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It was apromising planet, al right. It promised fabulous commissionsfor Bill Warden, surveyor for Star
Systems, Inc. who had madefirst landing.

It promised alot, but getting delivery was going to be another story. Because what Bill discovered right
off wasthat thiswas avery religious planet. If you asked God for something, you ether got it—or a
direct answer saying why not. If you cursed, you received immediate reprimand. If you prayed, you might
get a prompt response.

It was most disconcerting, to say the least, and especidly so when the planetary deity decided He did not
want any traders|eaving the planet—and showed Bill and hisrivalsthat where Almighty Power was
concerned, it was no mere figure of speech!
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ToTONY, for patience.

“The god businessisredly rather boring, you know,” the voice said.
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“All those hosannas floating up to the sky and the eterna petitionsto do thisor that and ‘| promiseiif
you'll dothis, I'll never do that again’ and then thewars.

“They'rethe only thing that keepsit interesting, you know, the wars. They say | wouldn’t approve of
what someone elseis doing, which isusudly taking away someterritory or other, and then they make
wars—in my names. Us gods have lots of names, you know.”

A dightly bewildered expression spread across the face of the tall man who stood donein the large,
glowing cavern.

“Uh, wars?’ hesaid.

“Yes, wars,” thevoicereplied. “ Give me agood war any old time. It relievesthe tedium.”
“Uh, tedium?’

“yYes”

“Oh.”

“Quite”

A slence descended for several minutes. At last the rangy man ran fingers through athatch of wiry,
carroty hair.

“I don’t know very much about gods,” he got out &t last.

“That'sdl right. | do quite alot of improvising, anyway.”
“Youdo?

“Yes. | didn’'t start out asagod, it was just sort of— thrust on me.”
“Thrugt,” theman said in astrangled voice.

“Thrugt.” The response was succinct. “Y ou see, it was, oh, severd millions of these planetary revolutions
ago, when—"

“Revolutions?’

“Night and day, night and day,” the voice snapped impatiently. “ Seasons, equinoxes, thelifecycle.”
“Oh, those kind of revolutions.”

“Yes, but you interrupted; gods are not used to being interrupted. Let Mefinish.”

“I'msorry.”

“That'sdl right.” The voice sounded mollified. “ At any rate, before you barged in, | was going to say that
| hadn’'t dways been in the god business, but—"

“Excuseme”
“Oh, for My sake, what isit thistime?’

“How does one go about addressing agod? I’ m sorry, but—"



“Why do you keep saying you're sorry? Of course you' re sorry. Now what isit you want thistime?’

“What do | cal you?’ the man asked humbly. “1 mean, it isn't every day | get to talk to adeity; most
societies don't have them anymore.”

“The natives usudly preface My nameswith ten or twenty honorific titles but under the circumstances,
and since you' re from off the planet, | suppose you could call Me Most High, or Earth Mother or just
plain Y our Worship. Takeyour pick, I’'m redly avery liberal god.”

“Earth Mother?'Y ou mean Y ou're afemae god?’

“Not at dl. But dl primitives cdl their planet Earth, or itsequivadent, in thefirst place, and identify it asa
maternd figurein the second. Actualy,” the voice went on, smugly the man felt, “I’m redlly quite neuter.
If you' d be happier thinking of Me asmale, that’ squite dl right.”

“Thank you.”

“Not at dl,” thevoice sad gracioudy.

Ny

Bill Warden nudged the controls of the survey ship into aflattened orbit and turned to the screenswhich
would give him aclose-up view of the planet below.

It hung in space reflecting blue and green light from the sol-class sun. He had spotted the star on infrared
sweep days ago and when the instruments pinpointed it as apossible, had runfor it.

Warden hoped other corporation surveys hadn't beaten him to it. Thiswas his sixth month in the sector,
dowly quartering back and forth across the barely-charted star systems. He had found three acceptable
planetsin that time, and each was marked by the directional signa of one of the other mgjor
corporations.

The signals meant the planet was not only marked, but probably staffed by afew claim holdersuntil the
exploration and explaitation rights could be established by whichever corporation had found it.

Warden was asurveyor for Star Systems, Incorporated. He received a commission plus bonuson all
business derived from any viable planets he found and claimed for Star Systems.

Star Systems was a johnny-come-lately to the race of home corporations for lucrative planets among the
far stars. It was small as corporations went in the latter days of Earth’ sfirst great expansion. It wasa
hungry organization which specidized in low-budget operations, snatching jobsthe bigger, older, and
richer corporations wouldn’t touch.

This meant they were unable to send out heavily staffed surveys. Star Systems grew on the luck of
gamblerslike Warden. They aso underbid jobs vicioudy. Warden knew that was why his corporation
was unpopular. He dso knew why surveyors like himself were consdered dightly crazy by other
missions. Warden went out done, worked aone, and ran therisks of doing it. If hefdl sick, theship’'s
limited life-support systems could only help so much. If he wereinjured on any world he located, it was
hisfault. He lived by quick wits and areliance on experience and fast reflexes.
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In ten years on the job, Warden had been attacked by strange plants and by hostile animals, including a
few cultured natives he had come across. During that time, he had devel oped his own ways of going into
promising worlds and getting out again.

Hewhistled tunelessy to himsdlf as he went about checking the standard bands on hisreceiver to seeif
clamsto the planet were being broadcast.

He was unable to detect any signal in two passes around the globe below him.

Infrared, radar and radio scanners and optical telescopes cut in, he settled into the control board to see
what there was to see. Elation swept over him as he thought that, if he were herefirg, the planet could be
an important one.

Since the ship computer would correlate the data from most of the scanner systems, Warden contented
himself with bringing one of the telescopesinto a close focus.

Sight glimmers of light showed on the night sde. He had seen many planets at variouslevels of cultura
advancement, and he failed to be impressed.

He grunted and made anotein hislog. He pamed the stud for radio transmission. The scanner swept a
random selection of bands. There was nothing.

Warden noted it and then ran amore comprehensive television scan than he had needed for his
preliminary title search. Hewrotein thelog: Inhabitants presumed to be at or below nineteenth-century
leve, Terran. No indication of eectronic transmissons of any kind.

The monitors fed information into the computer as he popped a pre-packaged med into the oven.
Warden dit the package with athumbnail and poured the contents onto a plate, then crumbled the
package over the stew. The package was a bread substitute.

Ashe ate, Warden read the report the computer was showing on the master viewplate. He saw that the
planet was dightly larger than Earth, there were three major land masses, and the atmosphere contained a
dightly higher proportion of oxygen than the level he liked to maintain in the ship. He made anoteto
increase his own supply for acouple of cycles so that he wouldn’t be giddy when heleft the ship, if he left
it.

It definitely was a planet where he could breathe comfortably. But there might be a problem with microbe
life, not to mention the natives or the natives pets.

Warden' sreading usually consisted of reports from other survey craft, when he could get hishandson
them. Hewas not usualy entertained by tales of sporesthat burrowed under the skin with horrible
results, or of crews expecting friendly contact but ending by giving some native a case of indigestion.
Warden had long since resolved never to accept an invitation to dinner, even if the natives were friendly.

The high priest stood on the ziggurat, earnestly contemplating the heavens. He had prayed long and
mightily in the holy cave, but with no answer from the Most High. Now near despair, he anxioudy
watched for areason why the deity was not responding.

Usudly when the M ost High was displeased with the people, there were terrible storms or earthquakes
or nagty things from the ocean depths raining from the skies.

Y et the weather was continuing fair, the sun came out every morning on schedule and it rained every
evening in the correct amount. The crops flourished.



He reflected, tugging at awattle benegth his chin, never had things gone so well before!

Zdnak, twentieth in line of high priests who had gone before him with the same name, was miserable.
Thiswas unheard of! The enemy tribes to the west were not warring on the borders, the pirates had not
yet come storming out of the eastern seathisyear, and worst of dl, the population was up.

He had profoundly studied the hidden writings of the great men who preceded him. Zelnak took it asan
article of faith that if the populace didn’t have something to grumble about, they soon would begin to
grumble about the priesthood.

Thus, he progtrated himsdlf in aburgeoning panic before the high dtar. “Most High,” he mumbled into the
stone, “this must not be alowed to happen!”

The god upon the dtar bore astriking resemblance to the inhabitants of the planet, tall and dightly saurian
in gppearance. Light from oil lanterns cast aflickering glow on the face of the god. Its gray stone visage
wasimmobile.

At last the priest rose and, while arranging his robes and straightening his crown, looked off between the
planet’ stwo small moons. He saw the flash as a tar that seemed to descend toward the surface.

The high priest stared at thefiery tail the star dragged behind it. Then he clapped hishands and hurried to
the top of the steps. Pointing, Zelnak called out to the temple keepers below, “A sign! The Most High
sendsusasgn!”

There were low murmurs of awe from the grouped priests below. Somewhere, adrum began to beat. As
the high priest turned back to thefaling star, achoir took up a chant to the glory of the Most High.

Warden had orbited the planet for two ship’s days, correlating the information from the compuiter.
Hewas e ated. Surveys showed the world to contain ahigh incidence of usable ores.

He spent some time observing the native cultures. The computer told him, when hefiled his observations,
that the culture was at about the level of the Aztec civilization found by the Spanish invasonsin the
ancient history of hisown planet. Therewas soil cultivation with pyramids and large pal ace complexes
surrounded by towns. It suggested priests or priest-kings ruling the populace.

Regular scratchings on the exteriors of mgor buildings suggested awritten form of communication aswell
asadeveloped ord tradition.

“I suppose | could pose asagod, or an emissary from the gods,” Warden mused. “It could be fun, until |
finish the complete surveys and get the beacon set.”

He congdered the natives. They looked like bipeda snakes, from hisvisual observation.

It would be better if they were mammalian, but it didn’t redlly give him any cause for concern. People
back home reacted better to humanoid cultures. These natives had four fingers, one of which was amost
as opposed as athumb. He wondered why they had agray tinge.

Warden happily cleared speculation from hismind and gave dl his atention to lowering the ship to aspot
he had chosen previoudly.

Hetook control and brought the ship down on the night side in the hills about four milesfrom the largest
city.



Visud sghting told him there was awaterfal beside the point he picked in alow bowl of avdley. He
could sample theriver unobserved, and, bouncing signals off one of the two satdllites, could keep avisua
monitor on the inhabitants. The forested hills would mask his landing place until he decided whether to
make contact.

Therewas dight turbulencein the air as he came in. Warden kept dl the scanners going, and rode the
turbulence down, keeping the ship in a controlled arc as he screamed into the atmosphere.

The computer, he knew, was gulping further samples of the place, which he would go over before he
moved afoot from the ship.

He was settling toward a glade surrounded by blue-green trees. There was akind of blossom on some of
them. He turned on the outside aurd pickups bedded in the skin of the ship but heard no other sounds
than those of the hovering craft itsalf.

Warden kept the ship hovering, keeping above the water of theriver. The jets made theriver hissand
steam. He would set down after the heat acquired by passage through the atmosphere had cooled to a
point where hislanding would not cause aforest fire.

Warden spent the next afternoon watching the activities of the nativesin the city four milesaway. They
were moving about in what he took to be excited activity, unlessthat wasthe way they alwayswere.

He rummaged through the hold, checking the beacons; then he moved one to the hatch. Satisfying himsalf
that it wasin perfect condition, he cycled the hatch open, shoved it out and went back to the control
room.

The moving beacon’ stractors cut into the mossy material growing on the stream bed. Warden guided it
into the water and moved it back beneath thefals, making sureit was out of the main current of faling
water, but out of Sight.

Then, sitting before his control console, activated the tape device in the beacon, opened his own video
contact and said smiling into the lens, “Thisis Star Systems, Incorporated, Survey Ship MX 12-4040.
Thisplanet is claimed under provison of the Interstdllar Survey Code.” Heredled off the coordinates.
Then he played it back, thumbed the device activating the beacon on continuous send. He began
composing areport for corporation headquarters.

<N »

Zdnak wasimpatient. His morning had been taken up with fools, each of whom claimed arevelaion
from thefaling star. He knew that the mgjority of them hadn’t even seeniit, but composed hisfesaturesto
alook of mild interest and suffered through hour after hour. That was part of hisjob.

The guards pushed forward a meanly dressed, cringing figure.
“Another one who saw it, Y our Worship,” the chamberlain said.
“And wheat did thefaling star tell you, my good fellow,” the high priest queried.

“May it pleeseyou, Sr,” the man ssammered, “it told me nothing.”
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“What? What?’ the chamberlain blustered. “It told you nothing? Then why do you take up His
Worship'stime?’ He cuffed the trembling peasant.

The man stumbled and fell. From the floor before the throne he said, “1 only saw it float to ground, Sire. |
thought you wanted to know and would reward me.” Helooked up at the august form of Zelnak. His
eyes pleaded with the high priest.

The peasant climbing dowly to hisfeet said, “1 am but a poor shepherd, my lord.”
“Tel us” Zenak said wearily, “about this nonsense of starsfloating to the ground.”

The peasant faced the high priest with the caution of a hundred generations near the soil. “It did float,
Y our Worship,” he said sturdily, “with great blossoms of flame coming fromits bottom.”

Zdnak laughed. “Next he'll tell usthat angels dance on the heads of pins,” the high priest tittered. The
atendant priests dutifully guffawed.

The peasant hunched his shoulder. “It floated,” he inssted stubbornly, “and then it hung above theriver.”

The high priest surged majestically to hisfeet. He pointed awrathful finger at the peasant and shouted,
“Stop lying! Starsdon’t float, and they don’'t hang! Y ou’ re dangeroudly closeto heresy, fellow!”

“It floated,” the peasant said sullenly, “and the river turned to steam. Now it’ sjust Sitting thereon a
rock.”

Zelnak shrieked twice. Finally he camed down enough to gasp, “ Starsdon’t Sit on rocks.”
“Wadll, thisoneis,” the peasant said smugly. “I can show it to you, too.”

One of the reasons Warden was in his job was that he hated paper work. But even the despised effort of
making out a report was a happy one, now that he seemed to have amoney-producing planet al to
himsdlf.

The communicator screen besde him said, “Beep.”
“Beep, yoursdf.” Warden frowned. “Who asked you?’
The machine said again, “Beep.”

He palmed the switch to accept acall. Warden expected to see amessage rebroadcast by beacon from
his supervisor at Star Systems.

Instead, the screen cleared to show the sardonic gaze of SaraMedédll, one of the competition. Working
for one of the giant corporations, Intergalactic, Sarawas captain of athree-man crew. She had beaten
him to two other planetsin the past.

Warden looked at the image. He saw a pert, dark-haired girl with asnub nose and amplefigure. She
wore the green uniform of her company.

“Surprisel” she said. “Y our beacon went on just as we were making our first passes.”
“Surprise, yoursdlf,” Warden responded. He grinned. “1 got herefirgt.”

“It'snot niceto boadt, Bill,” she said. “Besides, | never crowed when | got therefirgt.”



“That' strue, and | maybe could bejust alittle bit sorry—if you'd like to join me for adrink. Or do you
have aclosefriend in your crew?’

“The answer’ s no to both. Have you looked outside your ship lately? Y ou have visitors.”

“What?’ He swivdled to hisleft and established direct television coverage of the ground surrounding the
ship.

The ship was surrounded by thousands of milling natives.
Sarawasenjoying it hugdy. “ Tel me, Mr. Cudter, arethelocasfriendly?’
“How the hell should | know?1 don’t even know how they found me!”

She sad swestly, “We Il hep you out, Bill, for apiece of your action. Our preliminary surveys say you've
got arich little beauty down there—or it hasyou,” she snickered.

“I don’'t need or want any help, thanks. They can't hurt the ship. I’m not about to give up any of this
place; | foundit.”

“Suit yoursdf. We Il gick around for afew days. Cdl if you get in trouble. The offer stands.”

The screen went blank, but Warden didn’t notice. He was too busy scanning the growing native crowd
around the survey ship.

“Gah,” he said degp in histhroat.

From his height above the shoulders of the mob, Zelnak had aclear view. As he came out of the trees
besidetheriver, helooked up. There, sitting on arock beside the waterfall, was a glittering object. The
rays of the sun bounced off its burnished surface and hurt his eyes.

But Zelnak was not worried about the state of his eyes. He felt like throwing himself on the ground and
knocking his head againgt atree twenty or thirty timesin anguish.

Instead, as the crowd from the city flowed around his stupefied bearers and toward the curious object,
hesighed.

“Wdl,” Zdnak muttered, “ so that’ swhat astar lookslike.”

Then he gathered himsalf and beckoned over severa captains of the guard. “ The Most High commands
that you remove this star, very carefully so as not to damage it, to the Forbidden Place, where He
dwels”

Asthe ship lurched again, Warden swore, faling against the console. The natives had |ooped ropes
around the ship, felled treesto clear a pathway back to the city, and used thelogsto roll the spherica
vessd forward.

Warden had closed dl the hatches over the viewing ports for direct observation, though he could seethe
landscape dowly revolving outside from the television lens buried in the skin of the ship.

Hisreceiver sgnded. It was Sara.
“Why don’t you just go out and chase them away,” she said.

Warden didn’t care for the concedled laughter he saw in her eyes.



“They have spears,” he pointed out laconicaly.
“They would probably be more afraid of you, than you of them,” she teased.

“There are alot more of them than there are of me, and I’'m more afraid,” Warden said. “Besides, |
bleed easly.”

“Wadll, what are you going to do?’

“When they go away for the night to deep or something, I’ [l be able to take off without hurting any of
them.” He smiled nadtily. “But it’ s till my planet, Sara”

“Suit yoursdf,” she shrugged. “WEe |l stick around just in case.”
“Don’'t hold your bregth, sweetie.” Warden mimicked her tone.

“Just in case they parboil you, chum, isthere any particular message you' d like on the tombstone?—that
is, if we can find enough of you left to bury.”

Sheimmediately broke the connection without waiting for an answer.

Warden regarded the screen glumly. The landscape was till going around on the panels before him. He
groaned asthe ship lurched again, and he found himsdf on the calling.

“Very funny,” Warden said to thefloor.

