu, because we were told that they had been extinct for thousands of
years. | certainly never expected to meet one." Sinarafrowned, asthough a suspicion that her training
might have been less than complete had crossed her mind. "I was supposed to fight a Hymenopt, though.
It seemed unfair, they're so little and cuddly. | heard that the poor things used to be hunted for their fur. Is
that true?"

"The Hymantel, you mean? It's tough and water-resistant, and it insulates againgt heat and cold. Yes,



people wanted to make clothes out of them, so they used to hunt Hymenopts. At least, they tried to. |
never saw anybody wearing aHymantel. But did you fight one?"

"Yes. | hadto, it was part of the course.”
"And how did it go?'

"Oh, | beet it. Rather easily, asamatter of fact. They are not nearly as formidable as some people will
tdl you."

Lightning reactions, acute vision, impenetrable hide, poison sing.
"Areal Hymenopt, like Kdlik there? Or asmulation?"

"A amulaion. Weweretold that al living Hymenopts are out in the Zardalu Communion. | was
surprised to see that you have one as a crew member.”

"A dave, you mean." Nenda grunted. "Maybe sometime you'd liketo try atusdewith Kalik."
"I might. But | don't think that would be nearly as much fun as one with you.”

Theterrible thing was, Louis suspected that she wasright. Helooked at the way she was Sitting,
sprawled back provocatively with one knee raised high and her bare foot on the seat of the chair. Her
caf and thigh had the plump smooth firmness of youth. The big blue eyes and curls of golden hair
suggested an innocence quite dien to Louis. He had the feding that it was equaly diento Sinara.

He stood up abruptly. "We're through the node, and that's our destination neutron star showin’' on the
screen. | better go to the navigation deck an' check the planetary patterns.”

His departure was only partialy a pretext. Somebody on the ship ought to be taking practica surviva
geps, even if they had no forma training. TheHave-It-All had the best computer that you could buy in
the Orion Arm, but past a certain point an organic intelligence had to take over. The ship's detection
system had dready performed the first checks needed on entering anew stellar system. It had asked and
answered the question, were there warning beacons or other evidence that a planetary approach would
be regarded as hogtile?

Of course there was always the danger that such signals might be unrecognizably different between
Orion Arm and Sag Arm civilizations, but thousands of years of trade by the Chism Polyphemes
encouraged the idea that theHave-1t-All 's Sgnd beacon and message of friendly intent would be familiar
to at least one of the planetary receivers.

Louis seated himsdf at the navigation console. Without aword being spoken, Kalik had trotted along
behind and now crouched in the smaller seat at his side. She could react ten times as fast as he could,
and in an emergency it was understood that she would take action on her own initiative.

Without looking at her, Nenda said, " So far, so good.”

"I concur." Kdlik'sdoublering of bright black eyes had scanned every display around the cabin walls.
"Thetrangtion went as planned.”

"Six planets. That'sahell of alot for aneutron star.”



"It is. But with respect, thereisonly one of interest. Five lack atmospheres, and they do not emanate
Structured radiation patterns cons stent with the presence of intelligence.”

Nenda stared at the fierce point of violet-blue that formed the system's primary. Most of the emitted
energy was X-raysand hard ultraviolet, invisible to human eyes. And deadly.

"Think well be able to live on the sixth one? There's enough hot stuff coming out of that star to fry us.”

"The atmosphere of the planet is breathable. Theionization at its outer edgeswill provide some
protection, but specid clothing and masking will be needed if we hope to operate down on the surface.”

"Before we get to that, let'sfind out if there's anybody down there well be ableto talk to."
"With respect, do you now wish meto seek to establish communication?
"Better you than me. | don't know aword of Polypheme gargle.”

"1 will be honored. My feding isthat the unguarded nature of the sgnas coming from the planet implies
pacific intent on their part.”

"Gotoit, then, seeif you can raise anybody. I'll be back in afew minutes.”

Nenda left as Kallik opened a communications channel. He headed not back to the main cabin, but
farther forward toward theHave-It-All 's weapons control center.

Pecific intent was dl very well. In Nenda's experience, once you learned to fake that you had it made.

* k% %

TheHave-1t-All 's space-to-surface pinnace held two humans comfortably and four at a pinch. Nenda
had given the matter agood deal of thought before he made his decision.

"Look." Hewas explaining to Atvar H'sd. " She'sthe most dangerous sort of incompetent you can get.
Completely wet behind the ears, but doesn't know it. If she'sever to learn what lifeisredly like, better
for her to do it here and now, where dl the sgnsarethat it will be pretty safe, rather than trying to learn
when we are aready in abad fix. And it makes sense to use humans because that's who the Polypheme
well be meeting isused to. Y ou and Archimedes would put him right off. Not only that, you'd both have
troublefitting into the pinnace.”

The Cecropian did not seem enthusiastic, but at least she didn't give Nendaahard time. To lieusing
pheromones needed more skill than he possessed, and in this case he was speaking the exact truth and
Atvar H'sd knew it.

The planet that the pinnace was drifting down to had an atmospheric haze that concedled detail. Only
when they were below two thousand meters could Louis Nenda and Sinara Bellstock make out the
rough terrain of jagged rocks and, lower still, mounds of purple and gray plant life. The spaceport was
little more than along cleared area, next to four low buildings with beyond them agreat body of dark
water.

"It doesn't look much likePleasureworld to me." Sinarawas staring out of the forward port with the
enormous curiosity of onewho had never visited worlds beyond her native regions of the Fourth Alliance.



"Areyou sure your Hymenopt understood what they were saying and trandated it right?”

"Quite sure.” Nenda brought the pinnace in closeto the line of buildings a the end of thelanding area.
"Kadlik heard it in Polyphemetalk. | heard it mysdlf in alanguage of the Zardau Communion, oncethey
found somebody down here who'd traded in the Orion Arm."

"Pleasureworld. That nameisridiculous." Sinarawas wearing aheavy leaded oversuit and hat, opague
to both ultraviolet and X-rays. She wore dark goggles, and al exposed skin was coated with athick
yellow cream. She looked grotesquely unattractive. Nendaregarded it as protective garb in more than
one sense of the word.

"The nameisn't ridiculous a al—if you happen to be a Chism Polypheme or cater to them. Theresa
huge colony of Polyphemes here, according to Kdlik, even though they are not native to Pleasureworld.”

"Whereare they nativeto?'

"A Polypheme never tdls. But they're greet travellers, and one of them here says he'stotdly fluent in
human universd. In afew minutesweéll find out if hestelling the truth.”

"If they're not born here, why do they come to such an awful place?!

"For theradiation. That'swhy At and | picked aneutron star astarget. The UV intensity on the surface
of thisplanet isahundred times what our eyes and skin can stand, but the Polyphemesloveit. If you
went for awalk by the water's edge—which | don't recommend—you'd find hundreds of them out there,
sunning themselves. Of course, it makes them drunk.”

"Doesn't the radiation hurt them?"

"That's amatter of opinion. Does acohol harm ahuman?' Nenda opened the hatch of the pinnace.
Reflected radiation poured in and the air took on asmel of ozone, as though a continuing eectrica
discharge was going on. "We have to go outside, but we won't be there for long. Kallik has arranged for
our contact to meet usin ashielded setting. Come on, let's get this over as quick aswe can. Even with
protection, enough radiation gets through to give you aburn in afew minutes.”

Sinaratook aquick ook around as she moved between pinnace and building. Close up, the plants
between the buildings wore letha -looking spines. The flowers at their tips were gray to human eyes, but
inthe hard ultraviolet region where the native pollinators of Pleasureworld lived, those flowers must glow
and dazzle in awhole spectrum of colors.

She followed Nenda through a stone doorway and tunnel, and found hersalf after afew more pacesina
chamber so dark that she was forced to remove her gogglesto see anything at al. As her eyes adjusted,
shefound hersdlf facing a green thing—aien? plant? anima ?—perched on adab of sone and balancing
itself onalong curled tail.

The creature weaved dightly. It said in acroaking growl, "Here a last. What kept you? Y ou brought me
inout of agood hot sun-wallow, so this had better be good.”

"Well makeit worth your while" If Nendafound the alien at al peculiar, hedidn't show it. "l am Louis
Nenda, and thisis Sinara Bdlstock. We are both from the Orion Arm."

"| can seethat.” The blubbery lips of abroad green mouth turned down in ascowl. "Humans, eh? My



namein your talk is Claudius. I'm aMaster Filot, and I've travelled dl the Orion Arm. Make it worth my
while, you say? How? Backward, primitive place. Nothing there worth having.”

"I think I can change your mind about that. I've worked with a Chism Polypheme before. Do you know
Dulcimer? He'saMaster Pilat, too, and he can vouch for us."

"I know Dulcimer. Magter Rilot, he calls himself? Pah! Dulcimer is ahopeless amateur. Do you both
know Dulcimer?'

Sinara shook her head, then, not sure that the gesture would be understood, said, "'l don't know him."

"Lucky you." Claudius sniffed and bobbed up and down on histhick tail. The alien was athree-meter
helical cylinder, an upright corkscrew of smooth muscle covered with rubbery green skin and with ahead
aswide as hisbody. One huge eye, bulging and shifty, peered out from under the wrinkled brow. The
date-gray organ was aimost haf aswide as Claudius's head. The mouth benegath it was wide and seemed
to be fixed in a permanent sneer. Between the mouth and the big eye, atiny gold-rimmed scanning eye,
no bigger than a pea, continuousy moved across the scene.

The midsection of Claudiuswas hidden by an orange garment, tight-fitting, from which protruded five
three-fingered limbs, al on the same side of the flexible bodly.

Claudiustightened the angle of his spird, so that his head moved down to be level with Louis Nendas.
"Tel mewhy you're here. Better make it quick, and make it good. Or I'll be gone. It's close to noon, and
I'm missing the best part of the day.”

"Thiswon't take more than aminute. | know of aworld, aworld in desperate need of help. It's dead, or
it'sdying. Whoever goesthere will make atremendous fortune. Either you take what you want because
there is nobody to stop you, or the survivorswill give you anything if you can save them.”

"Ah. Interesting.” The secondary eye continued its scanning, but the main optic fixed its attention on
Nenda. "Back inthe Orion Arm, isit?"

"Until we have aded, I'm not saying where thisworld is."
"Y ou can trust me, human.”
"l wouldn't question that for amoment.”

"Ah. But it'snot clearwhy you need me. Unlessthisworld of yoursis hard to get to, and you're looking
for the best pilot in the galaxy to take you there? If so, maybe we can do aded.”

"l don't think it's hard to get to." Nenda consulted alist, derived from the ship's data bank of the dead
Marglotta. "Do you know of planets caled Vintner, Blossom, Riser's Folly, Marglot, Meridian Wall,
Desre, and Temblor?'

"Of coursel do. | told you, I'm the best, and I've been piloting for ten thousand of your years. | know
them dl, and the best way to get to them. Near one of thosg, isit?"

"It might be."

"You're along way from most. And I'll tell you now, | won't go near some of those places. Shipstravel



to them, never come back. Which one are you interested in?"

"We need to reach an agreement before I'll tell you more.”

"Aye. | can understand that." Claudius stretched upward, uncoiling histail afraction. Hismain eye
blinked and rolled toward Sinara, then back to Louis. "I think maybe you and | ought to have abit of a
chat, private-like. Man to man, as you would say."

He nodded toward Sinara and winked.

"Now wait aminute." If thefirst sght of Claudius had overwhelmed Sinara, she was over that. "I'm our
ship'ssurviva specidig.”

"No danger here on Pleasureworld. What | haveto say is persona.”

"l don't care.” Sinara put her hands on her hips. "I'm not leaving. Anything you have to say, you say it
whilel am here”

"Then therewill be nothing said. And no dedl." Claudius devated himsdf to hisfull height. "That'sit for
me. I'm off for awallow-bake."

"Dont beridiculous!"

Louissad, "Sinara, maybeif you—"

"Y ou want me to take orders from that—that overgrown twistedcucumber ?1 won't."

"If he has somethingpersonal that he wants to say—maybe about Dulcimer—"

"Exactly." Claudius was nodding. "It's about Dulcimer. Very private, and very persond.” Heturned to
Sinara. "Now, if you had known Dulcimer, like the captain here.. . . then I'd have been freeto talk to
both of you."

"Five minutes. Y ou have five minutes." Sinara snapped her goggles back in place and turned toward the
chamber exit. As shewas leaving she added, "And Louis, if you are not outsde at our ship in five minutes
| will be back in here. It'smy job to make sure you are safe.”

Claudius watched as she left, then bobbed after her on his corkscrew tail to make sure that she was not
hiding outside where she could hear what was said.

Nendasaid, "What's this about Dulcimer?'

"Forget Dulcimer. Dulcimer'sahaf-wit, | don't want to talk about him. Or a possible space ded, either.
I've got something elsein mind. That'sahuman femae, isnt it, under al those coverings and horrible

gop?
"Itis"
"Doesit dways give you so much trouble?"

"None of your business.



"Ah. Because you see, | wasthinking." The broad mouth lost its scowl and took on aknowing leer.
"Nobody in this part of the Sag Arm has ever seen ahuman femae. Males, yes, now and again, but not a
femae—though | must say, even the maes didn't look much like you. | wonder if they were genuine.
Anyway, there's afreak show here on Pleasureworld, the biggest one within twenty lightyears. It'sina
main resort, atown called Carnival not more than afew hours away. Now, if you were to take thefemae
to Carniva, put her in acage, strip off al those coverings so visitors could get acloselook at what's
undernesth—wedll, I'm telling you, that would be a star attraction. Let me have her, and we could be
partners. We would both do well."

The temptation was enormous. Get rid of Sinara, with al the potential problems she promised, and at the

same time cement the deal with Claudius. Atvar H'sia would agree. The others on theHave-1t-All would
not care. Y ou could explain to Julian Graves, if you ever had another meeting with the Ethical Councilor,

by saying—
Louis paused. By saying what? That you had sold Sinara?

He shook his head, and Claudius nodded understandingly. "'l see. The old, old story. Mating with her,
areyou?'

"l am not!"

"But hoping to, eh?" The leer on the wide mouth broadened. "In that case, I'll bide my time. Once you've
had her afew times, you'l likely be glad to berid of her. Then we can come to an arrangement.”

"It'saposshility. But let'sleave that for the future. One ded at atime. What would you require to come
with us, and serve asour pilot?!

"Using whose ship? Y ours, or mine?"'
"Mine. But doesit matter?"

"Could matter agreat dedl. Y ou don't get shipsfrom the Orion Arm in these parts. Different basic
principles, different technology. If we went in my ship, then you could leave yours here—"

"Forget it. It took yearsto get theHave-1t-All theway | like. I'll not have anybody else's pawsoniit.”
"Firgt the female, now the ship. Bit touchy, aren't you? Buit if it'sto be your vessal I'm piloting, that ups
my price—and I'll need to have a good |ook-see before we talk terms. Some of the clapped-out bits of
junk that people bring you, and ask you to fly! Y ou'd not believeit.”

"TheHave-It-All isin perfect shape."”

"I'll need to seethat for mysdf. Wheresyour ship?'

"Synchronous equatorid orbit. We're beaconed, easy to find."

"Then I'll be up to visit. Tomorrow." Claudius nodded, and bobbed on his springy tail toward the exit.

"I'm going to catch me afew rays." He sniffed. "Good luck with the female. Whatever good luck might
mean in this case, you'd know that better than | would."



As Claudius was leaving he passed Sinaraon theway in. She had heard hisfina remark, and was
frowning.

She snapped at Nenda, "Good luck with the femae? What did that disgusting object mean by that
remark?’

"I havenoidea"

But Louisthought of lost opportunities, and wondered how far it wasto Carniva.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Claudius.

L ouis decided within fifteen minutes of Claudiussarriva aboard theHave-1t-All that the Polypheme must
be auniquely competent pilot; otherwise, no onein the universe would employ anindividua o rude,
insulting, and cantankerous.

Claudius had arrived in his own vessdl, a stuttering wreck with failing engines and abody so dilapidated
and rusted that Nenda would have hesitated to takeit in for salvage had he found the hulk in open space.

Thefittings of theHave-1t-All were magnificent, gathered with atrue collector's eye that Louis Nenda
did not redize he possessed. He just knew what he liked, and he had assembled those through the years
from all over the Orion Arm. Claudius had no nose to turn up, but his sneering contempt for dl that he
saw showed on his other features.

"V egetables? How can anything that calsitsef civilized try to make aship out of bits of vegetation ?'
Claudiusran the fingers of hisfive hands over apolished rail of rare Styx blackwood, "“borrowed” from a
rich vessdl of the Fourth Alliance. Nenda, at the Polypheme's request, was giving Claudius a
sem-to-stern ingpection of theHave-1t-All —omitting, of course, the concealed wespons ports and their
well-hidden controls.

Claudiuswent on, "Do you lack metal, so that you must resort to such primitive materials?'

"We have meta." Nenda had a sharp and letha sample tucked away in his boot.

"Then gpparently you don't know what to do with it."

Nenda knew exactly what he wouldlike to do with it. He put that thought to one side. Claudiuswas
pretending to an equa disdain for the occupants of the ship, but his eye movements betrayed adifferent

levd of interest.

"They belong to you, do they?' Claudiuss main eye was staring at Kalik, Jmerlia, and Atvar H'sdl.
"Y ou know, these would aso be of interest at Carnival. Especidly the big and ugliest one. Ther€'s



nothing like them there. Might they be available?"
"Certainly—but not until our other businessis concluded.”

Nenda had been providing pheromona trandation for Atvar H'sid's benefit. Now a message came
walfting acrossto him containing overtones of both amusement and warning.

"Louis, | detect in your emanations an element of treachery. | approve—provided that it is
directed at the correct individual .

"At, you know me better than that. | wouldn't dream of selling you out to old blubberguts here."
"Very wise. It leaves unanswered the question, to whom would you dream of selling me out?"

But L ouiswas moving on, beyond the range at which his augment could pick up and read the
Cecropian'ssgnas. Atvar H'sa had much more senstive apparatus. VWWhen doors were open she could
track and read Louis a fifty meters.

They passed into the next chamber, which normally served as the main cargo hold but which had been
modified for specid accommodation.

"Nothing here of value," Claudiuswas saying. "Why, | doubt if | could get more than a pittance for
evaything—"

He paused. He had caught sight of Archimedes, hanging by three great suckered tentacles from the
celling. The Zardau, head down, uttered adreadful growl. Claudius was not to know thet it was
Archimedess sncere attempt at agreeting in human universa.

"What isthat?' Claudius was backing away.

"It'sal right." Nendawalked forward, passing within afoot of the wide midnight-blue head with its
fearsome maw. "Thisisonly Archimedes. HeésaZardau."

"Never heard of them before." The Polypheme did not move. "From the Orion Arm, | suppose. Ishe
dangerous?'

"Not at dl. He might be, once he's full-grown."

Claudius edged hisway past, keeping as close to the cargo bay wall and asfar from Archimedes's
dangling body as possible. "What's he do on board this ship?’

"Anythin' | tell him to. He'sa sort of persond servant an' bodyguard. Anybody triesto cheat me,
Archimedes takes care of it." Nenda passed through into another room. "Now this, I'm sure you'll want
to see. Thisisthe aft control cabin, where | expect you'll be working. It's an exact copy of the one
forrard.”

Claudius carefully closed the door to the cargo bay before he bobbed over to Nendas side. "L et's get
down to business. But I'll tell you now, if you want me to ship with athumping fresk like the one back
there, the deal hasto be something specid.”

"Maybe. Though from what | hear from Kallik—she's been monitoring signals coming up from



Pleasureworld—times are hard for Chism navigators. Paid missons are way down. If you're not
interested, plenty of others probably would be."

"Now then, Captain, did | say as| wasn't interested?" The Polypheme curled hisform into the other
control cabin chair. ™Y ou can't expect me to commit to something when | don't even know where you
want to go. Some places are more attractive than others.”

"Wewant to go to Marglot.”

"That'sit, then." Claudiuswas out of the chair in asingle wriggling motion. "I'll say thank you, and good
day. No onein hisright mind goesto Marglot."

"Why not?"
"Becauseit Stsright at the edge of the dead zone, that's why. Find someone e se.”
He was halfway to the door when Nenda said, "Fifty percent.”

Claudius held his position, but the upper haf of the flexible body turned through a hundred and eighty
degrees, so that the great daty eye faced Louis. "Fifty percent what?"

"Fifty percent of whatever our takings are on Marglot. That's twice what you normaly ask, and five
timeswhat you normdly get.”

"And lessthan I'd need to gothere ." But Claudius remained where he was, coiled alittle closer to the
floor. "Haven't you heard about Marglot?'

"I've heard lots. What in particular?

"Why, the fact that four ships from planets within thirty lightyears of here headed for Marglot, and not
one came back."

"How werethar navigators?'
"Lousy. Nothing near asgood as| am.”

"Well, then." Nenda swung his chair to face the control console. "I'll give you theright of find decison. If
we make a Bose transition and you don't like the ook of what you see, you take us out of there. | liketo
make money, but I'm not such afool asto put my skin and my ship in danger to do it. What do you say?
Half of anything we get, and if you're edgy and want to jJump away, we do it with no questions asked."

Thebig eyelogt itsfocus, and its smdler scanning companion dowed initstravel. Claudius stood as il
and slent asatwisted spird of green marble.

At last he nodded. "We put dl thisin writing, and post copies at Centrad Records on Pleasureworld. I've
got an idea, you see. There's more than one Bose network approach to Marglot. The other ships, for a
bet, took the shortest and easiest route. We'll wriggle around a bit for aback way in. How's your power
supply for multiple Bose trangtions?”

"Ample. Why?'



"It doesn't take longer intravel time, but my aternate route will burn up awhole lot more energy. Let me
head over to my own ship and bring my stuff. Then well sign the ded. Oh, and theré's one other thing.”

"| can't give you terms any better than the ones| offered.”
"It'snot that. It's your friend out there." Claudiusjerked five thumbsin unison toward the cargo bay
door. "1 know you say he'sjust agrowing lad, but | can't do my best navigating when he's close by. My

first suggestionisthat you dump himin the freak show at Carnival. They'd take him in ahot minute. But if

you won't go for that, at the very least you keep your Zardalu away from me—and the farther away, the
better."

* * %

WhiletheHave-It-All 's communications center transmitted the written agreement to Central Records on
Pleasureworld and awaited confirmation of itsreceipt and filing, Louis Nenda strolled back to join Atvar
H'sd.

"Wel?' The Cecropian's sllent question drifted acrossto him.

"Nothing toiit. All tied up and confirmed. Claudiuswill be our pilot to Marglot.”

"Assmple asthat? No specid agreements were necessary?'

"Not redlly. Except | had to offer him fifty percent of whatever we get."

"Fifty! That isquite outrageous. It istwice what each of uswill receive.”

"Itis. But heré'saquestion, At. What exactly do you expect to receive on Marglot? Nothope , now.
Expect ."

"| follow your logic." The Cecropian folded its proboscis into the plested region on its chin. Asthe tube
inflated, words in near-human speech emerged. "Anundra'rant feéwns<."

"A hundred percent if he wantsit? My thoughts exactly. Claudius may collect more than he bargainsfor.
But you're gettin' better, At. | mean, better at speaking human. The sooner we're to Marglot and away
again, the sooner you'l be able to have more lessons from Glenna Omar.”

"Indeed.” The Cecropian returned to her norma pheromonal speech. "Glennawas the best.”

"l haveto agree. The best." Nenda scratched thoughtfully at his crotch. "Not that I've had any recent
chance for comparisons.”

"Y ou are cond dering language lessons?
"Not redly.”

"Thenwhat?'

"Nothing." Nendawas hurrying out of the chamber even before he spoke. He closed the door quickly.
No point in getting Atvar H'sd excited over involuntary pheromonad signals.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

A history lesson.

To Hans Rebka, sustained free-fal implied one of only two things. Either you werein orbit around some
body in open space, where you might remain with no fegling of agravity field for an indefinite period; or
you were dropping, pulled down steedily toward some center of force. In that case you most definitely
could not fal for an indefinite period. The drop would end suddenly, unpleasantly, and probably fataly.
And since you had started out on the surface of |ceworld, the chance that you were now orbiting some
planet when dl around you was nothing but total and stygian darkness seemed too dight to take
serioudy.

Hans saw nothing and felt no forces on his body. The only tangible thing in his universe was the suited
figure of Ben Blesh. He clutched it tighter to him and was reassured by a protesting groan.

"Where are we. What's happening? Oh God, | think my arm and ribs are broken."

"Hang on, Ben. I'll get your suit's painkillersinto you as soon as | can." Hansturned on the headlight of
his own suit, but still he saw nothing. Either the headlight was not working, or he wasin some place
where light declined to travel. "Y ou'll have to wait abit longer until | can seewhat I'm doing.”

"Lara | thought | sasw—or | dreamed | saswv—Lara—"

"It was no dream. I'm sorry about Lara, but we can't do anything for her. Concentrate on yourself. How
doyoufed?

"Wemust bein space. I'min free-fal.”

"Yes"But | don't think this particular free-fall islikely to last much longer. "I know you're hurting,
but try to think objectively. Decide the parts of you that you think we will need to attend to first."

And where was Darya? Dropping invisble a their sde, or soun away to some other dimension entirely?
Had she already |anded somewhere, crushed and shapeless, while he dropped forever?

That worry ended in mid-thought with abone-jarring thump. His boots had hit asolid surface. Ben's
body was wrenched from his arms, and Hans heard a cry of agony as brightness grew around him.

He stood upright within aclosed room. The nearest wall, without doors or windows, roseto aceiling at
least fifteen meters above. Hans turned back his head, and saw that auniform glow came from the
caling. Thelight had not been present when hefirgt hit thefloor. It was till dowly brightening. He and
Ben must have dropped right through the ceiling, but there was no sign of it of their passage.

Ben'sbody lay face down on the floor afew metersin front of Hans. He had to be at least partly
conscious, because as Hans watched he made an attempt to raise himself on hisleft arm. He groaned
with the effort and fell forward again. His helmet clattered againgt the hard floor.

Hans started forward, but someone was ahead of him.



llDa,yall

She turned, and the face behind the suit's visor glowed with excitement. "Wedid it, Hans. Wereinsde
Iceworld, just as| said we would be! But we have to look after Ben." She was cradling the body in her
arms, gently turning it over. "Can you get at the externa controls?

"l will doit for mysdlf." Ben spoke dowly. Hisface was white and sweating, but his next words were
clear and rationd. "Drugsfirgt. The suit will know whét to give me. When it hurtsless, | will seeif | can
wak."

"Not until I've had agood look at you." Hans heard a hiss of gasesinside the other's suit and saw the
white fog ingde the faceplate. In thirty more seconds, Ben should fed no pain. ™Y ou may think you fed
al right, but you could do bad damage to yoursdlf if you move. We haveto get your suit off, examine
you, and pad and splint you."