<N »

Warden was unable to deep. The gray-skinned natives were working by torchlight now, still dragging the
gxty tonsof ship, with the surveyor ingde, toward the temple on the hill.

It was dow going. Bill Warden no longer said oof when the ship lurched now one way, now another.

Hecdled Sara. “It' sthe local equivaent of midnight here and they're il at it; and it’ sthe second day of
this”

“Want usto come down and scare them off? Our own reading shows the culture to be somewhere about
the early stage of our own Romans. If we came down that would be an omen or something—scare the
hdl out of them.”

Warden pretended shock. “Ladiesdon’t curse,” he said.

“Thislady does. Thislady can take care of hersdlf, thank you very much. Do you want to make aded?’
“No thanks, | wasjust lonesome.”

“If you won't make adedl, and you need the Cavary why don’t you yell for Star Systems?’

“I'd have to sharethe cut.”

“Oh.”
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“Don’'t worry,” he said airily. * Superior brainswill win out.”
“Yours, or the natives?’

“Ha, ha, very—" The ship lurched again. “Whoops.” Warden was again staring &t the console from the
ceiling, which wasthefloor again.

“Some genius here has discovered the lever,” he said. “ They wedge tree trunks under the hull and shove,
Then the ship’ skept steady by those long triple lines of people hauling on ropes. They have something
that looks like a demented dephant helping.”

“We know, we sent a peeper down. Being better equipped than you, we have found out alot.”

Warden often lamented he could not afford the more sophisticated devices the big corporations lavished
onther survey crews.

“What, for example?’

“They’ re mammalian, though they look sort of snaky. The wesather isfantastically regular. It looksfrom
here like the clouds form from nowhere in ageometric pattern, move around alittle bit and then
dissolve”

“I’venoticed that,” he said. He hadn’t. An idea struck him. “But now you mention it, it' srained here
every afternoon around six o' clock.”

“The two moons cancel out thetides,” she continued. “ The seasjust swell, then fal off; they’ re crammed
withlife”

“Who cares?’m looking for minerals and ores.”

“Speaking of which, the instruments show an enormous meta deposit in the hills beyond that city, but we
haven't been able to seeit, or what' s covering it, with visuals.”

“S0?" Warden was beginning to fed chagrined.
“So there sabig cloud over it.”
“That’snaturdl.”

“The cloud never moves.”

“Locd geologicd condition,” he offered.

“So we sent the peeper in to look undernegth the cloud; it didn’t come back. It just went black and
wouldn’t respond to the controls,” she went on.

“Madfunction.” Warden grinned.
“There were no moving partsto mafunction,” she said.
“Magnetic attraction,” he said.

“So we sent a peeper after it that had never been used,” she said inexorably, “and it didn’t come back
ether.”

“Um,” hesad.



“So there' s something extremely suspicious about that place,” she continued.
“It just went black, too?’

“Likethe other one: one minute it operated perfectly, then it entered the fog or cloud or whatever and
went gray, then black. It wouldn't respond to any kind of primary or secondary control at al.

“ So then we bounced any number of complicated wavelengths al over the area. Y ou know what we

o7
“Nothing.” Warden was beginning to fed derisve.

“That’ sright. Either that’ sno ordinary cloud or there is something which nullifies our direction,” she said.
Warden laughed. “Y ou’ re seeing danger behind every rock.”

Sarasniffed. “No such thing. But it bearsinvestigation.”

Warden was patient. “We' ve both surveyed this planet,” he said, “which by the way, will be called
Warden' s World, and our computers both came up with the same answer: low advancement level.”

“I really don't expect to find any Bessarabian wambats with pink tentacles,” he said, “despite the fact that
there are some strange thingsin space.”

She made aface a himin the screen. The ship lurched again and Warden sat on the wall to face her.
“I wish they’ d get where they'regoing,” he said.

Sarasad, “We're leaving in two standard ship daysif you don't holler “help’ before.” Her eyes softened.
“You'renot such abad jerk,” shesad, “just ajerk.”

“Go jump over an asteroid, lady,” he smiled back at her, breaking the connection.

He cut in the screensfor close outside survelllance and wearily followed the efforts of the nativesto
shovethe ship dong.

By dawn, Warden had learned abit of the mushy native diaect. He knew what was being said when
someone said, shove, pull, or get moving. He learned rope, drink and look at that, which occurred
whenever the women carrying water came up to ease the thirst of the maes hauling on thelines. The
demented € ephants were called something like shashlik.

It was morning before they were through the city and gpproaching the temple gates. Warden figured he
would be eating lunch by the time they arrived & the temple.

“Everyonein town must be here,” hetold himsdf wryly. “ Old popular Bill, that’ sme.”

He damped the sound from the outside receivers. The population of the city was screaming in delirium,
throwing flowersin the path of the“star” asit wasinched aong toward the temple. Drumsrattled; horns
blasted.

What he suspected was wine flowed fredly in the streets. Children shrieked; flags waved; people danced.

“Big night, or day, out on the town,” Warden observed sourly. He wished he could get some deep.
Every time he dozed, the survey ship would jolt around another degree. He began to learn to anticipate
them and started at last to get somerest.



At noon a soft chime announced that it was time for Warden to be hungry. He was. He added water to a
package of synthesized cheese and after it solidified, watched the screens as he ate.

The natives were building themselves to afrenzy behind the ship. Asit bumped heavily through the
massive gates to the temple, Warden could see the local |eaders standing on araised platform to the | eft.
The most important one was covered in gems which caught the sunlight, and splintered and splashed it so
that the figure was hard to ook at, even on the screens.

“Pretty impressive,” Warden murmured. The lesser leaders were impressive, too. Each was coveredina
world’ sransom in enormous stones.

“Must bethetemple hierarchy,” he said to himsalf. Warden looked for an important figure that looked
more secular, but therewasn't one.

The ship wasin the courtyard of the temple now, and Warden became too interested in the ceremonies
going on about him to notice that the ship was till inching forward.

By the time the ship was a the door of thetemple, it wastoo late. Warden cameto his senseswith a
dart; he couldn’t blast out of there without killing thousands.

“Oh, great,” hesad.
The ship, pushed by the people, lurched through ahigh door and into agloomy interior.

The temple was vadt. It had been built into an overhanging cliff on the face of the hill. He searched the
screens. The ship was headed toward another pair of overwhelming doors at the end of the room. Even
in the gloom, Warden could see they were covered with large gems or crystals.

An hour later, Warden stared around the cavern to which the ship had been dragged. The natives were
gone. Thelonefigure of the high priest lay prostrate before the sole ornamentation in the place, a statue.
He turned the audio receiversto high, and could hear the crowd outside the temple, and the glittering
cleric at theidol. He couldn’t hear anything else.

Gradually, he grew bored. He wondered if he could use alaser beam to cut hisway out of the place. He
was dill tired.

“I'll think about it later,” hetold himsdlf and lay down for anap.

He awakened some hourslater with astart. The cavern was still. He checked the screens. The place
glowed with agreenish-blue, iridescent light. It was a high-domed cave, surfaced with akind of
crysdline rock.

The doors through which the ship had been dragged were closed. Warden could see adim light coming
from the other end of the cavern. He tried magnification on ascreen.

Fog or haze obscured the view. Hetried infrared. He tried bouncing quasar beams off it. He tried every
frequency and wave ength the computer controlled. There was nothing.

The place was silent. The high priest had apparently gone.

Warden sat and stared at hisinstrument pand. He was baffled. Then he remembered his earlier
conversation with Sara. A chill went up his backbone.

“Ugh,” hesaid, annoyed at himself.



Despite awell-devel oped sense of self-preservation which told him to stay inside the safety of the ship,
Warden was eaten with curiosity about the place.

He cautioudy extended aramp to the floor of the cavern. It stopped with a hollow bump which echoed
acrossthe wavering, bluelight.

Blaster in hand, Warden went to the hatch and cycled it open. He peered around, even though the
ingrumentstold him there was no one elsein the cave.

As heinched dowly down the ramp, his spirits returned. He stepped softly off the ramp, his booted foot
meaking alittle spira of dust and alow sound.

The surveyor edged warily around the ship, making acomplete circle. Satisfied at last, hejammed the
blaster into hisbelt and jauntily approached the only other thing in the cavern, the Satue.

It sood on awast-high plinth. The figure was apparently life-size, which made it two feet tler than
Warden'ssix-four.

It was made in the image of the gray natives.
“Y ou’ re some beauty,” Warden commented.
A hollow, booming voice said, “What isyour business here?’

Warden froze, gathered hiswitsin an ingtant, then dived behind the base of the statue, scrabbling out his
blaster as herolled and came back to a crouch.

A dull slence descended on the cave. He suddenly redlized the voice had spoken in his own language.
Warden fidgeted. Finally, he caled softly, “Uh, anybody out there?’

Theloud, echoing voice said again, “What is your business here?’

“I'm Bill Warden,” the crouching man declared. “Who are you? Where are you?’

“God,” the answer rumbled back, “and | am everywhere.”

v
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Why,” thefirst mate inquired, “don’t we just go down there, knock Warden gently across the head and
take him out?’

“Right,” the engineer said. “That way, we d have a piece of the planet by rightsand it would be hisword
againg oursthat he wasin danger.”

Thethird man in the crew, the officia recorder responsible for data correlation, said nothing.
“But that' sarich world!” the mate protested as Sara shook her head. “We'll get abig bonusif we get it.”
The engineer chimed in with, “For that matter, why not just take the whole thing?’ He looked at the mate.

Saraignored the hint. She had expected some kind of trouble from these two after she had known them
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aday. The corporation assigned crews and captains without consulting either.

The mate and engineer were two of akind, and obvioudy resented taking orders from awoman,
especialy ayoung woman. The recorder would have taken orders from afour-year-old child, shefélt.

Saraknew there were instances of rough conflict among the surveyors of riva corporations, but generaly
they kept their records clean, because laws were strict on the matter.

Saraknew that this pair, greedy asthey were, would not risk jail and blacklisting if there was even the
dightest chance of being caught, even for something much less serious than murder.

She smiled across the mess table. “No, Mister Buck, Mister Jason, and that’ s an order. W€ Il wait.” She
ignored the recorder; he was more like one of his machines than a person.

“I'd like that planet, too,” Sarawent on, “but the corporation doesn’t want trouble. And | won't stand
forit!”

“Sowho'sto know?’ the mate asked persuasively.
The engineer camein on cue with, “If the natives get him, we have avdid claim to thewhole thing.”

“I don't carefor that line of reasoning, Mr. Jason,” Sarasaid with an edgeto her voice. “1 don't likeit at
al. And | won't hear any more about it.”

Themed concluded in asullen qui€t.
Zelnak was dreaming of stars, large stars, small stars and stars that sat on rocks.

The god till had not answered his pleasfor information. Y et the day itsalf apparently was agreat
success. The city outdid itsformer excessesin adebauch which was till continuing in some quarters,
including the chambers of the younger guardian priestsin the palace. The noise drifted faintly up to the
chamber wherethe high priest lay.

He twitched, grumbled and turned over.

The star was floating around the city, while the people laughed and cheered. Zelnak kept demanding that
the star either vanish or go back into the night sky whereit belonged.

Hewasignored.

The gtar gpproached an enormous statue of the god. The Most High descended from His pedestal and
danced with the star, which twinkled gracefully. The people roared approval.

Zdnak stormed up to the deity and His playmate and, forgetting etiquette, demanded that the Most High
get back to the business of guarding the city.

A frown appeared on the face of the Most High. The sky went dark, lightning and thunder were heard in
the sky. Zelnak quailed, then avakened.

One of the guards was waving alamp and thumping the floor softly to get his attention.

The guard fell to one knee before the dais on which Zd-nak rested. “ It isthe Most High, Y our Worship,”
hesad.

“What about the Most High?” Zelnak rapped out at once.



“He speaks, Your Worship. | am sent to tell you. The voiceisterrible. None of the temple brethren
dared open the doors, they are afraid.”

Zdnak smugly sad, “And well they might.” Hewas mallified. Thiswas heartening news. His
self-confidence came surging back with arush.

“Here, guard,” he said gracioudy, “you may help usto dress and then attend usto the temple.”

Warden was becoming more familiar and at ease with the god. After hisfirst darm at the voice and being
trapped in the cave, he adjusted quickly. He was even beginning to entertain akind of wary affection for
thevoice.

He hazarded, “ Do you have to shout?’
“What?" the voice boomed.
“Shout! Y our voice, Mogt High, it stoo loud.”

“The natives expect it. They wouldn't be intimidated if they weren't shouted &,” the echoing rumble said.
“But oh, wel, how'sthis?” Theleve of the voice abruptly descended severd decibels.

“Comforting,” Warden said. He was beginning to want to ask questions. “ Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” the god said. “If you have finished interrupting me, | will get on with the story of how |
cameto beagod.”

Though hewas burgting to ask questions of an entirely different kind, Warden held himsdf in check and
composed himself on the foot of the ramp where he was seated, prepared for along and involved saga.

“I'mdl ears” Warden said.
“Do you mean that each of your cells has an auditory function?’ the god inquired.
“No, nothing like that. Let’sget onwithit.”

“Quiteright. Now, wherewas 1? Oh, yes. The god business was thrust on Me several of your centuries
after the Ones Who Went Before departed.”

Warden wanted to breek in, but held himsdlf in check. He reasoned that if he just listened, he ultimately
would find out everything he wanted to know. He uttered a sympathetic sound.

The god continued, “ The planet, which the current natives dso call Earth, was|eft deserted. To amuse
myself, | rearranged the geography alittle, and changed the cycles of the seasons so that it isuniformin
al of the temperate zones of the planet at any given time. Then | encouraged amore lush growth than the
Ones were accustomed to liking.

“Getting these conditions was redlly quite an exercisg, if | do congratulate mysdlf onit. | had to move a
few mountains—alot, actualy—to give the planet adistinct bulge, which dtered itsrate of spin onthe
axis. | suppose you would consider that atrifle, coming from a sophisticated civilization?’

Warden knew the god was angling for praise, and gaveit. “Oh, no,” he protested. “We can’t do anything
likethat, although it istheoretically possible. Our ecological engineers have revived afew dead worlds by
seeding oxygen and building up soil with chemica processes. | don't know too much about it, actudly;
they do it with insects and things. But we can’t do the things Y ou can, Most High.” The last statement
was ddivered in atone of vast admiration.



The god accepted Warden' s duplicity as sincerity. “ The ecology of thisworld is strictlv controlled; | see
to that. Not a sparrow fallsthat | don’t know about, even though you may not see them as sparrows. |
keep an accurate record within severa billions of al the insects and their natural enemiesaswell. It
wouldn’t do to let anything get the better of anything else. | keep anice balance.

“Except for the bipeds, of course,” the Most High said judicioudy. “ After | put thisworld in beautiful
order, balancing the weather and maintaining a system of natura checks and balances among theflora
and fauna, | discovered onething: it wastoo perfect. Perfection is Static, after al. There hasto be aflaw,
if you know what | mean.

“That’ swhere the natives comein; they are aplanned irritant. It kegpsthings upset to just the right
degree. That, of course, makes for arandom factor which keeps my job worthwhile. They’reredlly
sometimes unpredictable. Their ingenuity isboundless, if | say so mysdlf.

“| keep aclose watch on them in away. They’'re forever plotting against one another, or making wars, or
gambling or cheating. That' swhat keepsit interesting. | hand down afew lawsfrom timeto time, just to
see how they go about breaking them. It' sredlly very amusing.”

Warden was appalled, but no longer could contain himsdlf. “Did Y ou create them?’ he demanded. “Did
Y ou take protozoa or something like that and gradualy build up to where they are now, or did Y ou just
invent them in one grand gesture?’

“Oh, nothing likethat,” the god said. “1 inherited a perfectly good world, and it wasn't necessary to get
that involved. One works with the materids at hand as arule, but it wasn't needful in this case.

“I imported them,” the god said asiif it were the most naturd thing.
Warden strangled.

“What wasthet?’ the god asked. “Did you say something?’
“Argh,” Warden said.

“I don’'t seem to be ableto find that word,” the god said chidingly.
Warden gulped. “Y ou imported them!”

“Yes,” the Most High responded. “ See here, Warden, are you unusualy stupid, or isit acultura
proclivity of your speciesto repesat the speaker’ slast words?” The god went on, crossly, Warden
thought. “1 do not find that an attractive featurein you. It is specious. If you haven't anything to add to
this conversation, then don’t say anything at dl. Y ou're as bad as the high priest, who's dways pestering
meto do thisor that.

“One of these days I’ m going to catch him out in the open and smite him with athunderbolt. Y ou might
keep that in mind, Warden. It could happen to you, you know.”

“Yesdr,” Warden said meekly.
“Humpf,” thegod said. “I daresay.

“Anyway,” the Most High continued, “ after they arrived, these Sdect of the Universe, as| believe they
caled themsalves at the time—I soon disabused them of that notion, incidentally—these Sdlect, had ideas
of their own.



“It was necessary to teach them alesson. They possessed a certain amount of technology, and that had
to be destroyed. The first thing technologica societies do isto begin meddling: they dig up thingsand
upset things. They don't think about what they are squandering,” the voice said pointedly.

“LikeusTerrans,” Warden offered brightly.

“Exactly. Rip things out of the bowels of the Earth, these cretins, and call it progress! When these people
were settled, | settled them. They couldn’t understand how they got here, since | had smply snatched a
ship or two out of space and landed it in spite of their efforts, but they thought they could just Sart
digging and extracting metals and generating aform of dectricity.

“That was exactly what | didn’'t want. | wanted them to start from scratch, in the beautiful unspoiled
smplicity of the netive.

“So | destroyed their camp with aflood and carried away their ships.
“Of course, they started to build again, and | destroyed their city with a hurricane and atidd wave.

“They were courageous, I'll give them that. They started over again. Well, to make along story short, |
kept them s0 busy contending with the dangers of ahostile environment that they had dl they could do
just to survive.

“By the third generation they had regressed considerably, by the sixth generation they were back to
spears and arrows; by the twelfth generation they had stabilized a culture that was areasonable facamile
of what | hadin mind origindly.

“They finaly got theideal was avengeful god, and were afraid of thunder and lightning. They began to
pray to rocks and trees and to soundsin the night, and after that | let them aonefor awhile.

“They are dowly making progress, and that’ s al to the good. It wouldn’t do to let them stagnate.

“Asl said,” the god finished, “1 keep the world balanced nicely. Even their wars help, you know. It
wouldn’t do to have overpopulation; then there really would be trouble. Anyway, that ishow | cameto
be agod, Warden. Do you have any questions?’

Warden’smind reeled. Theimplications were awful. He had questions.

“Yes” hesad. “Quite afew, Mogt High. Could we gtart at the beginning? What | mean, is...” Warden's
voicefaltered.

“I know precisdly what you mean,” the god said tetily. “ These silly natives are forever debating it. How
didit dl start? Who created the world? Well, obvioudy the answer is, | had the mgor hand in it. Then,
when they have gotten around to satisfying themsalves on that point, they want to know who crested
Me? Well, of course, thet is an inadmissable question asfar asthey are concerned. | smply am, and
that’ sthat.

“A couple of the high priests before this one wanted to know about the stars and what’ s out there. They
didn't last long. If you let the natives start asking questions like that, then they’ Il want to go out and find
out for themselves. That is out of the question absolutely.”

“| see” Warden said. Hedidn't see at dl, but he was not going to admit that when athunderbolt might
beintheoffing.

“No, you don’'t see, Warden,” the god answered snappishly, “athough I don’t suppose it would hurt to



talk to you about it. Y ou’ re from an advanced civilization, anyway.

“Actudly,” thevoice said musingly, “1 don’t remember My Cregtion at al. One day | was making some
particularly hard clouds and it occurred to Methat | didn’t know why | was doing it. That’ sthe earliest
memory of My childhood. It was shortly before the Ones departed. After they left, | began to branch out
and learn things, and that’ show it was.”

“Areyou one of the Ones?” Warden asked. “ Perhaps they just went off and forgot Y ou, or something.”

“Certainly not! That'sridiculous. They jus—departed, that’ sdl. They left me here with thisworld to
look after; | keep up their city, though, just in case they ever want to come home.”

“Their city!” Warden gasped. He remembered the suspicious cloud Sara had mentioned.
“Isthat what' s under that cloud?’ he asked.

“Why, yes, Warden. How clever of you to notice. Were those your little toysthat flew in?”
“Wadll, not exactly.” Warden hedged.

“Then were they from that other ship,” the god stated. “How annoying.” | had to pulverize them, you
know.”

Warden's heart sank. Saraprobably didn’t know what had hit her. “The ship,” he said dully.

“No, thoselittle machines,” the god answered. Warden suppressed ashout of ation. “They were
buzzing around like insectsand | couldn’t have that, after dl,” the deity grumbled. “The city isforbidden.”

“Forbidden? Warden let it dip out without thinking.

“Will you stop that, Warden!” The Most High’ s voice shouted at full power. “Y ou sound like an echo!”
The booming voice subsided. “Remember the thunderbolts, Warden. | won't tell you about it again.”

When his head had stopped ringing, Warden was contrite. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“And don't say that anymore, either,” the god snapped. “Y ou’ re beginning to bore me, Warden. Can't
you say something different for achange?’

Warden collected himself and said carefully, “Who were the Ones Who Went Before?’ He hoped he
pronounced it so that the capitals were distinct.

After afull minute, the voice said in amechanica way, “ They were the representatives of agaactic
culture originating in your star system Lyra” Warden thought the voice didn’t sound likeitsusud sdlf.

“Isanythingwrong?’ he asked.

“Of coursenot,” the Most High bit back. “1 was busy elsewhere. The natives on the other side of the
planet are having awar, and | had to pause to give them a salutary omen.”

Warden thought the answer alittle too dick. He wondered if the god might be doing alittle divinelying.

He kept his own council, merely saying, “Would it be possible to see the city, Most High?” Warden
aways brought out his party manners when he wanted something. “ Please?’

The god was apparently flattered He had gotten away with the smdl lie. “I don't suppose there would be



any harminit.” The Mot High directed him.

“By theway, Most High, how did you learn to speak my language? Y ou’ re very good,” Warden said as
he waked toward the city.

“Thank you. | have been observing the progress of your culture into the universe for sometime,” the
voice said enigmaticaly.

Warden thought it over amoment, then shivered. He didn’t care for the ramifications of that speech,
ether.

AsWarden neared the end of the cavern where the mist swirled endlesdy, there was a commotion on the
other sde of hissurvey ship.

“What' sthat?” Warden asked cautioudy. His hand dropped to the blaster in his waistband.
“Oh, it’s probably that tiresome Zelnak,” the god answered irritably.
“Wait there, Warden. I’ ll get rid of him in amoment.”

Curioudy the survey man edged back toward the ship asthe large doors began to swing open. A blast of
trumpets came through from the temple. The celling of the cavern reflected torchlight.

Thegod wasslent.

Warden, peering from around the curved edge of the ship saw the glittering figure of the high priest
advancing through the doors. A choir sang somewhere in the recesses of thetemple.

The doors shut with ahollow clang. Zelnak started forward, his eyes now on the statue of the god. He
stumbled over thefoot of the ramp extended out of the survey ship.

From his position athwart the ramp, Zelnak got out amuffled “Most High—" before hefell. Heraised his
head and saw Warden staring at him. Zelnak’ s eyes widened, then shut.

“What do you want thistime, Zelnak?’ the god thundered.

“Forget it,” Warden answered. The high priest had fainted.

Vv
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Sarawatched the ceremoniesin the courtyard of the temple. She peered into the screens and laughed,
having no fear Warden would be unable to get himsalf out of the mess. But she was sure it would take
him sometime.

The mate and the engineer, watching over her shoulder, had eyes only for the sparkling figures of the
priests. “Look at that!” Jason exclaimed in the closest tone to reverence he possessed. “ That headman
adoneiswearing six or seven fortunesin jewelsl”

Buck said, “Y ou could retirefor life to a pleasure world, an expensive pleasure world, on that crown
done”
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Saraglanced over her shoulder at the square face of Buck below a shock of sandy hair and at the thin,
dark face of Jason, with its dightly bent nose and wiry, blue-black hair. The eyes of both gleamed feraly.

She looked back toward the screens. The Star Systems survey ship was being dragged through the
doors of the temple itsaif.

“Quiet, you two,” shesaid. “1 want to see how Warden gets himsdlf out of thisone.” She permitted
hersdf asmall chuckle. “If Warden gets himself out of thisone, that is”

“Yeah, if,” Buck sniggered.
Saralooked a him sharply. “Oh, shut up,” she said wearily. “Don’t you have anything elseto do?’

Buck, for perhaps the thousandth time on the cruise, ran his eyes appraisingly over Sara strim form.
“Yes, maam,” he said abruptly, and turned quickly away to begin correating tapes.

Zdnak struggled to asitting position. He felt his head and groaned. Then he remembered why he fainted
and stared around. Thething was still there!

“Hi,” Warden said.
Zdnak fainted again. Wardened snickered.

“I'll wake him,” thegod said. A small cloud of moisture gppeared above the recumbent form of the high
priest. It begantorain.

Zelnak spluttered and sat up again. He stared at Warden, who said nothing.

The amplified voice of the Most High boomed through the cavern. Zelnak snapped to with astart and
stared toward the statue of the god, the survey man temporarily forgotten. “Well, high priest! Why do
you come here?” The voice of the Most High, Warden could tell, wasin no mood for pettifogging.

“I, uh,” Zelnak stuttered, “that is...” He cameto a stop and looked again helplessly at Warden, who
understood none of the interchange.

The Star Systems surveyor nonchaantly brought out apack of cigarettes, took one and waved it into
flame. Heinhaled and let out a cloud of smoke.

Zelnak rolled his eyes. He shrank back against the pedestd of the god' s statue.

“Wadl, Zenak,” the god thundered. “ Y ou' ve wasted enough time. What isit you want thistime? Be quick
or esel” Even Warden, who didn’t understand what was being said, understood the growling menacein
thevoice.

Under hisrobes, Zelnak’ s double-jointed knees began to quiver. For lack of anything immediate to say,
he threw himself before the statue of the god and tried to wrap both arms around the pedestal.

“Oh, for My sake!” the god snarled. “This could go on for hours.” He repeated it so that Warden could
understand.

“Perhaps he' safrad?’ Warden suggested.

“Of coursehe' safrad,” the Most High snapped. “ These nitsaways are. Of course, thisone usudly has
more presence than most.”



The god lowered His voice dightly and rumbled at the recumbent high priest.
“Get up, Zdnak, likeagood high priest. | won't hurt you, at least not yet.”

The high priest clutched at the edges of the pedestal and heaved himsdlf erect He stared at Warden, who
regarded the glittering figure of the priest with no littleinterest. The priest’ s agitation caused the gemsin
his vestments to coruscate.

Regaining his composure, the high priest turned to address the statue of the god. “ Oh, Most High, Ruler
of the Heavens, Lord of the Stars, Bringer of Rain...”

“The fewer honorifics and the more meaningful communication the better, Zelnak,” the Most High
interjected.

The high priest bowed profoundly. When he straightened after along moment, he asked, “Isthis one of
Y our Angels, Lord?’

The voice hooted. He trandated for Warden’ s benefit, and said, “No, itisnot an angdl. It comesfrom
another world likethisone and it callsitself Warden.”

“A warden of what, King of the Seasons?’

“That’ snot hisrank, that’ s his name, you dunce,” the god roared back. Zelnak quailed. Warden
continued to drag on his cigarette.

The priest darted alook at the survey man and prostrated himsalf again.

“Oh, get up,” the god said impatiently, “and go back to your palace and pray for remittance of your Sns
and transgressions.”

Zdnak scrambled to hisfeet and bowed again. “1 shal perform ahigh ceremony in the morning to the
glory of theMost High,” he said.

“Do whatever you want,” the god snapped, “only don’t come back for afew days, anyway.”

The high priest had recovered some of hisaplomb. * Can thishumble servant inquireif theMost Highis
pleased with the gift of the sar?’

“Yes, yes, of course. But it’snot astar, you fool. Oh, well, you wouldn’t understand. Get out.”

Zdnak bowed, and got out. His mind was seething with the knowledge the god imparted. If thefire
breathing thing were not an angel, then he shuddered, it must be ademon! And the star was not a dtar,
but something ese. But what?

Warden watched the priest go with interest. He wondered whether the man would soon be back
followed by agaggle of screaming cannibals.

He put the question to the god, who said, “No. That idiot won't be back for awhile yet, anyway. Would
you like to resume the tour of the city, Warden?’

“Sure,” Warden assented. He cycled the ramp back into the ship and closed the port just in case, and
walked down the cave toward the swirling mists.

Warden stepped from the mouth of the cavern onto amoving way which started when he descended a
pair of low steps. The way was part of severa moving bands going in different directions.



“| activated these for your benefit,” the voice said proudly. “ They haven't been used for sometime,
though | keep them in perfect working order.”

“Thank you,” Warden murmured. He was busy looking around. The mist was not asthick as he had
supposed. Vishility was limited to about athousand yards, but he could see adequately.

He expected a cluster of soaring buildings of fantastic shape and color, like the elaborate hotel
architecture of the pleasure worlds he knew.

Instead, the city was sparse, and mathematical in design. The streets, if they were streets, were broad,
twice as broad as the height of the buildings the moving way passed.

The buildings themsaves were bare and functiond. It was not the functionalism of hisown past history,
however. These buildings were built with an eye to akind of sparenesswhichinits perfection relied
heavily on cubes and rectangles as the main forms, with the beauty coming from the detailing, proportion
and texture of the building materias.

“I’'m no gresat authority on what’ s beautiful,” Warden said to the voice. “But thisis—well, it makes my
eyethink it sees more than may be there.”

“The grestest art liesin its own concealment,” the voice said.
“Ah,” Warden said.

The buildings were not ariot of color, but were chiefly of white stone or ablack substance Warden
thought might be marble. Some were built of native woods, dark in hue and richly patterned.

None of the structures was over four storys high. All sat back from the way in restrained gardens where
an occasond fountain or artificia waterfal glittered.

The way carried the surveyor before along, low, black building approached by awide series of steps.
“Enter that building, Warden,” thevoice said.

The man zigzagged across the moving walkways and went up the stairs. A door twenty feet high soared
above him. Helooked at the statuary on ether side of the door. They were double helices, in which lights
gparkled and moved back and forth. Above the statuary there waswriting incised in alighter material.

“What doesthat say?” Warden inquired of the Most High.
“Thisiswhat you would call amuseum,” the voice answered. “Enter.”

There were no doors. Warden walked under the archway and found himsdlf in avast room with walls of
adriated, green stone. Therewasillumination, but he was unable to pinpoint its source. About the room
on pedestals stood glittering constructions of metal and what appeared to be glass.

“Arethese art objects?” Warden inquired.

“These are machines,” the voice said. “ The Ones Who Went Before built machineswhich were art. Art
became machine”

“What afind!” Warden exclaimed involuntarily. Then he caught himsalf and asked somewhat less
enthusadticaly, “Do they work?’

“They work,” the answer came back.



“What do they do?’ Warden demanded. Hewas, in spite of himsdlf, becoming excited. His mind raced
ahead.

Here might be unlimited sources of power, more important than any kind of materid wedth. The
knowledge his own race could gain from the perfectly maintained mechanismswould be enormous.

“Thetallest machine trangports beings or objectsto distant places,” the voice said. “The rounded device
on thelow pedestd synthesizes matter.”

Warden noticed a certain metallic quality creep back into the voice of the Most High. “ Those crystdline
sructures, and | am smplifying for your benefit,” the voice went on, “are devicesfor defense or offense
againg hodtile dements.”

One of the machines rose from its pedestal and began to glow. An angry hum came through to Warden.
“I control these machines,” the voicefinished.

Excitedly, Warden said, “ Could you tell mein detail what they do, and how they work? This knowledge
would be agreat help to our race!”

“| could,” the voice said.

He was standing in the center of the room. He walked up to one of the war machines. They dl looked
like sculpture, shiny constructions of metal and crystal elementsin apleasing design. Warden could see
hidden depths in them but was unable to locate any point from which destruction would issue. He put out
atentative hand.

“Stop!” The voice commanded. “ To tamper is dangerous!”

Warden snatched his hand away and backed down the raised platform. His mind was ticking over asfast
asit could.

“Warden,” the voice said abruptly, “you must return to your ship. There is something there which will
need your atention.”

“What’ sthe hurry to get back to the survey ship?’

When the god answered, it seemed to come from adistance. “ The other vessel which circled the planet,
Warden.”

“What about it?” Warden demanded.

“It is descending above the square of the city.”

“Thiscity?” Warden wasincredulous.

“Thecity of Zelnak,” the god answered. “Y ou should be on hand to meet our future servants.”

Warden was startled by the last statement, but let it pass. When the surveyor entered the glowing
chamber, he was wrapped in his own thoughts. For once, the god, too, was silent.
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The city below was coming out of the night sSide into dawn as Sarafinished her coffee. She rubbed the
last deep from her eyes and sat before the screens applying cosmetics.

Satisfied, sheturned her full atention to the magnification of the buildings below. A few of the natives
were gtirring, but otherwise the city seemed deserted.

| shouldn’t wonder, she thought, after yesterday’ s orgy. She swept the view finder closer to themain
temple and searched for any sign of Warden or his ship. Therewas only araw scar about twenty feet
wide to show where the ship had scraped the pavement in its passage.

She saw nothing else and asmall stab of worry began to grow at the back of her mind. Sarahad every
confidence Warden could extricate himsdlf and his ship from the confines of the temple. But, she thought,
and that’ sagreat, big but.

She knew her delay was costing hours of search for another world.
“Time smoney,” shereminded hersdlf doud.
“What wasthat?’ Buck said as he clambered into a seet beside her at the main control console.

“Nothing,” she answered. “1 was just thinking we ought to be going on and continuing our sweep inthis
sector.”

“What about him?” He gestured with hishand at the screen focused closdly on the temple compound.
Sarafought with her conflicting emotions and findly said, “| suppose he can take care of himsdlf. Still—"

The mate said nothing. He watched her carefully over the edge of the coffee cup he had brought with
him.

“Don’t you think we ought to help him out?’ Buck asked with a subtle overtonein hisvoice.
Saralooked at the mate suspicioudly.
“WWl?l

He paused to take another sip of his coffee and answered blandly, “Well, it wouldn’t beright just to go
off and leave him if he'sin trouble, would it?’

“When did you develop the milk of human kindness, Migter Buck?” she said flatly.

He spread hishands and said easily, “Theway | figureit, if he'sinred trouble and we help him out, he'll
be moraly bound to give us apiece of thefind. If not, well, it'll look good on the record.”

Sara couldn’t accept the smooth line of reasoning. All her perceptionstold her there was more to Buck’s
look than he would have appear.

Shelooked at the mate for along minute, then leaned back in theflight couch and said, “ All right, we'll
go down and throw ascare into the locals.

“Warden should be able to get away in the confusion. If he can’'t take his ship we' |l stand by to take him
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aboard,” she ordered.
“Y ou may begin descent over the main square of the city, Mr. Buck,” shefinished.
“Yes, maam,” the mate said submissively.

Sarawatched him with narrowed eyes. The recorder and engineer came into the control room at the
sound of the power beginning to blast and took their places.

Two hours later the ship hovered athousand feet over the city.

Watching from her couch, Sara could see the inhabitants begin to swarm out into the square and streets.
When they felt the heat from the ship’ s blast, they retreated to take cover among the buildings a distance

avay.

“WE |l hover for ahdf hour, then go down, Mr. Buck,” Sararapped. The mate gave no answer but bent
over hisown screens asif he were searching for something.

“Mr. Buck, Mr. Jason,” Saracdled, “do you see any signs of Warden?’
Both answered in the negative.
“Takeit over thetemple courtyard, Mr. Buck,” Saraordered.

The ship moved across the main square and hovered at alower dtitude over the large temple courtyard.
Sara could see the natives scattering to take cover.

“Let’ swait awhileyet,” shesad.