"While| suffocatein hard vacuum? No thanks."

Ben wasright, of course. Hans glanced at the monitor in his own suit to confirm the pressure reading. A
few moments ago it had been aflat zero. To his surprise the suit readout now showed asmall positive
vaue. Ashewatched, it flickered higher. The suit's sensor, tasting the composition of what lay outside,
indicated a mixture of oxygen and nitrogen, plus acouple of percent of inert gases, helium and argon.

"Darya, what is going on here? We're getting an atmosphere.”

"Weve seen it before, Hans, on Glister and on Serenity.” Daryastone was satisfied, amost smug. "l
sadit'saBuilder artifact, and I'm right. This provesit. Artifacts can tune themsalvesto the appropriate
life form requirements. Wait aminute or two, and | bet well have air that we can breathe.”

"Whereis here? | assume we're somewhereinside Iceworld, but you remember how bigitis. There
could behillions of roomslike this. We could spend our whole lives wandering around.”

"We could, but | don't think we will have to. Look about you, Hans. This place has no doors and no
windows. Remember the games that the Builders can play with space-time connectivity? | wouldn't be
surprised if every grid patch on the surface of 1ceworld leads to the sameinterior chamber. | don't think
we need to go looking at all. It will be enough if we st tight and wait."

That sounded too optimistic for Hans. In any case, there was a job to be done, and sitting tight wouldn't
be enough. He looked in through Ben Blesh's faceplate and saw that the pupils of the other man's eyes
had contracted to black points. The drugs were taking effect. Ben should be able to talk and think, but he
would soon be free of theworst pain.

"Don't try to move. I'm going to take alook at you." Hans began to ease the suit open.

"I'll hep asmuch as| can." For someone in his desperate condition, Ben seemed at ease. "Can't move
my right arm, not one bit. When | try to, something grates around inside. Broken bones, | suppose.”

Hans eased the suit away from the right shoulder and upper body. The arm was easy, asimpleimpact
fracture of the humeruswith no sign of bone projecting or broken skin. He could not splint it, but the
upper arm of the suit itself could be tiffened to form akind of exoskeleton. The bone would haveto be
et properly later, but for the moment holding the arm in afixed position would be enough.



The ribs were another matter. From the fedl of them at least four were broken. The good news was that
none had been driven inward to puncture alung. Hans could use the suit's own suppliesto pad and strap
them. That might do thetrick. In olden times before antiseptic methods, when it was dangerous to cut
deep into the body, strapping had been the accepted and safest method of treating broken ribs. It could
work here.

But where washere ? As Hans worked on Ben, he glanced around the room. Daryawas prowling the
featurel ess perimeter. A successful job on Ben would leave the injured man, like Hans and Darya, freeto
die of dehydration and starvation. The room had breathable air but no sign of food or drink. The suits
would feed them for aweek or two, but eventualy supplieswould be exhausted.

Hans reached down to touch the floor. His gloved hand disturbed a thick coating of dust. Thisroom had
been unoccupied—for how long? Thousands of years, maybe millions. Perhaps the last time anyone had
been here, thiswhole stellar system had been dive, with ablazing sar at its center.

Hans opened his own suit—no point in using itsair supply when the room they were in could provide for
them. He did everything he could for Ben, then dipped the other's suit back over hisbody and right arm.

"Now | want you to try to stand up. Can you manage that?' He watched closaly as Ben cameto hisfest.
Hans had allowed the suit to continue to provide the medication needed to compensate for shock, but he
hed st adightly lower level of painkillers. He wanted Ben to be aware of and favor hisinjured side,
while dtill not suffering excessive pain.

Ben raised himsdf. He moved dowly, but smoothly.

"That's good. Can you st down again—closeto thewall?"

"| think s0." Ben moved dl the way to agtting postion.

Hans nodded approva. "That's right. Now stay there. Y ou'll be better off leaning against the wall and
resing.”

And so would Hans himsdlf. Suddenly he was bone tired. How long since they had last esten? He said
to Ben, "Can you drink something?'

"I don't know. But | don't really want to."
"Makethe effort. Seeif you can manage afortified drink."

Ben nodded. Hanstook his own advice, sipping dowly and carefully and rolling each sip of tart liquid
over histeeth and tongue before he swallowed.

"Darya, why don't you come and sit down with us?'

She glanced back at him and shook her head. She had to be running on adrenaline—he had seen her
like this before, too wound up to Sit or even to stop moving. She would pay for it later.

If they had alater.

Hansleaned his head againgt the wall and closed his eyes. His position was not comfortable, but comfort



was ardativeterm. If he could manage to deep shackled naked to an iron chair, he could certainly relax
now. He was passing into atrance not far removed from deegp when he heard amumble from next to
him.

"Do you know what you are? A screwup, atotal hopeless screwup.”

Was Ben Blesh talking to Hans? But then he went on, ™Y ou say you're asurvival specidigt. Youtold
ArabdlalLund that it'swhat you'd dways wanted to be, what you dreamed of doing. But look at you.

Y ou didn't help anyoneto survive. Y ou couldn't even save yourself. Other people had to do that for you.
What are you going to do now? Some big deed of heroism, something that will save everybody? Y ou
think you'd dieto achieve that, but | doubt that you'll have the chance. Y ou're a screwup, aburden on
others. You'l drag them down, unless you take the decent way out and kill yourself so they don't haveto
look after you."

Hans could not help listening, but what he heard did not worry him. A combination of shock, injury, and
medications was a work on Ben Blesh, alowing deep-seated thoughts of inadequacy and self-doubt to
emerge. Ideaslike that normdly lay in the mind's lowest levels, hidden away from the rest of the world.
Hans didn't think any the worse of Ben because of them. He wondered what would emerge from hisown
mouth in smilar circumstances. Nothing to be proud of, you could be sure of that—but nothing to be
ashamed of, either, if he did aswell as Ben. The other man wanted to be useful, to save others, to die
himsdf if he had to.

AsHans drifted away again toward deep, he reached a decision. When they emerged—if they
emerged—from theinterior of Iceworld, he would treat Ben Blesh with alot more respect. It was the old
story. Y ou could train aman or woman as much as you liked in the peace and quiet of atraining camp,
but character developed and showed itsdlf only in the rough-and-tumble messiness of the real world.

In situations, in fact, just like this one. Ben Blesh was discovering, the hard way but the only way, his
own strength of character.

* * %

"Hans, Hans—they're herel"

Daryads urgent tone jerked him out of his dream state. He sat upright, stared around, and saw nothing.
The room was as empty now aswhen they arrived.

"What's coming?Who's coming?'

"] don't know. But Hans, look at the floor."

He glanced down. Beyond his outstretched legs the floor of the room was dusted with sparks of orange
light. They intensified as he watched. He touched Ben'sleft arm—the good one. Ben said, "It'sdl right.
I'mdl right. I'm awake."

Daryabacked up toward the wall. Hans could see the sparksintensfying at the center of the room,
forming abrighter disk of orange. Daryamoved to his side and they waited, huddling closer together as
the orange circle brightened. And then, just as dowly, it began to fade.

Hanstook hisfirst deep breath for ages. "Fase darm. Darya, you are the Builder expert. Do you have
any ideawhat'sgoing on?"



She sllenced him with awave of her hand. "No fase darm. Somethingis coming. Look."

The center of the sparkling circle was changing. At itsmiddle adot of silver had appeared. While they
watched that dot grew in Size, bulging through the floor and dowly rising. The rounded bulge lifted farther
to become a hemisphere, paused, then rose again until it was awobbling sphere of quickslver supported
on adender slver tail. At the upper end anarrow neck formed, bearing apentagona silver tip. The
five-sded head turned, questing.

"What isit?" Ben sounded nervous, like the youth that hewas. "Isthat a Builder?"

"It'snot aBuilder. But the Builders madeit." Daryaraised her hand toward the trembling sphere. "Can
you understand us? Oh, Hans, of courseit can't. We'rein the Sag Arm. No Builder construct here will
ever have heard human speech, even if dl the languagesin the gdaxy are somewherein its data base."

Ben said, "'So what happens now? Do we sit here until it getstired and goes away again?'

"No. Wetrain it. It will learn our speech, but it needs asample to analyze. We have to keep talking, to it
or to each other. It shouldn't matter which."

The silver sphere was beginning to make sounds of itsown. A steady hissing was interrupted now and
again by a high-pitched whistle and deep rumbles like avol cano ready to erupt.

"Tak about what?' Ben asked. Hans could relate to that question. His own mind had become atotal
blank.

"I told you, talk about anything at dl. It needssamples ." Daryatook astep forward and recited ina
monotone, "In thislife stage a Ditron is solitary, energetic, and antisocid. Attemptsto export S-2 stage
Ditronsto other worlds have dl failed, not because the organism dies but because it never ceasesto feed
voracioudy, to attack its captors a every opportunity, and to try to escape. A confined S-2 will solve
within minutes amaze that will hold most humans or Cecropians for an hour or more.

"The S-2 life cycle stage lasts for fourteen years, during dl of which time the Ditron grows congtantly. At
the end of this period it masses twelve tons and isfifteen metersiong. . .. "

Hansredlized that she was quoting the Ditron entry from theUniversal Species Catalog , which she
apparently knew by heart. He had to hope that Daryawas right, that it made no difference what you
chose as a sample of human speech—because the Ditrons when fully grown to their S-3 stage were
brainless bipeds, sometimes kept by Cecropians as pets. It was hard to imagine that anything in the Sag
Arm cared to learn about their life cycle.

Darya paused, and the rumblings from the sphere rose in pitch. Meaningless grunts shaped themselves,
added sihilants, and interrupted those with what sounded like a series of pure vowe sounds.

"' Eeeee—00000—aa0aa—"

Daryasaid urgently, "Hans, come on. Help me out. We needvariety here. It hasto hear other voices
and other words."

Variety? Well, Hans could hardly do worse than alecture on Ditrons.

"The inhabitants of the worlds that comprise the Phemus Circle are by far the poorest of al the clades.



Part of the reason for that is natura. The planets tend to be metal-poor and near the edge of habitablelife
zonesfor their parent stars. But another part of the reason for their poverty has nothing to do with nature.
It isaconsequence of arepressive centra government, which providesitself with many luxurieswhile
finding it to its own advantage to make sure that most worlds remain marginaly habitable. The residents
of these oppressed planets endure shortened and impoverished lives—"

"Hans, | didn't ask you for arevolutionary manifesto. Y ou nearly got yoursdlf killed trying to change the
Phemus Circle government.”

"Y ou told meto speak. Y ou didn't tell me it had to be on a subject that you persondly find acceptable.”
The sphere muttered, " Septable. Septable. Ax-sept-able.”

Bensad, "l can't beievethis. It'sactudly working. That thing istrying to make speaking noises.”

" Eaking—esking—spesking.”

"Come on, Ben. It needs to hear as many different voices as possible. Justtalk , it doesn't matter what
about. Whatever ison your mind."

"On my mind? Nothing's on my mind. Or my body's on my mind, and not much else. I've been doing
what Captain Rebkatold meto do, and trying to assess my own condition. I'm not in great pain, but I'm
in rotten shape. | count five ribs gone, and | fed the ends grating againgt each other whenever | move.
Takingisal very well, but if we ever get toask questions , | have afew. Professor Lang, you know
more about this than anybody. Can it do something to help us? | don't mean justtalk to us, | mean get us
out of thisplace.

The sphere said, abruptly and quite clearly, "Get us out of this place. Who are you?"
Rebka muttered, "One hell of aquestion, that. Answering it could take days.”

Daryawaved to him to keep quiet. "We are humans, from a place far from here, in the Orion Arm of this
gaaxy. Oneof usisbadly hurt and needs help. Who are you? Are you a Builder construct?

The quicksIver surface rippled. "We are—Builder congtruct. Y ou are—humans. How you come?”

"From the surface of thisartificid world. Through the surface. Y ou must have noticed when it
happened.”

"Not notice. We were not—active. We became active because of a presence here. Y our presence. No
one—no thing—nothing—came for much time.”

"How much time?'
"We do not know your measures. Since one gdactic revolution, divided by one hundred.”

Hans said, "The galactic rotation period at the distance of the Sagittarius Arm from the galactic center is
two hundred and fifty million years. Two and ahaf million years, snce anything was herel™

The pentagona head on its long neck nodded. "For long, long. Nothing. Since the outside of world
changed, nothing came.”



Daryaasked, "No Builders? Where are the Builders?'

"Wedo not know. It is possible that they reside by the great sSingularity at the galactic center. The
Builders desgned usto work with beings where time travel s fas—beingslike you."

Daryanodded. Thetheory that the Builders hovered near the event horizon of ablack hole wasnot &t all
new, but she did not accept it. However, the idea that this construct—perhaps all constructs—had been
developed because humans and others like them smply livedtoo fast to permit direct Builder
interaction—that was new, and suggestive.

She thought of the midges that made life amisery on worldslike Moldave. They were anuisance, and
each onelived only aday. But it was hard for something as"dow" asahuman to get rid of them. They
were too quick, in and away before you could do more than register their annoying presence. Were
humanslikethat to the Builders?

She sad, "Did the Builders change thisworld?*

"The Builders—change thisworld? No. Something else. Something not Builders.”

"| told you!" Daryaturned to Hans. "Y ou didn't believeit, but there is another agent in the Sag Arm, as
powerful asthe Builders."

"If what we are hearing istrue. After afew million yearsdone, an intdligent being could contriveitsown
verson of redlity. That happened to a construct on Serenity, and another one on Genizee." Hans
addressed the sphere. "Do you have aname?"

"A name? We have an—anessence of being . This must be turned into your words. We are—we
were—Guardian of Trave."

"No longer?'

"Not since long. When changes came, travel ended. No thing came, no thing went."

"Do you have other powers? One of usishurt." Darya pointed to Ben Blesh. "He needs help.”
"We cannot help. We are Guardian of Trave."

"Do you dill have that power?

"We do not know. Perhaps. No thing came, no thing went for long since.”

"You must try to help us. If we stay here, wewill dl die”

"Die?"

"Ceaseto exist. Becomeinorganic. No longer possess sentience. If we stay here, we must die.”
"In how long time?

"Too soon to measure, on your scale of things. We need helpat once ."



"We cannot help. Perhaps we can send you. Perhaps not. But first we must know other information.
Information that isimportant to us.”

Hans murmured, more to himself than to the others, "Y ou seg, it'sthe same dl over the gdaxy. You
never get something for nothing. It wantsto trade us, information for help.”

"We're not in agrest bargaining position." Daryaturned again to the sphere. "What do you want to
know?'

"We seek to know what happened to thisworld. To this stellar system. 1t was not planned thisway. This
was to be a—aconnect point . We, Guardian of Travel, wereto serve as a center of passage, to and
from many, many places. Instead, we have become Guardian of Not-Travel. The waysfrom hereare
few. They have gone from many to one. The outside of thisworld has changed from passage to
non-passage. Can you explain?'

"I don't even understand the question. I'll tell you what we know, but it isn't much. Some other great
forceisat work in thisarm of the galaxy. We know little about it, except that it seems separate from the
Builders, and it worksagainst the Builders. What they form, it destroys. What they build, it makes
useless. Thisworld isan example. It ispossibleto land here, but anything that does so will be, aswe
were, in danger of destruction. One member of our group aready died. Therest of uswere lucky to
survivefor aslong aswe have. Even if we knew away to go out again to the surface of thisworld, we
dare not do so. We would surely bekilled.”

The spherewas silent for so long that Darya said at last, "Do you not understand me? Do you not
believe me?’

"Believe you? Not believe you? We cannot say. Theright word is. . . we do notcomprehend you. Itis
not possible for aforce to arise within this galaxy that could match the Builders, or threaten their works.”

"Until recently | would have agreed with you completely. Now | can only tell you how it seemsto us.
Will you help?'

"Wecantry tosendyou. Thatisdl."
"To aplace of our choice? Wewould liketo return to our ship, which orbitsthe ar of this system.”

"That isnot possible. We said dready, the ways from here are gone from many to one. We can send
you, but to only one place. Oneworld."

"Which world?'
"We have no namefor it. It isaworld."

"Wait one moment." Daryaturned to the other two. "Not much of achoice. Either we stay here, or we
go to some place we've never heard of and never been.”

"That'sano-brainer." Hans gestured at the bare walls surrounding them. " Stay here, and we die. Go
somewhere dse, anywhere e, maybewelive." He said to Guardian of Trave, "This place you would
send usto. What isit like?"



"Like? It isnot like here"

"That's wonderful, just what we needed to know. Where will we beif we go? Dowearriveat ashipin
orbit, on aworld, a the middle of agtar, what?'

"Y ou would wish to go to the middle of agtar?’

"No! Look, what sort of place would you send usto?"

"A world. A planet. A specid place, of unique importance to those who made me."

"Will we be able to breathe the air?* Daryaturned to the other two. "The Principle of Convergence may
not apply in the Sag Arm. We expect habitable planets to develop smilar atmospheres, but suppose it

in't true here?"

The sphere trembled and said, "Unless you need different from what was made here, you will be ableto
breathe the air of the other world. Do you wish usto try to transport you?"

"Not yet. Isthisworld inhabited?'
"We do not know."
"Doesit havelife?"
"It did. But our informationisold."

"We haveto take a chance. It looks like our best option. Ouronly option." Daryalooked to Hans and
Ben for agreement, then said to the sphere, "Very well. If you can send usto this other world, do it."

"We will attempt. One question: do you wish to be on the surface, or in orbit around that world, or
esawhere?!

Hanssad, "Darya, are yousure were communicating with it?* And to the sphere, "Thesurface , of
course. Why would we want to bein orbit?"

"We do not know. Y our kind isaien to us. For the world where you are going, there are other choices.
Y ou could if you wish go to the world center, where a Builder super-vortex waits.”

"And does what?"

"It waits. When it is used, it changes the rotation speed of theworld. It makesit dower, or faster. It was
used, but not for long."

"That's not something we need or want. Thanks, but no thanks. The surface will befine."

"Then if you will prepare yoursalves, wewill seek to make necessary arrangement. One more question.
Do you expect to return here?!

"We are not sure. Perhaps.”

"In caseyou do, atransfer field will be maintained for your use on the world of your arrival. 1t will be



opened at regular intervas. It will not move. Y ou should mark its exact location in case you wish to enter
itlll

Asthe sphere sank dowly back into the floor, Darya said to Hans, "Why on earth did you tell Guardian
of Travel we might return here? Do you think we will be coming back?'

"Not if | can helpit. | wanted to keep al our options open.”

"If wereturn here, it will beto die”

"l know. Maybe | fdt kind of sorry for it. It Sts here waiting for umpteen million years while nothing
happens. Then we arrive, and after an hour of talk we're off again. And it Sits another zillion years by
itsdf.”

"Hans, that'sridiculous. It wasin stasisdl that time. It asgood as said s0. Y ou don't fed sorry for
Builder congtructs. If you're going to feel sorry for anybody, fed sorry for us. At least Guardian of Travel
knows what's going to happen to it. We have no idea. Look at that.”

Thatwas afunnel of blackness, rising at the center of the chamber.

Ben stared uneasily, and tried to back closer to thewall. "What isit? Are we going to die?'

Hans snorted. "Y es. Everybody does. But it won't happen to usyet . That's a Builder transport vortex, a
farly smal one. We have to moveinto it if we want to escape from here. Don't worry, it feels strange
when you are insde, as though you are being torn in ahundred directions at once. But you're not. Y ou
come out at the other end in one piece.”

"Come out where?'

"Ah, that's the question of the year. Some world where well be able to breathe the air, some specid
planet with a Builder super-vortex at its center. And that's al we know. A place where we can find
something to eat and drink would be nice. At the very least, | hope we find something like trees and
sticks so we splint your arm.” Hanslooked at Darya. "Are we ready?"

"Might aswell. Waiting won't do any good. I'll gofirs."

Darya stepped forward into the black funndl. A cloud like a spray of black oil rose to engulf her body,
and she vanished.

"One down, two to go." Hans held out his hand. "Come on, Ben, let's get this over with. Otherwise,
Guardian of Travel may decideit's so fond of our company it wantsusto stay.”

Ben clutched at the outstretched hand. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Together, he and
Hanswalked forward and were swallowed up by the roiling darkness.

CHAPTER TWENTY



Tally on down.

E.C. Tdly was not built to fed surprise; the sensation of novelty, yes. Also acertain feding of
satisfaction, coupled with a helghtened need for salf-preservation, whenever atruly different experience
presented itsdlf.

Asit was presenting itself now.

Entry to aBuilder trangport vortex dways offered an element of uncertainty. Y ou might fed that you
were there for asplit second, aminute, or notimeat dl. Andto E.C., even that split second was along
period of subjective consciousness. He had therefore done thelogical thing and placed himsdlf in
intermediate stand-by mode amicrosecond before his embodied form encountered the swirling darkness
at the center of the planetoid.

Now he emerged and returned to normal cycle speed. The absence of acceleration on his body aready
told him that he was again in free-fdl, but that was not enough to tell himwhere .

Helooked about him. That "where" would surely have justified surprise, had he possessed the capacity
forit.

Hewasin space. More than that, he wasin orbit. Below him, filling the sky, floated a substantia planet,
al grays and muted greens. And this was more than just any old orbit, it was alow orbit. His suited body
was racing forward, fast enough that he could see the planetary surface skimming past. Hisinstant mental
caculation told him that hisorbital period was no more than an hour and ahaf. The Builder transport
vortex had dumped him closeto grazing dtitude, not far above the limit of the atmosphere. He knew that
there must be an atmosphere, because the ground below was hazy in places. Even now he was passing
over aclouded region.

E.C. looked in the opposite direction, above his head. Another great world hung there, dmost asbigin
apparent size asthe one that he orbited but much farther away. He could see banded patterns of green,
white, and orange around its middle. The superb eyes of his embodiment detected a dight broadening at
the planet's middle. The other world wasin rapid rotation, and from its gppearance it was almost
certainly agas-giant.

One hemisphere of that great world was in shadow. E.C. looked to hisleft, seeking the source of
illumination for both that planet and the one hewas closeto. Thereit was, ashrunken but fiercely brilliant
disk of greenish-yelow. Hisexternd sensors and interna geometric agorithms combined to tell him afew
thingsamogt ingtantly. That sun wastoo distant, with itstiny disk, to provide life-giving warmth to any
planet. Y et the one around which he moved was clearly aliving world, with the telltale evidence of green
photosynthesis. The banded planet, farther off, was not merely warm. It washot . He detected emitted
radiation in the thermd infrared, consistent with atemperature close to eight hundred degrees. Therefore,
athough the sun formed the primary source of light for the whole system, the heat that warmed the world
below came from the gas-giant's thermdl radiation.

And did the world bel ow possess more than vegetation? Might intelligence resde there?
Taly recalled Sue Harbeson Ando's last words to him as he completed his most recent embodiment.

"Y ou ruined two perfectly good and valuable bodies by rushing into things. Bepatient , E. Crimson Taly.
Learn to take thingsdow and easy."



Sow would be difficult. His orbit took him zipping across the surface of the planet at better than eight
kilometers a second. But he could be patient, evauating everything before he made his next move.

Firgt, he would ingpect hisgenera environment in more detail. This system waswell worthy of study. It
was unlike any that he had ever seen or heard described. From the look of the generd geometry, the
gas-giant and its satdllite worl d—the one around which he was orbiting—moved roughly in aplane about
the parent star. Assuming that was the case, days and nights on the nearby planet would be of roughly
equa length. There would be one oddity. Close to noon at the middle of the hemisphere facing the
gas-giant, the light of the star would be cut off for awhile, occulted by the body of the gas-giant. E.C.
was approaching that position now. He stared down. The terrain here was hidden by a dense cloud
layer, but it was the part that received continuous maximum heat from the gas-giant. Beneath the cloud
you might expect to find a hot, damp world where plant and animal life luxuriated.

His own orbit had a short period. Already he was past the place where the gas-giant stood at zenith, and
was rushing on. The day-night terminator lay far ahead, but the land beneath him was changing. The hazy
green of vegetation took on adarker hue, interspersed with patches of white. Those grew in number and
extent as he moved on, showing brilliantly in the reflected sunlight.

After amoment or two, Tally comprehended what he was seeing. The light from the distant sun provided
ampleillumination for vison, and it alowed photosynthesis to continue—provided that the temperature
on the surface was high enough. But the star was so far away that it offered only ameager supply of hest.
Without the warming influence of the hot gas-giant, the world below would be frozen, hundreds of
degrees below zero. It was not so cold asthat, but lifegiving warmth was provided only to the
hemisphere that permanently faced the gas-giant. The other side faced dwaysaway from the source of
heat, so any warmth had to be delivered to it by convective air currents between the two hemispheres.

Tdly glanced behind him and confirmed histheories. The warm giant planet was sinking toward the
horizon, while the surface beneath him was becoming a near-continuous i ce sheet.

And now came something new and strange. Asthe big planet vanished from view, his suit, with its
antennas congtantly scanning the surface bel ow, picked up a curious burst of radio sound. It did not seem
like something intended as a structured radio transmission. More like the random cross-chat of agroup
of people al wearing suits and talking to each other at once.

He picked up another source, then another—and then scores and hundreds more of them, as his suit
tuned in to the exact range of transmission frequencies.

Thousands and thousands of people down on the surface, al talking to each other in tight little groups
while wearing suits? That did not rank high on E.C.'slevd of probabilities, but he had no other
explanation.

The radio bursts remained frequent as he moved over the cold side of the planet. He waited, until at last
hisorbit carried him around to a place where the gas-giant appeared again over the horizon. The clusters
of radio noise disappeared. He looked down. He was over the night side of the world. He sought the
lights of towns and cities, but saw nothing. He a so detected no highly structured radiation, consstent with
acivilization sending evidence of its existence out into space.

Tdly visualized the cycle of events on the world around which he moved. It wastidally locked to the
gas-giant; therefore, dl parts shared the same sequence of days and nights, with day length dictated by
the period of revolution around the gas-giant. He computed that to be 39.36 hours, rather more than one
and ahdf standard days. Thiswasthe length of the day/night cycle, with light provided by the distant



primary star. E.C. did not yet have enough data to estimate the length of theother year, the period of
revolution of the gas-giant about the star.

The star formed the source of light for the whole planet. At the sametime, only one side of the world
enjoyed asupply of heat. The other received nothing but the feeble warmth of radiation from the distant
parent star. Presumably it stood locked into a permanent Ice Age. Y et the evidence of life—assuming
that those radio bursts were such evidence—came from the frozen hemisphere.

What could it possibly be like down there, on aplanet where heat and light derived from two totally
different sources? E.C. ran his atmospheric convective models using avariety of different initid conditions
and assumed atmospheres, and found his resultsinconclusive. There was only one way to obtain answvers
that were undeniably correct. He would have to head down, and see for himsdlf.

But not quite yet. Sow and easy .