Twenty minutes later, when there was till no sign of Warden, she grew impatient. “ Thiswaiting isslly.
Put her down, Mr. Buck. Let’sgo look for ourselves.”

The ship descended dowly, the heet from the jets causing the painted walls and columns of the templeto
crack, blacken and blister. Asit settled lightly onto the pavement of the temple, apavilion of wood a
hundred yards away burst into flame.

A dight jar indicated they were grounded. “Nice landing, Buck,” she commented. “Now, let’ swait for
the ground to coal alittle and we can take alook around.”

Againgt her better judgment, she unlocked the compartment where the blasters were stored and handed
one each to Buck and Jason—she knew the recorder would be useless—took one for herself and turned
back to the screens. The recorder knew he wouldn't be asked aong.

Zdnak opened one eye. The captain of the guard was there, looking upset and fidgeting. Zelnak closed
hiseye. The guard was till there when he opened it again. Sighing, he climbed down from the bed.

“A big star, bigger than the onein thetemple!” the guard offered eagerly. “ The Oracle saysit comesto
find thesmdler one!”

The man crossed to the window at the balcony. “It was above the city square, Y our Worship, but now it
floats above thetemple.”

Zelnak groaned and hastened to the window.

He looked up and winced as a blast of hot air from the hovering craft struck hisface. “It floats,” he said



dully.
The guard stared.
“And blossoms of flame come out of the bottom,” the high priest continued in amonotone.

The guard backed afoot away. He had never seen the high priest like this; he was usually mgestic and
commanding. “Is, is, something wrong, Y our Worship?' he sammered.

Zdnak groaned. He said without thinking, never moving his eyesfrom the star, “ Of course something's
wrong, fool! Thisone sfivetimeslarger than the other thing, and it’ s probably full of demons, too!”
Zdnak could look a Warden in no other light.

The high priest had not raised his voice and was not aware of the information he had inadvertently let out.
Eyeswide, the guard backed toward the door of the chamber, where the attendant priests stood
clustered.

Hethrew away his spear, and with alast departing ook, shouted, “His Worship says there be demons!
Run! Run! For the Most High' s sake, save yourselves!”

The crowd scattered amid shrieks as the high priest continued to stand at the window looking at the new
vigtor fromthe sars.

Sara sprinted down the ramp and headed toward the temple. She thought the mate and the engineer
were behind her, but they were pounding across the compound toward the palace, blasters ready.

She pulled up short before the high doors leading into the temple. They were too massive for her to open.
As she amed the blaster ahead timidly peeped out of asmaller door she had not noticed. The head
quickly withdrew and the little door dammed shuit.

Saraadvanced on it dowly. She stood beforeit and pushed. “Bolted from theinside,” she said to hersdlf
and leveled the gun. The door buckled and was a cinder.

As she stepped through the smoking opening, she saw priests and guards scattering through the
columned inner temple. They were shouting something, but she couldn’t understand that they were
screaming “Demongd”

Saralaughed. “Boo!” she said to aface peering at her from an upper galery. The face disappeared.

Shelooked for Warden's ship. It wasn't in the main hall, but she noticed large doors at the other end of
the chamber. Keeping near the columnsin case one of the guards decided to make her atarget, she
moved quickly toward the opening beside the high dtar.

She examined the paneling for another small door. A series of smdll cracks showed where it was, but she
could not figure out how to get it open.

Sheleveled the blaster at the point she thought would get her through quickest. Before she could squeeze
the firing stud, the door swung open inwardly.

Warden stepped quickly into the main temple chamber.
“You!” they exdlamed smultaneoudy.

Warden recovered first. The blaster he held seemed dightly ridiculous pointed at Sara. He lowered it.



“What'sgoing on,” he demanded.
Saraput her own weapon back in its holster.

“| was going to ask the same question,” she said. “We thought you were in trouble, and came down to
help, you see” Shefinishedin alametone.

“Wadll, | wasn't and now you may bein trouble.”

Warden related the story of the hidden city and the god which guarded it.

Saradtared a him in disbelief.

“A god?’ she said struggling to keep her face raight. “ Here?’

“That’ swhat | thought,” Warden answered. “But the answer isyea. HE s here, everywhere, in fact.”
“A red, honest to everything, god.”

“Y ou're beginning to sound like astraight man,” Warden commented wryly.

Heturned. “ Through here,” he said and led the way through the door. The shimmering cavern beyond
dwarfed them asthey stepped out of the temple. She saw Warden's ship hafway down the domed
space.

Hecdled, “Mog High? Are you here?’

A rumbling voice answered, “ Of course | am here, Warden. Isthis person with you from the other ship?’
Sarainvoluntarily shrank nearer to Warden at the sound of the voice. She gulped.

“Sheis,” Warden answered. “Thisisafemale of our race. Her nameis SaraMedédll.”

Gathering her strength, Sara stepped away from Warden'sside. “Uh, hello,” she said tentatively.

The god ignored her, “Warden,” the voice said. “ The others from the Medd I’ s ship attack the paace of
thehigh priet.”

“What?" Warden and Sara said together.
“They areracing for the chamber of the high priest,” the voice rumbled on.

Warden stared at Sara, who had forgotten about Buck and Jason until the voice snapped her to
atention.

“Thejewels,” she gasped. “ That’ swhy they wanted to land! Oh, Bill, I’m sorry! We d better—" she
started to run back toward the temple.

“Zelnak’ sanuisance, Warden,” the god said, “but | wouldn’t want him hurt. He keeps the mgority of the
nativesinline”

“Can’t you do something?’ Warden yelled as he pounded after Sara.
“| dready am,” the god said absently.

Zdnak turned from the window as heavy footsteps sounded in the anteroom outside his bedroom.



A voice cdled something in a strange language. The high priest began to cross the room, when two
strange forms blocked the door.

“In here!” Buck called to Jason. They ran together toward the chamber where the ornamentation seemed
to indicate they would find Zelnak.

“That' sthe high priest,” Buck said. He saw that the figure was wearing jewel ed robes. Through the door
toward which the native was backing, he could see a collection of robes hanging against awall.

Buck started forward. He skirted the bed on one side and motioned Jason to take the other. They would
catch the priest in.a pincer movement.

Asthey waked toward the high priest, athunderous voicefilled the air.
“Stop!” the voice commanded in their own language.

Buck and Jason stood till. They looked around and, seeing no one behind them, began stalking the high
priest again.

“You are ordered to stop!” the voice boomed again. “If you do not, we shal punish you.”

The two survey men stopped again and stared through the room. “Hell,” Buck said, “there’ sno one
there. | must be hearing things.”

Jason said, “Let’ sgrab this stuff and get out of here.” He started to dash toward Zelnak, who was
gtanding very sill againgt atapestry. Zelnak knew the voice of the Most High, but didn’t understand what
He was saying to the demons. His knees began to tremble.

The high priest was unsure whether the Most High was taking him as a sacrifice or protecting him. From
the way the two stopped at Hisvoice, Zelnak decided the latter was the case.

Neither the high priest nor the two saw asmal cloud form against the celling of the room.

When Jason made hisleap toward Zelnak, a clap of thunder filled the room. Lightning flashed down
toward the running engineer and flung him twenty feet across the chamber to bounce off awall and land
in aheap on thefloor.

Zelnak closed both eyes and murmured asilent prayer of thanksto the Most High.
“I told you to stop!” the voice rumbled saf-righteoudy.

Buck stood immobile. He turned as running footsteps told him someone was coming into the room. He
raised the blaster, but let it fall as Saraand Warden came bounding through the door.

Zelnak, who was finishing his prayer, opened both eyesto see the scene in his bedroom, which
heretofore had always been sacrosanct.

One of the demonslay groaning on the floor; another stood still beside the bed and two more stood in
the doorway, their strange flashing weapons held at the reedy.

“Four demons,” Zelnak gurgled. Then he fainted.



VII
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LIlan, the shepherd who first saw the star floating to ground, was feding sorry for himsdlf. Helay
propped against awall in one of the poorer quarters of the city holding his head.

The celebrations for the Most High had been very wet. Lllan, as discoverer of the offering to the Most
High, had been fredy welcome anywherein the city.

A round of parties, drinking and willing girlswould have been beyond the wildest imagination of the
shepherd before that time. But now, having been accepted in the paace itself and in the homes of the
great priests, captains and rich merchants of the city, LIlan in ashort time had grown accustomed to
thinking of himsdlf as a personage of some importance,

He groaned and fingered the robe he wore. It was of fine cloth, agift of one of the rich merchants, so that
the shepherd could attend the ceremoniesin the temple and the revels afterward and not be an
embarrassment,

Hedtirred. A crock of winewhich wastilted against the wall fell over and cracked. The wine began to
seep between the cobbles of the street.

The shepherd lunged for the container and managed to right it before al the liquid had run onto the earth.
A flashing pain ran through his head when he made the violent motion and he groaned again.

Hetilted the crock back and took three hedlthy swigs of the fiery wine. Presently feding better, he leaned
back against thewall and started to take stock of his situation.

Surely, he reasoned, thereis still away to turn the course of eventsto my own advantage. The shepherd
had drunk long and late in the celebrations of the preceding day; he knew nothing of the visit of the
second ship.

LIlan belched, climbed to hisfeet and set off in search of new adventure.
Warden grabbed Sara by the arm and sprinted back through the anteroom.
“Let’sget back to your ship,” heydled.

He saw Buck turn for amoment to look at the flattened shape of the high priest.
“Forget that,” Warden called as he and Sara dashed through the door.

Buck remembered what happened to Jason, who was groaning against thewall. He said, “Women and
children first,” and ran out the door in pursuit of the Star Systems surveyor and his own captain.

Jason, seeing himself |eft alone, lurched to hisfeet and began feding hisway aong thewadls. All thought
of booty was gone, and he wasintent on getting back to the ship where he would be safe.

The voice of the god remained slent as Sara, Warden and Buck ran through the gdlleries of the palace,
followed more dowly by Jason, who was having trouble keeping his equilibrium.

The natives undoubtedly observed their passage, but the belief that they were demons kept them at a safe
distance.

A group of guards was gathering &t the foot of the staircase in the main audience hall of the palace. As
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the three surveyors came to a stop at the top of the stairs, the captain of the guard looked up and
shouted, “Demond” He started backing cautiously away.

Warden ducked back behind a column, motioning the othersto do the same.

Gathering his courage and being prepared for agridy death, the captain threw his spear. It danted off the
column behind which Warden had disappeared.

The other guards grew bold when there was no instant retaliation and began to advance, muttering. One
put hisfoot on the gairs.

Nothing happened. He let out a shout and threw one of the spears he carried.

With ahowl of triumph, the cohort of guards began running up the stairs. Warden, who was prepared to
vanish through one of the connecting rooms of the palace and make hisway without trouble to his own or
Sara s ship, was about to make arun for it when Buck ducked out from behind a column, sighted at the
first running guard and fired his blaster on full. The man vanished in arush of acrid smoke. The other
guards broke and fled.

Warden regretted the harm done one of the natives, knowing it would make hisjob of establishing trading
contact harder, but took advantage of the break.

“Comeon!” heydled.

The three of them fired warning shots over the heads of the retreating guards and began to make their
way down the long staircase, which was littered with the detritus of the abortive rush.

They reached the arcade on the ground floor and quickly ran across the square toward the ship. Asthey
neared the survey vessdl, a port cycled open and aramp flicked outward.

“Carnaby’sinfor acommendation,” Sara gasped to Warden as they pounded up the ramp.

The port closed behind them. Saraled the way into the control room. Buck went toward a cabinet and
made himsdlf agiff scotch without ice. Sarafell into a couch and began studying the screens.

“We should get out of here,” shesaid at last.
Sheturned to Warden. “Do you want to go back with us? Y ou' |l have to leave your ship.”
Warden struggled with himsdif. It was his planet; greed won.

“It smy planet, Sara,” he answered. “I’'m more or less grateful for your meddling, but | was doing al
right before you landed and caused all thismess.” Heindicated the barren square on the screens.

“Mess?’ shesad indignantly.

“Mess,” heretorted. “1 didn’t ask you to land, after dl; and | was not in any trouble, at least not in any
trouble with the natives.” He indicated Buck. “Y our crew caused me enough grief herethat it will teakea
year a least to make some kind of peaceful contact with thelocal population. If then,” he added
resentfully.

“Wadll, | likethat!” she cried angrily. “ Here we come down to save your miserable hide and you say we
messed you up! That’ s gratitude, | suppose?’

Warden responded, “ So why don’t you just blast out of here and let me handle thisin my own way?’



A dow flush crept up Sara s neck and cheeks.

“I will'” she answered shortly. Then, looking toward the screensto cover her embarrassment, she cried,
“Oh, look, there' s Jason now!”

They al crowded around the screens, and saw with dismay that Jason was staggering asif drunk.

Warden looked at Sara. “If hewere on my crew,” he said, “1 wouldn't have just eft him to fend for
himsdf.”

“It wouldn't have hurt you to think of helping at thetime,” Sara snapped, stung for having forgotten the
crewman.

“Wall,” she continued, “1 suppose we should go out and collect him before somebody puts aspear in his
back.”

She stood. “ Come on, Buck, we don’t need any help to take care of our own people.”
Sara began leading the way toward the lock.

Warden, who had continued to watch the screens, said, “1 wouldn’t be so sure about that.”
Saraturned. “What'sthat?’ she demanded.

“Look,” Warden said, gesturing toward the screen.

Jason was about hafway across the square. Advancing rapidly on him was alone native, who, with
robes flgpping, tackled the engineer and brought him heavily to the pavement.

“Oh, great,” Saramuttered. “What do we do now?’
“Wego out and try to get him,” Warden answered. “ There' sonly one of them thistime, and five of us.”
“Four, for al theuse Jasonis,” Buck said sourly.

Warden unholstered hisblaster. “Let’sgo,” he said. “I want to get back to my ship and then you can get
out of here before something redly awful happens.”

They opened the port. Astheramp did earthward, they saw aragged group of guards come out to help
the native who had tackled Jason. They swarmed over the two grappling figures and by the time the men
from the survey ship reached ground, the guards had bundled the unfortunate engineer back into the

palace.

“What now?’ Sarasaid coming down the ramp.
“Let’sgo back insde,” Warden answered, “and scheme up arescue.”

“I suppose the best place to start would be the palace,” Lllan said to himsalf as he ambled through the
deserted streets.

The shepherd looked around. From the position of the sun, it waswell into the day, but the streets were
lifdless. “Probably sill deeping off yesterday,” he muttered.

Sapping at his dusty robe, he began to fed more cheerful and set off toward the palace at avigorous
pace.



He stopped on the edge of the square, staring at the second vessdl. He stood quite still and looked
keenly at it. It was larger than the one he had discovered; he wondered if it were ardative of the other
gtar. Then he dismissed the thought as a series of shouts came from the open doors of the palace.

The shepherd picked up hisrobe so that he could run and hastened toward the palace, the ship forgotten.

LIlan skidded to a stop in the arcade as agroup of guards came boiling into the arcade and scattered in a
hundred directions. He reached out alean arm and collared one.

“What' sgoing on?’ he demanded.

“Thedemons,” the guard Stuttered, “they’rein the palace!” He broke out of LIlan’sgrip and ran down
the arcade.

“Demons?’ Lllan cdled after him. “Demons?’ Thefleeing guard kept running.

The shepherd stood pulling awattle beneath his chin, which he aways did when he was forced to think.
“Demons,” he said to himsdif.

The loud sounds which had preceded the rout of the guards had stopped. LIlan had almost reached the
door when three strange-Iooking beings came running through the opened porta. He shrank back behind
acolumn and looked a the running figures.

“They’ reawful short for demons,” he said at last. He stood in the shadow of the arcade and looked into
the glare of the central square where the ship glittered in the sunlight.

He saw an opening appear in the sde of the star. A stairway did out from below the opening. The
creatures raced up the stairway, which then retracted. The opening in the Sde of the ship closed.

LIlan stood dumbfounded. Then he exclamed, “ Stars with doorways! With demonsinsde!”

The shepherd thought harder than he ever had thought before. He considered going at once to the high
priest, but held back. He reasoned that if the demons had been in the palace, then Zelnak must know
about it. There would be no profit there.

But why were the demons running? Were they afraid? For that matter, why were the guards running?
They were surdly afraid, Lllan thought furioudy.

Hewas gill pondering the wonders he had seen when afigure went redling by not far from his vantage
point.
“By theMost High,” LIlan murmured to himsdlf, “another demon!” These are wondrous days indeed.

The shepherd watched Jason going across the square. He seemed to bein trouble of somekind. Lllan,
who had spent his entire lifetime among the hills watching his herds, knew when a creature was sick.
Perhapsit’s hurt. But if it’ shurt, then it must be alesser demon, for everyone knew that demons can't be
hurt. And if it'salesser demon, if | can catchit, the high priest will have to reward methistime, and in
great measure.

Picking up hisrobe, he began sprinting toward the retreeting figure.



VIl
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By thetime Warden, Sara and Buck had regained the control room the screens showed that Jason had
been hustled back insde the paace.

“I have anidea,” Warden announced.
“Don’t do usany favors,” Saraanswered sarcagticaly.

“Thisissmple” Warden said ignoring her outburst. “And,” he added pridefully, “this hastheterrific
advantage that we can get Jason back without ever leaving the ship or getting stuck with spears.”

Saralooked at him doubtfully.

“Most High?" Warden called tentatively.

The voice was unnaturdly loud in the confines of the control room. Warden winced.
“Yes, Warden?’

Buck snapped his head around. His eyes grew wide.

“What wasthat?’ he said, panicked.

“Thegod of thisplanet,” Warden answered briefly. “Now be quiet and let metak.”

Buck goggled. Therecorder shrank back into his couch and said nothing. Sara abruptly sat. “1 don't
believeit,” shesaid.

“Wel, Warden?’ the god demanded.
“It’' s about the engineer of this ship, Most High,” he began suavely.
“Heisnow incarcerated in the pdace,” the god answered, lowering the volume of hisvoice dightly.

“Weknow that,” Warden returned. “But wewondered if... well, if perhaps, you could help usget him
out?’

“Why?" god answered smply.
“Wéll, because they might do something to him,” Warden answered.