There was one other peculiarity about the world below. E.C. had visited dozens of planets, and he held
gtored in his data bases information about thousands more. Thiswas like none of them, and it failed to
conform to any theoretica modds. The magnetic field that he measured was huge, orders of magnitude
higher than seemed possible for such a planet.

Tdly could imagine only one explanation. At the center of the planet must be arapidly spinning meta
core, whose dynamo effect generated the magnetic field. But then, that core must somehow be physically
decoupled from the planetary mantle and surface, since the inside was turning hundreds of times asfast as
the outsde. E.C. filed that oddity away, for future andysis.

At the moment he faced amore immediate issue. He would probably not gain more useful information
from orbit. It wastime to consider adescent.

He andyzed the problem. Simple re-entry was easy. The suits on thePride of Orion were designed to
permit adescent with no help from a ship. Once down, however, hewould be stuck there—the suits,
sophigticated as they were, lacked the power needed for an ascent to orbit.

Hewould worry about a return when the time came. For the moment, the question was, what insert
parameters should he use to land as close as possible to one of the bursts of radio signa?

He was hampered by alack of knowledge of atmospheric parameters. He could estimate the gaseous
mix, but the density profile was much more difficult. E.C. wasforced to adopt afataigtic attitude. He
would make his best estimates, and fly in. If hewas grossly off, not even this suit could fully protect him.
It would burn away with the heat of re-entry. His human embodiment would survive only afew seconds
longer. It was conceivable that what would finally reach the ground would be only E.C. Tdly's
grapefruit-sized brain. It would be in perfect working order, but lack ameans of sending information to
or receiving information from the outsde world.

Wéll, thank heaven for his stland-by mode. If he had to, he would switch off and wait—wait, either for
his awakening in anew embodiment or for the end of the universe, whichever camefirg.

E.C. made the orbit adjustments needed for are-entry vector that would bring him in a a scruff of radio
sgnal nearest to the warm hemisphere. It also lay at the planetary equator, so it should be easy to reach.
He waited for the exact microsecond, then initiated the suit's built-in drive. He felt aburst of deceleration,
powerful but of short duration. Then there was nothing to do but watch and wait.



The planet sped by beneath him. He had changed attitude, so that the feet of his suit now led theway. A
new deceleration, dight at first but dowly increasing, told him that he was within the upper limits of the
atmosphere. The forces on hisbody grew and grew. His suit's extremities glowed white-hot with
frictiond heat. E.C. fdt satisfaction. All wasnomind, al wasnormd. If the profile continued he would
land within afew kilometers of the estimated center of histarget source of radio noise.

Upon landing his body would require food and drink, but after that awalk across the surface—with, or
even without his suit—would be no problem.

E.C. watched asthe glow of frictional heating faded. His thoughts were already moving on, to who or
what he might encounter on the ground. A centra part of his reason for existence was the collection of
new data. He was without a doubt going to exercise that function before the current day cycle on hisnew
planet was complete.

* * %

A suit brought you to the surface at an acceptably low speed, but it made no guarantees as to the type of
terrain that you might encounter. Taly plopped down feet-first into cold and sticky swamp, coated with a
spongy layer of somekind of moss. Even so, hewaslucky. A landing fifty metersto hisleft would have
dropped him into standing water of unknown depth.

Hislegs pulled free with an ugly sucking sound, and he squel ched hisway toward ahigher point of land.
Hetried to avoid treading on the dozens of small cresturesthat lay on the ground in front of him, until he
realized that none was moving. He bent low and picked one up. It was dead. Presumably they weredl
dead. Tiny mummified bodies crackled and crunched unpleasantly benesth hisfeet as he waked.

When he was completely clear of the gluey mud he checked hislocation. He wasjust seventeen
kilometersfrom histarget. Not bad at dl, given the uncertainty in hisinformation about the planet. He
could be at the source of the radio signasin just afew hours.

But firgt thingsfirst. He must make observations. Thiswas an unknown world, with unknown dangers.
Tdly stared around. The gas-giant hovered just above the horizon, where it would remain permanently. It
would be many hours before the arrival of night, but acold, gusting wind blew from hisright—the
direction opposite to the source of warmth. He was in a permanent "temperate zone." The surface
received a congtant supply of hesat, but asupply much diminished by the large dant angle from the heat
source. At thislocation, the contribution from the parent star would make acritical difference. Life
survived easily enough but it would never runriot, asit should in regions where heat from the gas-giant
had itsfull impact. At night, the temperature at thislocation would fal far enough for open patches of
water to form asurface layer of ice.

Atmospheric mixing would guarantee the same general composition of the air over the whole planet.
Tdly's sensorsindicated that an unusualy large percentage of that air consisted of the inert gases neon
and argon. But he, and most other species from the Orion Arm, could breatheit with noill effects.

He cracked open the faceplate of his suit and sniffed the air. The wind had a chill edge, more bracing
than cold. Faint and unfamiliar odorsfilled his nogtrils. It was a pity that the wind came from the cold side
of the planet. The scents of life would be stronger and more reveding if they came from the hot side. But
idlewishing for circumstances different from what you had was awaste of time. He had chosen this
landing spot for other reasons.

Sow and easy.



Was there anything else that he ought to do before he sought the source of those scruffy bursts of radio
noise? Tdly could think of none. Here he was, and here, until someone came with aship ableto take him
back to space, he would stay.

Choosing his path carefully so asto remain on dry land, he started to walk in the direction exactly
opposite to the hovering gas-giant; away from warmth, toward the cold side. Toward the unknown
source of theradio signals.

* * %

When you had little or no information, it was unreasonable to have any expectations. But somehow you
did, even if they were often wrong.

Tdly had noticed in the find moments before he landed that the local terrain contained plentiful hillsand
valeys. But the path that he wasfollowing, homing in on the intermittent radio chatter, constantly
ascended. He was moving higher and higher, and the externd temperature constantly dropped. By the
eighth kilometer of hismarch, Tally wasforced to close hisfaceplate so asto ensure the well-being of his
flesh-and-blood embodiment.

He formed aworking hypothesis. The source of the radio signals needed, or at least preferred, acold
environment. Either they located themsalves on the side away from the source of planetary hest, or they
found places high enough for the air to be thin and the radiative heat loss to open space to be high.

Wéll, as Julian Graves had remarked for some reason, after listening to E.C. Tally's description of the
unfortunate circumstances that led to the destruction of his second embodiment, "It takes al sorts of
odditiesto make auniverse."

Tdly confirmed that the temperature control of his suit was set to alevel comfortable for his body, and
marched on.

Up, up, up—hut that could not continue much longer. He was approaching an isolated peak, from which
theland fell away in dl directions. The vector of the radio noise pointed directly to the summit.

Tdly stared ahead. He was seeking some evidence of intelligent activity. He found none, until he came
close enough to the top of the mountain to observe that it formed aclear, flat line. The top had been
sheared off.

He paused to give hisbody a breather. The last two kilometers had been hard going. The upward path
had grown steadily steeper, over fresh snow that concedled hard-packed ice. Now was the time to be
extracareful. With the line of the summit just ahead, thiswas no placeto dideinto acrevasse or fal over
anicy precipice.

He scrambled the find thirty meters on hands and knees, digging his gloved hands deep into the snow to
make sure that he could not dip backwards or sdeways. And then it was suddenly easy. He had topped
thefind riseand stood on aleve plain, clear of al snow and ice. He saw, no more than fifty meters away
from him, ahundred moving figures. Sunlight reflected from glittering Slver carapaces, scarlet heads, and
multiple scarlet limbs.

Oddly enough, they did not seem to notice him. Well, that would change soon enough.

Tdly walked forward, until he came to within ten meters of arounded building that stood roughly in the
middle of the cleared area. There he hated and opened the faceplate of his suit. The air was freezing, but



thiswas necessary.

"Good afternoon.” As Tdly spoke he sent the same words through every transmission channel of his suit.
He stared at the sun, to make sure that he had it right. No point in getting off on the wrong foot. Yes, it
was certainly afternoon, with sunset of this planet'slong day still maybe six hours away.

He said again, "Good afternoon. My nameisE.C. Taly. | am an embodied computer, incorporated in a
human form. | am eager to establish communication with you, and to exchange information.”

The beingsal around him stopped moving. They remained sllent, but the buzz of radio noisein his suit
receiver roseto a crescendo. Thetask of analyzing that frenzy of sgna activity was adifficult one, but
Tdly waswell-suited to tackle it. How fortunate that thiswork had cometo him, with hisunparaleled
computationa and analytic ability, rather than to some organic being poorly equipped for such demanding
activities.

The slvery beetle-backed crestures were closing in, forming aring around him. Taly closed his
faceplate. If Sue Harbeson Ando could see him now, shewould be proud of him. He was protecting his
latest embodiment. Since talk would probably be at radio frequencies, he was avoiding theinevitable
wear and tear on his body that would be produced with an open faceplate in such extreme temperatures.

The beetlebacks were larger than a human, but low-built. He squatted down on his haunches, to bring
his head level with theirs. It wastimeto start in on atricky task for which he was uniquely well qudified:
that of cross-species—in this case, cross-gaactic arm—communication.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

In Limbo, and out of it.

Teri Dahl sat donein the forward observation chamber of theNo Regrets and wondered about the name
she had chosen for their ship. Outside the port there was nothing—no stars, no faint galaxies, no dark
occluding masses of gas. That had been their first hope when they emerged from the Bose node, dmost a
full day ago. Perhapsthey werein the middle of adark gas cloud that made the rest of the universe
invigble; but tests usng the sensors of theNo Regrets showed that outside the ship lay nothing but the
hardest of hard vacuums.

Teri could fed the tirringswithin her brain of old legends and myths. All the species of the Orion Arm
hed discovered spaceflight long after the beginnings of their recorded history. When everything was
written down or stored in computer data banks there should be no room for uncertainty. The mechanism
for the creation of mythswasthat of oral memory and imperfect traditions. And yet the storieslived on.
Ships had been logt, that was an undeniable fact. A group of unfortunate travelers might enter the
Croguemort Timewell and be trapped there until time itself came to an end. Or perhaps you and your
party would enter ahiatus, asingularity of spacetime from which you would emerge within haf a
minute—or thisyear, next year, sometime, never.

A rationa mind rgjected al such fancies. If the Croquemort Timewell existed and a ship vanished intoit,
how would anyone ever learn that fact? It was al imagining, the fancy of uneasy minds. And yet, beyond



theNo Regrets stood nothing.

For thefirst few hours, Teri, Torran Veck and Julian Graves had stayed together, comforting each other
with useless reassurances that this would soon be over and they would pop out into open space. Teri had
endured false optimism for aslong as she could, then crept away to be done. She retreated to the
observation chamber and stared—stared so hard looking for something, anything, that her eyeballsfelt
ready to pop out of her head.

She was frightened, and ashamed of being frightened. So why was it reassuring when suddenly the door
to the observation chamber did open and Torran Veck came lumbering in?

"Oaps. Sorry. | didn't know someone was dready in here.”
"Torran, if you aregoing to lie, you haveto learn to be better at it.”

He grinned at her, quite unabashed. "All right. | knew you were here. I've been trying something, and |
got aresult. But | don't understand it. Y ou're smarter than me, so | thought I'd ask you to help me out.”

"That'saliejust asbig asyour last one" Teri felt oddly comforted. "Where's dulian Graves?”'

"l don't know. But | don't want him in on this, in caseit's nothing. It's bad enough to make afool of
yoursdlf in front of one person.”

Torran had twice Teri's body mass, and when he sat down next to her, he as usua seemed to overflow
the seat. ™Y ou came out hereto find out if you could see anything,” he said. "Inaway, | did the same
thing, except that | went into the control room in case any of our sensors reported finding anything.”

He shook his head at her excited look. " Sorry. Not a peep from any recording instrument that we have.
They dl ingg that the ship isnowherein the universe. But then | did something stupid and irrationd..”

"Y ou mean more stupid than entering a Bose node when you don't know where or if you'll come out?
"About that stupid. | sent acdl for help.”
"Youdidwhat ?'

"I know. It wastotally dumb, but | felt desperate enough for anything. | generated a message saying who
we were, that we werelost, and if anyone heard this, please would they come and help. | sent it. | didn't

expect any reply, but | sent it anyway."
"And you had areply?’

"No." Torran shrugged. "Hey, let's be reasonable. What are the chances of anyone picking up acdl like
that? Zero. But something peculiar did happen. A few microseconds after my message was sent out, the
ship'sradio receiversrecorded asignd. | cal it asignd, but it would be more accurate to say it wasa
burst of gatic. | couldn't make any sense of it, nor could the ship's computer. But it was something,
where before wed had absolutely nothing.

"| sat therefor awhile, then | said to mysdlf, Teri's brighter than you. Why don't you go and bounceit off
her? And herel am."



"Did you apply Lund's First Rule of Oddities?’

ArabdlaLund had beenfull of "rules™ and one of her most basic wasthis: Anything in the universe can
happen once, or & least it can seem to happen. If you want to obtain information, make it happen again.

Torran nodded. "I did the same thing, three times over. | found identica results: send asigna, and
microseconds afterwards we get afunny squiggle of radio sound on our receivers.”

"How did you send your message? | mean, wasit in some particular direction?”

"No, | used omni-directiona. Hell, if there was help to be had anywhere | wanted to hear from them.
What isit, Teri? Y ou've got an idea, haven't you?"'

"If you can cal it that. It may be half-baked, but | want to try something. Let's head back to the control
room."

"Do we need Julian Graves?'

Teri gave him adrop-dead-right-now glare. Y ou didn't want to seem like an idiot in front of Julian
Graves, but you don't mind me doing it?"

"Sorry. What are you planning?'

"Wait and see. You didn't tell mein advance." Teri led the way to the control room. Once there, she
ignored the radio wavel ength equipment and went across the optical section. "Which one of these lasers
provides the best collimated beam?”

"The blue-green. It diverges only one percent in fifty kilometers."

"I hope that will be tight enough. How many microseconds after you started to send your call for help
did the receivers begin to record radio noise, and how long after you stopped sending did the noise you
received end?'

"I'll have to check. It was small enough that only the instruments could pick it up—so far as| was
concerned, they seemed smultaneous.” Torran moved across to the receiver displays. "Ninety-four
microseconds, plusafraction, for the delay at the beginning. And the signal went on for a hundred and
sixty microseconds after my call ended.”

"That's close enough.” Teri was at the laser station. "I'm going to send a one-second pulse from the
blue-green laser. Watch the display. See anything?”

"Yes. A faint green dot showed on the screen—and it lasted about a second.”
"WEell find when we measureiit that it lastedexactly one second. Now I'm going to work my way around

the full sphere, using one-second pulses every five degrees of arc. Well measure the exact time of return,
and then we will know where we are—or at least, we'll know the distance to the boundary.”

"Whatboundary?'

"Don't you get it, Torran? We're not in limbo, or in the Croquemort Timewell, or a spacetime hiatus. The
shipisgttinginsde some other object, with an interior surface that screens out external radiation and



reflectsinterior radiation. The reason that you got what |ooked like random returns from your signd is
becauseit went out in dl directions, and the distance is not congtant to al parts of the boundary wall. So
the return was scrambled, with bits of your message jumbled together. 1t took ninety-four microseconds
round-trip time to the nearest point on the boundary, and a hundred and sixty microsecondsto the
farthest point.

"Now, I'm going to assume that the vel ocity of propagating radiation isthe same here asin open
space—that seems pretty reasonable. So at three hundred thousand kilometers a second, we are
fourteen kilometers away from the nearest point of the boundary, and twenty-four kilometers from the
farthest point. | dso find azero Doppler shift in frequency between the outgoing laser pulses and thelr
returns, so our ship isat rest relative to the boundary. The advantage of using laser pulsesin precise
directionsisthat we—or rather, the ship's computer—can cal culate and reconstruct the shape of the
space we areinside, and aso our ship's distance from any point of the boundary. If we find placeswhere
the structure of the wall seems different, those are the logica spots where we should look for away out.”

"Teri, youreamarve. Can we start that work a once?’
"I'dliketo. But | think we ought to tel Julian Graves what we have learned. Do you know where heis?’

"Lasgt timel saw him hewasin hisown cabin. Contemplating his navel, from the look of him. But you are
right, he does need to be told. Come on."

Julian Graves wasin his own cabin. He was not actudly contemplating his navel, but he was engaged in
apursuit that seemed just as unproductive. He sat in achair, lightly strapped in position so that he would
not move around in the ship'sfree-fal environment. He was staring intently at afixed point in space.
Torran and Teri findly redized that atiny green marble hung there, about ameter in front of Gravess
face.

Teri sad, "Councilor, we have important news. We are not in limbo, or in some form of spacetime
hiatus."

Graves nodded. "I know. In afew minutes | was proposing to come and tell the two of you the same
thing."”

Torran said, "But how could you possibly know that? Y ou have been sitting in your cabin, and there are
no ingruments here."

"Oh, but there are. The human eye and the human brain are both instruments, potentialy of ahigh order.
It istruethat a no point have | looked beyond the ship itself, but | did not need to. | noticed an oddity in
the control cabin some time ago. The ship's drive gppeared to be off, since we felt no accelerations.
However, the drive monitorsindicated that the drive was—and is—turned on, athough at an extremely
low level. Since our podition sensorsingst that we are at rest in inertial space, the only explanation isthat
the ship itsdlf resdesin afield of force, abeit avery weak one—far too wesk to be gpprehensible to
human senses. If that isthe case, then athough the drive holds the ship itself in afixed postion, objects
within the ship that are free to move should do so. They experience asmall body force."

Gravesleaned back in his chair and placed hisfingertips together. "Y ou know, sitting here it occursto
me that maybe the worst mistake we have made on this whole expedition has been to assume that
processesin the Sag Arm resemble in any way the familiar ones of our own Orion Arm. There are
Builder artifacts here, and noneisin any way like those with which we have experience. To pargphrase
an old philosophical thought, the Sag Arm isnot only more strange than weimagine; it ismore strange



than wecan imagine”

Torran'sglance at Teri sent aclear message:He's gone gaga. The councilor isoff hishead . Hesaid to
Graves, "The human eye and brain may be instruments, but there is nothing here for them to look at and
work on."

"Oh, but thereis." Graves pointed to the green pill-sized ball hanging before him. "We are not in free-fall,
you see, even though our bodiesfed as though they are. We are not even in the microgravity environment
provided by the gravity forces of the ship itself. Steven caculated and compensated for those. An
externd gravitationd forceisacting on everything in thisship. A minute one, to be sure, which iswhy we
can't fed it. But if you observe the green sphere, you will find that it isbeing accelerated very dowly
away from me and toward the rear bulkhead. Thereisadight asymmetry, a preferred direction to this
environment. | can estimate its magnitude by observation of the little marble. However, | have no
explanation astoitsorigin.”

Teri said, "Councilor,we have an explanation.” Her glance a Torran said,Equal credit for this, all

right? "Hereiswhat we havelearned. . . . "
* % %

TheNo Regrets stood at afixed location, five kilometers off center in aspherica region of radius nineteen
kilometers. The space was bounded by awall of unknown compasition, impervious to external radiation
and reflecting anything directed to it frominside.

"But we shouldn't try to take the ship to either the nearest part of the boundary, or the farthest." Teri was
leaning over Torran Veck's shoulder as he sat at the controls of theNo Regrets. "Our best hopeis one of
the poles”

It was their shorthand description for the only two points of asymmetry they had discovered in the
spherica space. The"poles’ were places where the return laser sgna was much weaker than el sewhere,
and they held out hope for an easier passage to external space.

"] have avector to the nearer ong," Teri went on. "Thedisanceis 12.3 kilometers."

"Marked, and entered into the navigation system.” Torran was far more cheerful when he could do
something that involved physica activity. "We can be on our way any time. All right to go ahead?’

"Proceed." Julian Graves sat with his eyes closed and seemed half adeep. "'l am surethat it isnot
necessary to remind you to proceed with extreme caution. We cannot afford to progress from a safe
Stuation to ahazardous one.

It seemed to Teri that Julian Graves was playing alittle fast and loose with words. This was a safe place,
where you had no idea how you had arrived and or where you were, and a surprise could pop up to
destroy the present calm at any moment?

Teri couldn't spesk for the others, but she wantedout —out to a place where you could see stars and
planets again, even if the one seemed ready to go supernova, and the other might be aworld where
nothing had ever lived or ever could.

"Wereclosngin,” Torran said. Even crawling along, twelve kilometersfor any form of spacegoing
vessd wasno distance at dl. "We are Sx hundred meters avay from the boundary. The driveisworking
harder to keep usin place, which meansthat astronger attractive force is drawing ustoward thewall.



Nothing to worry about—we could stand a pull athousand times as hard and still have spare drive
capacity to keep us baanced. But theré's no way of knowing how thingswill change as we approach
closer to the boundary. Our instruments have monitored our progress so far, and the ship's computer did
afit and came up with an inverse cubic relationship with disiance. That can't go on—it impliesan infinite
force at the boundary—but what we have isn't enough to worry about. Even so, I'm not sure we ought to
approach any closer.”

That degree of caution from Torran was unusual. Teri leaned over him as he sat at the controls. "What's
the problem?"

"The boundary point that we are gpproaching is nothing like you found in other places with your laser
probes. There, everything was smooth and reflected light evenly in al directions. Take alook for yourself
at what's happening at the pole. | have abroad beam laser illuminating the area straight ahead of us. See
how the wall looks? It'sdl broken and granular. Not only that, there are big changes from moment to
moment in the Doppler return. Unless some physicd effect is going on different from anything that we
know, some parts of the boundary are approaching fast, while others retrest—and theyalternate , ina
random manner. | don't know of any type of forcefield that could produce those effects.”

Torran turned to Julian Graves. "Councilor, | have halted our forward progress. | think that the ship
ought to remain at its present distance from the pole. However, with your permission, | would liketo go
outsdein asuit and investigate what lies ahead.”

Two days ago Teri would have resented that suggestion. Torran was seeking a star role and pushing her
into the background. It didn't fed like that anymore. Nothing specific had happened to makeit so, but
now she and Torran were ateam who would share risks and rewards. Except that she would not in this
case be sharing the risk—that would al be Torran's.

She didn't intend to argue the point directly. Talk of risk, or of sharing risks, might make
safety-conscious Julian Graves veto the whole idea. She waited in sllence, until finaly the councilor
nodded.

"Very wdl. You may go outsde and investigate. But nothing foolhardy. If you find something
inexplicable, turn around and come back.”

Good advice from Julian Graves, but if Teri understood Torran at all—and she was learning hour by
hour what made the man tick—he would not follow it. Thejob of asurviva expertwas to take risks,
rather than exposing the whole party to them. Teri knew what she would do in Torran's circumstances,
and the thought was a bit scary.

Teri dso needed an answer to aquestion that might arise in another set of circumstances. What would
shedoif, while Torran was outside, hedid get into serious difficulties?

"Nothing unusud at the moment.” Torran's voice came on cue, exactly asif he had heard her inner
thoughts and was reassuring her. He had not wasted a moment after Julian Gravess go-ahead. Already
hewasleaving theNo Regrets . "I'm checking the drive setting | need from my suit to compensate for the
body force I'm fedling from the boundary. It is exactly the same asthe ship isexperiencing. I'm going to
take mysdf alittle closer to thewall."

Teri and Julian Graves watched the suited figure dowly diminishin size. Wasit Teri'simagination, or did
the outline of Torran's suit seem alittle blurred, asthough it was out of focus? She blinked, but the dight
fuzzinessremained.



"Torran, we're getting an odd opticd effect here. Y our image showsindistinct edges.”

"I know. | can't fed it, but my suit sensorsing<t that | am experiencing asmall high-frequency oscillating
accderation. The strangething is, it's not in the direction of the boundary—it's at right anglesto that.”

"Torran Veck, do not place yoursef at any increased risk."

"I won't, Councilor. I'm asurviva specidist, and I'm as keen to survive as anyone. | now show a
distance from the boundary of two hundred and seventy meters. The total body forces on me suggest that
| can goto lessthan athird of that, and still accelerate safely back to theNo Regrets . I'll takeit dow."

Torran'sfigurein its protective suit began to shrink in size. Teri found that she could no longer make out
details. Arms, legs, trunk, and head had changed from clear black outlinesto gray blurs.

"Torran, we can't see you clearly any more."

"I bedieveit. There are differential accderations on different parts of my suit, and now | can actualy fed
them. Therés ahigh-frequency torque, as though parts of me are being twisted in different directions. The
overdl body forceisquitetolerable. | can go agood ded closer with no danger.”

Teri thought, how can he know that, when we arein aSituation that no human has ever experienced
before? Julian Graves said, "That's far enough. Torran, come back. We need to do an evauation of what
you have found so far. Y ou can always go out again when we arefinished.”

"Sure." But that sngle word wasn't quite right when it cameto Teri'sears. It was distorted, asthough
sounds, like images, were suffering interference on their way to theNo Regrets . She heard one more
drawn-out and garbled word—"Da-a-amn-a-a-ation!" Then Torran's blurred figure pinwhedled as
though spinning fast around acentral axis. At the sametimeit shrank insze.

"Torran! Can you hear me?' But Teri felt with sickening certainty that he could not. For therewas no
longer any Sign at al of Torran Veck. In afind split second he had vanished a monstrous speed into the
granular unknown of the boundary wall.

* % *

Teri was now obliged to operate one-on-one in her argument with Julian Graves. She wished Torran
could be thereto offer his support, but in away it didn't matter. Whether she could persuade Julian
Graves or not would make no difference. She knew what she had to do, and shewould do it.

She said. "Y ou have more experience with the Bose Network than | do. Have you ever heard of acase
where someone made atransition, and was delivered to an end point from which there was no escape?!

"I have not. But ships have disappeared.”

"If we St here and do nothing, in the future theNo Regrets will be listed as one of them. We havea
choice. We can stay and wait for something to happen, with no assurance that anything ever will—other
than that we will eventualy die. Or we can accept that the boundary itsalf contains some kind of Bose
trangition mechanism, but of atype never experienced in the Orion Arm. Remember, Councilor, you
were the one who said that the Sag Arm may be stranger than we canimagine. | think that our decision
should be an easy one: we follow Torran, and take theNo Regrets up to and through the boundary."



"That might offer nothing more than aswifter and surer form of our demise.”

"It might. But it makes no sense at al for thisto be aBose node if thereis no way to leaveit. And the
obvious method of departure would be through another Bose trangtion.”

"Y ou make alogica argument.” The blue eyes of Julian Graves were old and knowing. " Suppose, my
dear, | tdl you that | do not agree with you. What then?' He waited for amoment, then added, "Do not
agonize over how to present your answer. | know it aready.”

He gestured to the pilot's chair. "It awaitsyou. All | say is, proceed dowly. Normally | would say,
dowly and cautioudly, but in our case the second qualifier does not apply. In our situation, caution no

longer has meaning.”

Perhaps not; but Teri was going to be as careful as she could. TheNo Regrets crept toward the outer
wall, meter by dow meter. At last she began to fed directly the body forcesthat Torran had described.
They were not unpleasant, nothing more than vibrations that sent contradictory and exciting tingles
through different parts of her. In other circumstances, awoman could get to like that sort of thing.

She halted the forward progress of the ship. "Thisisamost at the point where Torran lost control. He
said '‘Damnation! ' whirled around like a spinning-top, and vanished. | don't notice anything changing. Do
you see any differences?’

"Only the big one—why did it happen to Torran, when it isn't happening to us."

"Unlessyou object, | propose to take us closer.”

"l object in many ways. But continue.”

Teri glanced at the range sensor. The boundary wall was|ess than a hundred meters away. Her
comment to Julian Graves had not been accurate. Already they were past the point where Torran had
encountered trouble. The drive was working harder to hold their position, but il it was nowhere near its
limits

They crept on—and on. Teri felt the force on her body continue to increase, but it was quite tolerable.
She had endured two or three times as much in training, with no ill effects. Thiswas, however,
inexplicably different from what had happened to Torran.

Closer and closer. At last, Teri said, "Councilor, that'sit.”

"That iswhat, my dear?" Julian Gravess face, under aforce of two and ahaf gees, was even more
grained and gaunt than usudl.

"We have reached the boundary. The bottom part of the ship isin contact.”
"Areyou sure of that? What happensif you reduce the drive?”

Teri decreased the thrugt little by little. She felt no change at al in the forces on her body. The ship was
resting on part of the boundary wall, and being supported by it.

She cut the drive dl the way, and looked across at Julian Graves. "We are here, and we have gone as
far aswe can go. TheNo Regrets isat rest on the boundary wall of thisenclosure. The very samewall, in



the very same spot that Torran went through. Any ideas?’

A fidd of two and ahalf gees was much harder on Julian Graves than on the younger and fitter Teri. He
sat crumpled in his chair, gloved hands gripping the arm rests.

"Oddly enough, | do. It involves, however, a somewhat dangerous suggestion.”

"More dangerous than the fix that we arein?"

"Perhaps not. Y ou have aright to offer an opinion on that point. Asyou pointed out to me earlier, | have
much experience in the use of the Bose Network. A Bosetransition isawayslimited by two different
factors. First, and rather obvioudy, an object cannot enter aBose node if its Size exceeds the physical
dimensions of the entry point. In our case, we don't know what that dimension might be, dthough it
appearsto be very large. However, the second limiting element is just asimportant. An object cannot
enter aBose node for atrangtion if theexit nodeis smaller than the object to be transferred.”

"Y ou think that Torran—"

"—was small enough for both the entry and the exit nodes to accommodate him. Y es. But theNo
Regrets , much bigger than a human suited figure in every way, exceeds the exit node capacity. A
trangtion will not be permitted.”

Teri glanced across the control board's array of instruments. The drive of theNo Regrets had easily
enough power to lift them away from the boundary wall and accelerate back to the middle of the closed
region.

"How confident do you fed that the problem liesin the sSze of the Bose exit point?'

"Confident? Why, | am confident of nothing. What | am suggesting isatheory, and like any theory it may
bewrong.”

"People act based on theories.”

"Indeed they do. Some of them dieasaresult.”" Julian Graves struggled to hisfeet. "And if | St here
much longer with two and a half gees pressing this old body into the seet, | will fed asthough | mysdlf am
dying. Come on, my dear. It istimefor usto leave theNo Regrets ."

"Right now?"'

"If not now, when?'

"But you dways say that thought shouldprecede action and we should evaduate every dternative.”

"Caorrect. But when thereis only one course of action available and no aternative, making adecison
becomes easy."

He headed for the airlock. Teri, struggling under the load of abody two and half timesits norma weight,
followed.

At the outer wall Julian Graves did not hesitate. He stepped forward, and dropped like a stone. He was
gone before Teri could look down and follow the line of hisfall.



Poised on the edge, she found action difficult. It sounded easy to take one step forward, but what if that
sngle step was the last one you would ever take, and the airlock of theNo Regrets the last Sght that your
eyeswould ever see?

Teri decided that the time for thinking, especidly thinking like that, was over. It wastimeto act—and
maybeto pray.

She stepped out of the airlock.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Pompadour .

"Quitetrue, Captain. It'sasyou say, wecould leave here today. But theré'sno onein hisright mind as
would leave here today."

Claudiuswas Sitting at his ease in the aft control cabin. Hisbody was coiled down on awide chair and
he held asmal bowl in his upper two arms. From time to time he raised the smoking bowl to hisface,
and sniffed degp. When he did so hissingle date-gray eyerolled in its socket.

"You see" hewent on, "you're not dealing with something smple and predictable here, like the Great
Gaactic Trade Wind. Oh, no. Otherwise we'd have been out of here days ago. But | know the route
from Pompadour to Marglot like thetip of my owntail, and I'm telling you, therésreal dangersif you try
to make the jump a the wrong time."

"Dangers of what?' Louiswas feding mightily frustrated. It didn't take pheromonesto guessthat the
Chism Polypheme was not tdlling the truth, but Atvar H'sd'sslent,"He's lying, you know," was an
added irritant.

"Oh, things | doubt that you beings from the Orion Arm have ever seen. Space reefs and sounders, stuff
that can swallow aship up quick asawink."

"He'slying, Louis." Atvar H'sid was crouched beyond the open door, out of sight.

"Hell, | redizethat. Y ou don't need to keep sticking me with it every ten seconds. But what am |
supposed to do? Explain that a Cecropian is secretly listening, and she dways knowsif a Polyphemeis
telling the truth or not? 1'd rather keep that sort of knowledge for usein emergencies.” To Claudius he
said, "What's your plan, then? Stay herein orbit forever, 'til we run out of supplies an' starve to death?”
"No, no. I'll know when it'sthe right timeto go."

"How?'

"Experience, and what | pick up from other Chism navigators. It's hard to explain to anyonewho isn't a
Polypheme. But | was thinking maybe | ought to be taking another trip down to the surface.”



"Y ou've donethat every day for the past four days. What isit thistime?'

"Why, as| told you. | collect information. | need to know the latest word on the condition of al thetrade
routes out of here."

"And | suppose the hot radiation bars have nothing to do with it."

"Why, Captain.”
Louis didn't bother to answer. He turned, and |eft the cabin.

"He hasusover abarrel, At," he said, as soon asthe door was closed. "If we were anywhere close to
home territory, 1'd say we chuck him out of the airlock and make the jump ourselves. But we can't take
therisk. Reefs are real enough, and so are space sounders. I've never seen 'em mysalf, but | know
people who ran across 'em in the Messina Dust Cloud, and they're not something you want to messwith.
What do we do? He goes down to Pompadour every day, and he comes back pale green. You just
know he's been cooking himself."

"I have asmple suggestion, Louis. When Claudius goes down to Pompadour next time, make sure that
heisaccompanied.”

"By who? | went down there once, and it'satota dump that lookslikeit collectsal therabblein the Sag
Arm. I'm not picky, At, but | won't go there again—an' | can't seeyou doin' it. Asfor Jmerliaand Kalik,
we could make ‘em go, but | don't think we should. They're too good for that.”

"l was not proposing any of the partiesthat you have mentioned. | wasthinking of your femae, Snara
Bellstock."

"She's not my femae! Anyway, what reason could | give her for goin' dong with old Claudius?'

"Suggest to her that a surviva speciadist should experience as many different planetary environments and
meet as many aien species as possible. Naturaly, you will aso ask her to keep an eye on Claudius, just
to make sure that he does not get himself into trouble. Two ends will be accomplished smultaneoudly.
Claudius knows hisway around the surface of Pompadour, which should assure the safety of Sinara
Belstock. And her presence will undoubtedly curb the usua excessesin his behavior.”

Louis reached up and patted the Cecropian's chest plates. "At, if I've never said it before, I'll say it now.
Yourearaving genius. I'll go give Sinarathe news. Y ou know what? | bet shell be delighted. An' so will
|. She's been hangin' round me the past few daystight asatick on adog's backside. | can use abreak.”

* * %

That had been aday and ahdf ago. Sinara had jumped at the chance, and Claudius appeared curiously
unworried by the prospect of acompanion on histrip. The two had taken the pinnace of theHave-1t-All
and |eft dmogt at once.

Louis Nenda glanced at the clock in his master suite. He wasn't about to say so to his partner, but
maybe Atvar H'siad wasn't such agenius after al. The day on Pompadour was along one. Where
Claudius and Sinaraarrived on the planetary surface it would have been early morning. Now it would be
past midnight. Somewhere, somehow, the odd couple had spent along day and along evening.



What the devil were they doing?

Louis sat restless a the round table, with itsfinely patterned surface. In the kitchen, Kallik had been
unobtrusively busy. Asaways, she was sensitive to Nenda's moods.

The Hymenopt entered carrying a covered bowl. "They will surely return, Master Nenda. Thereisno
need to fear for their safety. | hope that this meets with your approva .”

Louisknew that it would. With her refined senses, Kallik was a superb cook. He removed the cover
and nodded his gppreciation. There was no point in telling Kalik that she had it dl wrong. If Claudiusdid
something stupid and got himsalf snuffed down on Pompadour, Louis wouldn't grieve for asecond. But
then they would be back to the search for anavigator. Anything you found down on Pompadour was
likely to bethe dregs.

Louis ate dowly and steadily. No matter where you were, no matter what was happening, it wasarule
of life: Eat, or be esten. He suspected that Kallik had included in the dish before him ahundred ddlicate
flavors of which he was unaware. And oneflavor of which he became steadily more aware as he
continued to eat. Kallik worried about her master's tense condition. She had added afew drops of one
of the many secretions that a Hymenopt's poison sac could produce. They ranged at her will from alethal
neurotoxic poison, to anesthetic, to tranquillizer. What Louis tasted now was close to the last of those,
with some new and subtle variation.

Louis could still worry—Where the hell were they?>—but he was becoming drowsy and rlaxed. He
finished the bowl and drank with some suspicion the contents of the tall glass that accompanied the food.
He was no connoisseur of fine wines. When you had been raised to regard muddy water asatreat, you
tended not to be picky. But the concoction that Kallik had prepared tasted unusualy pleasant.

Louisran hishand over the fine-carved table top. Carved was the wrong word. It was actually chewed
into those distinctive patterns by the worker-termites of LIandiver. He could never go back there, of
course, not after what had happened. If helost thistable, hewould never find another likeit. AsKalik
crept in to clear the dishes, Louis wandered through to his bedroom.

When you lived your whole life aboard a ship—or would, if only people would leave you in peace—you
indulged your persond preferences. TheHave-1t-All possessed weapons that would make most military
captains drool, but there was no sign of any of that here. Louis dept on a bed three meterslong and three
meterswide. No onewould ever call it soft, but most of the time he dept inlow gravity or no gravity,
where that wasn't an issue.

He sat down on the edge of the bed and removed his boots. He yawned, dowly stripped down to his
shorts, and lay back with his head on the pillow. He scratched his hairy belly. Where the hell were they?
And if they didn't show, wherein this godawful place would he find another navigator? Although you had
to hate anything as dimy and supercilious as Claudius, there was no doubt that the Polypheme knew what
he was doing. To everyone else on theHave-1t-All , travel in the Sag Arm was amystery.

He closed hiseyes.

On the water-world of Pluvid, where aday without rain came once in athousand years, Louis had
encountered severa of the native Cetomorphs. He rather admired those marine intelligences, and
certainly he envied one of their abilities. They dept with haf of their brain a atime; the other half
remained awake and available for discussion and action. After awhile the halves were ready to swap



roles and the degping side awoke.

Louis had asked them to teach him the trick. It turned out to be impossible. The best that he could
manage was alight trance, in which he was neither adeep nor awake, but sensitiveto al externd stimuli.

He had been in that state for the past severa hours, until finaly he heard with drowsy satisfaction the
far-off but digtinctive sound of the pinnace docking with theHave-It-All . He had no doubt that Sinara
and Claudius were the people aboard, because the ship's security system would not allow anyone lacking
correct identification within athousand kilometers.

Hewould give Sinaraagood chewing-out for failing to call in and tell Louiswhat they had been up to,
but that could wait until morning.

The other noise began five minutes after the docking ended. 1t was much lessfamiliar. Not at dl familiar,
infact. It sounded like two people, singing raucoudy and off-key.

Louisrolled off the bed and padded toward the door. He felt naked without his boots, but the condition
of the ship camefirst. As heleft the master suite and stepped into the dark halway that led aft, something
fel againgt hischest. It giggled and said, "Oopd”

Hecdled for lights. Sinara Bellstock stood in front of him, althoughstood was hardly the right word. Her
armswere around his neck, and her face pushed close againgt his chest. She made a strange questioning
sound and pulled one hand back to run her fingers over the pits and nodules of his pheromona augment.

"Mmm," she said. "Nice and fuzzy. Never saw one of these before.” Sheleaned close and sniffed his
chedt. "Interesting smell. | likethat."

He pushed her away, trying to avoid contact with bare flesh. That wasn't easy, because she was wearing
about hdf as much clothing aswhen she left theHave-1t-All .

"What happened to you?' But he knew the answer. Sinarawas drunk, and on something far stronger
than acohal.

"Happened? Happened? Nothing happened. Went down to Pompadour, keep an eye on Claudius.
Thaswhat | did, Mr. Fuzzy. He showed me al over—all over the place. Had ared good time. Haven't
had atimelikethat since. .. since. .. | don't know. Never had agood time like that. Real good time.
Red,real goodtime."

Her face was againg his chest again, and he was supporting haf her weight.

"He took you to some dive, didn't he? Got you stoned. Did you know what was going on?"

He wasn't sure she knew what was going on now, until she raised her head, frowned up at him, and said,
"Course| knew. Met diens—lots and lots of aliens. Treated me red nice. Wanted to have sex with me,
some of 'em—Claudiustoo. He said, 'til you have sex with a Chism Polypheme you don't know what sex
is"

"l bet. Y ou—er—you didn't, did you?'

"With Mr. Wriggly? Of course not. Belike having sex with alive corkscrew. Didn't have sex with any of
‘em. Told 'em the truth." Sinarawas weaving patternswith her right index finger around Louiss navel.



"Told 'em they didn't have achance. | was saving mysdlf for my heart's desire, Mr. Fuzzy, back on the
Have-It-All "

The notion of being anyone's heart's desire was utterly dien to Louis. It took him afew secondsto
redlize that this was an open invitation, and one that he badly needed. He had been without awoman for
an awful long time. The fact that Snarawas smashed out of her mind and might regret thistomorrow was
no concern of his. Thefact that Atvar H'sa would claim that her worst suspicions had been redlized did
not matter. What stopped L ouiswas no concept of morality or post-coital criticisms, but an awful
thought. " Claudius got you thisway, but what about him? He didn't go to any radiation hot spots, did

he?'

"Dunno." Sinarafrowned and went cross-eyed with the effort to think. "Lessee. | remember some names
of the places we went. The Solar Plexus, Roentgen's Rendezvous, the Gamma Grille, Sunbathers Bar,
the X-rayted . . . I'm missing some of ‘em, there were at least five more. What you doing? Don't go
without me!"

Louiswastrying to move past her and head for the aft part of the ship. She had her arms around him
and held on, so she wastowed dong complaining at wast-level behind him.

"Claudius," he said over his shoulder. "Where did you leave him on the ship?”

"Don't know. Said he had work to do. | wasn't interested in wriggly old Claudius. Did you know, he's
totalyhairless ?1 like hair. Like yours. Did anyone ever tell you that you have a cute ass?Oof! "

Her face had banged hard into Nenda's muscular rear, because he had frozen at the door of the aft
control cabin. Claudius sat in the control chair. Every inch of vigble skin bore the luminous apple-green
that showed the Chism Polypheme to be baked to aturn.

"Claudiud"

"Yes?' The Polypheme turned. Hisfive hands were flying over the controls so fast that Louis could not
make out the individual movements. "Ah, it'syou, Captain. We're toasty-warm and ready to go. On our
way. Shipshape and Brigtol fashion. Up anchor, splice the mainbrace, souse the herring and split the
difference. Space reefs and space sounders, | spit on'em. Marglot, here we come.”

"Claudius, don't doit! Not 'til you're off the boil."

But Louiswastoo late. Insgde him he could fed the multidimensiond twists and turns that went with a
Bose entry. Outside him, Sinarawas busy with the persond explorations of his anatomy that normally
preceded entry of adifferent kind.

The combination was certainly afirst. Louisresgned himsdlf to whatever came next. TheHave-1t-All

was making a Bose trangtion, while a the same time Sinara continued to satisfy her prurient curiosity.
Where either of them would finish up was anyon€'s guess.

CHAPTER



TWENTY-THREE

Mar glottas?

Guardian of Travel had promised atrangt to another world, but that |ong-abandoned being had offered
no guarantees as to how much time the passage might take, or how it would fed.

Daryawas drowning. Her eyes, mouth, nose, and lungs were filled with thick viscous mud. The
suffocation had gone on forever, long past the point where she must be dead.

Shetried to breathe, tried to cough, tried to scream—and could do none of them. After severd lifetimes
of misery, anew discomfort was added. Her body was now beingextruded , forced through atube far
too narrow to admit it. She was changing shape, transformed by remorseless pressureto along, pae
worm. The agony of breathlessness was nothing compared to this.

And then, without warning, the pain ended. Daryafelt afina moment of compression and rapid release,
as though her body was being expelled like acork from abottle. Suddenly she was curled into afetal
position and lying on something soft. Her lungs and eyes were clear. She could bresthe and see.

She sat up, but had to wait until awave of nausea passed. She looked down at her suit, convinced that it

must be coated with thick mud. But the outs de was spotless, cleaner than ever before, as though the
trangt had removed every trace of dust and grime.

As she stood up, gill unsteady on her feet, the ground a couple of meters from her began to boil and
seethe. She backed away. A dark bubble was pushing itsway out of the quaking earth. It grew steadily
until it reared to twice Daryas height, then suddenly burst and vanished. Left behind where the bubble
had emerged from the ground lay two till forms.

As Darya stepped cautioudy toward them, one sat up. It said, "Stone me. | wouldn't call that firg-class
travel. But | guess we weren't promised anything more than atrangt. Ben? Areyou al right?"

It was Hans Rebka, shuffling on hands and knees across to the other suited figure.

Ben Blesh said, like someonein adream, "'l don't seem to be dead. That'sasurprise. But | can't Sit up,
and | can't move my arms."

"Let metakealook." Hansturned to Darya, as casud asif this sort of thing happened every day. "Give
me a hand, would you?'

Daryamoved behind Ben as Hanslifted him, and held him in asitting pogition. "Where are we, Hans?"
"Lord knows. | wonder if were even in the same universe aswe were. First thingsfirst, though.
According to my suit's sensors, wherever we are, it has breathable air. That's good. We can remove our
auits”

"Wouldn't it be safer to keep them on?"

"For you and me, it might. But Ben's hasto come off.”



"Why me?' Ben wastrying, and failing, to St up without assstance. "I thought my suit was feeding me
pankillers™

"It was. Itis. That's part of the problem. The pain that we felt during the transit was al psychologicd, but
your suit didn't know that. 1t decided you were being injured worse and worse every minute, so it upped
the dosage of analgesicsto blot out your discomfort. That's why you can't move. Y ou've been
overdosed. Sit till. | have to get you out of there and reset the levels.”

As Hans eased Ben out of hissuit, Daryaknew that she could do little to help. Hans was an expert
troubleshooter. She was at best an expert trouble-finder. He had opened their visors. She did the same
and took her first breath of dien air. It was hot, humid, and musky.

She stared about her. Guardian of Travel, by accident or design, had dumped them out halfway down a
long, smooth incline. At the bottom, a couple of kilometers away, she thought she saw the glint of weter.
On the other sde of theriver, if that'swhat it was, the ground rose away to another hillsde. More
sgnificant, perhaps, was another feature. Running aongside and beyond the water, straight and flat, a
smooth gray ribbon suggested astone or grave road.

Darya swiveled her open faceplate to a position where she could read its built-in sensors. No radio
sgndsregistered on any frequency. The insgruments showed eighty-five percent of astandard gravity and
adightly richer fraction of oxygen. Those accounted for the light and dightly light-headed feding. Above
her head, a greenish-ydlow light filtered through continuous cloud cover. It was much stronger far off to
one sde. Either they had arrived not long after dawn, or soon it would be night.

She said to Hans, "Anything | can do to help?' And, when he shook hisheed, "Then | think I'll walk a
little way down the hill. Seemslike there might be aroad at the bottom. It would be nice to meet
something we can learn to talk to, and find out where we are.”

"Don't hold your breath. Not the best way of putting it, considering what we've just been through. But
do you notice something odd about this place?’

"Hans everything isodd.”

"All right, then, something here is odder than any place hasaright to be. Y ou've visited a bunch of
different planets. Did you ever hear of onewith plant life, and no animals?*

llNaIa..ll

"Look around you. Not abeetle, not abird, not abat, not abutterfly. No little critters wriggling through
the undergrowth, to escape or take a closer look at us. Where are they?”

"Maybe werein thewrong location for animals.”

"Could be. But thissurefedslikeit ought to be theright location. Warmth, water, soil, plenty of light,
lots of plants—what more could an animal ask?' Hans bent again over Ben, who was now unconscious.
"Damn these over-eager suits. They're marvels compared with anything | ever saw before, but they do
too good a job making sure the person inside doesn't feel uncomfortable. I've got to get him out or he
may never wake up. Y ou go ahead. Take alook around. Maybe you can figure out where the animals
went."



Until Hans started talking about anima's, Darya had been fedling quite good about things. Againg dl
odds the three of them had escaped from the deadly surface and desolate center of Iceworld. They were
on aplanet comfortably able to support life, and the road by the river was evidence that it aso supported

intelligence.

Hans must be wrong. A planet didn't need to have animals on the surface. A thriving biosphere could be
maintained very well by creaturesthat lived below ground, feeding on the roots of plantsthat grew inthe
warmth and light above.

Shewaswaking over alayer of sturdy greenery that crackled dightly with each step. Every forty or fifty
meters adense clump of adifferent growth sprang up much taler, some reaching as high as Darya's head.
She changed her path toward the water so that she could approach one of them. She closed her
faceplate as she came closer. It was unlikdly that she would run into anything dangerous, but there was
no point in taking risks, Anything that could chew away in through the ultra-tough materid of her suit,
with itsingtant sealing compounds and multi-layered structure, would more than earn amed.

The growths had the shape of irregular cones with truncated tops. A green layer of overlapping scales,
each about as big as Daryas hand, formed the outer layer. She pushed one out of the way to examinethe
interior. It was too dark to make out details until she used the headlight on her suit. She peerediin,
flinched, and took a step backward. The green scalefdl into itsorigina position to cover the opening.

Darya stood frozen for a second or two, then realized that she must take another look. Maybe Hanss
words had made her imagine things that weren't there. Thistime she moved the green scale aside and
held the light steady. The cone-growth had ayellow axis running up its middle. Five multi-legged objects
hung suspended there. Daryathought at first that they wereliving creatures, and she hesitated to touch
one; but they did not move. Findly she found the nerve to reach out her gloved hand and pluck one away
from the plant's central bole.

It was dark brown and about the length of her forearm. And it was dead. Not just dead but mummified,
0 it appeared amogt as it must have beenin life. She turned it. Two big compound eyes sat on either
sde of afanged maw. They seemed to stare accusingly at Darya.

So Hanswaswrong. There were animals. She did not find comfort in that fact. She dipped thelittle
creature into an outside pocket of her suit and continued downhill toward the stream.

The water was clear and swift-flowing over abed of gravel and fist-sized rocks. Daryalooked closdly,
but saw nothing living. The water moved, and that was all. She waded carefully across and kept stepping
forward until she cameto the gray strip.

It was aroad, no doubt about that, and it had been kept in good condition. A pile of stone by the
roads de about two hundred meters away was an obvious source of materiasfor regular maintenance.

Where did the road lead?

Daryadtared to her left, then to her right. She saw no sign of buildings, but maybe akilometer away
some dark object stood on the road itself.

Sheturned on her suit radio. "Hans?"

"l hear you."



"There are animals. | found them. Or at least, | found some dead ones. Now I'm across the stream and
standing on aroad. No buildings, but | see something € se sitting on the road itsdlf. It'swithin walking
distance. | thought | might take alook at it."

"Might aswell. There's nothing for you to do back here. | fixed up Ben asbest | can, but he's fill adeep.
Onething, though. We don't know how long the day is here, but it's my impression that the sunislower
inthe sky. Don't stay away too long."

Darya dtared off to her left. The sun seemed to her to bein about the same position, though it was
certainly darker. Rain clouds, maybe? If nothing €l se, the stream guaranteed a supply of drinking water.

She opened her faceplate. Even if the sun was going down, the air felt as hot as ever. She headed off in
the opposite direction, away from the sun. Progress was much faster now that she wason asolid level
surface. The dark object on the road grew steadily, transforming from a shapeless blob to a definite oval
outline. It was a huge humpbacked body, supported on six thick limbs.

Could that be another dead animal, somehow frozen and mummified in the very act of waking?

AsDaryacame closer yet, she revised her idea of what she was seeing. Legs, yes, each one solid and
thick, but thiswas no animal. It was awalking vehicle. The great "head" facing Darya contained a
trangparent window where you might expect eyesto be, allowing her to look through to the interior. Two
shapes, pde-ydlow and motionless, sat within. The dill forms had adisturbing familiarity.

Daryakept walking. The whole front of the vehicle formed asingle door. She located the handle,
reached out, and swung it open.

A gust of warm air touched her face. It carried the smell of something old and rancid, but that was not
what made her shiver. Sherecognized the creatures sitting lifeless on the two broad seats. She had seen
them, or their relatives before—athough never inlife.

She dammed the door closed.
"Hans?' She could hear thetremblein her voice. "Hans?"
"Darya? Areyou dl right?'

"I'm not right at al. Hans, you won't believe this, but we're on Marglot. I've just seen some of the
Marglotta. They are herein front of me. They are dead. | think they are al dead. We arrived heretoo
late”

* * %

Daryawanted Hans Rebka to see the walking vehicle and confirm her suspicions asto what shewas
seeing insdeit. But there were two problems. Hans should not leave Ben Blesh done until it was safeto
do s0; and Darya doubted her ability to navigate the six-legged walking vehicle off the road and up the
hills de—even assuming that she overcame her squeamishness at pushing the mummified body out of the
driver's seqt.

While shetried to decided what to do next, another factor entered. It started to rain. Great spherical
drops as big as marbles drifted down from the warm and clouded sky. When one of them burst on the
nose of Daryas upturned face, she dammed shut her suit's visor, jerked open the door of the car, and
scrambled insde closing it behind her.