“That isthefdlow | smighted with athunderbolt,” the god said sententioudy. “He deserves any
retribution the natives care to hand out.”

“Now just aminute, Y our Godship,” Sarasaid starting up from her couch. She was frowning angrily.
Warden waved her back into the couch.

“Mogt High,” he said persuasively, “thismanistruly sorry for what he did; wedl are, and if you will tell
the nativesto let him go—they are obvioudy scared Slly of you—then we will just get in our shipsand
leave. We won't cause any further trouble,” Warden promised.

“I will not dlow you to cause any further trouble, Warden,” the god answered pettishly. “1 will pacify
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these people, and let them have your Jason as asacrifice to Me. Y ou, on the other hand, are sufficiently
amusing that you will take up residence in the city of the Ones Who Went Before—you and these
others.” The god ended on aquiet note.

“But... but...”

“No buts, Warden! Remember the cloud!” the god bellowed. The sound rang back and forth in the
meta-walled control room.

“Yessr,” Warden said when his ears stopped ringing.

“Good,” the Most High said, mollified. “Now, | shal stop the interference patterns and defense
mechanisms of the city for the time being. Take this ship up and put it down in some convenient square.”

“Why don’'t you just let usleave,” Warden hazarded.

“Because you would return with meddlers, Warden, and diggers. | smply cannot alow the ecology of
thisworld to be so interrupted. Go now,” the Most High said.

Warden gulped and gestured to the othersin the control room. They set about the buisness of raising the
ship and setting it down in the hidden city.

Saradtared dully at the screens. “I believeit,” she said.
“What?" Warden asked.

“Impossiblethings,” she answered. “What was that about the queen in Alice? She could bdievein ten
impossible things before breskfagt, or wasit twelve?’

“| don't know,” Warden answered. “But | bdieveit, too.”

Zelnak opened one eye. There was nothing. He opened the other eye. He peered around his bedroom.
“A nightmare,” he muttered. It had to be anightmare. | must have eaten too much shashlik. Why, |
didn’t even undress or go to bed!”

He struggled to hisfeet, making afirm resolve as he did so to live much more temperately in the future.

Zdnak went into hisrobing room to change into adifferent garment. “ Stars,” he muttered darkly to
himsdf, “demons, nightmares Humph.”

A minor priest scratched timidly at the door of the chamber.
“Get out,” Zelnak snapped nadtily, “and bring me some breakfast.” The priest scuttled away.
“Demons, sars. Bah!”

The high priest cameto an abrupt stop before awindow, asif he had blundered into awall in the night.
He thought he saw another star sitting in the square.

“Oh, no!” Hegroaned. “Thenit’strue.” Zelnak rubbed hiseyes. It was dill there. “Demons,” he said and
tottered into ahigh-backed chair, burying hisfacein his hands.

There was acommotion in the anteroom. Zelnak looked up, beginning to fear any new interruption. A
guard stood respectfully in the doorway.



“Proud news, Y our Worship,” the guard announced.

“What isit?’ heinquired wearily. “Isit another sar?” That was al he needed to make hislife acomplete
disaster, he thought.

“No, Your Worship,” the guard said, standing at attention. “It isthe shepherd, Lilan.”

“Wheat about the shepherd LIlan. Isn't he the fellow who found thefirst star?” Zelnak did not entertain
pleasant thoughts about that particular peasant. That discovery was causing Zenak to losefaithin his
own sanity.

“Yes, Your Worship,” the guard said obsequioudly. “It was he who found the star, but now he has done
ameagnificently bravething.” The guard paused for the effect of his statement to roll across the chamber.

Zdnak sat draight in his chair. His eyes narrowed.
“A bravething, has he, thewretch,” he grated. “What new misfortune has he brought upon us?’
“Let LIlan and his demon comeforward,” the guard said exultantly.

The gray visage of the high priest paled to the color of the marble lining his chamber. “Captured a
demon!” hesaid unbdievingly.

Zdnak fought the overwhelming desireto let everything go black. He sat huddled in the chair and
watched as the peasant advanced into the room cuffing Jason before him.

Jason, propelled with afina shove and kick, sorawled into the room where minutes before he had
terrified the high priest. Jason landed at Zelnak’ sfeet with amighty thump.

“Oof,” hesaid, shaking hishead groggily.

“Thisisapretty kettle of shashlik,” Zelnak said dully. “What does one do with ademon?’ He addressed
theroom at large. “Maybe | could giveit back.”

LIlan swaggered forward. “1 captured the demon, Most High,” he boasted.

Eyesflashing venomoudy, Zelnak looked at the uncouth figure of the shepherd. “You!” Zelnak hissed.
“Me” Lllan answered drawing himself proudly to full height. He beamed at the high priest.

“You,” Zelnak grated again.

LIlan bowed. He smiled in anticipation of hisreward. He considered asking to be made a captain of the
guard, but rgjected that in favor of being made abaron.

Zelnak exploded into rage. He gestured at the shepherd, “ Take that and feed it dowly to something
vicious, alittle piece a atime.”

LIlan was bewildered. He shrank back. “What?’ he stuttered. “Hold on, now—" he shrieked asthe
guards hustled him through the door.

The high priest smiled benignly. “Escort the demon gently, for we do not yet know itsfull powersand
lodgeit in atower room with no windows and a strong door, lest it fly away—a strong metal door.”

Jason was led away, unresisting. His captors gave him arespectful distance but urged him gently forward.



Zelnak began to fed better.

“I'll have my breakfast now, in the arena, while they ration that accursed Lilan to the beasts.”

IX
«»

It svery pleasant in the hidden city, Warden thought after they had been there aweek. If you stop to
consider that we're prisoners, he added.

He spent entire daysin the museum, questioning the Most High about the working of the machinery there
and gradudly acquiring amastery of afew of the glittering objects he thought of as wesponry.

Sarahad moped about after choosing, in one of the resdentia buildings, quarters as high as she could
find. It was a series of vast rooms which apparently had belonged to some administrator among the city’s
first resdents. She spent alot of time sight-seeing. Warden seldom saw her. The ordinary thing for
marooned people to do is stay together. Sarawas morose and uncommunicative; Warden stayed away.

Buck vanished from sight. Warden supposed he must be prowling among the buildings looking for loot.

Warden headquartered in his own ship. The recorder in Sard s crew stayed in the other ship, rarely
leavingit.

The god answered questionsiif it felt in the mood, which was not often. Warden suspected that the Most
High was sulking because it had to threaten to restrain the humans from attempting to leave the city or
planet. The mist had been restored over the city, though the god kept it above the height of the buildings.
The Most High occasiondly preened Himself to Warden, who was apparently His favorite, about the
beauty and accomplishments of His godhead and of the Ones Who Went Before.

But there were days on end when the god did not bother to answer when Warden cdled for him. One
morning Warden awoke to hear Zelnak out in the cavern where his ship still stood, talking to the Most
High, who answered in abooming, mighty voice. Warden stayed in the ship and watched the priest sdle
around fearfully on hisway out of the cavern.

Warden tried once or twice to contact Star Systems on his own equipment. The Most High set up such a
turbulence in the planet’ s outer atmosphere that the message was blanketed. As punishment, the god
caused a congtant rain in the city for aweek, keeping Warden and the others to whatever pursuits they
could find indoors.

Saratold him once, on meeting Warden on one of the moving concourses, that her recorder had tried to
make contact, too, with the same results. The man, who was akind of geniuswith his equipment,
couldn’t understand how the god blanketed the communications.

Warden had shrugged, and, remembering one of the books of his hated school days, said, “ The ways of
the gods areinscrutable.”

Sarahad snapped at him and turned on her hedl and strode away on a concourse going in the opposite
direction.

Warden continued to tinker around in the museum with the tacit approval of the Most High, who now
and then commented on the surveyor’ s attempt to master the machines. The transport device remained
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off limits no matter how Warden argued.

Warden grew bored with that occupation after several weeks and set out to explore the city. Thevalley
was four miles wide and twice as long; the streets and walkways of the city radiated from alakein the
center of thevalley.

He began systemdticaly quartering the city in his Sghtseeing and patiently went through one building after
another.

Hefound Sara sliving quarters, though he knew if he had asked, the god would have told him where to
locate her.

She was grouchy and inhospitable. “It’sdl your fault, Warden!” she said before shoving him out of the
gpartment into the corridor.

“My fault?’ he said in amazement. “Who asked you to come down herein thefirst place? If you' d have
stayed where you were you could be happily away from here by now, bringing me back some help.”

“ S0 you admit you needed help?” she accused.

“Oh, forget it,” he said wearily. They had been over that territory before. “I guess|’Il never understand
women,” he 9ghed as he turned away.

“No, | don't suppose you will!” She broke into tears and ran off.

All things considered, Jason told himself, I'm not being treated too badly. Now and then abunch of the
natives would come to the rooms where he was being held and look at him. Pointing a him, they
chattered to each other in ahissing language and then went away.

A native came twice aday with food and akind of wine to which Jason grew accustomed.

He hid his blaster, thinking that if his captors grew ugly, he could fight hisway out of the palace to some
place of sfety.

In the meantime, the natives seemed to hold him in awe, and left him unmolested. Jason stayed in the
tower rooms, contenting himsalf with trying to speek the native language with the servants and looking
through rolls of manuscript he found one morning on thetable in the room where he ate.

The high priest camein once or twice. Pointing at the manuscripts on the table, the priest launched into a
long harangue which ended abruptly. Jason grew bored and stood up, making a nasty face and shouting.
The high priest retired quickly. The man had no way of knowing he was supposed to read the
manuscripts and consider himsdlf exorcised.

One day an old native came in and patiently began to teach Jason the language. It was adiversion, so he
applied himsdf, gradualy acquiring some facility with the tongue-twigting syllables.

He learned that the others had disappeared into the ship and vanished into the mountains which hid the
Forbidden Place.

Jason wanted to know what the Forbidden Place was and asked long and detailed questions. All he was
ableto learn from the old scholar wasthat it was a place whence none ever returned; it was taboo. And
now the demons had disappeared there and none had seen them since.

“Servesthe bastardsright,” Jason muttered resentfully in his own tongue.



When he knew enough of the language to make himsalf understood, Jason demanded to be allowed out
of the tower so that he could look at the city.

The answer was no, couched in polite terms such as“Maost Noble Demon, it is not possible; the people
would revolt. They 4ill talk of your coming and of the starsthat float and of where the other demons
vanished!”

Jason argued and grew impatient. Finally the high priest, whom the engineer was given to understand was
named Zelnak, paid avist.

Flanked by guards and underlings Zelnak came warily into the room. He had been assured by the scholar
that the demon was most gentle when not provoked, and did not seem disposed to avail himsdlf of any

magicd powers.
Jason and Zelnak sat across from each other flanking the dining-room table.

After apause, Zdnak said, “Did the honorable Demon consider it within hisdignity to peruse the holy
texts?’

“What?’" Jason said. “Oh, yes, | read them, noble Zelnak. Interesting.” Helied.
“Interesting?’ the high priest expostulated. “Interesting!”
Jason said nothing.

“Wall, if you read the scriptures and the Words of the Most High, why haven't you vanished?’ Zelnak
demanded at |ast.

A great light dawned on Jason. He was expected to go up in smoke!
“I didn’t fed likeit,” he said twitching one of the folds of the Smple robe he wore.

“But,” the high priest exclaimed, “you are exorcised! Y ou’ re supposed to go back to wherever demons
livel* Zelnak was plainly astonished.

“Wadl, I'm not going to,” Jason said sharply, “at least not yet.”

Zdnak had consulted the god about the demon. “What should we do with it?” he whined to the Most
High.

“Do away withit,” the god had answered and then refused to discuss the matter further.

Thisleft Zelnak in aquandary. The books plainly said that the only way to get rid of demonswasto
exorcisethem.

Zdnak wrang hishands. “But you haveto!” he complained. “1t’sin the books. Get ademon to read holy
writ, and he goes away,” he ended on a hopeful note. “ So go away.”

“No,” Jason answered.

There was along pause. Zelnak sensed himsalf losing face before the guards and priests who stood
behind his chair, covertly looking at the demon in spite of etiquette. Zelnak felt outmaneuvered.

“Wdl, you must not be much of ademon, if you won't go away.”



“I could always eet you for lunch,” Jason leered. He was beginning to enjoy the discomfiture the high
priest was suffering so openly.

Zelnak drew back into the recesses of his chair. “That would never do,” he got out at last.

“Why not?” Jason moved asif torise. “It’ stimefor my lunch, and it s not here, and you' re about as near
asanythingdse”

Zdnak scrambled to hisfeet and beat aretrest.

The recorder was named Alexander Carnaby. Asaboy he had dreamed of the exploits of the legendary
Greek hero, but Carnaby was not the stuff of which heroes are made.

Physicaly, hewas puny and wesk. He worked to the best of his ability in school to become an athlete,
but hissmall sizeworked againgt him. The race had atendency to grow tdler, but Carnaby was only five
feat tall.

He gradudly retired to the comfort of books and machines. The machines seemed to be sympathetic to
him, so he devoted more and more time to them, gradually building up arapport with the most
complicated. But his size ill proved to be ahandicap, because when he applied for jobs, thetdler,
handsome men with less education, perhaps, but more charm and drive always received the
gppointments.

Carnaby could have stayed in the university but he still dreamed of making aname for himsdlf. He wanted
to be one of the conquering men who returned from the stars loaded with glory and loot from newly
discovered worlds. At last he found a berth among the surveyors, not as a captain, for which hefdt his
large store of information entitled him, but as arecorder. By his sixth flight he was piling up acomfortable
bank balance but he had learned to keep his mouth tightly closed no matter where he was.

Therecorder stayed close to the ship, taking his meals at the control consoles and trying every method he
knew to get a message through. Finally, after weeks of congtant trying, Carnaby gave up. He was
desolate.

Nothing worked. Unmindful of being immured on the planet or of the fact that one of his crew members
was held by the natives and possibly dead, Carnaby was struck only by the magnitude of the fact that his
polished techniques did not work.

He dammed hisfist againgt the console. “ Did—not—work.” Carnaby sobbed quietly to himsalf and went
to hisbunk.

Hefdt betrayed.

Buck wandered through the city. In various gpartments he found small, shiny objects. Hetook them if he
could carry them; they might be valuable. He located alarge apartment, apparently once aresidence,
because four of the rooms contained long, narrow platforms of a spongy meaterial.

To thisbuilding he hauled hisloat, including various jeweled objects he found here and there in the city.
Buck could not tell what their function might be, but he could recognize agem when he saw it, despite the
unusud cutting.

He sampled the fruit growing on some of the trees and found it edible; there was water in dl of the
fountains. He was rdatively content. He told himsdlf he would return to the ship when he grew tired of
prowling through the buildings or needed amore substantia mesdl.



Buck dipped aong the moving ways and in and out of the beautiful buildings obliviousto the spare art
around him. He was aways oblivious to his surroundings unless he was personaly uncomfortable.

He saw to it that this seldom happened.

The mate had eyes only for the fascinating trinkets he picked up and removed to his hiding place, which
soon resembled a fabulous warehouse of artifacts waiting shipment to some pleasure world or museum.
Hewould stand for hours examining the surfaces and speculating on what kind of metd they were and
what sort of jewels were set in them. He dept when hewastired and picked fruit when he was hungry.
Life had never been better for Buck.

The voice spoke to him now and then, but Buck ignored it. He knew it was supposed to be the god of
this planet, but Buck did not believein gods: Buck beieved in Buck and money.

He thought about Warden' s beacon. He knew it was still broadcasting. When Warden or his own ship
failed to report, both corporations would send searchers quartering a ong the path the ships had taken.
He was confident he would be rescued.

For the time being, he was happy. There was no discipline. No one told him what to do.

Thegod, after attempting to communicate with the mate, seldom bothered with him. The only questions
Buck ever asked demanded the location of treasure. After afew sessions, the Most High and Buck
ignored each other, except once when Buck tried to get what he thought was a Satue off its pedestal. It
looked small enough to roll back to the apartment.

“Beware,” the god warned.

“Go terrify anative,” Buck snarled. He kept on trying to topple the statue from its stone block.

“Do not touch that!” the Most High said beside him again.

Buck made arude noise.

He leaped back in surprise as an electrica shock ran through the stone block.

“That isamild warning,” the god said implacably.

Buck tried to touch the block again. A blue spark leaped to meet his hand and spun him ten feet away.

Buck cursed, but thereafter he left the statuary alone. The god did not seem to mind when he took small
aticles

Theninatiny black cubicle of abuilding Buck found agtairway; in al his searches through the city he had
never seen astairway or ramp leading down.

Thewadlls glowed softly. Buck went dowly down the steps. He hesitated. “Hey, voice,” hecdled, “isthis
safe?’

The voice of the Most High said, strangely to the mate' sears, “It is safe so long as you do not enter any
chamber marked with adevice resembling atriangle.”

Buck grunted what might have been thanks and continued down the steps. He found along corridor at
the bottom, which it took him fifteen minutesto reach, moving dowly.

The corridor was wide and perhaps twelve feet high. It stretched both right and |eft in what was



gpparently agtraight line until it seemed to curveinto infinity. Buck was unable to see the end of the
corridor, but turned at random to hisright and began walking quickly benegath the glowing ceiling. Ranks
of doors appeared now and then, and Buck stopped at each to peer into the chambers, which grew light
at his approach.

Each wasfilled with large, bulking shapes. Buck entered afew of the rooms but was unable to see
anything he would want to carry away.

At last he came to aroom marked with aglowing triangle. It was made of a semitransparent materia. As
the room lightened, Buck could seethe interior of the room.

It wasfilled with afantastic jumble of shapes, light and dark, in every color of the rainbow.
He stood quietly before the door, remembering the admonition of the voice.

He continued dong the corridor. Severa of the rooms were marked with the triangle. Each was closed
by the transparent material which Buck decided was a highly-tempered glass when he rapped a door
tentatively. The door did back and the way to the room was open.

Buck hesitated and stepped forward, one step at atime.
Nothing happened.

The mate laughed and walked boldly into the center of the room, mindful not to touch anything. “ Creepy
place” he observed, then turned on hished and |&ft.