Her inspection of the Marglotta, made without touching the bodies, was suggestive but not conclusive.
They seemed to have died instantly, and without any warning. The clawed paws of one of them rested on
pedals and control bars. The other sat with arounded dark-brown ball—food, perhaps?>—raised
hafway to its open mouth.

She said into her radio, "Hans, | don't know what happened here. But whatever it was, it was quick. If
it'slikethisal over the planet, the Marglottadied fast and without any ideawhat was coming.”

"Theré's no danger now, isthere?'
"l don't think so. Why?"

"I'm wondering where we are going to spend the night. The sunislower, I'm sure of it, and therainis
coming down harder. It would be amgjor effort, but if | could carry Ben down there we could spend the
night in comfort, insde the car and out of therain.”

Daryadecided she had to put her fedlings about the dead Marglotta behind her. Even if Hans could
carry Ben, what would that do to the other man'sinjured body?

"Let metry something, Hans. Maybe | can work the car's controls and get it walking."

The hardest act was the first one. She had to lift one body out of the driver's seat and placeit in the rear
of the car. The Marglottawere small, no more than ameter or so in height, so weight was no problem.
But as she raised the driver's body, the arms reaching for the controls snapped off. They were ashrittle
aslong-dried twigs. Daryagritted her teeth, hoisted the body over the seat back, and laid it on the flat
area behind. She squeezed into the driver's place, trying to ignore the shrivelled corpse by her side.

The controls were Smple enough, assuming that Marglotta thought processesin any way resembled
those of humans. The condition of the vehicle's power source was another matter. She had no ideahow
long it might have been sitting on the stony road unused, or even what the source of power might be. The
technology leve of the road and the vehicle suggested foss| fuel or astored energy flywhed, rather than
solar power, afusion plant, or superconducting rings.

Had the vehicle been smart enough to switch itsdf off after it sat for awhile without moving? Darya
searched for ageneral power switch and located two candidates. The first operated the six articulated
legs, lengthening them until Darya sat uncomfortably high above the road. She reversed that, restoring the
car body to itsorigina height. The second switch led to ahum and bone-rattling vibrations. It did not
trouble Darya, but flakes of dried skin shook loose from the creature by her sde and rustled down to
coat the floor of the car.

Daryadid not relish the prospect of driving while dead bodies disintegrated around her, but Hans Rebka
had to see these things—or what was |eft of them by the time she got there.

Her hands and feet were on the same pedals and levers that the Marglotta had used. She experimented
with them cautioudy. They seemed smple enough. One for speed control, two of them for turning right or
left, and one for reversing direction. She "walked" the car dong the stony road, getting afed for pace
and movement. Therolling up-and-down gait of the vehicle was not unpleasant. Once you were used to
it, the feding was even soothing. Maximum speed was hardly more than awak, though Daryaknew she
was ignorant of such things as gears and faster drive modes.



She continued along the stony road until she was leve with the suited figures of Hans Rebka and Ben
Blesh, then made aright-angle turn toward the hill.

Now came the tricky part. She had to guide the car across the fast-flowing stream, then negotiate the
dope ahead of her.

It proved easier than expected. The car contained some kind of stabilizing device, which automatically
shortened or lengthened the front and back legs so asto keep the insde always level.

The limited speed of the vehicle made her progressirritatingly dow, but within ten minutes Darya brought
the car to ahdt ten meters from where Hans and Ben were sitting. The faceplates of their suitswere
closed to keep out the rain, now pouring down torrentially.

They walked toward her. She was pleased to see that Ben was awake and moving amost normaly,
though he was holding hisright arm closein to favor hisbroken ribs.

She opened the car's wide front door and the two men scrambled in. Hans Rebka apparently
experienced none of Daryas reverence for the dead. He examined the Marglotta Sitting in the passenger
seat for afew seconds, and nodded. "Y ou're right. Just the way | remember the dead ones, back at
Upside Miranda Port. Died the same way, 1'd guess, though | don't know how that could be. Well,
there's nothing we can do for them now."

He unceremonioudly lifted the second body and dumped it over the seat into the back of the car.

"Thisisalot better than spending the night outside. Darya, you keep the driver's seat. Ben, the
passenger seat isyours. I'll make aplace for mysdf in the back.”

"In with the bodies?'

He gave her apuzzled look. "That'swhat | had in mind. Unlessyou think | ought to dump them outside?
| wasn't going to, because if we decide tomorrow that wed like to dissect them, by that timetherain
could have ruined the bodies completely. They'refaling to bitsasitis.”

He sounded unbelievably cold and casud. Darya had to remind herself that there was another sdeto the
man. In crises, he seemed able to suppress every trace of emaotion. All was cam logic. Maybe that's why
he was such a good troubleshooter.

If you wanted empathy and fegling for others, you would take Julian Graves. If encyclopedic knowledge
was the requirement, without much judgment to go with it, then E.C. Taly wasthe person of choice. If
you needed someone who through long experience had a sense of Builder constructs and how they might
and might not act, maybe you would turn to Darya herself. But if you were in such deep trouble that you
thought you would never emerge dive, then you turned to Hans Rebka—and you hoped that sentiment
and finer fedings would not interfere with the need for the split-second decisions and hard actions that
survival demanded.

Ben was dready in the passenger seet, his body turned alittle to give him as much comfort as he could
find. He needed real medical treatment, but he would not get it here. Hans was in the back. He was
moving things around there, and Darya did not choose to turn her head and find out what they were.

She stared straight ahead, out through the car's forward window. The sun was lower yet, dipping toward
the horizon with what seemed like infinite downess. The day on Marglot was very long, and they had to



be prepared to endure an equaly long night.

Therain fell steadily, soaking into the springy vegetation and thetal conical growthsthat hid the smal
mummified animals. The hillside was as blegk a prospect as Darya had ever seen. Tonight they would
rest as best they could, but tomorrow they must begin to ask and answer adifferent question: Wasit
possible for humansto survive on Marglot, as the food supplies of their suitsran out?

Daryas brain felt turned off. She was not thinking about anything at al as she stared &t the hillside ahead.
She saw nothing and was expecting to see nothing, when her trance was broken by achangein the light
outsde. A vertica shaft of illumination was forming, as though asecond sun shonethrough arift inthe
cloudsto produce a bright column of light. The shaft was about four meters across, and it struck the
ground where Darya, Hans, and Ben had been expdlled fromit.

llHa.S n
"What?" Incredibly, hisvoice sounded as though she had wakened him from deep.

"L ook outside. In front of the car. Something's happening.”

"Huh?' But he was sitting up, leaning over Daryas shoulder. " That wasn't there ten minutes ago.”

"No. | saw it forming. What isit, Hans?'

"l don't know. Buit it's changing.”

The column of light no longer ran from heaven to earth. Its upper end was fading, even asthe lower part
lifted, solidified, and took on adefinite shape. It formed a glowing ova whose lower end hung three
meters or so above the soaked earth. Asthey watched it changed further, into a perfect sphere that
dowly drifted downward.

It was three meters above the wet vegetation—two meters, one meter, and still descending. Asthe
lowest point made contact with the wet plants, the sphere emitted aflash of light so bright that the
photosensitive faceplates of the suitsinstantly darkened to protect their eyes.

When they could see again the bright sphere had disappeared. But it had not vanished without leaving a
trace. Where the sphere had touched down, something remained. Three somethings. Three suited human
figures. Three people, back to back, sitting down on the wet hillsde with legs outstretched in front of
them.

AsDaryawatched in disbdief, onefigure climbed dowly to itsfeet. It was facing away from the car, so
she could not seeinto the faceplate of the suit. The person within would not at once see her.

A voicesad, "Wdll, | suppose you'd haveto say that thisis an improvement. When you have been
nowhere at dl, and sitting under aforce of two and a haf gees while you were nowhere, dmost
anywhere else qualifies as better. But asto why we were brought here. . . "

Thewordstailed off, but Daryadid not need to hear more. Only one person in the Sagittarius Arm
possessed that deep, hollow voice. The man standing with his back to the car was Julian Graves.

And with him, scrambling to their feet with expressons on their faces that suggested they were as
surprised as Darya, were two others whom Darya recognized. There was no question that they were



Torran Veck and Teri Dahl.

Which left only the biggest question of all. It was the one asked by Julian Graves of himself and his
companions, but it applied equaly well to Darya, Hans, and Ben: Why had they been brought here?

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Planning a landing.

Theinterior of theHave-It-All had become a place of hushed conversations and secret meetings. Kalik,
Jmerlia, and Archimedes sat huddled—in so far as anyone could huddle with a cresture the Size of
Archimedes—in the drive room of the ship.

"Master Nendais very angry." Kalik spoke with the authority of one who knows.

"Does he blame us?' Jmerlia asked. Archimedes added, "Do you think he will dissmbowe me?!
Kallik looked puzzled. "Isthere any reason why he should?'

"It isthe standard way of registering disapprova among the Zardalu.”

"I would advise you not to point this out to Master Nenda. In any case, heis not angry with you, or with
any oneof us" Kdlik'srings of bright eyes glanced in al directionsto be sure that no one was
gpproaching. "He blames Claudius, and to alesser extent Sinara Bellstock.”

"But why?" Archimedess speech wasimproving fast, athough he was still more comfortable with the
master-dave language of the Zardau. "Are we not in orbit around Marglot, aswe wished to be? Kallik, it
was your assurance that we had achieved our correct destination.”

"That istrue. At least, we are orbiting aworld with four poles. | cannot imagine many such specimens
areto befound in thewhole gdaxy, dill lessinasmdl region of the Sag Arm."

"Kalik, | see no poles. Y et you assert that my eyes are superior to those of everyone else on board.”

"What do you expect, pointers sticking out of the ground with labels on them? Archimedes, observe.
The world below shows aclear demarcation into two hemispheres. Thereisadaylight Sdefacing the
sun, and another sde which isin night. The day-night terminator constantly advances, snce theworld
rotates. Thereisafixed axis of rotation, and two poles are located at the ends of that axis. Let uscal
them, for convenience and in accordance with common usage, theNorth Pole and theSouth Pole .
However, thereis aso asecond divison into hemispheres unrelated to sun position. Note that we have
oneside of high albedo, abright haf which faces dways away from the gas-giant planet around which the
planet orbits. Lacking aname, we will for the sake of convenience name that gas-giant world asM-2 .
Then we aso have aless bright though sometimes cloud-covered side, aways facing toward M-2."

"| seethose. But | do not understand their meaning.”



"Y ou requiretraining in smple orbital mechanics. Perhaps, on some other occasion, there will betimefor
such athing. Meanwhile, observe." Kalik gestured to the screen showing the planet below. "The
gas-giant world M-2 ishot , with amean temperature of eight hundred degrees. Marglot—for | am
convinced that thisworldis Marglot—revolves around M-2. It istidally locked to it, so that the same
face of Marglot isaways presented in that direction. That hemisphere, of course, will bewarm, and its
center will logically be known astheHot Pole . The other face never receives any heat from M-2, and
precious little from the parent star. Its brighter appearance, as spectral reflectance measurements confirm,
derives from asurface covered with snow and ice. The center of that hemisphere, the coldest place on
the planet, istheCold Pole ."

"So you believe that we are exactly where we wish to be, at the world of the four poles. Why thenis
Master Nenda enraged at Claudius and a Sinara Bellstock?"

"Why, because they delayed us. Had we left Pompadour promptly, we would not be the last of the
expedition to arrive. Thanksto Claudius and Sinara, we have been deprived of the possible advantages
of getting herefire.."

"Will Master Nenda disembowd Claudius and Sinara?”'
"No. Could you perhaps cease this obsessi on with disemboweling?"

"I will try. But till | do not understand. When wefirst arrived, Master Nenda seemed pleased. He
reported that there were no signa beacons from other ships, and therefore we were ahead of everyone
d"

"That was my fault." IJmerliahung his narrow head in ahuman gesture of remorse. "l was operating the
communications console, and | reported to my dominatrix, Atvar H's d, that no ships transponders or
sgnd beaconswere activein thisselar sysem.”

"Wasthat afdse satement?"

"No. But it was an insufficient one. | failed to search for the much weeker signalsfrom individud suits,
which tranamit on different frequencies. To my shame, it was Master Nenda himsdlf who thought to ook
for and discovered such suit Sgna's, emanating from the surface of Marglot. Worse than that, al but one
of the other members of the origina expedition now appear to have found their way there. Thesigna
from the suit of LaraQuistner doneismissng.”

"How can that be?" Archimedes stared out of the observation port, scanning the planet with his grest
luminous eyes as though an individud suit might be visble to him even from adistance of five hundred
kilometers. "If they are on Marglot, they must somehow have been brought there. Y et you found no
ships transponder or signa beacons. Kallik, where are the ships?’

"Y ou ask me the same question that Master Nenda asked. To my shame, | could provide no answer.
Heisvery angry.”

"With reason. We have failed him." Archimedeswrapped his great midnight-blue tentacles protectively
around hismid-section. "Hewill surdly disembowd al of us. Perhgps he will gut Claudiusand Sinara
Bellstock firgt, but then it will be our turn. Kdlik, you have worked longest for Master Nenda and you
know him best. Please speak to him on our behalf. Seek to take the edge off his anger and impose on us
alesser pendty. My bowe s are very dear to me."

* * %



Louiswasindeed angry. Angry a Claudius, who had made a Bose transition when his brainswere fried
to acrisp. In doing that the Polypheme had endangered Nenda's preciousHave-1t-All , not to mention
everyoneingdeit. Chism Polyphemesweredl liars. Y ou could not trust one when he swore that the
navigators of his species practiced their art best when they were on aradiation high.

The Polyphemelay on the floor of the middle cargo hold, alimp and wailing mass of cucumber-green
misery. He had, he swore, the worst hangover that any living being had ever endured. That generated no
sympathy in Louis. He kicked Claudius hard on the back of his blubbery head as he lft.

Louiswasjust as angry with Sinara Bellstock. What she had swallowed, sniffed, injected, or inserted
while down on Pompadour was her business. But it was certainly Louiss businesswhen Sinara, after
offering adisplay of physica affection so enthusiastic and vigorous that L ouis was willing to keep going
whiletheHave-1t-All disintegrated around them, had suddenly and completely passed out.

Nothing could wake her. Louis could have continued and she wouldn't even have noticed. But he had
tried necrophiliabefore, and he didn't likeit.

He had rolled Sinarato her own cabin and left her there to deep it off. Then he went to find his clothes,
ready to roam the interior of the ship looking for something to kill.

That was when he became redlly angry. Not with Claudius, and not with Sinara. With Louis Nenda.

How had he so badly migudged the rest of the crew of thePride of Orion ? DaryaLang, quite apart
from being a sexy piece, understood the Builders and their works better than anybody. Hans Rebka was
aweasdly little runt, but he had been in trouble often and aways found away out of it. Those two might
well have hopped and wiggled their way to Marglot. They had headed off to the big dead world in the
system where they first arrived, hoping to do just that.

But what about the other witless collection? What about Julian Graves, so stupid that he considered the
life of a pea-brained Ditron asimportant asthe life of a human being? What about dinglebrain E. Crimson
Tdly, whoif he had been ahuman would have died twice already. Asfor the"survival specidists' . . .

Sinarawas aromantic nympho who put pleasure ahead of everything. All right for fun, but forsurvival ?
And shewasthe best of them. But they had all, Ressesstress knew how, beaten Louis, Atvar H'sa, and
theHave-It-All to Marglot. Sure, one of them was missing, but she might pop up any time. Maybe she
was underground. The rest were on the surface, six of them near the Hot Pole and the other—E.C. Tdly,
from the suit's identification—sitting near the Hot Pole/Cold Pole equator.

How come Tdly was so far from dl the others? There was no evidence from the radio signas of aship,
pinnace, or aircar anywhere on Marglot. How had Tally traveled such adistance, many thousands of
kilometers? Louis could think of only one answer. The Marglotta must have provided transportation.
Here was something to make him madder yet. Y ou responded to acall for help across thousands of
lightyears, and when you were stupid enough to respond, they were Sitting cozy a home and apparently
doingfine.

Louis stormed off to find Atvar H'sid. The Cecropian was crouched at her ease before an instrument
pand of her own devising.

"Haveyou beenfollowing dl this?'



"Tothebest of my humble abilities.”
"At, modesty don't become you."
"I have as0 received adetalled briefing from Kadlik, by way of Jmerlia”

"Then you know we've been screwed. Were arrivin' last of the party, and if we can take anything at all
with Julian Graveswatchin', it will be scrapings.”

"You and | agree on the facts, Louis. However, we draw different conclusions.”
"At, they're ahead of us and down there—every one of 'em.”

"Correct. Sx in onelocation, the seventh in another. But through Jmerlia, | commanded Archimedes,
whose optical powers are amazing and perhaps even unparaleed, to seek movement on the cloud-free
portions of Marglot. He reports numerous small moving objects, al on the frozen hemisphere, but has
detected nothing that could be a substantia piece of airborne or ground transport equipment.”

"Weve got our pinnace, At. We don't need none of the Marglottasjunk.”

"True. But Julian Graves and his cohorts need it. Without it, they are confined to atiny portion of the
planetary surface. All therest—" Atvar H'sd waved an articulated limb toward the window. Marglot
hung in the sky beyond it, athough with the Cecropian's echol ocation vision she could only beinferring
the looming presence of the planet from other sensors. "All the rest, Louis, is oursto explore and exploit.

"Condder the options. Are the Marglotta aive? Then we have responded to their call for help, and we
areready for their thanks and willing to begin negotiations—on our terms. Are the Marglotta dead? Then
the whole of the planet, except for an insignificant areawhere the rest of our origina party islocated, is
oursfor the taking. Wewill of course rescue Julian Graves and the others and be prepared to receive
their gratitude—eventualy.”

* % *

Therewas no justice in the universe, and aman had no right to expect any. Louis had known that long
before he was aman—~before he was weaned, probably, though his memories didn't go back that far.

Even s0, it was never pleasant to have your nose rubbed in injustice one moretime.

Hewas stting in hisown quarters, at his desk and working on the difficult question of the landing party,
when Snarawaked in.

No, shedidn't walk in; shewaltzed in. The laws of morning-after said that she should be feding like hell
and looking as green as Claudius. Instead she was rose pink and bright-eyed, with aspring in her step.
The bottom of her mouth ought to fed as though bats without toilet-training had roosted dl night on her
upper paate. But when she said, "Good morning—and agreat morning it is," she leaned over and gave
Louisakisson hisunshaven cheek. Her breath was as sweet, fresh, and perfumed as the spring violets
on Sentinel Gate.

A woman without atrace of conscience, who showed no signs of guilt for anything she had done? That
was Sinara. The thought brought back memories of Glenna Omar. What was Glenna doing right this
minute, back on the garden world of Sentinel Gate? Louis didn't know, but he had his suspicions.



He gestured to the seet at the other Side of hisdesk. "Sit down.”
"Over there? Not over here?' She was standing by him and bresthing into his ear.

"Not now. We got work to do. Were heading down to Marglot. Question is, who goes and who stays
here?'

"Everyone should go. It maximizes our chances of surviva."

"What makesyou think so?"'

"Inour surviva training classes on Persephone, we were provided logical proofs, based on
long-established game theory results, that the probability of surviva in an unknown environment is
proportiona to the size of that party.”

"That'sfine, if you happen to regard survival asagame. In our case, | can seethree or four thingswrong
with the ideathat everybody should go. First, whoever we send may need backup. If theHave-It-All
went down to the surface and somehow got smashed up, that would beit. There's no sign of another ship
anywhere in the Marglot system. That means we gotta send the pinnace down, and keep theHave-1t-All
up here and out of danger in caseit's needed for arescue mission. It could make it down easy enough on
autopilot, but I'd rather have somebody at the controls who can make the right decision if things get
hairy."

"So you haveto leave Claudius here. He's the best pilot. But | don't think from the look of him this
morning he'sin any condition to trave."

"That's his problem, not ours. Claudiusisanavigator, an' | don't know how good he pilots when he's not
juiced up. Anyway, are you willin' to put that much faith in a Chism Polypheme? I'm not. Give him half a
chance and Claudius would be out of here an' take theHave-1t-All with him. He saysthis ship isno good,
but you can see hiseyeroll when he looks at some of the fixtures. | don't care how bad he'sfedin', he
hasto go down ‘cause | don't trust him here.

"Which brings usto the second problem. Y ou flew the pinnace down to Pompadour, o you know it
don't have that much space onit. In principle it has athree-person limit, though you can squeezetwo in
the back if you haveto. Archimedes can't go—he'd be bulging out of the hatch with no room for anyone
de"

"That gives you one definite stay-at-home on theHave-1t-All "

"Yeah. Troubleis, Archimedesis stronger than greed but he ain't none too smart. If it cameto arescue
mission, it'd be atoss-up whether you'd trust him or the autopilot to take the right action. You need a
rescue crew that's smartand agood enough pilot to land the ship on top of Julian Gravess bald head and
be out of there before he hastimeto fed the pain. And there's one other thing. Y ou need arescue crew
that won't turn and run, no matter how dangerousit gets. Y ou need arescue crew that would die rather
than leave you behind on the surface of Marglot.”

"Kdlik and Jmerlia?!
"You got it. Put al that together, and it'seasy. Atvar H'sa and | go down in the pinnace, and so does

Claudius. Archimedes, Kdlik and Jmerliastay behind. Kdlik isredly smart, and Jmerliafliesthisship
better than | ever could. Both of them are so devoted to At and me they'd come after usif we were



marooned in hell. In fact, they're too damned devoted—if we don't stop 'em, they'll be down there every
ten minutes to check on us. I'll tell 'em to comeif they get my signal, or the pinnace beacon goes dead,
an' not before. That leaves only one person till to decide.”

"Me?Y ou can't possbly mean me." Sinarastood in her most aggressive hands-on-hips stance. "L et me
remind you of something, Louis. | am asurvival team member . | amtrained for trouble.”

"Y ou certainly know how to start it. All right, you're the fourth. 1t will be a squeeze in the pinnace, but
well manage.”

"WEell do more than manage. Well havefun ."

"I'm glad to hear you say that. Because I'll be the pilot, and the way space insde the pinnaceis arranged,
ether Atvar H'sd or Claudiuswill haveto sit next to you. I'll give you the choice.” Louislooked up at her
scowling face. "'If you want to hear the rest of it, you might aswell sit down again.”

"Therest of it?'You had thisall worked out before | camein. Y ou didn't want meto help, you just
wanted meto ligten.”

"Not true. A second head can help. Ithink | know what I'm doin’, but suppose I'm wrong? Here's the
other part. We're going down to Marglot, but where do we land?"

"Areyou asking me, or are you just going to tell me?* But Sinara sat down again.

"I'm going to explain the Situation as | seeit. Then I'm goin' to ask your opinion. What we know isn't
much and it isn't complicated. We have sx people in suitsin one place on the surface, near the Hot Pole.
Kallik has been monitoring suit Sgnals, and one of the peopleis banged up pretty good.”

"Who?'
"Ben Blesh."
"I bet he got hurt trying to be a hero. That was aways his ambition.”

"No information on that, an' you're bein' bitchy. The othersare dl right. But we got one, E.C. Tdly, way
off in the temperate zone between the hot and cold hemispheres. How he got there, what he's doin' there,
your guessisasgood asmine.

"Now we come to what wereally don't know. Who e se, or what else, is down there? The Marglotta
were advanced enough to commission a Polypheme ship an'’ fly al the way to the Orion Arm to ask for
help. They must have had some spaceflight of their own. Y ou'd expect to see satdllites buzzing al over
the place around Marglot. We don't. Maybe in the combined gravity field of the sun, M-2, and Marglot,
orbital paths are so weird that orbital decay times stop you puttin' up anything unmanned. But that's pure
guesswork.

"Then there's the surface. Before you can have spaceflight, you need a pretty advanced civilization. It
doesn't have to be out on the surface—L o'tfian femaes run everything from their burrows, and only the
males wander around above ground. But normally you expect spaceports an' suff like that. Archimedes
plotted out lots of structuresthat could be cities or industria plants on the warm hemisphere, but he can't
see anythin' moving near any of them. Also, we don't pick up apeep of radio signalsfrom them. The
strangest thing isthat on the cold side, where Archimedes finds no trace of industrial structures, we pick



up scads of radio noise dl over the place. An' when | saynoise, | meanit. Thesignalsarejunk, as
though hundreds of people in suitswere dl jabbering at each other at once with nobody listening. One of
those babble centers seems right about the place where we pick up the beacon of E.C. Tdly's suit.”

Louisleaned back in hischair. He would never admit it to anybody, but it was nice to have an
audience—especidly an audience as attentive, fair-skinned and bright-eyed as Sinara Bellstock. A man
could get into lots of trouble with an attractive young woman like that hanging on hiswords—if he wasn't
in twenty-seven kinds of trouble aready.

Snararaised her eyebrowsa him. "Do you redly want my opinion?"

“I'mwaitin’ for it."

"Wdll, | would say the choices are rather clear-cut. Thereis exactly one place on Marglot whereyou
have amember of our party, and also evidence of surface activity. We should take the pinnace down to
E.C. Tdly'slocation and find out what's going on there."

"You got it in one. Can you be ready in two hours?

"Louis, I'm readynow . For anything.”

Shelooked it. Her cheeks were glowing.

"One other thing, Sinara. We have no ideawhat we may find down on the surface. We dl wear suits.”
"I knowthat . I'm not araw trainee, I'm asurvival specialist . Assume I'm good atsomething ."
Louisdid, but hewouldn't say what. He watched her bounce out, happy asif hed announced they al
had the day off and were going for a picnic down on Marglot. She had come to the same decison ashim
about achoice of destination, but there was one detail of Louiss own thought processes that he had

declined to mention: of al the creatures, human or non-human, that you might find down on the surface of
the planet, E.C. Tdly wasthe one entity whom Louis Nenda could persuade into believing amost

anything.

Unfortunately, others aready on Marglot might be able to persuade E.C. just aseasily.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Fun and gameson Marglot.

One more decision had to be made. Louis had not mentioned it to Sinara, because he was il turning it
over in hismind. They had not come here to see the sights, so the safest approach would beto fly to your
landing point asdirectly as possible. On the other hand, if there were spoilsto be gained on
Marglot—something which Louisincreasingly doubted—then asurvey from afew thousand meters



above the ground, and even alanding at multiple locations, would be needed.
He never made afind decision. He didn't have to, because Atvar H'sid madeit for him.

"Do you anticipate that we will be obliged to wear closed suitsfor most of the period while we are on
the surface of Marglot?'

"Dunno. Seemslike there's a pretty good chance of it, 'specially when we meet Tally an' whatever goes
withhim."

"Then let me remind you that on smilar occasionsin the past, you and | have suffered because of our
inability to communicate. Sealed suits prevent any form of pheromona communication, and you have
difficultieswhen | seek to make statements employing human speech modes.™

"You're gettin' better, At."