X
«>»

A month and ahdf by the earthmen’ s reckoning had passed. Warden was till roaming through the city.
Saraseemed cloistered in her room. The recorder had not come out of his ship, everyone gradually
forgot about him. Warden now and then saw Buck scurrying along the moving ways with different
objectsin hisarms. Warden made a note he would have to look the mate up at some point and find out
what he was doing, because he avoided even coming near, dways veering off among the buildings and

parks.

Warden continued his desultory talks with the god, who was less and |ess reticent after sulking, but
Warden learned little.

Zenak, on the other hand, was as happy as a shashlik among tender plants. Except for the persistent
refusa of hisresdent demon to vanish, life had settled down again and Zelnak ruled supreme. Hewas
even onfairly cordid termswith the demon.

He currently was preparing to receive the ambassador from the king of the territories to the west, Nerva.
The high priest arranged himsdlf comfortably on the throne and signaled the guards at the far end of the
audience chamber to admit the ambassador, who cameto the foot of the dais from which the high priest
looked down. The ambassador prostrated himsdlf, his suite following hisexample.

“Rise, Ambassador,” Zelnak said languidly with aflick of hiswrit.
The embassy roseto their feet and arranged their robes becomingly.
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The high priest sudied the ambassador as the pages went through theritual of exchanging compliments
between the rulers and offering mutua expressions of esteem, affection and gratitude. The red business
would come later, in private.

Zdnak rose. “Let our noble vistors from afar enjoy themsalves,” he intoned. Then he descended the dais
and, taking the ambassador by the arm, led him through a tapestry behind the throne to aroom reserved
for Zeinak’ suse aone,

When they were comfortably sested over cups of Zelnak’ s best wine, he sparred for afew momentswith
the emissary and then said plainly, “And why does our beloved cousin Nerva send this embassy, pray?’

The ambassador fussed with the ruffles of his robe and then blurted, “ Sinceit pleases Y our Worship to
speak bluntly, then | shal fed honored to do likewise. It is about the star.”

“The gtar,” Zelnak echoed. “Which one?’
“Y ou mean you have two?’ the ambassador gasped.

“Wadl, inamanner of speaking,” Zelnak hedged. “Why are you interested in stars, my dear
ambassador?’

“We heard rumorsthat astar is come down in your temple, and that it contains angelswho bring
messages to the Most High. We would know if this has any import for our nation.”

Aha Zelnak said to himsdlf. That' swhat thisvillain’ s after, the star! Well, he can tekeit and
wel come—and the demon, too! And good riddance. Before doing so, however, he would have to think
of away to turn thisto his advantage.

The ambassador smiled guilelessy. “ To take back areport to our monarch would be ahappy event,” he
sad.

Zdnak, catching the hint at abribe, lowered his eyes and said softly, “A most happy event, | am sure.

“Let usdiscussit later,” the high priest continued in abrighter tone. “I am sure you are tired from your
long journey and would likerest. | shdl be grateful if you would dine with methis evening, Ambassador.”

Asthe other man bowed his assent, Zelnak reminded him sdlf to threeten adow desth to any of his
people who let dip to the ambassador or his suite that the “angel” was ademon who wouldn’t go away.

“Perhaps his spiesdon’t know,” Zelnak said as the ambassador took his leave.

Carnaby stayed liglesdy in the ship for aweek following hisredization of falure. He, stayed away from
the control console and remained in his cabin, staring &t the ceiling and rereading old maintenance
manuas.

He thought about the captain and about Warden. He thought about the snide meanness the engineer and
the mate had put him through. Baiting the recorder had been among their chief pleasures, and he had
looked forward to the end of the cruise.

Carnaby never saw any of them, though he knew Jason was somewhere in the city of the natives. He
never doubted the engineer would manage to escape, because like most people who watch from the
outside, Carnaby knew that Jason’sworst qualities were just the ones which would keep him dive. He
did not look forward to another meeting with the engineer. He resolved to stay in the ship.



At last growing bored, he returned to the control room. Heidled in front of the screens on the captain’'s
console. They ill showed the city stretching around the ship. He saw Warden striding along one of the
moving walkways. Thetal surveyor disappeared into one of the buildings. Carnaby lost interest.

The ship, he knew, would be arefuge aslong as the food lasted, which would be quite awhile. The
power supply would last dmost indefinitely. Carnaby himsdlf had supervised theingtdlation of anew
power pile, though it was Buck’ sjob; it was good for twenty more years at the rate the uranium base

decayed.

He wandered through the ship and ended back in the control room. He seated himsdlf before the
console; it began to rain. He remembered someone saying it dwaysrained at thistime of day.

Every day.

Carnaby straightened. “Every day?’ he said doud. “ At the same time? Why, that’ sa pattern!” The
recorder was away's happiest with concrete things.

He sat cheerfully at the console and punched aseries of questionsinto the ship computer.

“Let’'ssee” Carnaby said to himsdlf, “rate of spin, charted convection currents, pull of the moons, cycling
a—" Heworked away, pulling codes from memory and feeding information, then asking for postul ates.

The computer spun back the answers. Carnaby read the tapes. According to known laws and to
information the computer had at its disposdl, it wasimpossible for thereto be rain naturally every day at
the sametime, especidly inavaley shidded asthisonewas.

He sat back, fingers nervoudy thumping the console.

The computer was incapable of lying if the information he fed into it wasfact. It was, Carnaby reasoned,
thentheranfal isatificid!

If therainfdl isartificid, there are machines or people making it happen!

The recorder had rgjected the preposterous idea that the voice was a god. Carnaby had heard the voice
of theMost High and didn’t believeit. But he could believe his own computer. Hewondered if there
might be other patterns.

Humming silently to himsdf for thefirgt timein weeks, Carnaby settled down to the console. If there were
other patterns, he vowed he would find them.

Sara continued to avoid him, so Warden contented himself with exploratory foraysinto the city. He
watched the mate from distant buildings as he went back and forth to one particular structure near the
lake.

Curious, Warden waited for dmost an entire afternoon watching Buck go back and forth between the
building and some point on the distant reaches of the city.

The Star Systems man timed the mate’ strips. Each took approximately an hour and a half.

Warden patiently alowed Buck to get about twenty minutes away from the hideaway before he entered
the building; he quickly found Buck’ s storehouse on the main floor.

He stood in an archway with amazement on hisface. He recognized some of the small instruments from
what the Most High had told him, others he had seen in hisown travels and |eft undisturbed. But the mate



was gpparently stockpiling anything shiny here for some purpose.

The surveyor walked quickly through the rooms and at last, whistling cheerfully, strode off in the direction
he had seen the mate take on hisforays.

Warden passed the small building without a second glance. He had noticed it before but itssmall sze
would seem to indicate it held no interest, and heignored it.

He was about to enter a nearby structure of ashining, green stone when he heard a clink, as of something
being dropped nearby.

Warden ducked into the nearest doorway, located an open areaiin the stonework and peered out toward
the Street.

Buck, arms overflowing with glittering trinkets of one sort or another came through the arch of the small
building. Warden now examined it with interest. It was low, cubica in shape and set above areflecting
pool lined with low shrubbery. From his vantage point earlier, he had seen the mate make at |east four
tripsin and out of this direction. Warden suspected the building might hold more than he thought.

He waited for the mate to disappear on one of the moving wakways and then walked directly into the
building.

The Most High spoke directly before him. “ Thereis danger below, Warden. Take care of doors marked
with triangles. Touch nathing within.”

“Thanks,” he said wonderingly, because the god had not spoken to him in days, and plunged into the
building. He forgot to ask where he was going in the rush of hiscuriosity.

There was a stairway leading down. Warden hesitated at the head of the steps and peered down. The
steps continued down at adizzying angle. Flat rises prevented him from seeing the foot of the Sair.

“By theway,” he said as he walked down the gairs, “you never have told me, Most High, how your
voice seemsto be everywhere.” Warden' s tone was hopeful. Perhaps the deity would unbend and let
himin on the secret.

The god did not answer.

Warden reached the foot of the tairs. The corridor stretched away to pinpoints on either side of the
doorway through which he emerged.

Warden turned to hisleft and walked down the corridor, stopping now and then to peer in at doorways.
He noticed lights came on in the rooms when he stepped up to any door.

“Storerooms,” he said quietly to himsdlf. “ So thisiswhere Buck is getting hisloot.”

He continued down the long corridor. Thetdl surveyor was examinging abulky piece of metd in one
corner of aroom when he heard footstepsin the corridor.

Buck noticed the lighted doorway as he came back from his latest trip back to the apartment.

He knew the rooms lighted only if someone werein them. He pulled his blaster and walked cautioudy up
to the edge of the door.

He sneaked a quick look into the room. He couldn’t see Warden, who was now behind the masses of
containers.



“Who'sthere?’ Buck called.

Warden, ducking a glance through the base of atable, saw the blaster. He thought it prudent not to
expose himsdf a once.

“Warden,” he cdled. “Isthat you, Buck?’
The mate stepped openly through the door, sheathing the blaster.
“How’ d you find this place, Warden?’ he demanded.

The surveyor saw the mate replace his gun. He came out from behind the table. “ Exploring,” he said. “Do
you know what thisis?’

“Storerooms, | think,” Buck answered suspicioudy.

He hesitated and then made an involuntary gesture toward Warden. “Look,” Buck said, “there’ senough
herefor both of us, | figure. I’ ve been going through here for days. There’ s more stuff than ten ships
could carry injewdry done.”

Warden stared at the mate. Finally, he said, “1 don’t want any of it, Buck, at least not until we can get off
this planet.” He refrained from pointing out that the planet was the property of Star Systems.

The Most High picked that moment to interject, “Y ou will never leave, Warden, any of you. | have
spoken.”

“Bet he doesn’t know about the you-know-what,” said Buck showing hislargeteeth in agrin. He meant
Warden'’ s beacon.

AsWarden made agesture of silence, the voice again spoke. “The beacon no longer transmits; arock
fdl onit,” the Mogt High said with findity.

Xl

«>»
Zdnak leaned forward in the chair and speared a particularly choice piece of the roasted mest.

After he had chewed it reflectively, he swallowed delicately and then said to the ambassador, who was
hanging on hiswords, “Tell me, my dear Ambassador, why the interest in the star? | am sorry, of course,
to ask again, but | would be most gratified if you would refresh my memory.”

“Not at al, Your Worship,” the ambassador returned dulcetly. “We know that it isa great mark of honor
for the Most High to send you the star and His emissaries, the angels. We are concerned, though, with
the storiesthat there may be more to the star than would immediately come to the unsubtle eye” That
was a nice speech, the ambassador said smugly to himsdlf. Top that, you old fraud!

“Of course, of course,” Zelnak said soothingly, “there might be, at that.

“Tdl me, Ambassador, could there be aremote possibility that your country would want the star for its
Oown purposes?’

“Not at dl, not a al!” The ambassador held up his handsin protest. “ The honor of the star is of course
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your own, Y our Worship, however...” The ambassador |et the interest in hisvoice hang intheair ashe
regarded the high priest from drowsy lids.

“However, you might see your way, shall we say, to asmall, ah, arrangement should we allow the star to,
ah, betaken for aholy visit to—"

“Exactly.” The ambassador interrupted Zenak’ sinsnuation. “ A holy vistisjust what we had in mind,
Y our Worship.”

Zdnak smirked. Thefool isfdling into my hands! When I'mwell and truly quit of the sar, then I’ [l fed
safe again, and rid of the demon, too.

The high priest leaned hisarm comfortably againgt the table. In hismost agreeable manner he said, “And
if we could see our way clear to doing your lord thisfavor, what would he be prepared to do in
return—that is, if it were possible to gain the favor of the Most High in this most unorthodox request?’

“Naturdly,” the ambassador interjected smoothly, “we would make high remuneration to the temple,
Y our Worship.”

He paused, “ Shdl we say, hypotheticaly, of course, six of our villageswould transmit their taxes to the
temple for anumber of years?’

Zdnak yawned. “Hypothetically, of course.”

The ambassador smiled. “ Perhapstwelve villages” he said.

Zdnak was very interested indeed. “ Only twelve?’ he asked asif bored.
“Fifteen, then,” the ambassador sighed.

“For fifteen villagesit could be possible,” the high priest said, while pretending to inspect the wick of a
lamp burning on the table.

The ambassador heaved asigh of relief. He had been prepared to say thirty villages. “I am so glad we
understand each other, Y our Worship,” he said gratefully.

Zelnak stood and wandered close to the window. He gestured for the ambassador to follow.

When they stood in the shadowed window acove, Zenak took the man’sarm fondly and inquired softly,
“And would it be worth, say, aprovince in perpetuity as part of our own lands, if say, we could persuade
the angel of the Most High, whom we have here in the paace, to accompany the star?’

“Oh, Y our Worship!” the ambassador breathed soulfully. “ An entire province?’ He resumed bargaining.

Warden had returned to his ship to sulk. Buck, with many dispirited groans for the riches he would never
be able to enjoy, trailed back to his own apartment-warehouse.

In Sard s ship, Carnaby was busily making diagrams, plotting repetitions of loca phenomenaand
bombarding the surface of the planet with random search patterns of his own.

At last the short recorder sat back and patted himself figuratively on the back. Alexander Carnaby had
made adiscovery. “Why,” he said to himself in amild way which sounded more like surprise than
discovery, “It'snot agod at dl; it'sacomputer!”

A lot of things were becoming clear to him. “It used magneticsto blanket out communications,” he said to



himself as he shoved away from the control console clutching asheaf of data

“And it uses ablanket grid-pattern to project its voice,” Carnaby continued as he walked toward the
open port of the ship.

“And it uses heat and convection from the mountains to move the clouds and makeit rain,” he continued,
gtanding at the head of the ramp.

“Why, the whole planet must be ahoneycomb of planted grids,” he exclamed. “1 wonder where the
power comesfrom?’

Carnaby was by thistime a the middle of the ramp.
“Solar heat traps,” avoice said besde him.

Carnaby stood still. His small face grew suffused with blood as he suddenly realized he was angry. A
machine claming to beagod!

“You'reafraud!” Carnaby accused. “Y ou’ reamaching!”

“You are very perceptive,” said thevoice camly. “I cdculated within ninety and nine ninths points you
would discover my secret.”

Carnaby grew curious. “Why,” he demanded, “isthere asecret? Why would you be afraid one of us
would find out?’

“Because,” the voicereturned blandly, asif explaining to avery smdl child, “then | wouldn't be agod any
longer.”

Carnaby began dowly inching backward up the ramp.
“Y our purposeisto serve, machine,” he said. “How do you follow us around, anyway?’
The recorder was nearing the port.

“Heat patterns and sound modulation,” the voice said. “1 do not see in the ordinary sense| have heard
you people discussing. Additiondly, your brains give off digtinctive patterns.”

“Well, | order you to stop pretending you' re agod, machine,” Carnaby said. He now stood in the
aperture of the lock.

“Oh, no, little creature. | fear you can’t do that.”
“Why not?’ Carnaby demanded. “You'rejust adave device!”

The recorder jJumped through the port and to the side with sparrowlike quickness. Ashe did, abolt of
lightning struck the ramp where he had been standing and ran through the outer frame of the ship to the
ground on the pavement below.

“Y ou cannot escape My wrath,” the voice said from a speaker near Carnaby’ s head.

“Oh, yes, | can, now that | know what you are,” Carnaby retorted. “It takes you awhile to make those
clouds and lightning bolts. | watched it forming againgt the mist, you fraud!”

Carnaby cycled the port shut, and ran for the control room. Some of the control levers had begun to



move. Helocked the master controls on manua. Any interference by the computer with power flow
would be deadened.

“I can gtrike in other ways, Carnaby,” the voice said heavy with menace. “Come out of the ship.”
“Not on your life—I mean, circuitd”

“| shdl destroy the entire ship. | can, you know.”

“How? With athunderbolt?’ thelittle man jeered.

“I shal hurl rocks” the machine threatened.

“I will createtidal waves and hurricanes. | will sweep you away,” the voice menaced.

“And destroy thiscity? 1 don't think so,” Carnaby said. “ Somewhere in your prime orders you are
absolutely set up to protect thiscity.” Carnaby was guessing. He had no way of knowing what the
origina builders of the machines had programmed into the computer asits prime directives.

“I will raise molten mountains and cause the earth to heave,” the voice said wrathfully.
Carnaby knew he had won for alittle while.

He made himsalf comfortable. “Let’ s be reasonable, machine. | can help you, you know,” Carnaby
offered devioudy.

“I will toast you with laser rays and then send you in one of the trangport machinesto afar placea
hundred light years hence,” the voice grated.

“Y our equipment is not movable,” Carnaby teased.
“Youwill be smashed benesth the service mechanisms!” The computer roared.
“What service mechanisms?’ inquired Carnaby innocently.

“Y ou cannot trick agod, you worm!” the voice bellowed. Then, in acrafty way, the computer said, “I
will retireto think about your destruction, and it will beterrible when it happens. But if you should crave
my pardon, | won't hurt you very much.”

“Oh, no,” Carnaby said. “I’m staying right here.”

The voice was slent. Carnaby watched his screens. The computer at least wasn't trying to tamper with
them, yet. He would be able to see anyone coming and warn them. He wondered if the computer would
take its wrath out on the others of his crew or on Warden.

“My crew,” Carnaby said to himsdlf, rdishing the words. “My crew!” For thefirg timein hislife, the
recorder poured himself adrink of acohol. “To celebrate,” he said, and drank it down.

Warden's communicator buzzed. He turned it on. The screen cleared to show the recorder from the
other ship.

“Oh, hdllo, Barnaby,” Warden said. “What can | do for you?’
“Carnaby,” the little man corrected. “Warden, it’s about the thing that’ s claiming to beagod, it s—”

A wave of gtatic bloomed across the screen.



“What?" Warden called. “ Clear your focus, Carnaby. | can’t hear you.”

Awk, bleep. “Computer,” Squawk.

Warden hit the button for afiner beam. The static continued.

From the speaker, Carnaby’ s words came through garbled. “ 1t sawk, burble, ‘go out,” squeak.