"Do not waste both our times. Y our true opinion of my efforts shows clearly as a sub-text. No matter.
What isimportant isthat, snce you and | will be unable to communicate efficiently once we are on the
surface and our suits are closed, we must have an opportunity to decide upon acourse of actionbefore
we arrive . We are ableto fly in the pinnace with suits open. | therefore propose that we perform a
preliminary reconnaissance of Marglot and formulate our plans, before we land and close our suitsto
meet with E.C. Taly and whatever surrounds him."

"Got it. I'll define afull low-dtitude circuit of the planet before we touch down. Anything shoots at us,
naturally well be out of there."

Louis thought about his partner again as he took the fina steps to separate the pinnace from the
Have-It-All and begin the swoop toward Marglot. Y ou took one look at a Cecropian and you wished
you could wake up; but you were dready awake, and when it came to business the pheromona
conversations between Louisand Atvar H'sid agreed point by point. Those conversations were
aso—Louiswasvery aware of Sinara, Sitting right behind him and breathing down the back of his
neck—unclouded by thoseother pheromona exchanges which prevented clear-headed discussion with
members of the opposite sex.

He stared ahead at their nearing destination. From this distance one whole hemisphere of Marglot was
visble. It wasamog dl the cold sde. Making alanding down there among the ice ridges of the oceans
or the vertica walls of land glacierswould not be easy. With any luck they would never havetoftry it.

He had his suit open, and he was offering arunning commentary on what he saw to the Cecropian at his
gde. Atvar H'sa wasin the observer's sest—awild misnomer in this case, since her echolocation
permitted her to see only what was in the cabin of the pinnace. Louis wondered how she could stand it.
She couldn't "see" anything a dl unlessit gave off or reflected sound waves. For Atvar H'sd therewere
no stars, no moons, No galaxies—not even the planet below, until they were close to the ground. And,
once her suit was sealed, there was a so no speech. The urge to open up as soon as they landed would
be enormous. But she never complained.

Not like the sniveling wretch in the seat behind her. Claudius had a specia suit, one adapted to his
drange hdicad physology. Ingsting that he was dying, he had refused to wind himsdf into it on the
Have-It-All , until Nenda brought Archimedesinto the picture.

The Zardau had raised himslf to hisfull height and glared down on Claudius with open maw, while



Nendasaid to Claudius, "I'vetold him he can eat whatever of you he can gtill see one minute from now."
That had taken care of the suit problem, but it hadn't ended the moaning and groaning.

"Such discomfort! Such pain! Such anguish! That a distinguished being of noble lineage should be
subjected to treatment like this. . . Never should | have agreed to suffer such degradation. Never should
| have l&ft the haven of Pleasureworld!”

With his suit open Nendawas trying to talk pheromondly to Atvar H'sd, but doing it while Claudius
made such aracket in the back seat made Louis's head ache. Claudius was loud, and he was shrill.

Finaly Nenda set the controls to automatic and turned in his seat to face the Polypheme. He said
plessantly, "We are cruisin' at seventeen thousand meters. The temperature is ahundred and eleven
below. There's hardly any air outside, and nothin' but solid ice benesth us. The seat you arein, Claudius,
has an g ector mechanism, and it's controlled from the pilot's seat. If you don't stop jabbering, I'm goin' to
useit.”

Sinara, gtting next to Claudius, said, "Louis, doit! Doit!"
"I may. My finger's on the button. One more squesk and that's it."

Claudius subsided. At last Louiswas able to concentrate on the scene below and could again send
pheromona messages about it to Atvar H'sd.

"Wemight aswell go the distance and make afull circuit of the planet, but I'm not optimistic. The cold
hemisphereis as bleak and bare as Archimedes said. The sun provides afair amount of light, but only a
dribble of heat."

"High civilizations have thrived on worlds colder than this™

"They have. | suspect they did here. But the Marglottawere right to be scared enough to call out for
help. Something came aong, and it zapped them. Question is, isit on the surface now, il doin' its

thing?"

"l would suggest that whatever malevolent influence was present, it is, for thetime being at leest,
somewhat inactive. | assume that the suit sgnas from the surface continue to indicate living occupants?!

"They do, though Ben Blesh ain't in good shape. Hold on aminute, At. We're gpproaching one of the
magjor boundaries. We are ill on the daylight side, but we're near the edge of the cold hemisphere. |
think | see open water below us—an' greenery. Maybe | ought to take us down as soon as we get where
the surface isabit warmer. If we're going to do that we should act pretty quick, because in another hour
of flight well be a the day/night divider."

"Take uslower, Louis, but land only if you observe one of the structures noted by Archimedes as
possibly indicative of acity or anindudrid site”

"l don't need to look for one. We took every location that Archimedes spotted and stuck ‘eminthe
pinnace navigation system. There's a place about two hundred kilometers ahead and almost on our flight

path.”

"Then we should indeed take alook. And if you are able to descend to the surface so that we may exit



thiscraft, | persondly will, in truth, actualy be able tolook with my own sensory gpparatus.”
"An open suit?'
"Unless you note clear evidence of danger, that isarisk which I am willing to undertake.”

The comment confirmed it in Louiss mind. Atvar H'sd was as averse to unnecessary risksashewas,
but shewas going stir crazy. They had been cooped up in a confined environment for far too long—ever
sncethe arrival of the summonsto Mirandawhen they were working on Xerarchos. Thet felt likea
million years ago.

"Holditinabit longer, At. I'll have us on the ground in twenty minutes.”

Having said that, Nenda was still not ready to take risks. He reduced their height and speed in the fina
ten kilometers, and when their target wasin sight he flew adow circledl around it.

What he could see was unimpressive. Seven broad gray strips—roads, or rail lines—converged. Where
they met, and for about haf akilometer around that point, anarrower grid of intersecting stripsformed a
ruled pattern on the surface. All the gray strips were dotted with dark, rectangular objects, scores of
them. They looked to Louisto be about the right size to be ground cars, but he didn't want to tilt Atvar
H'sd's opinion before she'd had a chance to make her own assessment. Louis could see no sign of
buildings or of people. The only thing that moved in the whole sllent scene was some kind of flag or
banner, fluttering in the breeze at the top of atal metdlic spindle marking the meeting of the seven roads.

"See anything to worry about?' Louis said over his shoulder to Sinaraand Claudius; and, at her silence
and the Polyphemeés disdainful grunt, "Right, then. I'm taking usin.”

He dropped the pinnace onto one of the wide gray roads, about fifty meters from the centra flagpole.
When after afew minutes of silent observation neither the pinnace'sinstruments nor its occupants saw or
heard anything, Louis opened the hatch and stepped outside.

Thefinal descent had been made with al suits closed, but his suit's monitors showed an acceptable
atmosphere and no ambient toxins. He waved to Atvar H'sd and said over hissuit radio, "All right.
Anybody who wants out for awhile should do it now."

Sinarawas by his sidein amoment, the faceplate of her suit already open. Atvar H'sd followed more
dowly, setting in motion the complex set of servo-mechanismsthat rolled back the head part of her suit.
The two-meter fronded antennas dowly unfolded, while the twin yellow trumpetlike horns below them
turned to take in the scene ahead. The pheromones that wafted acrossto L ouis were wordless, but they
expressed pure bliss.

Louis set out toward the nearest of the blocky objects that stood on the road. Sinara danced on ahead
of him. By the time he reached her she had aready opened adoor at itsfront.

"It'savehicle, Louis." For once her voice was not bubbling over with enthusasm. "Marglottasinsde
it—dead. Just like the onesin the ship on Miranda. But it's the same as there, not asign of what killed
them. They look asif they should be perfectly fine."

Atvar H'sa had moved more dowly aong the road, making her own careful observations. She said as
she cameto their Sde, "The resemblance between these deaths and the deaths on the ship that came to
Miranda go beyond the superficial. When first we had an opportunity to examine those bodies, we dl



remarked on their exceptional ly well-preserved condition. They were dead, but in asense, like these
creatures, they weremore than dead ."

"At, | don't know about Cecropians, but with humans being dead is sortalike being pregnant. Either you
are or you aren't. Ther€'s no in-between."

"I will define my terms more closdly. When a creature dies, be it human, Cecropian, or any other form
known to me, the life of the organism, considered as a single unit, ends. However, this does not &t once
imply the death of the multitude of microorganismsthat resde within it or upon it. Their activity continues
for aperiod, largdy unaffected by the fate of their host. Were you, Louis, to expire at this very moment,
the bacteria of your intestina tract, to name but one example, would persist in their activity. When you
die your body will begin to rot, to putrefy, to bloat, and to transform itsdf into amass of reeking and
putrescent flesh.”

"Thanks, At. It'sred niceto have somethin’ to look forward to."
"The samewould be just astrue of me, Louis, or of your femade here.”

Louis had been summarizing Atvar H'sd'sthoughtsin words for Sinara's benefit. He edited thefind
phrase—she had enough ideas on that already.

The Cecropian continued, "Y et this process of interna decay had not happened to the Marglottawho
arrived a Miranda, nor to the Chism Polypheme who flew that ship. Nor isit true for these beings.”
Atvar H'sa waved apaw. "In order for the mummification which we observe here to occur,all life
processes, externd and internal, at the total organism level and at the bacteria level, must ceasetogether
.All die"

"How could that happen?"

"I do not know. But | am ableto confirm that it istrue. My ultrasonics permit meto look insde these
bodies. No form of life, even at the microbid levd, is present within them. But at the sametime, plant life
here flourishes." The Cecropian pointed to the low greenery that separated the gray roads, and to the
ugly gray cactus growthsthat popped up here and there among it.

"Dyouthinkit'slikethisal over Marglot?!

"That remainsto be confirmed. First, however, we should determineif what we find for the Marglottain
thiscar isequaly truefor thosein the city.”

Louis stared at Atvar H's d, then turned to survey everything around them. Far off in the direction of the
day-night terminator, aline of hillsjutted on the skyline. A ragged edge to their outline suggested more
ugly cactus growths, encouraged to enormity by the higher dtitude. Everywhere dse displayed the leve
gray of roads or atangled mass of green that clung close to the ground.

"Before we can see how Marglottado in acity, At, first we gottafind usone.”

"But we have found one dready. It ishere." The trumpet horns on Atvar H'sd's head swiveled around.
"The Marglotta, like many beings of good sense, chose to preserve the surface of their world for other
purposes. The city isunderground, and it isal around us. In certain places, my ultrasonics have detected
the presence of large cavities or caverns. Our task is merely to discover some access point. Logicaly,
one or more should be present close to the city center, where the main roads converge.”



The Cecropian turned and made her way steadily back toward the flagpole. Louistrailed after her. This
was the other side of the story. Now it was At who could see what they needed, while Louisand Sinara
were blind. Before you started to feel sorry for a Cecropian, you had to remember that there was more

than oneway to define"vison."
When they reached the pinnace, Claudius was standing outsideit. Either he had recovered from his
hangover or his greed was stronger than his discomfort.
"Fifty percent,” he said asthey gpproached. "Remember? Fifty percent of everything we find."

"Right." Louiswaswatching Atvar H'sa, who seemed to have discovered some kind of downward
ramp by one of the mgjor roads. "I think we just found away to explore underground. Y ou can go first

and earn your fifty percent.”

He knew there wasllittle chance of that. Polyphemes were as cowardly as they were mendacious. He
left Claudius behind and followed Atvar H'sal down what began as a steep ramp and rapidly became a

dark tunndl.
"Black as a Rumbleside scad merchant's heart. Hope you can see your way in here.”

"l canindeed see, most excdlently. | judge thisto be the entrance to some municipa building rather than
to aresidence. That would be consistent with its Size and centra location.”
" S0 unless everybody worksin the dark—I've known whole governments seemed to operate like

that—there oughta be away to turn on lights."

They were gpproaching awide pair of doors. Atvar H'sa swung them open. Louis, using thelight of his
auit and of Sinara's who was walking beside him, searched thewal for some kind of switch or bar. He

saw nothing, and went on, "Guesswell haveto rely on you, At."

But as he spoke, the darkness ahead was dowly rdieved. Light, dim at first, bled in from fixturesina
low ceiling. Atvar H'sid wasforced to stoop far over, while even Nenda had to dip his head.

"Motion sendtive. Snarawaved her hand, and the lights brightened. " Smart design. When everyone
leaves, the lights fade automaticaly.”
"Or when everything stops movin'. Nobody's |ft this place for quiteawhile.”

They had entered one end of ahuge room. Itslow celling, athough amplein height for the diminutive
Marglotta, made the other walls seem even farther away. Big machines of unfamiliar design and purpose
stood in long rows, connected to each other in complex ways. One or two Marglotta stood by,

apparently responsiblefor each production line.
"Dead." Sinara spoke in awhisper. "Hundreds of them, and every one dead.”

"But that is not the mogt striking element of this scene.” Atvar H'sd, forced to bend far over and walk
on al her legs, was amost too wide to fit between the rows of machines. She crept forward aong one of

the aides. "Observe the postures. Every one died while engaged in routine operations. They had no
warning, no suggestion of what was coming.”



Louis examined each Marglotta as he passed down the aide behind Atvar H'sd. One studied some kind
of read-out, another was employing atool with aclawed end. A third stooped at the end of one machine,
inthe act of picking up or putting down an empty black container. He, Sinara, and Atvar H'sa had
entered abusy factory, full of life and action, frozen at a single moment of time.

"You'reright, At. All without warning, and al at once." Louis hated. "Unless you think therés more to
learn in some other room, I'd say we're about donein here.”

"l agree." Atvar H'sd could find no space big enough for her to turn, so she was forced to retreat
backwards along the aide. "What they were producing is unclear, but that knowledge would probably tell
uslittle or nothing. Also, dthough this machinery appears of sophisticated design and enjoysahigh leve
of automation, | see nothing that we might wish to remove for our own commercid advantage. These
machines confirm the notion that Marglot supported a civilization with good technologica capability.
However, when disaster came, that technology was unable to save thelife of even asingle Marglotta.”

Sinarahad been unusudly quiet. Now she said, "Louis, arewein danger?'

"Not right this minute. Whatever did for the Marglotta here has been and gone. But we'd better be real
careful when we go other places. I'm 'specidly thinkin' about those bursts of radio noise we picked up
from orbit. They sounded like gibberish, but nothing I've ever seen in nature produces that kind of

outpu.

"One of those sourcesis closeto E.C. Tdly'slocation. He has probably had dealings with them. Won't
we need to do the same?”’

"Yeah. That'sared comfort. We should get rallin’. Taly's across at the opposite edge of the warm side.
Well take alook aswe go, an' seeif theres anything interesting at lower dtitude that Archimedes didn't
gpot from orbit.”

* * *

What they saw was mostly nothing at al. Louis hadn't thought through the tangled geometry of Marglot.
Twenty minutes after they were airborne they were till flying over the warm hemisphere, but they were
coming to the day/night dividing line. Louis stared down as twilight faded to night and the landscape
below became a pae shadow. It might be warm down there, even hot, but soon it would belit only by
the "moonlight” of the sun's radiation reflected from the giant world of M-2.

He could just about make out the difference between land and water. The image intensifiers on board
the pinnace had not been designed for thiskind of work, and they did little better than human eyes.
Claudiuss great single optic would probably see more, but the Polypheme remained at his most
uncooperétive. Despite Nenda's assurance that nothing vauable had been found in the underground
Marglottafactory, it was obviousthat Claudius did not believe him.

Asthe pinnace sped around the curve of the planet toward the Hot Pole, clouds covered everything
below. Somehow that lessened the leve of frustration. Seeing nothing because you were not trying was
better than peering, guessing, and cursing.

"| receive suit Sgnas” Atvar H'sd said suddenly. "Six of them, and dl derive from the same location.”

"Yeah. | guessthey can't go any place. We're pretty close to passing over the Hot Pole. Halfway to
Tdly."



"Will they be able to detect our presence?!

"l don't think so. They'll be sending like mad, but not able to hear much. But how the blazes did Tdlly get
so far away from dl the others?!

"I would like the answer to adifferent question: What strange skill or luck brought them here ahead of
us, when thereisno sign of aship, either on the surface or up in orbit?"

"I'mtelin’ you, At, Marglot isoneweird place. If | didn't know better, I'd swear the whole place had to
be aBuilder artifact itsdf. Four poles, and abigger magnetic field than any planet hasaright to."

"Y ou are making an unwarranted assumption, namely, that Marglot isnot an artifact. Since we arrived
here, | have been of the opinion that Marglot ether isitsef aBuilder artifact, or it isintimately related to
one"

"How come you never bothered to tell me that before?!

"To encumber another with an unlikely theory when dl substantia evidencefor it islacking isnot the
Cecropian way."

"Y ou think you got evidence now?"

"I do. We possess an additional fact which tilts the balance in favor of speaking. The Marglottawho
went to Miranda feared that they were in danger because of possible Builder action. Now the Marglotta,
or at least those on this planet, are dl dead.”

"But we're not. How do you explain that?'

"Agan, | had formed an ideatoo vague to offer as hypothesis. However, snceyou ask: itismy
suspicion that we have arrived herein atimeinterva that separates two phases of activity. Thefirst phase
led to the rgpid or ingtantaneous extinction of animd life on Marglot."

"Something sure as hell did. What's the second phase?”’

"| offer no conjecture asto when it may happen; but the second phase will extinguish the centra ar,
and turn thiswhole system into one as dead as that which greeted our arriva in the Sagittarius Arm.”

Louisglanced up at M-2, asthough to confirm that it still sood close to full-moon phase reflecting the
light of the sun. "At, you'rearea bundle of joy. Next time| ask you what you've been thinkin', remind
me that 1'd probably rather not know."

He said nothing more, but under his control the engines changed their tone. The pinnace flew faster and
fagter over the dim-lit terrain benegth.

The darkness degpened. They were till on the night side, away from the sun. Asthey circled the planet,
M-2 hung lower in the sky, providing wesker reflected sunlight to the pinnace.

Louis stared back at the gas-giant planet. "It's gonna be awful dark when we get to the place where
Tdly isgttin', and daylight will il be hours and hours away.”

"Are you suggesting that we should delay our landing, and hover until dawn?’



"No way!"

"| thought not. Since the pinnace can land aswell in light or dark, delay offers neither theoretical nor
practicd advantage.”

"Remind me not to tell you whatl'm thinkin', either. Y ou'll have me as miserable as Claudiusif we keep
thisup."

But in fact, Louiswas dready feding his spiritsrise. Soon they would be on the ground again, with a
chance for action and maybe violence. People like Darya Lang could Sit around for years and just think,
but there had never been timein Louisslife to get used to that sort of thing. Get in trouble, whack afew
heads, get out of trouble—thathe could understand.

Heturned around and winked at Sinara. "Timeto close auits, sweetie. Well be on the ground in afew
minutes." To Claudius he added, "Y ou can keep yours openif you like. Y ou'd be alot more entertaining
rollin" around and screamin’ in agony.”

The low-dtitude radar had picked out aplace for alanding: aflat hilltop, part of it clear of everything but
random patches of old ice. Louis examined the radar image of the ground ahead as the pinnace drifted in.
He changed the glide angle afraction of adegree.

After that he didn't need to work the controls at all. Louisfolded his arms and leaned back. The ship
touched down gently, and did to ahalt as smoothly and unobtrusively as a Karelian hostess picking your
pocket.

CHAPTER TWENTY-3SIX

Ben'sdream.
Ben Blesh burned.

At the Hot Pole, bathed in the warm outflow from the gas-giant world to which Marglot was tethered by
aninvisble gravitationd string, summer reigned perpetud. With the sun hidden by clouds, day and night
temperatures differed by only afew degrees. A human could not ask for amore placid and comfortable
Setting.

But Ben was burning up. He was not feverish. His suit would not permit such athing. With its controlled
flow of drugsinto hisbody, it could stabilize eements of his physical condition. But it could not determine
his state of mind. The source of heet that he felt was afiery saf-hatred and disgust coming from within.
He had become a burden to the expedition, rather than a cherished asset. Others might excuse his
behavior on the surface of 1ceworld; he never could.

They had treated him kindly and gently. Hans Rebka and Torran Veck had cleaned the mummified
fragments from the insde of the legged vehicle, then rearranged the interior better to serve human needs.
They had carried him to a makeshift bed there, despite his assertion that he was perfectly able to walk



and manage the couple of steps up. They had told him to rest and conserve his strength, and to tell them
if he needed anything. They had asked him how he wasfedling.

He had lied to them.

And then they had |eft, and forgotten his existence. Except for occasional brief appearancesto check on
his condition, everyoneignored him. He had his suit open asfar as he could without interfering with its
medica functions, and he watched the other five through the transparent windows of the vehicle. They
gathered in aring, talking intensdly to each other and gesturing in various directions. Clearly, they were
making definite plans, and he was no part of them.

He closed his eyesfor amoment. When he opened them again, two of the party had vanished.

It was the suit, deciding that he would benefit from anap. It knew what it was doing from amedical
point of view, because unless he moved he felt no trace of pain from hisarm or hisribs. Even so, it was
infuriating to have so little control over hisown body.

He closed his eyes again, and thistime when he awoke the whole group had disappeared. Where were
they? Exploring—without him? As he watched, the ground twenty meters ahead began to tremble. The
air above it seemed to thicken and shiver. A ghostly outline of a sphere formed. It hovered for afew
minutes, then gradually faded. The earth once again became slent. Nothing moved, anywherein the

landscape.

Halucination? That was not recorded as asSide effect of any of the suit's medications. What he had just
seen had to bereal. Guardian of Trave, trueto itsword, had opened atransfer field leading back to the
middle of Iceworld. It would open "at regular intervas." What did that mean to something like Guardian
of Travel? Once aday, once ayear, once amillennium? Maybe he had seen its only appearanceina
millionyears.

Ben stared and stared, but the shimmering sphere did not return. He closed his eyes again, and when he
opened them the brighter glow in the clouds that marked the sun's position had changed. It stood lower in

the ky.
Soon afterwards, Darya Lang climbed into the car.

"How areyou?' shesaid. It waswhat they dl said when they camein to check his condition—that, and
little more. But thistime Darya went on, "Weve been clocking the rate of movement of the sun, and in
another two hoursit will be dark. We can't possibly al fit into this car, and Teri Dahl has found amuch
better place for usto spend the night.”

"l saw thetrandfer field again, the one that links thisworld with theinterior of 1ceworld.”

"Did you? That'sinteresting.”" But Daryawas not listening, because she at once went on, "Ben, what I'm
going to do may hurt you. | have to walk usto the place that Teri Dahl found. I'll keep the car's
movements as smooth as possible, but et me know if you fed any discomfort.”

Discomfort? Ben felt rage. He wished that he could be anywhere but here. To everyone dsein the party
he was a usaless dead weight. He had missed his chance. He could have walked thirty metersto the
transfer field. Given the choice he would rather be back in the middle of 1ceworld, talking to Guardian of
Travel. They had |eft before learning everything that the ancient Builder construct might be ableto tell
them. There was some sort of super-vortex at the heart of thisvery planet. Suppose that Ben had asked



to be sent there, rather than to the surface? That might have thrown him amillion or abillion lightyears. It
might have killed him—Guardian of Travel had not described it asatrangport vortex. Soit killed him. In
his present mood he didn't care.

"Areyou feding dl right?' Daryasvoice itself ssemed to come from adistance of amillion lightyears.
Thewalking car had reached the top of the hill and was making its dow way down the other side.

"If you mean, do | hurt, | don't." Ben saw towering objects ahead, shaped like the truncated cones that
dotted the areawhere they had arrived. But these were ten timesthe size. "'If you mean, do | fed pleased
a theideal'm going to be spending the night inside this crapheap, | still don't.”

"Y ouwon't be. None of uswill."
The car was lumbering toward one of the squat towers. Darya hated it ten meters away.
"Can youwak?If not I'll get some help.”

"l canwak."Or dietrying . Ben eased himsdlf to an upright position and carefully climbed out of the
car. Now hisright side did hurt, no doubt about it. Maybe that was a good thing. He had heard that
when broken bones were knitting together it was the most painful time. True or not, he moved like an old
man.

"A few more steps.” Daryawas on one side of him, and now Hans Rebka walked on the other. He
brushed away their offers of help.

The outside of the cone structure was an overlapping layer of giant leaves, each one astal asahuman
and much wider. As Ben shambled forward, Teri Dahl pulled onelesf aside and gestured him through.

"Home, sweet home, Ben. At least for the time being. Inyou go. It'ssafeand dry."

He saw that she and the others were not wearing suits, and he envied them. He would love to get out of
his own, even though he knew that would be adisaster. It was working hard on his behalf.

Thelayers of great leavesran four degp. Once past them Ben stood in awide space, dimly lit by light
diffusing in from high above. The Structure was supported by athick central trunk at least ameter wide.
The floor was dry, proof that the outer leaf layers were dense enough to keep out the rain that seemed to
fal every few hours. Thefloor was bare, but not naturally so. Someone had been busy with
housekeeping of an unusually gruesomekind. A stack of small mummified bodies stood at the far sde of
the clearing.

"Don't worry. Well get them out of herein the morning.” Teri Dahl had followed Ben in and seen what
he was looking at. "They're not Marglotta, they're some form of wild animal. Wethink they made those,
and they probably lived up there.

Ben turned his head back, fedling the pull on hisribsas he did so. Ten meters above him, theinside of
the hollow cone bore drooping interlaced layers of thick white fibers, spreading out from the central trunk
and connecting to the outer leaves. Above them, Ben could see bunches of rounded globes, glowing
golden-orange even in the faded light, each one asbig as hisfist.

"They'reedible," Teri said, "but climbing up to get them isapain. We could do it if we had to, but Hans
Rebka saysthere are better thingsto eat within easy walking distance. Sit down and make yoursalf



comfortable”

Ben didn't have an easy walking distance, and he was not sure he could ever be comfortable again. He
moved to the place Teri had indicated and sat down on a pile of springy undergrowth that someone had
cut and dragged in from outside.

"Not luxury, but alot better than getting drenched,” Teri said. "Hans Rebka clamsthat the redly heavy
rain will come at night, when the temperature drops afew degrees." She cameto St beside him. "We
have food, we have shelter, and we certainly have water.”

The others of the group had one by one entered, until now al stood or sat inside the cone-house. Julian
Graves, coming injust in timeto hear Teri'sfina words, added, " Probably more water than wed like.
We are safe enough here, but we have no idea how we might |eave the planet unless some others of the
expedition show up. | wish | understood how our two groups came to arrive in the same place, when we
took such different paths. Fortunately we need be in no hurry to learn that, or to leave. We can take our
time"

Ben saw the others nodding, until Darya Lang said aoruptly, " Sorry to be the company killjoy, but that's
just not true. Marglot might seem safe enough, and in one senseit is. But we can't stay herevery long. If
we do well bein deep trouble.”

"From what?' Hans Rebkawas staring al around him. "I'm usualy the pessmist of the group, but | don't
see anything to frighten us. No floods, no earthquakes, no volcanoes, no ravenous beasts looking to
chomp on our rear ends.”

"That's the whole point, Hans. No ravenous beasts—no beasts of any kind. While you were exploring, |
dug in the wet soil and looked on and in the plants. | found plenty of animal life. It's everywhere. Small
and big, everything from haf-meter crawlers down to sizes| can only pick up using my suit magnifiers.
Butit'sal likethose." She pointed to the heap of shrunken corpses at the other sde of the cone-house
clearing. "Dead. | don't think thereisaliving anima anywhere on the surface of Marglot.”

Torran Veck shrugged. "So what? I've never been to Fredholm, but | understand that it's the same way.
It'saworld with vegetable life and fungi, and a bunch of microorganismsthat bresk down dead materias.
But it supports a stable biosphere.”

"It does. Everything isin balance on Fredholm because itevol ved that way, over billions of years. The
stuation hereistotdly different. This planet had a baanced ecosphere—plants, animdss, fungi and
microorganismsal doing their bit. Then every anima suddenly died. Marglot isunstablefrom an
ecologicd point of view. | don't know how long it will take, but the vegetation will start to die,
too—plants dl rely on some anima forms. Oxygen content will start to go down as photosynthesis stops.
| don't know what the end point of the change will be, but long before the planet getsto that sStage wed
better be gone. Nothing like humanswill be ableto live here. Think of it thisway, Hans. We seemto be
the only living animalson Marglot. It'srarely good to be an anomaly. We need to find away to escape,
andweneedtodo it fast."

"I don't think you should be so worried, Darya." But Hans Rebka went off to sit by himsaf with hisback
againg the centra trunk.

No one else was eager to continue the discussion. After afew minutes, Ben moved from agitting
postiontolieflat on hisback. He was actudly less comfortable than in the waking car, but he had no
desireto go back there. No matter how gloomy the conversation, here he at least was part of it. Hewas



freeto offer hisopinions.

High up near the top of the tree-cone, the daylight dowly faded. A new sound began, of agusting wind.
The atimospheric circulation patterns on Marglot must follow the moving day-night boundary, even at the
Hot Pole. Soon the pummeling of torrentia rain began on the sturdy outside leaves.

Night on Marglot. A planet which, according to Darya Lang, was steadily but surely dying. Ben closed
hiseyes.

In your dreams you encountered Stuations like this, hopel ess corners with no way out. Except thet in
your dreams, there dways was an answer; and you were aways the one who found it.

In your dreams. Ben opened his eyes. The interior of the cone-house was dark. He could not hear the
others breathing above the sound of therain.

Thiswas not adream. Thiswasredlity.

CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN

Together again.

If there was a heaven for embodied computers, which E.C. Taly most serioudly doubted, then hewasin
it.

He sat at the center of acircle of ahundred and more beetlebacks, just as he had sat for the past three
days. The silver beetlebacks neither moved nor dept; instead, they talked continuoudy. A complex
syncopation of chatter of radio sgnas surrounded E.C.

So much for the Orion Arm theory of organic beings, that some deep was essentia for al forms of
animd life! E.C. had delegated the rest functions of his own body to atiny part of hisbrain. With dl the
rest of hisintelligence, he listened, analyzed, and spoke.

Thiswas going to be no easy task, as was the case with Builder congtructs. All you needed with them
was to keep talking for awhile, and they would recdl or invent the appropriate human speech patterns.
The beetlebacks presented avery different problem. Tally was storing away every syllable of radio
utterance within his capacious memory, and it was clear that thiswas not amonologue or dialogue. The
beetleback data streams, al one hundred and thirty-seven of them, had to be consideredsimultaneously
. They were aware of his presence, and of what he said. He knew this, because after every one of his
own speeches or questions, the beetleback radio talk clamored more furiously than ever before returning
to acamer leve. They were working as hard as he was, seeking some common ground of
communication. He could not vouch for their analytic powers, separately or in combination, but hisown



search for patterns and correlations in the hundred-plus parallel data streams suggested an effort that
might take days or weeks to complete, even with his prodigious computationa powers.

Thiswasthe kind of task for which he had been designed. Thiswas no trifling exercise, no piffling
conversation with adow-minded human, Cecropian, or Hymenopt.

He crouched on the ground, and while his suit took care of the materia needs of hisbody, including
warmth—for the outside temperature had dipped during the night far below freezing—he worked. At the
sametime as he analyzed data, he studied the physiology of the creaturesthat surrounded him.

He could not place them—of course not!—within the Orion Arm ensemble of life forms, but their
gppearance was generaly insectoid. Their backs were shiny slver, their undersides jet black.
Multi-legged, eyeless, and wingless, they appeared totdly insengtive to cold. He could see no sign of
auits, and the source of the radio sgnaswasamystery until it occurred to him that they must have
evolved thiswaynaturally . They spoke and heard at radio frequencies! The fuzzy antennas sprouting
from their wedge-shaped scarlet heads supported that hypothesis. Perhaps they also saw using the same
frequencies, dthough the long wave engths of radio compared with optical sgnaswould surely provide
animage of inferior atid detail. Maybe Tdly himsdf wasto them no more than afuzzy and indistinct
blob.

No matter. Communication could proceed through avenues other than the visual.

Taly talked and listened, and listened and talked, convinced that the growing data set of beetleback
sgnaswould eventually lead to abasisfor understanding.

It waswith asense of irritation rather than anticipation that hefindly received adrictly sonicsgnd
beyond the sghing of the wind. He looked up. A pinnace, itslights bright against the night sky, was
drifting in to make alanding on hisice-clad plateau.

Taly moved acrossto the craft asits hatch opened. It would probably do little good, but the point had
to be made.

"May | speak? Just look at them!" He gestured toward the beetlebacks. "They are disconcerted and
they are scattering. Y our arrival has unfortunately much disturbed our work."

That Louis Nenda—for it was he who first emerged from the pinnace—heard E.C. at dl was debatable.
He hdf turned toward Atvar H'sd, who was till insde the vehicle but whose suit was open enough to
show the flash of bright yellow trumpet horns.

Nendasaid, "Areyou sure?' And then, after another few seconds, "'l don't know what you think those
things are that you'retakin' to, E.C., but Atvar H'sd assures me that they are not organic.”

"How does she know?"

"From what she can seeindde of them—or sometimes, what she can't see at dl. Her ultrasonicsare
stopped by the carapace. Heavy-duty absorber. But she saysthe legs are sure as hell mechanica, with
oil-driven hydraulic cylindersto move'em dong.”

"Aha" Asdways, E.C. Tdly recaived new information gladly. "That explains one smal mysery. All
communication seemsto be at radio frequencies, which | had never before encountered in an organic
being."



"Never mind the smal mystery. What about the big one. How the devil did you finish up here, on
Marglot?'

"I am on Marglot? How fortuitous. | entered atransfer vortex, and a once found mysdlf in orbit about
this planet. My re-entry, of course, | directed to bring me as close as possible to the group of creatures
that you now see around us."

"How did you become separated from the rest of the group?’

"Others? There are others, here on this planet?' E.C. Tdly regarded Nendawith the innocent eyes of
oneinwhom duplicity had never been programmed.

SinaraBelstock had emerged from the pinnace and was standing next to Nenda. "L ots of them,” she
said. "Professor Lang and Captain Rebkaand Councilor Graves, and all the other surviva team members
except Lara Quistner. Do you mean you didn't come here with them?”

"I did not. In fact, | wonder how they could have found each other. In my final communication with
them, the councilor and two surviva team memberswere till on board thePride of Orion . The others
were exploring the large planet in the dead system where wefirgt arrived at the Sag Arm.”

Nenda had been glaring at the beetlebacks, which had stopped retresting and were now approaching,
little by little. "Y ou say you've been talkin' to them?”

"Not exactly. | have been engaged in data collection, building abase for communication. For the past
three days my stock of information has grown to be most extensive. | am confident that, given timefor
andysis, | will be ableto andyze fully and comprehend al that has been said.”

"That's good, because | don't like thelook of your buggy friends at al. And we have to find out how
Graves and the rest of 'em made it to Marglot. Come on, Tdly. Into the pinnace, and we're off."

"Without conclusion of our interactions? Also, sufficient accommodation in the pinnaceislacking.” Tdly
had seen the sprawled corkscrew body in the back seat. "1t was designed for only two in the rear, and
Claudiusisdready within."

"Sit on top of him." The buzz of radio sound from the beetlebacks was increasing. "Insgde now, or I'll
grab you and wipe your data banks."

"You would not!" But for E.C. Tdly it wasthe ultimate threat. He scrambled insde asfast as any of the
others. Asthe pinnace lifted he was Sitting on Claudiuss non-existent knee. The data stream emanating
from the Chism Polypheme required no effort at dl to andyze and comprehend.

* % *

On descent, or evenin leve flight, the pinnace could manage afour-passenger load with fair ease. Taking
off with five on board was another matter. The engines throbbed and labored until they reached acruising
dtitude that satisfied Nenda.

Tdly visualized their path. If, as Louis Nenda had said, they were flying to a point near what Graves had
termed the "Hot Pole," then their course must take them "westward" with respect to Marglot's axis of
rotation. Thiswas adirection awvay from the dawn, so when they arrived at the Hot Pole it would be the
middle of the night there,



Another factor, however, might prove to be much moreimportant. Taly listened to the engines. He
knew the specifications of the pinnace, and dso Marglot's gravity field. The calculation and conclusion
were smple. The pinnace could fly with its present load, but it could not return to space any more than he
could do so with the aid of hissuit alone. Either alarger ship must descend to the surface and provide
trangportation, or the pinnace would be obliged to make multiple tripsto orbit.

Asto the question posed by L ouis Nenda concerning the means by which other parties from thePride of
Orion had reached Marglot and the Hot Pole, Taly gave it not amicrosecond's thought—for the ssmple
reason that they would soon enough bein aposition to ask the question directly of the people concerned.

To address al these minor issues he deployed only atiny fraction of his computational resources. The
cabin was quiet asit flew through the night sky, and Tdly was free to work without distraction on the
main problem: understanding what the Slvery besetle creatures had said. He was undeterred by Atvar
H'sd'srevdation that they were inorganic forms. Was he not himsalf an inorganic form? The chances
were excellent that their utterances when finally interpreted would proveto belogicd, lucid, and rationd,
unencumbered by the glandular effusions that so often contaminated the speech of humans and other

organic beings.

Although detailed understanding was far away, one point was aready clear to E.C. Individua
beetlebacks did not possess separate intelligence. They were more like socid insects or Decantil
Myrmecons, in which each unit was capable of movement and action, but only if those actions supported
adecision somehow made by the whole group. More than that, in the case of the beetlebacks even the
group that had met with Tally was not acomplete mind. It formed one node of adistributed intelligence,
whose partsincluded every cluster of beetlebacks on Marglot. There were many thousands of those;

and, just aseach individua beetleback was an expendable unit, the whole complex wasitsalf expendable.
It was on Marglot for areason—the sense of purpose was overwhel ming; but once that purpose was
fulfilled, the future was undefined.

Therewas dso animpression , and Tally could put it no more strongly than thet, that the beetleback
activity level wasincreasing rapidly. It seemed to lead to something with no physica meaning: a
gngularity. Although asingularity could not exist in theredl universe, one might exist in the universe as
perceived by the beetlebacks. Suppose, for example, that at some point they themselves ceased to
function?

Taly looked around the cabin. He felt that he had achieved an important if imperfect breakthrough. But
to whom could he expressit? Sinaraand Claudius were sound adeep. However, the pinnace was not
flying on autopilot. Louis Nendawas—Iet us hopel—till conscious.

"May | spesk?'

Nendaturned afraction in his seat. "Y ou know, normally when | hear you say that, | grit my teeth. But
there's so much nothin' goin' on around here, | can use achange. What you got?"

"A partiad understanding, perhaps, of beetleback nature and purpose.”

Tdly summarized hisfindings, collgpsing the results of quadrillions of data sorts, merges, and
compressionsinto afive-minute description. He expected skepticism. His concluson was admittedly
radical. But Nendamerdly said, "Give me asecond. | want to make sure this gets through loud and clear
to Atvar H'sd."



The silence that followed was far more than a second. Taly assumed that some considerable
pheromond discussion was going on between human and Cecropian.

Findly, Nendasaid, "At thinks you've nailed it on the button. Y our buddies are one small piece of a
much bigger operation, and when that's done they'll be history. At believesthe Big Chill ison the way.
The sunwill go out and Marglot will become the ultimate icebox. Does that make sensein terms of what
the bugs have been sayin' to each other?"

"I do not know." For thefirst time since his origind embodiment, E.C. felt that the speed of his mental
processes was inadequate. First he needed to frame Atvar H'sd's hypothesisin strictly logica terms,
then he must evauate its consistency in terms of the entire mass of beetleback recorded data. "The
question is difficult. The necessary analysis may take hours."

"Wdll, hoursiswhat we've got. About three more of 'em, ismy guess, before we touch down near the
suit beacons. Goto it, E.C. Oh, an' Atvar H's d saysthere's one thing we need to know in particular.”

"Ask, and | will seek to determineit.”

"Itsasmple question: If theré'sgoin' to be abig freeze, how long until the action starts? When is
Showtime?"

CHAPTER
TWENTY-EIGHT

Help needed from theHave-It-All.

Hans Rebka had trained himsdlf to deep a almost any place and any time. That talent, however, was not
an aset intimes of danger. Then you normally dept little, if at all.

But when were you in danger? Sometimes common sense said one thing, while a part of your suspicious
hindbrain declined to agree. Insde the cone-house everything was quiet. Outside, the rain had ended and
the wind died away. With no animd life, large or smdl, night on Marglot should be both silent and safe.

That certainly seemed to be the opinion of the rest of the party. Hans, with the headlight of his suit
reduced to the faintest glimmer, moved quietly from figureto il figure. Torran Veck—Julian
Graves—DaryaLang—Teri Dahl—Ben Blesh—all were adegp, though now and again Ben would
murmur something unintdligible.

So why was Hans awake? The sound when it came was at first no louder than the rustle of wind across
tall grass. It seemed like imagination, until asit strengthened Hans heard arhythmic undertone. That was
the noise of the engine of aground or air vehicle—and it was approaching.

Hans went to Darya and shook her.



"Best if wereawake, | think." And then, when she stared at him as though she had never seen him
before, "Help merouse the others. Vistors are on the way."

She blinked up a him. "Can't be. We're the only ones on the planet.”

"Not anymore. Trust me." Hans moved on, to shake Julian Graves awvake. By the time everyone was
sitting up there could no longer be any doubt about the sound outside.

"Best if most of you stay wherewe are. I'll take alook.” Hans expected opposition, but the others were
gill hardly more than half awvake. He dipped out, pushing aside the thick leaf layers.

The night was unexpectedly cold. It was aso cloudy. Was the area around the Hot Pole ever anything
but cloudy?

He walked around the cone-house in time to see a pinnace making a soft landing about fifty meters
avay.

Smart thinking. Whoever wasflying it had homed in on the suit beacons and knew that they werein the
cone-house. But the pilot wouldn't know who e se or what €lse might be inside with them. Rebkawalked
toward the ship. When the hatch opened and the figure who emerged was L ouis Nenda, somehow that
wasno surprisea all.

* % *

The cone-house was big enough, even for even. After the excited—and bewildered—qgreetings,
comparisons began.

Comparisons, because you could hardly cal them explanations. Each group in turn told what had
happened after leaving thePride of Orion and described how they cameto be on Marglot. Julian Graves
wasthelast to spesk. Long before he was done, Louis Nenda was wriggling and fidgeting where he sat.
Heraised his eyebrows at Hans Rebka.

Hanswaited for Gravessfina words, then said to Nenda, "I agree. You'reright."

"Right? 'm more than right. I'm damned right, and thisisal wrong." And, when the others Stared at
Nenda, "Don't you seeit, any of you except Rebka?"

Hans sad, "They don't. We haveto explain.” He turned to the rest. "There's such athing as coincidence,
but this goes beyond it. Look at the facts. Every group went in different directions and did totally different
things. But herewe are on Marglat, dl of us"

"Not dl of us" Ben spoke softly. "Laraisn't here. That was my fault.”
"No." Daryaturned to him. "It was my fault. | was the one who ingsted on going to Iceworld.”

Rebkasaid, "It was Lara's own fault—she deliberately disobeyed Ben's order. Anyway, we've aready
been over that ten times. We have to focus on today. How did it happen that we all arrived here, like

megic?'

"Justlike magic." Nendasnorted. "L et metedl you somethin'. When | was younger and even dumber than
| am now, | wasted |ots of time in the Eyecatch Gallery on Scordato. | studied the gamblin’ games, an’



findly | found onel liked. | watched it played, figured | couldn't lose. Twenty buttons, and twenty
different colorsthat could come up on ascreen. The color for any button changed randomly with each
play. You paid for tentries. If on any try you pressed your button and the screen came up yellow, you
were sunk—out of the game. Otherwise you kept goin'. Makeit al theway, an' you won double your
origind stake. | worked out the odds. Y ou had nineteen chances out of twenty that you'd make it through
any onetry, so you had nearly asix out of ten chance—Tally will confirm this—of makin' it through all
ten. That was better than evens of winnin'. So | paid my stake, an' | played. | hit green and purple and
orange and black, al the way through to my tenth play. Then | pushed abutton onelast time, an' the
screen came up yellow. What | hadn't known was that the game wasrigged. If you made it asfar asthe
tenth play, you got yellow no matter what button you pushed.”

The others stared a Nenda as though he had switched to some alien language, until Hans Rebka said,
"Like the system we found oursalvesin when we reached the Sag Arm. It wasrigged. No matter what
route you took from thePride of Orion , or what method you tried, the screen findly came up
ydlow—you were shipped here.”

Nenda added, "All roads lead to Marglot. | bet there's athousand more buttonsin that system that
nobody tried. Me an' At, we did it the hard way. Off through the Bose Network to Pleasureworld, then
all the way to Pompadour. But we didn't need to. We could have closed our eyes, pushed any button,
and finished up in atrangport vortex that would bring ushere .

"Here," DaryalLang sad, "where the animals are dready dead. Here, where dl other life on the planet is
goingtodie. If Taly and Atvar H'sd are correct,here is a place where everything is doomed, even the
sunitself. Why bring us here, just so we can die?' Sheturned to Nenda. "Y ou say you and Atvar H'sd
are the stupid ones, but you came herein aship. And the reason you have that ship is because youdidn't
arrive using atransport vortex. If it weren't for you, we would have no way to escape.”

"Minor correction. It'sapinnace , not aship. An' with al you lot"—Nenda counted—"wed never cram
you in. Evenif we piled you three deep, we wouldn't get off the ground. Either it'shaf adozen tripsto
orbit, which would redly be pushing the pinnace, or el se theHave-1t-All hasto come down. Which | hate
like hell to do, because that's my last card.”

"Butif E.C. Tdly isright, wewill beforced to seek such an escape. And yet—and yet—" Julian Graves
sat with his hand hooding hiseyes. "Logic isnot my strong point, but | am confused. The Builders
brought us here. | accept that. | can even accept that they were not aware of our mortal weakness, and
expected that we would find away to survive. But why not bring us here directly? Why have ustravel
first to adead system?”

Daryasaid, "So we could seeit. Would you ever have believed that a stellar system could die like that, if
you hadn't been there and seen it for yourself? | wouldn't. The Builders wanted us to know that awhole
sysemcould die, before we were brought to onethat isdying.”

"But if the Builders destroyed the other syssem—" Teri Dahl began.

"They didn't. It was the others—the Destroyers—who did it."

"The Dedtroyers, the Voiders," Torran Veck said. "Sure. If everything doesn't work out with one race of
super-beings, invent another. Professor Lang, if you can't make sense—"

"Savethe bickering for later." Julian Graves cut him off. "I make no clamsasto my performance, which
has so far been pathetic; but | am il the leader of this expedition. It ismy conclusion that Professor



Lang isright. We were brought to the Sag Arm for a purpose. That purpose is to see whathas happened,
to understand whatcan happen, and to take that knowledge back with usto the Orion Arm. Whatever
causesthis, we must find away to stop it—not only for the sake of beingsin thisarm, for our own home
clades" Heturned to Nenda. "1 am assuming that theHave-1t-All is4till somewherein orbit?"

"Sureitis. Oneyell from me and Jmerliacan bring it here. But | won't do that 'til we have to, because
theHave-It-All ismy only ticket home."

"That isapolicy both wise and practical. Also, we should learn as much as possible before we leave
Marglot. However, for my own peace of mind | would like you to do one thing. Please contact your
crew on theHave-1t-All and confirm that they arein apostion to land here on Marglot, if necessary at
short notice."

"I'll do it—though I'll tell you right now, theidea of thislot clutterin’ up theinside of my ship don't exactly
thrill me. I'll cal from the pinnace. It has better transmission equipment than the suits, an' there are
channdsthat Kalik will be sure to have open. Take me afew minutes.”

He moved to the multiple overlapping lesf layersthat formed the wall of the cone-house. As he pulled
theinner layer aside, Hans Rebkawas somehow standing next to him.

Nenda paused with his hand on the sde of the leaf. He said, softly enough so that Rebka aone could
hear, "1 don't remember anybody invitin' you."

"l invited mysdlf." Rebkamotioned Nendato continue beyond the inner layer. When they were standing
in the narrow space between the leaves, he went on, "L ook, | know what | think of you, and | can guess
that you don't think any better of me. But we are both redists. Likeit or not, Julian Gravesisin charge of
this expedition and the otherswill do what he says.”

"Y eah. Old numb-nuts, the Ethical Councilor. He never met an dlien hedidn't like, even when it was
tryin' tokill him."

"I don't think anyone but you and me realizes how much danger we could be in—maybe Atvar H's dl,
because the two of you seem to be on the same wavelength. Anyway, I've got anitch insgdethat | can't
scratch, and it fedsliketrouble.”

"Y eah. But we don't know when an' how." Nendawhistled through histeeth. "All right. | hate to say this,
but I'll go along. We work together, 'til we're out of this crappy place an' homein the Orion Arm. Then
it'sback to busnessasusua.”

"Some businessthere | can do without. | was twelve hours away from execution when an inter-clade
councilor arrived to take me to Miranda. Now | fed like I'm waiting to be executed on Marglot.” Rebka
pushed hisway through the remaining leaves until he was outside the cone-house. There he paused until
Louis Nenda joined him. Rebkawent on, "Seemslike our worries are justified. What do you make of

The two men stared at the ground, then looked up to the clouded sky. Here at the Hot Pole, perpetualy
warmed by the hot gas-giant around which Marglot orbited, an impossible event was taking place.

All around, large flakes of white drifted down.

It was showing.



"Want to go back an' tell 'em the news?' Nenda jerked his head toward the cone-house.
"| think you should make your call to theHave-It-All firdt. Let's see what €lsewe can learn.”
"Y eah. Graves will start cluckin' an' gibberin' if we go inside, but theré's not adamn thing he can do."

They began to walk side by side across the snow-covered ground. Hans guessed that it must have
darted at least an hour ago. A faint glow of dawn was touching the eastern horizon, and by itslight the
outline of the pinnace was visible ahead. An outline only, because already it sood covered with athin
layer of snow. Cone-houses, scattered all the way to the horizon, formed steep-sided pyramids of white.

Their suits kept the men warm, but Hans confirmed from his monitor the large and sudden drop in
temperature. Snow was sticking to everything, which meant that the air and ground could not be much
below freezing.

Make that, much below freezingyet . It was not over. The suit record showed a continuing decrease of a
few degrees an hour.

They had reached the pinnace, and Nenda did one door open. He cursed as blown snow and snow
from theroof fell on him and on the pilot's seet. " Claudius was right. We should have stayed on
Pleasureworld." He waited until Hans Rebka had moved across to the passenger seat, then scrambled in
after him. "If we had any sense, we'd take off now, and to hell withiit. I know, | know, we can't—but
Atvar H'sd would understand if we did."

He went to work a the communications console. "Hope this funny weather don't mess up sgnals.”
"Areyou surethey'll beligtening?’

"Y ou kiddin'? I've seen better, but thiswill do."

A grainy image of Kallik had appeared on the pinnace's centra display.

"Master Nendal And Captain Rebkaaso!" The Hymenopt was hopping up and down in excitement.
"We had been wondering and worrying.”

"Worryin' why?'
"Marglot ischanging. During our first orbits, one hemisphere was warm and one was ice-coated. Now

we see clouds everywhere—snow clouds, from their appearance—and there is evidence of tremendous
winds blowing between the cold and warm sides.”

"No need to worry about us. Were near the Hot Pole—or what used to be the Hot Pole. It's snowin’
here, too."

"Just as predicted, from what Archimedes discovered.”

"Archimedes? He don't have the brain to predict anythin'. Isthere some way he could see what was
happenin' down here, even through the cloud layer."



"Not at al. Asobservations of Marglot became less reevant because of clouds, Jmerliaand | assigned
to him adifferent task. We suggested that he use the aft chamber to study the planet M-2, and see what
might be learned there."

"Kalik, you two were just tryin' to keep Archie out of your hair an' out of the control room. Y ou know
theré'sno life on M-2, never was and never will be.”

"That istrue. But Archimedes came back to usalmost a once. He asserted that rapid and inexplicable
changes were taking place on M-2. He wondered if we could tell him what was happening.”

"Of course, we could not." Jmerliahad crowded in next to Kalik. "Whereis Atvar H'sd?'

"She'sdoin' fine. Get onwith it."

"Of course. We had no hope of visua data better than those provided by the superior sight of
Archimedes." Jmerliarolled hislemon-colored compound eyes on their short eyestalks. "But even we
could remark evidence of vast changes. However, it was not until we employed other sensorsthat the
overdl dtuation became clear to us. When we arrived in this system, the average temperature of the
gas-giant M-2 was eight hundred degrees. Now, hard to believe, it emits negligible thermal radiation. Our
bolometersregister a surface as cold asliquid nitrogen.”

"Which sure as hdll sounds like bad newsfor Marglot." Nendaturned to Hans Rebka. "Liquid nitrogen?”

" Seventy-seven degrees absolute. It will take awhile for the surface here to go that far, because the
insde of the planet must have plenty of stored heat. But long before that, you and | and everyone elseon
Marglot will be—what are you doing?"

Nenda had reached out to the controls and flipped a switch.

"Turnin’ off all communications. Y ou were going to say we would be dead, weren't you? If Kdlik and
Jmerliathink that At and mewill get killed, they'll go right off their heads. Leave thisto me." He switched
the channd back on. "JImerlia, istheHave-1t-All ready to fly re-entry?’

"Of course. It has been perfectly prepared for that, ever since the moment of your departure.”

"Good. D'you know where we are, from our suit beacons?’

"Precisely whereyou are.”

"Then | want theHave-1t-All down here, quick asyou can do it—but fly careful .”

"Certanly. It will be asyou command. Wewill fly fast, and we will fly carefully, and wewill fly with joy."