“Call mewhen you get aclear band,” Warden said before he switched off, “or stop by for atalk. | can’t
get you clearly.”

“Warden?’ the god said beside him.

“Oh, hello, Most High,” Warden said carefully. He didn’t want to offend the deity into any kind of
dreadful action, after yesterday’ s announcement in the corridor below the city.

“How much of your native food do your ships carry, Warden,” the voice inquired in friendly tones.

“Oh, | don’t know, Most High. | have enough emergency and other rations stored in thisship to last for
four or five of our years. Why? Are you worried about our well-being?’

“Then the other ship must carry even agreater store,” the Most High deduced.

“| suppose s0,” Warden said. “But if you' reworried about our surviva until another ship comes, we
could last on some of thelocd fruitsand animalsamog indefinitely.”

“But if the other of your speciesin the larger ship wanted to, it could remain within for along time?’

“Who, Carnaby? Y es, | guess so, but he'll come out sooner or later,” Warden said. A frown began to
make a crease across his forehead. “Why?’

“I want him out now, Warden!” the voice snapped. “He has offended. My godhood. He has
committed—what do you cal it?—he has committed ése mgjeté.”

“I'm sureif he has, he'svery sorry,” Warden offered sincerely. He was beginning to fedl icy sweat
trickling down his spine and forming under his shoulder blades.

“He must be iminated, Warden,” the god said reasonably. “ Surdly, you can understand that you can't
go around insulting Me and get away with it!” Thevoice turned ugly. “Remember thelightnings,
Warden!”

“Can’'t we work this out someway, peacefully?’
1] NO_”
“Uh, well, what do you want meto do about it?” Warden at last ventured plaintively.

“Just this” The voice was crigp. “1n the early morning when | percelve that your brain patternsindicate
you are least active, that monster will have his defenses down. Y ou are to be aert. Go to that ship,
carrying an implement with which you can destroy this Carnaby. Y ou will do so, Warden, or suffer the
conseguences.”

“But that's murder!” Warden protested.

“warden!” the voice wasworking itsdf into arage.



“Yes, ar.” Warden was meek.

“And Warden,” the voice said as an afterthought. “ Don't let this Carnaby utter one word, not one. He
would probably say something insulting about Me again.”

“Not oneword,” Warden promised.
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Widl,” Zelnak went on, “you’ ve been demanding to see alittle more of our way of life. Thisisthe perfect
way of doing it.”

“l won't go,” Jason said.
“Why not?” Zelnak demanded.
“Suddenly I likeit here,” Jason answered. He felt the high priest was going to try to trick him.

“Befair, Most Honorable Demon,” Zelnak countered. “ The people of the west think of you as the most
glorious of angels. They will trest you with every honor; your every whim will be catered to; you can have
anything you want; they will worship you.”

“| don’t want to be worshipped,” Jason said with atrace of petulancein hisvoice. “All | want to doisbe
ableto wak around right here.”

“But that' s not possible,” Zelnak protested. “I’ ve told you why before. But if you were to go to another
country, where they venerate and cherish you, why, the, uh, starsare the limit, if you will pardon what
may be apanful dlusion.” The high priest was attempting to be very persuasive.

Jason was unaware that Zelnak had sold the engineer and Warden' s ship for three quartersof arich
province bordering on the west.

“I'm very happy right here,” Jason indsted stubbornly, fiddling with his robe. He saw the mass of guards
waking back and forth outside the door of the room where he was closeted with the high priest.

Zdnak began to lose histemper. “Now look here, Demon. | promised you would go on agoodwill tour.
Are you going to make trouble between two peaceful countriesjust because you don't fed like alittle
travel?’

“Yes” Jason sad blandly.

Zdnak banged abony fist on the table. “But consider the international Stuation! If you don’t go, there will
bewar! Thousands of our people will die; the countryside will bein flames, farmswill be trampled; the
shashlik will roam wild in the streets; motherswill mourn their lost childrent”

Jason held up hishand. “1 think you'rejust trying to get rid of me, Zelnak.”

About to scream inrage, Zelnak caught himsdlf. “Not at al, Most Honorable Demon,” he said swestly.
He sighed and rolled his eyes heavenward. “But | find it hard to believe that even the most hardened
demon would want to be responsible for the deaths of little children.”
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“Don't try to soft-soap me, Zelnak. In your language that means don'’t try to get around me by appedling
to my better ingtincts; | don’t have any.

“Beddes, how do | know they redly want meto come?’

“Why,” said the high priest feigning surprise, “ ask their ambassador, if you want to. He |l tell you how
much they would love to have you. But don't let on you' re ademon instead of an angel. It would be bad
for appearances, of course.”

“Oh, of course,” said Jason sarcasticaly.
Zelnak had meanwhile summoned the ambassador by making a beckoning gesture toward the door.

The ambassador hurried in and knelt reverently before Jason. Then he stood and stepped back beside
Zdnak. He stared at the engineer.

Jason stared back belligerently. He was two feet shorter than any of the natives.

“Waell,” the ambassador said after alengthy silence, “he’ sapretty smdl angd, Zelnak. Don’t you have
any bigger ones?’

Zdnak paed. Before he could say anything, Jason broke in with, “Now just asecond there, I'm six foot,
and that’ s pretty tal as us de—angels go.”

Zdnak heaved aheartfelt Sgh. Perhaps his plan would work.

“I just thought I’ d take alook at you at least before you go back,” Jason said, “ because I’ m not going
withyou.”

“What?" gasped the ambassador and Zelnak in the same bresath.

“You heard me,” Jason said to Zelnak. “I likeit here, and I'm sure, Zelnak, that the Most High wouldn't
hear of my going, ether.”

“Ah, most excellent Ambassador, et me have alittle time with the Most Honorable De—I mean, Angdl.
| am sure alittle conversation between us and the Most High will persuade him.”

The ambassador looked crosdy at Zelnak and then assented. His robes twitched as he walked stiffly out
of the room.

“Now, see here, Demon!” the high priest sarted in an angry undertone.
Jason produced his blaster. Zelnak cringed back.
“Y ou see here, Zelnak. I'm staying here and that’ sthat.”

Zelnak sghed asif hewere going to give in with a certain amount of good grace. The guardsmen were
standing behind the demon. They had stolen into the room unnoticed.

“If youingg,” Zenak said, giving the signd. The haft of aspear landed on the demon’ s neck with a
satisfying thud. “1 was afraid you' d refuse,” Zelnak said to the recumbent figure.

By smashing an occasiona thunderbolt againgt the hull of the ship in the city, the computer thought to
keep Carnaby in aconvenient placefor itsassassin to find him.



The noise attracted Sara. Buck, who had |&ft the ship with alarge supply of liquor, lay in astupor in his
treasure rooms.

Sara heard the thunderclaps through the afternoon and thought little about them. When they continued
into the early evening and seemed to be locdlized, she put on afreshly-laundered jump suit and went in
search of the disturbance.

From the edge of the ornamented plaza she saw small clouds forming over the ship, one by one, and
bolts szzling downward.

“That' snot only funny, that’ s extremely fishy,” the young woman said. “1 may not know agreat dedl
about rain clouds, but they don’t just hang forever in one place.”

She st off at a determined pace across the plaza.

“Do not go near!” the voice of the god boomed from seemingly everywhere around her.

“And why not?’ she demanded.

“It' smy ship, Most High,” she pointed out.

“I am about to destroy it,” the god said calmly.

“You can't do that!”

“Those bolts can find you just as easily, femae Terran.”

“Wall, a least let me get afew things out of it before you do anything rash,” Sarasaid urgently.
“Itisnot permitted,” the Most High rambled. “What things?’

“Why, things necessary for femdeslike meto survive,” she said in astonishment. “ Things like cosmetics,
intimate insdruments, and, uh, very persond littlethings.”

“Whet littlethings?’
“Oh, never mind! Can | go to the ship and get them?”’

Being an honest, or nearly honest, person, Sara hesitated and then when the god asked if the “little
things” were absolutely necessaly to survivd, lied. “Yes” she said. Then thinking better of it, she said,
“Wal, not exactly, that is, but necessary, you seg, if | don’t have them. It would— | mean...”

“Enough.”
“I’mnot finished!”

“It isnot permitted to go again into that ship,” the voice intoned.
“Well, | likethat!” Sarashouted, stamping her foot.

“Go away,” thegod said camly, “and | will not harm you. Y ou are, after dl, the only femae of your
specieson my planet.”

“Y ou sound like you' re talking to some guineapig,” shesaid angrily. “What if | don't likeit?’

“It makes no difference. Y ou will cooperate.”



Sarafdt acold lump forming in the base of her ssomach. “What' s that supposed to mean?’
“Thefemaes of your species breed, do they not?’

“They do nat,” shesaid firmly, “unlessthey fed love for their husbandg!”

“Husbands? Y ou mean mates. No matter. Y ou will cooperate.”

A new cloud soared above Sard s ship, stopped, rumbled around a bit and then released another
thunderbolt.

“Wdl!” Sarablurted indignantly. Then she stamped off in search of Warden, whom she knew to be
dayingin hisship.

“The Sarais coming to seeyou,” the Most High announced, jolting Warden out of atense deep. The
surveyor had had trouble finding deep, thinking of what he had been ordered to do. He had spent hours
trying to figure away out of it.

“Oh, terrific!” Warden mumbled. “What am | going to tell her? That early thismorning I’ m going over to
her ship and do away with one of her crew?’

“Youwill tell the Saranothing,” the god instructed.

In less than five minutes Sara popped through the opened port and surged into Warden' s control cabin.
“Do you know that the Most High isgoing to destroy my ship?’ she demanded.

“No!” hesad, feigning surprise. “Why?’

“He stalking about me being the only female and he wants to force me to have babies and he' sgoing to
destroy my ship and— Oh, Bill, we'll be here forever!”

Warden made soothing noises. The prospects of Sarabecoming amother intrigued him. He reached for
her, forgetting everything ese.

“Did the Mogt High indicate who would be honored in thisway?’
She snapped dert. “Just aminute there, you tal lecher! Who do you think | am, Eve with three Adams?’
Warden pulled arueful face. “I'm sorry,” hesaid at last.

Thevoice of the Most High rang through the control room. “Close your port, Warden. That idiot Zelnak
iscoming to the cavern with agaggle of people.”

Zdnak and the ambassador from King Nerva advanced down the length of the temple. Both were clad in
dtately robes. Massed choirs sang and hidden instruments played impressive, overwhelming music. Asit
glittered with the reflected light of thousands of torches, the temple roof bounced al the sound back.

The high priest was leaning on the arm of the ambassador.
“A great state occasion,” Zelnak whispered sotto voce.

“Indeed, Y our Worship,” the ambassador returned. “But to be practical, what arrangements can we
make for the moving of the tar?’

They stood before the tall, burnished doorsto the inner cavern. While waiting for asmall phalanx of



davesto swing the doors open, Zelnak said with asmile, “Yourall it dong aroadway of felled and
stripped trees. Then other trees, inserted under one end can be used to lever it in the direction you want.
Linesof people hauling on ropes guide itsdirection, you see.

“Inthefirst stlages of your journey,” Zelnak continued, 1 shal be happy to lend you twenty or thirty
thousand people to help move the star, say to our own borders, where your own people can meet it and
drag it to our dear cousin Nerva s capital city.

“Our peoplewill go on for away, of course, to take up residence in our new province and seeto its
adequate adminigration.”

The doorsfully open at last, the two advanced into the softly glowing cavern where the ship rested before
the tatue of the god.

“Somehow | thought stars close up would be larger than this,” the ambassador said after standing in the
lee of the survey ship for severa minutes.

“Of course, Y our Worship,” he hastily went on, “thisis amagnificent ar, and my dear Lord Nervawill
be most happy to seeit arrivefor itsholy vist.”

“Let usmake obeisance to the Most High,” Zelnak suggested.

Inside the ship Warden and Sarawatched this conversation with interest, though they had no inkling of its
meaning.

“Most High!” Warden cdled softly, though the two outside could not hear through the walls of the ship.
“What'sgoing on?’

“These fools begin to anger Me, Warden. They talk of taking this ship away—though, on the other hand,
if it were out of here and in some distant place, that would be agood ideg, too. Perhaps I'll let them.”

“Onelittle minute there, Mogt High.” Warden said inadarm.

“Quiet, Warden,” the god answered. “1 must spesk to them.”

The man and woman were quiet, staring at the screens.

Advancing to the base of the statue, the two natives prosirated themsalves.
“I wish | could understand those birds,” Warden said.

Zelnak began with agiring of phrases of adoration and then launched into the tricky business of getting
approva from the god to move the star.

“And so, O Most Mighty, Mogt High, Ruler of All, we humbly do bessech Thy divine blessng on this
journey of holy moment, by this star, to the temples of our beloved relative, Nerva, and that Y ou will
vouchsafe to grant the gracious assent of Y our minion, the angel, in going dong to carry Y our Word
incarnate as represented by the body of thisstar.”

To Warden the voice of the god, though speaking in an unintelligible tongue, sounded wry. He looked at
Saraand shrugged dightly.

The Mogt High said, “ Zelnak, priest beloved of Us, for thefirgt timein your life you' re doing something
intelligent. | most heartily approve and do grant My blessing to thisjourney in every way. Bright skieswill
smile upon your journey, water will flow beside your camp sites; the very treeswill Sng joyoudy in asoft



breeze and bear fruit to nourish you on your way.”
Zelnak was ecdtdtic.

The ambassador was properly impressed. With many and profound thanks, the two bowed themselves
backward out of the holy cavern.

When the doors began to close again aswas proper after ahigh ceremony, Zelnak hated them with a
wave.

“Let usbegin to make preparations to move the star,” he caled grandly. The underlingsin thetemple
began to do the bidding of the high priest.

Inside the ship, Warden said, “What was dl that about, Most High? | don’t want to seem disrespectful,
or anything like that, but something seemsjugt alittle, uh, out of line.”

“You will haveto leave the ship, Warden,” the Most High said curtly.
Warden fdt his eyebrows climbing toward the usud level of hishairline.
“Comeagan?’ hegargled. “Would you play that one back for mejust one moretime, please?”’

“Come, come!” thevoice said impatiently. “| have decided it isbest for your own interests and Mine,
too, that this ship be taken away from here.

“Since you have thingsto attend to, Warden, you obvioudy can't go withit,” the Most High ended
reasonably. The surveyor ignored the hint about hisjob as n.

“Wél, | have newsfor you, Most High,” Warden said stubbornly. “Wherever thisship goes, | go. I'm
not leaving, and Saraisn’t either,” he said.

“That' sright!” Sarachimed in unexpectedly.

“Remember the thunderbolts, Warden!” bellowed the voice.

“Go ahead and hit me, then,” Warden said defiantly. “I am not going to leave my ship!”
“Bereasonable, Warden,” the Most High cgjoled.

“The ship could be damaged in thejourney,” the god added. “Foods could wash it against sharp rocks.
Lightning could hit it, or other disasters.”

“Y our lightning doesn’'t seem to hurt my ship,” Sarasaid.
“Silence!l” roared the voice.

“No, | won't!” Sararetorted. “First you threaten to use me like some kind of succubus, or something,
and then you want to destroy my ship, and now you want Bill to give his ship up. Well, wewon't go,
thet'sall!”

Warden noticed that moisture didn’t seem to be forming againgt the low celling of the control room. He
began to entertain asuspicion.

“I don’t think you can hit usin the ship,” he said dowly.

“I can destroy dl!” the god rgjoined.



“I"'m beginning to wonder about that,” Warden said, adark suspicion about his conversation with
Carnaby flicking into his subconscious.

Hetold Sara about the two conversations, including the instructions of the Most High that he wasto
snesk into her ship and do away with the mild recorder.

“Then Carnaby must have found something,” she said thoughtfully. “ And the Most High doesn’t want us
tofindit out.”

“That worm knows nothing!” the voice bellowed out of nowhere.
“Oh, shut up,” Warden snapped. “I'm thinking.”
The voice was unexpectedly slent.

“What we have to do is get in touch with Carnaby somehow.” Warden lunged for the communi cator
board and began setting up a sequence to reach Sara s ship.

Within seconds the screens were streaked with interference and the speakersfilled with static.
Carnaby came on the screen after a short wait, bands of interference dashing through hisface.

Warden tried to clear the audio receivers. They finally settled down to adull buzz, but nothing came
through, He could see Carnaby moving hislipsasif he were saying something.

“Damn!” Warden swore. “I wish | could read lips.”

Sarawas staring at the screen. Carnaby was making gestures now, trying to get a message across
through ssgn language.

She grabbed up alog book and held it up before the screen making writing motions.

“That'sit!” Warden shouted. He doubted the computer would know the meaning of written language if
its own means of communication weretotaly eectronic. But the natives had written language, he knew.

Carnaby caught on. He bent, scribbled something on apad and held it up. The screenswent blank. “Old
god caught up with us” Sarasaid dispiritedly.

“Oh, no hedidn’t!” Warden crowed. He had caught the brief message beforeit blanked out. Carnaby
had written in block |etters, it'sa computer.

Hetold Sara. She sagged back in the accel eration couch. Shewas silent.
“It makes alot more sense than calling it agod, anyway,” Warden observed.
“Youwill be unableto usethat information, Warden,” the voice said from the speskers.

“Shut up, Charley,” the surveyor said rudely. He crossed to the control pandl, flipped up the top and
turned off toggles on four macrocircuit boards.

“Hewon’'t be able to hear or talk to us now,” Warden said. “ The circuits won't connect.”
“He? Areyou sure?’ Sara questioned weakly.

“Sure. Hewon't be able to, and we have to cdll it something. Let'scdl it Charley,” said Wardenin alight
tone.



“How can you be clever a atimelikethis, Bill? It sinsane!”

“Oh, | don't know,” he answered. “WEe re ill the most potentially dangerous animasin the universe, you
know.”

He continued confidently, “ Anything that one intelligence can make, another can figure out, oneway or
another.” Warden felt asurge of confidence which was dightly less than his manner wasintended to
indicate.

“Oh, sure,” shesad. “ Great, beautiful, terrific—here we are marooned on someidiot planet controlled
by an insane computer that thinksit'sagod, and you Sit around and talk like we' re on earth and all the
machines are predictable and safel” She began to sob.