Kallik added, "Master Nenda, it will be apleasure and a privilege to come to Marglot and see you
again. We have so missed—"

"Y eah, yeah, yeah." Nenda switched off the channel. "Y ou can't afford to get Kdlik an' Jmerliaget goin'
on the grovdlin’, or theré's no stoppin’ 'em.”

"How long do you think it will be before theHave-1t-All arrives here?’



"At least afew hours. | told ‘em, they've gotta be careful. Jmerliasahell of apilot, but he knows that
Atvar H'sd will pull off hislegsan' use'em as backscratchersif he damages my ship." Nenda stared out
of thewindow, where the wind was stronger and snow was driving amost horizontdly. "Gettin' abit
nasty out there. Anythin' more that needsto be said to theHave-It-All 7'

"Will there be medicd suppliesfor Ben Blesh?!
"Sure. An' the best robodoc that money can buy.”
"Then | think that'sit. I'm ready when you are.

“I'm not ready at al. But we might aswell go." Nenda swung the door open, and had to shout above the
sudden howl of thewind, "Back to the cone-house. Who wants to be the one gives the others the good
news?'

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Stranded on Marglot.

Cold, yes. Snow, yes. With no warmth from M-2 and the sun a brilliant but far-distant bal, anyone
would expect those. But who could have predicted such awind? Certainly not Louis Nenda.

On the leeward side of the cone-house the blast shrieked and howled around him. Despite conditionsit
could never before have experienced, the cone-house was standing up well. The greet leaves ripped off
one by one, but the central trunk held steady. That was just aswell, because if the cone-house collapsed
itwould fdl on Louis.

The snow was now amost waist-deep. He dug and tunneled and carved himsdlf akind of bunker init,
not much protection but better than nothing; and better by far to be here than sitting listening to the
brainlesstalk within the cone-house. Everyone except Hans Rebka and the silent Atvar H's d talked and
acted as though the game was over and they were dl safe from danger. TheHave-1t-All would land, they
would board it, and they would fly home to the Orion Arm using the same set of Bose nodes as Nenda
had used to arrive here. They wereidiots, dl of them.

Nendalooked at his suit monitor. Twenty below, and dropping. He had confided the truth to Hans
Rebka.

"No point in tdlin' everybody yet, but theHave-1t-All isaspace ship. Sure, it can fly aamospheric, an'in
any reasonable conditionsit can take off to anywhere. But I'm not sure welll see reasonable conditions.
Withiceloading dl over the hull and drive efficiency down to maybe thirty percent, the mass that can be
hoisted to orbit will beway down.”

"What about the Bose drive?"



"Unaffected. But you can't use the Bose drive unlessyou're at a Bose node. 1t'd be amiracleif there was
one on the surface of Marglot. Eveniif thereis, we got no ideawhereit might be."

"So what's your suggestion.”

"l don't have one. I'm goin' outside. If conditions are too bad, theHave-1t-All may not be able to land at
al”

And how bad was too bad? Nenda again glanced at his suit monitor. Down to twenty-five below.
Where the devil wastheHave-1t-All ? Louiswasn't sure which worried him more: the idearthat it wastoo
windy to permit alanding, or theideathat Jmerliawould attempt it no matter what and smash the ship to
i eces.

He knew what would happen, of course. Jmerlia, with Kallik's enthusiastic support, would try for the
landing no matter how impossible.

Hefdt asudden weight on hislegs, and thought for amoment that part of the cone-house must have
collapsed. He turned. It was Sinara Bellstock, wiping the snow from her faceplate and peering in through
Louiss.

"I wasworried about you." She snuggled down beside him, half demolishing the shelter that had cost him
agreat ded of trouble to make. "Captain Rebka said that you had gone outside. Y ou've been carrying a
tremendous load ever since we left thePride of Orion . And Torran Veck told a story from pre-space
times, about aman who went out into the snow to die so that others of his party might be saved. |
thought you might have—I was afraid you might have—but | should have known, you are too brave for
thet."

It took Louisamoment to catch on. Who in hisright mind would wander off outside, to diein the cold?
Louis had heard about cases like that, and decided that in the old days there were even more lunatics
around than there were today. Sinara, of course, waslooking for ahero. Didn't she know that you were
ared heroif you helped people to survive—especialy yoursdlf?

"l didn't come out hereto die” Even with his helmet in contact with hers, he had to shout to be heard
abovethewind. "I have no intention of dying. I'm looking for theHave-1t-All and wondering wherethe
hell it'sgot to. They ought to have been here hours ago.”

"What doesit look like? | mean, itslights. | know we won't be able to make out its shape in these
conditions.”

She wasright about that. Louis could see maybe forty meters. Everything beyond was obscured by
faling snow, changed from its earlier gentle flakesto atorrent of hard-driven ice needles.

"Maybe asearchlight, though that isn't necessary. Jmerliawill be landing using instruments only. The ship
will beflying in aamaospheric mode with wings deployed. There should be navigation lights, one steedy
red, two flashing red.”

"Y ou mean likethat?' Sinaraimmediately pointed off to theleft, in the direction of the peting snow
cydads.

Beginner'sluck. Louis had stared that way a hundred times, scraping ice from hisvisor, and seen
nothing.



"Exactly likethat. Sinara, don't movel" She was Sarting to stand up. "Wait 'til they land.”

Hedidn' like the look of the way those lights were veering and tilting. TheHave-1t-All had dabilizers,
but when you came right down to it the ship was designed for space, not atmosphere. If the wind
happened to be too strong, there would be problems.

The navigation lightsrolled, pitched upward, straightened, and fell. Louis could not estimate the distance
of that fina drop.

"Come on. Now we go."

Y ou couldn't run through waist-deep snow. Kallik or Atvar H'sd would have covered the distancein a
dozen gigantic legps. Louis floundered. Even Sinarawas better at this than he was, reaching the ship
twenty metersin front of him. The hatch was three meters above her head, far too high to reach. She
would have to wait until someone lowered aladder—no easy job in thiswind and snow.

The hatch opened barely wide enough to admit a suited human. Louis heard a startled scream. He saw
Sinaragrasped by agiant tentacle and whisked inside.

Good old Archimedes. Brainsweren't everything. He panted his way thefind few meters and stood
expectantly. He was grasped and whipped up and away like a paper doll.

Kalik and Jmerliawere legping with excitement as Archimedes set him down. But first thingsfirst.
"Damage assessment?’

"The gructural damageis superficid. But—" Jmerlialooked uncertainly at Sinara Bellstock.
"It'sokay. You can talk in front of her. She can't learn anything the rest won't know soon enough.”

"The enginesto permit atmospheric flight present no problems. They are high above ground level. If
thereis snow and ice to be cleared from them, it will be no more than an hour'swork after they have
cooled down. Therewill also, of course, be the need to clear arunway for takeoff. The drive to return us
to orbit isanother matter. It Sits on the underside of the ship. It must be cleared of packed snow and ice,
which will be alengthy task. That, however, isnot my main concern. The efficiency of the thrustorsislow
until they have had a chance to warm up. In space thisis no problem. Here, however, hegt is constantly
carried away by wind, and in such intense cold theHave-1t-All may be unable to achieve orbit with its
projected loading.”

"You'retakin' big Suff, right? We may need to lighten alot, not just dump the odd person out of the
hatch and overboard."

"| fear s0. Mgor fittings must be removed from the ship, and even then the attainment of orbit is
questionable.”

"Lovely." Nendaturned to Sinara. "Did you know, it took me twenty yearsto put al thistogether an' get
theHave-It-All theway | likeit?' He did not expect an answer. "Come on. You an' me haveto leave."

"But weonly just arrived!”



"I know. But it's gettin' colder out there, an' it's still snowin'. Before things freeze solid an' nobody can
wak through it, we have to bring everybody over from the cone-house. After that, | give 'em the good
news-bad newsroutine."

"lsn't it dl bad news?Y ou may haveto strip your ship down to the bare bones, and even then you don't
think it will fly out of here. What'sthe good news?'

"That everyone except Lara Quistner isstill alive. If wework red hard an’ have abit of luck, maybe we
can keep it that way."

* % *

Inside the cone-house Ben had merely been usaless. On the way to theHave-1t-All he became an
out-and-out lighility.

He had tried. When Nenda, backed by Julian Graves and Hans Rebka, stated that they must move to
the comparative safety of the ship, Ben had closed his suit and stood up with the others. He followed
Torran Veck. The outer leaves of the cone-house had frozen brittle and snapped off when they were
pushed out of the way.

Torran headed straight for the ship, using the path made through the snow by Louisand Sinara. Ben
intended to do the same. He had taken only half adozen steps when the full force of thewind hit him.
Without the strength to resist and unable to react quickly, he was blown sidewaysto lie full-length and
helpless. He could not bite back acry of pain as hisrib cage twisted.

Torran turned at once. "Ben? Can you hear me?'

He spoke over the suit radio channel. Ben replied—he hoped it was calmly, "Yes. But | don't think | can
move."

"Don't even try. | want you to stiffen your suit dl over and makeit rigid. Can you do that?"
"l think s0."

"Do it now. Tdly, Rebka, can you hep? We need to turn him over. The back of his suit is smoother than
thefront."”

With his suit stiffened, Ben felt no pressure on hislimbs or body. A few momentslater hewason his
back, staring upward. Tiny flakes of ice, hard as sand grains, pelted hisfaceplate. He found his body
moving, head forward. The others were pushing him like ahuman ded toward theHave-It-All . Except
that it must be far harder than pushing aded. In thistemperature, the pressure of his suit on the snow
would not cause the melting that made a ded's movement so easy. His progress was a series of
unpleasant bumps and jumps.

How much farther?

Ben gritted histeeth and told himself that it was much easier for him than for the oneswho were
half-pushing, haf-carrying his body. He knew he had reached theHave-1t-All only when one of
Archimedess greet tentacles coiled around hisbody and lifted him dowly and carefully through the hatch.

The Zarddu had to be freezing. He wore no suit. The whole entrance chamber was covered in snow,
and it wasdmogt as cold here asit was outside. Archimedes held his position, hoisting humans and diens



one by one from the frozen surface of the planet and into the ship.

When Louis Nenda, the last one, waslifted in, Kallik dammed the hatch closed. Archimedes, shivering
al over and with his great body puckered into midnight-blue goosebumps, headed rapidly for the ship's
interior.

Nendasaid, "Archie hastheright idea. Come on, everyone will fit into the main conference room,
provided Archie liesdown aong one of thewalls. We can al take our suits off and St in comfort.”

Thistime Ben was going to wak if it killed him. He didn't know who to thank for getting him thisfar, but
he moved with the others to theHave-1t-All 'sluxurious conference room. And if everyone's suit was
coming off, sowas his. It took him three times aslong as anyone dse, but findly he was done and could
ease himsdf into a seat.

He was sitting opposite Darya Lang. She gave him onelook and said to Louis Nenda, "Medicdl
trestment.” Then, to Ben, "'Y ou have as much right as anyone & se to know what's going on. But right
after this meeting, that arm and those ribs receive expert attention.”

Fixing me up so we can all die together ?Ben saw Nenda's grim look as the other man sat down at the
end of thetable,

Nenda began, "Conditions are bad out there, an' | can't see'em gettin’ anythin' but worse. Y ou may
think it'sno problem, well be up an' out of here in ten minutes. That's not true. Here's where we stand.”

He described the problems of theice loading and the reduced efficiency of the enginesthat had to take
them to orbit. He concluded, " So unless somebody has a brilliant idea, there seemsto be only one
answer: we haveto lighten ship in abig way. Anything that can go, must go. Thingslikethis, for
example." Nendatapped the tabletop in front of him. It was a gorgeous expanse of smooth alabaster,
into which dust or even crumbs of food were absorbed leaving no trace. "Beautiful, an' valuable. But
when things get desperate, in apinch it's expendable. Well make an inventory. If you'rein doubt, ask
me. | know what we need to fly. | aso know what we need to survive in space. Reducing usto a
minimum isgoin' to be along job—three or four days, I'd say. An' a the end of it we still may not know
what our chances are. Also, welll need a party to go outside again an' clear ice and snow off the engines
and the control surfaces, an' make usarunway in case we fly aimospheric. I'll accept volunteersfor that
infifteen minutes™

Helooked down the table at Ben. "Y ou're not on that list. Y ou come with me now, and well fix you up.”

Ben forced himself to hisfeet. Hislegsfet asthough they belonged to someone else as he followed
Louis Nenda out of the conference room and along the upper corridor of theHave-1t-All .

"Y ou don't think well makeit, do you? Even with everything inessentia stripped away, you don't think
that in these conditions the ship can reach orbit."

Nenda shrugged. "What | think don't matter. I've been wrong before. Main thing is, we do what we can.
Anythin' we can leave on Marglot, we do. Up on the table now, an' dide into the opening.”

They werein the ship'smedical center, the main part of which was shaped like ahorizonta cylinder. Ben
went in feet-first and inched forward until he was lying full length and flat on his back.

"That's good. The doc will tdll usif you're ready to go dancin’ again. Don't worry about the farmyard



noisesan’ al the spaghetti. It'snon-invasve. Have fun, an' I'll leaveyou to it."

Ben looked up. Hundreds of multi-colored tendrils were descending from a sphere suspended from the
ceiling of the cylinder, homing in purposefully on hisbody. Clucking and chirping came from al around,
accompanied by adazzling array of lights. Ben felt touchesin ahundred places at once, delicate
pressuresin combinations that were never the sametwice. Thismight be arobodoc, but it waslike
nothing that Ben had ever seen. He wondered for which type of being the unit had originally been
intended. It would easily accommodate something far bigger than ahuman.

He gtarted to turn his head, until an admonishing voice said." Lie still. It is beginning."

The gentle touches of the tendrils went on, accompanied by small chills here and there on hisbody as
though a cool spray was being applied for a second or two. Ben was beginning to wonder how long this
would go on—and just what was going on—when the same dispassionate voice said,"” It is finished.”

The array of tubes, fibers and wires retreated into the medusa from which they had emerged. The
sounds ended, the lights went off. The voice said,” Please wait here for at least five minutes before
you leave."

That wasit, the whole thing? Ben was mightily unimpressed. There had been no examination, no imaging
of hisarm or ribs, no adjustment of bones, no careful assessment of torn muscles or ligaments. He said,
aloud, "That hasto be the most stupid medical procedure I've ever heard of. What did it do?'

He expected no answer, but the voice said, "All bones were placed into perfect alignment. Instantaneous
hardeners were gpplied to bresk points. Intercostal muscular inflammation was eased and five
hematomas disspated. Therewill be no morepain.”

Ben reached across with hisleft hand to fed hisribs and right upper arm. There was indeed no pain.
Als, there was none of the mental numbness and disorientation that normally went with painkillers.

"However," the calm voice continued, "despite afeding of well-being, the recovery processisfar from
over. For the next severa weeks, body stresses should be kept to an absolute minimum. New trauma
must be avoided at dl codts.”

Ben took little heed of that. He felt like anew man. And that new man could, at last, began the action
that had formed in Ben's mind as he listened to L ouis Nenda.in the conference room.

* * *

He headed back through the ship to locate his suit. On the way he passed Kallik and Archimedes, but
the dienswere busy and gave him scarcely a glance. The conference room had its own termina and
display. Ben decided he wanted something closer to an exit. He found another termind in aroom next to
the chamber where he had first entered. Rivulets from melted snow till pooled on the floor.

The message he left had to be fairly short and smple. He didn't want someone to come in and catch him
inthemiddle of writingiit.

Todl of you—and especidly to Sinara. | am going outside again, but it is certainly not my intention to
seek degth in the cold and snow. Nothing could be more inconsistent with my training asasurviva
specidigt. | am going because | believe that al the measures proposed will prove insufficient to raise the
Have-It-All into orbit from the surface of Marglot.



| want to help, and | have something in mind. It isalong shot, but it is different in kind from
everything else that you are doing. It can certainly do no harm to anyone except possibly me. Do
not come looking for me; that would be a waste of time that you should devote to your own plans
as stated. Although | do not expect to return, you will know if I succeed. Good luck to all of us,
whatever happens. Ben Blesh.

He climbed into his suit and went through to the next room. He opened the hatch and |ooked down. It
was along drop, but into deep snow. Hewould suffer no injury. A bigger worry wasthe hatch. If heleft
it open when he jumped, freezing air would invade the inside of the ship, which needed dl the warmth it
could get.

The hatch could be raised upward. If he stood on the edge, grasped the top in both hands, and stepped
out backwards, then he could snap the hatch closed as he dropped.

Ben stood for along time before he moved. If he was wrong he would die adrawn-out and londly death
ashissuit ran out of air, water, and warmth. If he was right he might die even less plessantly. Not the
greatest of options.

But waiting would not improve them. Ben opened the hatch, grasped the top, and stepped out
backwards for the blind drop to the surface.

* * *

The snow had stopped falling, and for the first time the sky was cloudless. It wasfull daylight. All around
Ben stood afrozen wonderland of pure and dazzling white. He stared up. Light reflected from the surface
and scattered so intensdly in the atmosphere that M-2 wasinvisible in the bright sky.

The drifted snow changed the appearance of everything. Therewasared danger that he might lose his
way. That would be the ultimate failure, ajourney that ended not in tragedy but in farce.

Ben studied the faint line that marked earlier movements between the cone-house and the ship. It should
be easy to go that far. Beyond the cone-house he saw alumpy hummock that must be thewalking car. It
had not moved sinceitsarriva with Ben and Darya aboard, and it ought to provide the bearing that he
needed.

He followed the half-covered track to the cone-house. With no wind and with hisimproved condition, it
was hard to believe that he had been unable to cover this short distance just an hour or two ago. He
continued into the unmarked wilderness beyond. With snow so deep and a hardened crust of ice, this
was much harder going. Hetold himsdlf that he would only need to do it once.

Snow had drifted against the car. He stepped close and brushed one side clear to provide aline of sight
up the hill. Hefixed that vector in his suit's locator and began to plow hisway up the shdlow incline.

The other side of the hill led down to the valley with the stream, now frozen and snow-covered. The
road had vanished. Ben could see no landmarks at all. He was forced to operate from
memory—unreliable memory, from atime when he had been strongly and continuoudy medicated. He
walked, stopped, hesitated, started again, and finally halted. Thiswas as good as he would get. He
cleared a place big enough to sit, then used packed snow to make a steep little bank againgt which he
could lean. He sat down. The scene had an eerie tranquillity and beauty. Asfar asthe eye could see, the
valey was an undisturbed white. Above it the cloudless sky shone greenish-blue.

Now there was nothing more that Ben could do. And precisely because he could do nothing, he relaxed



for thefirg time since hisinjury on the surface of |ceworld. He had been unconscious for much of that
time, but those medi cated periods had not rested him. He leaned back againgt thelittlewall of snow. He
adjusted his suit'sthermd setting to its most comfortable level. Asthe long day drifted on, he drowsed.

What woke him was no more than a shadow, a patch of darkness sensed through closed eydidsina
place where no shadows should exist. He came fully awake, opened his eyes, and scrambled to hisfeet
inapanic. Thirty meters away from him ablack sphere hovered above the snow. He had no idea how
long it had been there, but dready it was beginning to sink down into the surface.

Would he betoo late?

Ben made the effort of hislife, scrambling and diding toward the sphere. When he cameto it he did not
hesitate or dow. He hurled himsdlf forward. The dark heart of the sphere swalowed him up, and one
minute later it too was gone.

CHAPTER THIRTY

Stripping the ship.

Sometime, someplace, humans and aiens might discover practica telepathy. Until they did, there was
aways a chance that whatever you said might be misunderstood.

If Louis had not been convinced of this before, the point was emphasi zed as he was walking aong the
Have-It-All 'slower corridor and happened to glance into the conference room. He had just come from
thelowest level, where Torran Veck, Teri Dahl, Atvar H'sid, and Jmerliawere beginning to clear
packed snow from the drive unit. Now Louiswaslooking for Kalik and Archimedesto set themto
work.

He certainly found them, though what they were up to was another matter. Kallik stood by the
conference room table, her round head level with the polished white top. Archimedes was sprawled
along the length of it, his blue tentacles wrapped around each end. They flexed as Nenda watched, and
the table top warped upward under amighty force.

"I don't suppose you two would like to tell me what the hell you're doin'?"

"Itisthetable, Master Nenda." Kallik touched it with aforelimb. " Although we can passit through the
biggest of the cargo hatches, it will first be necessary to remove it from thisroom. That requiresthat it be
broken into pieces. Indeed, dthough | had never thought about it before, it isamystery how it was ever
brought in."

"It wasn't. It was secreted on the spot by abunch of Doradan Colubrids, an’ for the moment it stays
here. Archie, get down off that table or you'll be lookin' for anew set of guts.”

"Master Nenda, you specifically declared the table to be expendable.”



"If, Kdlik. Didn't | sayif ?If things get desperate, an' we're not there yet. What | want is aninventory .
We need to know the mass of everything that's not nailed down, plus abunch of thingsthat are. But until
that's done, we throw nothin' overboard. Clear enough?"

"Master Nenda, it will be done exactly asyou command.”
"An' you, Archie, shape up an’ get useful. If that table hasto go outside in bits, maybe you go with it.”

Nenda hurried away double-time through the ship'sinterior. Kalik was smart, and if she could get it
wrong, so could anybody.

Claudius would not be a problem. Louis found the Polypheme coiled down tight in one of the cabinsina
trance of terror. Neither useful nor ornamental—now there was a candidate to throw overboard when
you needed to reduce mass. Louis hurried on. He was gpproaching the hatch through which they had all
entered, and this part of the ship was colder than everywhere e se. That was surprising. Theair
circulation system should have taken care of that long ago. Even more surprising was the sight of agroup
of figuresin one of the nearby cabins.

Hans Rebka, DaryaLang, SnaraBdlstock, E.C. Tdly, and Julian Graves. Almost haf the available
work force. And doing what? Not one damn thing, so far as Louis could see. They were clustered
around adisplay termindl.

Louiswas about to say, "It must be nice to be aguest on board, an' not have to work," when he saw the
message on the display.

Sinaracame over to him and grasped hisarm. "Ben isoutside. We must go after him."

"His messagetellsusjust the opposte.” Louiswas ill reading. "Besides, we have no ideawhat he
thinks he's up to or where he might have gone.”

Daryasaid, "We don't know what Ben is doing, but Hans has his suspicions.”

Rebkanodded. "I asked mysdlf acouple of smple questions: What could Ben possibly hopeto gain by
going outsde? And where could he go on the surface, with Marglot in its present condition? The answers
are, nothing and nowhere. Mogt of the time Ben was here he was doped up, so he's seen even less of the
planet than we have—and that's only about one square kilometer. But back in the middle of Iceworld,
Guardian of Travel told usthat atransport system would open now and again, to let usreturn there if we
wanted to. | think Ben went outside to try to find it. He thinks he can useit to get back to the middle of
lceworld.”

Louisstared at DaryaLang and Hans Rebka. "An' do what if he getsthere? Things don't look greet for
us, but his chances are better here than they would be on Iceworld. Does he imagine that Guardian of
Travel will drop everythin' an' hustle on over to give us ahand? We don't know much about what Builder
congtructs do, but we've learned afew of the thingsthey don't. They don't leave places they've been
gttin'infor millions of years—'specidly to help abunch of recent arrivaslike us." Heturned to Sinara.
"Asfor usgoin' outside to look, that's abad idea. It's colder than ever an' the wind is startin' up again.
Hope I'm wrong, but we may bein for another storm.”

"And there are new potentia troubles of quite adifferent kind." Julian Graves had been ligening in
slence, but now heturned to E.C. Tdly. "Tell them what you told me, just before we camein here.”



"It isthe beetlebacks. Ever since first encountered them, | have struggled to comprehend their meaning
and their misson. This has been afrudirating task, but dso afascinating one. It appears asthough thereis
acomplete sharing of information. What one knows, al know. Long ago, | cameto the conclusion from
their speech that they had been placed on thisworld for a specific purpose. It isaso clear that our arriva
came asatotd surpriseto them. | conjectured that they operated on the assumption that Marglot would
lack animal life of every kind. But what were the beetl ebacks themsealves supposed to do next? From the
data available, extensve asthat is, | was still unable to determine the nature or timing of that new act.
However, it occurred to me that the sudden and surprising cooling of M-2, and hence of Marglot itsdlf,
might be atrigger. In the hope of confirming or denying thistheory, one hour ago | tuned the equipment
of theHave-1t-All to the frequency employed by the beetlebacks. | hoped for at best adistant signal,
provided perhaps by reflection from a high ionized atmaospheric |ayer—al though the weakness of incident
radiation from the distant solar primary was not encouraging for the formation of such.”

Nendaglared at Julian Graves, who said, "I think, E.C., you might dispense with certain explanatory
Jetalls”

"At therisk of apossible reduced understanding? Very well, if youinsst. What | discovered wasnot a
weeak sgnd, but avery strong one. It emanates from forty or fifty kilometers away, and isjust one of
severa smilar but weaker signds. Since we saw that the beetl ebacks possess no means of ground or air
trangportation, | am led to another conjecture which | see no way to confirm. Colonies of beetlebacks
were placedall over Marglot , before our arriva. Those on the warm hemisphere were completely
quiescent until the precipitating event of M-2's cooling. The beetlebacksthrivein aworld of cold. They
find cold essentid to their very existence. Thisworld, together with M-2 and the centrd star, are all
headed toward cold extinction. We, as sources of hesat, are now an anomaly on Marglot. The
beetlebacks, judging from the changesin their radio Sgnds, are heading thisway, and | cannot believe
that they come for the purpose of assuring our well-being. They are coming here to advance their cause.
They are servants of theMasters of Cold ."

Masters of Cold? Louiswanted to burst out laughing, except that no one el se showed that
inclination—and he himsdf could fed the sudden chill inthe pit of hisbely.

Julian Gravesturned to Darya Lang. "Not Voiders, Professor, or Destroyers. Masters of Cold, able
through avariety of measuresto draw out and banish heat wherever it may be found. To removethe
warmth of animals, the latent heat of gases and liquids, even to end the phoenix reaction within the stars
themsdves."

Daryahad a sudden memory, aflashback to the surface of Iceworld. Lara Quistner, standing,
screaming, crumbling from the feet up asimplacable cold ascended her bodly . . .

"Humans," she began.

"And not only humans." Gravess skeleta face was somber, and his misty blue eyes stared at some
distant vison. "The evidence was there, even before we left Miranda. We remarked on the condition of
the bodies of the Marglotta, and of the Chism Polypheme. How had they died? They were apparently
unharmed. But at the microscopic leve, cellswere ruptured everywhere throughout their bodies. Asthey
would burst, were theyinstantly and completely frozen . A small group of Marglotta sought to fly far
from danger, and to seek help. But by the timethey left Marglot it was already too late. The Masters of
Cold, or more likely some non-corporeal servant form, were already