Warden took her clumsily in hisarms. “We'll get out of it somehow, Sara,” he said.

There must be a control room, or someplace where the thing could be serviced or reprogrammed,
Carnaby mused to himsdlf. Evenif it' s self-restoring and sdlf-repairing there would have to beaway to
gettoit.

And that’ s underground, | would guess. It would have to be, if the system’ s big enough to service the
entire planet. But where? Under the mountains, under the seas? No—difficult to get to. The original
inhabitants walked, or there wouldn’t be moving ways. So they had to have some kind of trangportation,
too.

A thought hit him. The computer had talked about service mechanisms. That must beit. There are
powered pieces of equipment, but they would be in storage somewhere, and somewhere the computer
couldn’'t get at them, or it would have used them to attack.

“Then,” Carnaby said doud, “that part of itsrelay systems must be blocked!

“If I can find away into the system, | could figure out how to control it,” Carnaby told himsdf, “or blast it
apart.

“Theorigind reports”
Carnaby gtarted up and began pulling the report cartridges out of their racks.

“I will destroy the Carnaby and all its petty works!” avoice thundered suddenly through the control
room.

“Shove off,” Carnaby said ruddly. Like Warden, he disconnected the automatic inputs to the speakers
and screens. For thefirgt time in months, Carnaby felt totaly alone, but he dso felt ated.

He began listening to the self-activating report cubes and making charts and graphs with the light board,
looking for the information he needed: here amassive ore deposit, there a bulge resembling pure copper,
thereathin vein of gold.

“Wait aminute! Pure copper!” Carnaby bent closer to the console.
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The god was learning about guile.

The voice murmured persuasively, “Y ou must return to your ship and destroy the Carnaby.”

Buck stumbled up to awareness as the voice continued to whisper.

Hefindly was dert, shaking his head to disspate the fumes of the scotch he had been drinking steadily.
“Destroy the Carnaby,” the voice said again in amuted tone.

“What?’ The sense of what the voice was saying penetrated his conscious mind. Theingdiousvoice
snapped the hulking mate to attention.

“Murder that little jerk? Why?’

“I will reward you if you will go to your ship and destroy this Carnaby,” the voice said gaining dightly in
volume,

Buck squinted. “Not so loud,” he croaked. “Why should | kill Carnaby? He' s harmless.”

“I will reward you,” the voice promised. “I will destroy al the others of your species but the Saraand will
give her to you to found aruling family here over dl the natives.”

“What?’ Buck found it hard to believe. “Y ou will be a—how do you call it—aking,” the voice went on.

“Suppose | don’'t want to be aking here?’ Buck was crafty. “What if | wanted to take these things and
go away?’ Heindicated the hegped spoilsin the room.

“Then | will alow you to take a ship and anything here you want and leave,” the voice said,
compromising. “But you must destroy the Carnaby, and then the Warden.”

Buck scratched hischin. He didn't trust the voice entirely, because in the same spot he would
double-cross anyone to get what hewanted. Y et his eyes glittered at the thought of leaving with the
wedth. If hetook hisformer captain with him, she would have to be grateful, he thought.

“Both of them?’ he asked.
“Both,” the voice ended flatly.
“How do | know I’'m not dreaming?’ Buck said at |ast.

“I will show you,” thevoicesaid. A rumblefilled the room. Buck looked up. A dight mist began faling.
He was getting wet.

The mate pinched himsdlf. “ Okay, | believeyou,” he said. “ Turn off the shower.”

The cloud drifted againgt afar wall and began to dissolve. Buck felt awave of cold air sweep through the
room.

“Have you aweapon, an instrument with which you can blot out the Warden and the Carnaby?’

“My hands are good enough,” Buck responded boastfully. “ And if not, I've got this.” He held up the
blagter he dtill wore.

“If not, | will show you machines used by the Ones Who Went Before which can be used for the
purpose.”



“Thisisenough,” Buck answered.

“When do you want meto doit?’" he queried the unseen voice.

“Now, Buck.”

“Whoops!”

Sarafdl againgt Warden asthe ship lurched in its passage out of the cavern.

“Herewe go again,” Warden sighed. “I wonder what that computer’ s got up its deeve?’
“Bill?" Srasadinasmall voice.

“Hm?’

“I’'m sorry | laughed at you before, | mean, when the ship was being dragged thefirst time.”

“Apology accepted.” He grinned. “I think, though, we may be able to get out of this mess when we get
out in the open.”

The ship lurched again.

Saragasped as she fdll against Warden. He put an arm around her shoulders and squeezed reassuringly.
“Do we dare turn the screens on?”

“Couldn’t hurt,” he assented. “WEe |l probably have to listen to the demented Charley, though.”

“I liketo seewherel’m going, even if that machinetalksal night long,” she said.

Warden dipped the macrocircuit boards back into place. The screens cleared. Reception was perfect.
Warden said, “No sign of Charley.”

“No newsisgood news,” she quipped.
“No newsisbad news, | have afeding,” he answered.

The ship lurched again. “Lookslike they' re al steamed up to go somewherewith usin ahurry thistime,”
Warden said.

Thousands of natives swarmed around the survey ship, shoving and straining. Ranks of shashlik strained
at heavy cablesto give the forward movement of the ship momentum.

With awobble, it bounced dightly down the low steps of the front doors of the temple and cameto rest
in the temple courtyard. Its rapid forward movement caused the cables to go dack. The shashlik bunched
forward in confusion. The lines of men trying to guide the ship went over in dozens as the suddenly
strained lines snapped out of their hands like frenzied snakes.

Sara, perched a last on aventilator outlet pulled hersdlf erect when the ship cameto astop.
“It'll take them awhileto get going again, | suppose,” she said.

Warden was sprawling over the computer control boards between the nearer celling screens. Herolled
over. Hisface was six inches from the screen.



He sat up, then clambered up toward the floor and adjusted the screen to higher magnification.
The view he saw was a procession coming from the palace.

“Look at that!” he said excitedly.

“What?" she asked, displaying little interest; she wastrying to straighten her tunic.

“Therel There on the paace steps—that’ sthe high priest. | recognize him,” Warden said. “And the one
beside him isthe one who wasin on the meeting just before we had the fight with Charley.”

“S0?" shesaid. “They certainly wear pretty robes. I'd like to have just a piece of that thing the high priest
iswearing.”

Warden cut her off. “Look behind them, between the guards.”

She peered across at the angled screen.

“Why, it's Jason!” she exclaimed.

The unconscious engineer was moved forward by the priestly guards.

“Oh, Bill, we'vegot to help him!” Sarasaid. “But how?’

“Wadll, if Charley doesn't interfere, we cantry,” hesaid grimly.

Warden climbed up to the master control console and strapped himself into a couch.
“Comeon,” hesaid. “ Get into the other oneand strap in.”

As Sarawas complying with the order, Warden rapidly brought the controls to manua and began
warming the drive mechanism. When he saw her safely strgpped in, he punched atab marked equdize.
Theartificid gravity controls cut in and the ship dowly began righting itsdf, dragging the shashlik
backward and throwing the lines of men into confusion.

Zdnak, who was feding very smug at having gotten rid of both demon and star and getting aprovincein
the bargain, stopped asiif struck in the ssomach by a spear. He stared at the ship. It was beginning to
revolve, and his own people weren't controlling it.

Jason was groggily awakening behind the high priest. Held by the guards, he dmost was bumped into the
rear of the robed figure.

“I'll be—" he said, becoming aware of where he was. Then he was quiet. There was someone in the ship
and it wasrighting itself.

Jason took astep forward. The guards hauled him back.
Zdnak could only stand there and stare. He was dmost beyond speech.

The ambassador plucked at the arm of the high priest. “What’ sthis?’ He was gesturing at the dowly
turning ship. “ Y our Worship looks pae. A touch too much wine, perhagps?’

“Shut up,” Zenak said absently.
The ambassador flushed and closed his mouth with an audible snap.



When the ship wasrighted, Warden put the drivein low. Little crackles of flame from the chemical
released againgt the shielded atomic pile began to shoot out of the drive tubes, singing the nativeswho
had ventured too close when the ship stopped turning. They scattered.

“Oh, no!” Zelnak groaned.

Some of the people in the square began to scream; they crowded back against the walls. Zelnak had
promised apainful death to any who so much as breathed the word demon while the ambassador or any
of hissuite werein the country. But the mob began shouting, “ The demon is controlling the star! Kill the
demon!”

The ambassador shot aquick glance at Jason, whose face was shining with a sudden perspiration.
Heturned to the high priest.

“What isthis?’ the ambassador demanded. “What isthis? Isthisademon and no angd, Y our Worship?
Why are flames coming from the sar?’

Zdnak was staring at the ship. A hole was opening in the Side, astairway extending. “Not again!” he
cried plaintively.

Two figures appeared on the stairway. Bursts of thunder and flame splashed against the tops of the
buildings of the court.

The crowd scattered, shrieking “ The demons, the demons!” Thousands scrambled for the nearest hiding
place.

Jason saw the tdler figure, which he thought was Warden, waving a him. He tripped one of hisguards,
threw his body against the other, and, bowling over the figure of the high priest, ran toward the ship.

The ramp was beginning to retract as he sumbled into the interior of the Star Systems survey ship. As
Jason sagged panting againgt the walls of the inner lock, asharp flash of lightning clanged off the hull.

Warden quickly cycled the port shut.

“Charley’ s getting quicker with those bolts every time,” he observed.
“Charley,” Jason gasped. “ Charley?’

Sarawas struggling with the ropes binding the engineer’ sarms.

“Notime” Warden said. “We ve got to try to get out of here, before something redlly awful comes
aong.” He went to the control room.

Strapping in, Warden scanned the screens rapidly. The population was leaving the square. Out of the
corner of hiseye as he began punching for full drive and takeoff, Warden saw the high priest scrambleto
his feet and run into the palace. Warden was intent on getting off the planet. He decided someone else
would have to rescue the two humans left on the planet.

Theship lifted.
From the readings, Warden knew they were about a half mile up and beginning to climb rapidly.

Then control of the ship was snatched away from him.



“Y ou shouldn’t havetried that, Warden,” avoice said from one of the speakers.
Warden wrenched at the controls. They tracked correctly but he could not make them respond fully.

“He sjamming some of therelays,” he ground out to the other two occupants of the control room. Jason
was clinging to the doorway and Sarawas lying tense in the other acceleration couch.

Jason tried putting the controls on manual. The switch to manua control depressed but the ship did not
respond.

“Damn,” he swore under his breath. “What now?”’

“| shdl land you in the Forbidden Place, fool, there to bring you to afind and terrible fate. | would smply
hurl you into amoon but for the Sara. | need her.”

Buck was stalking toward the ship when he heard the roar of another craft descending. He sprinted back
across the plaza toward the buildings as the Star Systems ship settled beside his own.

“Well, what now, Voice?" he demanded.

“Wait. Make no move until | tell you,” the voice answered. “I am busy.”
Warden's ship landed.

Buck leaned regtively against awall.

“There!” the voice announced. “Y ou have no ideahow many thousands of aternating circuitsit takesto
do that, Buck.”

Buck took aswig from a scotch container he had shoved into his belt. “ Carnaby has my ship closed up
tight, it lookslike from here, and if he has the ports clamped down there sno way | can get in there.”

“Why not?

Buck patiently explained about locks. “If there were no one aboard, the ship would be voice coded to
open. But with someonein both ships, there’ sno way | can get in unlessthey let mein,” he finished.

“| undergtand,” the voice said.

“Why don’t you just open them up with some magic or something?’ Buck inquired curioudy. “You're
clamingto beagod, after dl.”

“There are limits to the powers we gods can adlow ourselves,” the voice explained. “It isimpossible to
open those ships without damaging the city.”

“Sowho caresfor afew buildings?’ Buck said cardesdy.
“The city must be preserved at dl costs!”

The voice continued, “No, | shall devise some other way. Now that | have released control of Warden's
drive mechanism, he has shut down on manua controlswhich | cannot adjust. The Carnaby did that
before, too. On the other hand, they cannot leave.

“Wait. | will conceive of aplan,” the voice said, leaving Buck standing silently in the shadows and staring
across a the two survey ships.
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Every time Carnaby attempted to use the ship communications equipment the screensfilled with static or
went blank, but he had been able to observe the landing Warden made. The recorder then attempted to
make contact, with no success.

He knew that Saraor Warden would try to reach him. Carnaby decided he would work out a plan to
talk to them first or to get into Warden’ s ship before they had a chance to go out. He wondered if
Warden had caught his attempt at communicating by holding the printed sheet before the screen.

If thetdl Star Systems man had missed the message, Carnaby knew he might walk into atrap, leading
the others with him. The recorder had seen Jason and Saraiin the screen before it went blank. He knew
the computer must be atype of self-regenerating setup and that the computer was insane. It could kill, he
knew; that it would was evident. But it was limited in the waysit could attack so long asthey werein the
city, hefinaly decided. Its prime directive being maintenance of the city, the machinewould only be able
to take wide offengive action so long as the surveyors remained in the open. Carnaby decided he would
stay as closeto the city aspossible.

Carnaby knew approximately where he might expect to find the computer manua controls, if there were
any. It wasagamble.

The mass of copper detected by insrumentstold him that, if the machine operated on circuits, the great
concentration of metal benesath the mountains to the north was the right place. If the computer was of
more exotic congtruction, such as magnetic impressionsin ameta mesh, that till wasthe most likely
place. The problem was how to get underground to find it without being killed first by the compuiter.

“I can watch the cloudsform,” Carnaby said to himsdlf, “and then | can avoid the bolts. It needs an
amog dationary target.

“Andwhat,” hesad brightly, “if it had severa targets? And al of them moving quickly?’ The recorder sat
mulling it over agood part of that night.

“Theplanissmple” Warden said.

“There' sasmall ground car in the storerooms. It’snot only smadl, it operateson afisson grain. There's
only onecircuit, and that’ s on. The computer—uh, Charley—won’t be able to interfere with it. | can run
it up to your ship, Sara, with one of you init a atime, and then we'll be able to be together, dl of us”

“What do you mean?’ she asked. “Why won't Charley be able to interfere? He can control the circuitsin
our ships, why not that one?’

“Qur circuits are sophisticated,” Warden answered. “ They’ retied in to our own computer systems.
That' show he' sableto interfere. He aters the flow and messes up the balancing in the control synapses.
That car has only one circuit, on, off. All therest ismechanica.” He smiled. “ That' sthe only advantage
we have,” Warden said wryly. “And al because | couldn’t afford more modern gear!”

Sarafailed to be impressed.

“Thereare dill the bolts,” she pointed out.
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“Carnaby is probably watching right now,” Warden answered. “If he' s quick enough, he'll have achance
to open the ports. If we' re quick enough, we can get inside even if Charley throws a hundred bolts.”

“I’m not too sure about that,” Jason said. He related his adventuresin the ecclesiastical court of Zelnak,
including hismastery of theloca tongue and adetailed history of the things the computer could do if
displeased.

Warden said, “L ook, thisisthe only chance we have, as| seeit. So he throws a couple of bolts. | can
run the car right up to the port aong the ramp. Y ou rai se the canopy just enough to get out and that' sit.

“It' sachancewe Il haveto takeif we want to be together,” he finished.
“I'm il afraid of it, Bill,” Saraperssted.
Heignored her caution.

“If we don't do something, we' Il just Sit here until he starves us out,” Warden answered. “ And you have
more food in your ship than | have.”

“Anyway, your equipment’ s more specidized than mine. We should be able to work something out, like
blowing up the city if he doesn’t cooperate.

“We should anyway,” he added on agrim note.

Warden began to undo the clamps leading to the storage hold. Jason helped him with the recessed whed!.
They had it open in ashort space.

He dropped lightly to the floor of the hold. The ground car wasin a sedled compartment in the hull of the
ship. Warden opened the ovoid cover, climbed into the small cabin and released the side clamps which
held the car to the hull of the ship, then maneuvered it to the lower Sde of the compartment, where there
was an auxiliary port.

“Beforel’mdl theway out,” he said to Jason, “ art resealing the port. Then watch for meto come
back.” Helooked up to see Sara coming down from the control room. She clambered uncertainly into
the cramped compartment of the car.

They were hafway across the distance between the ships when he saw the port of the opposite craft
open dightly and Carnaby drop to the ground. The recorder had not even taken time to lower the ramp.

Carnaby was scuttling toward the ground car in azigzag pattern. Asthe car and the running man neared
each other, aflash of lightning scorched down to a spot from which Carnaby had just turned.

Warden was baffled at the procedure, but he stopped the car as Carnaby dashed up, flipped open the
front and alowed the recorder to scrabble hisway past thetiller and land sprawling on Sara, who wasin
the corner opposite.

Warden reached up and grabbed the canopy, snapping it shut
“Whét the—" he began.

“I reprogrammed the vocoder,” Carnaby gasped. “No one will be able to get in the ship without the new
recognition sgna, even if the computer gets one or two mechanismsworking.”

“What are you talking about?” Warden demanded.



“Notime” Carnaby said. “Back to your ship, Warden. W€ ve been here in one placetoo long.”

Asif to punctuate the statement, the fabric of the car bucked as abalt hit the outer skin and grounded on
the pavement.

Warden gulped. “Yeah,” he said and set the car in motion.

Jason had been dutifully watching. Asthe car dashed back toward the Star Systems ship, the lower port
flipped open. Warden ran the car up the short ramp and began killing power as they surged through the
opening. They bounced once off thewall of hold, then were stationary.

Jason had closed the port.

Warden looked around, heaved asigh of rdlief, and staring at Carnaby, said, “Now suppose you start
from the start, that being a pretty good place. Why did you leave your ship? We were coming over to
joinyou.”

Sarabrokeinto the interrogation. “Couldn’'t we get out of this coffin and go back to the control room?’
They were shortly in the smal control room, listening to Carnaby relate histheories and idess.

It wasthefirst timein hislife Carnaby had ever felt important or looked up to; he was making the most of
it. Jason, Saraand Warden sat around the cabin hanging on his every word.

“Asl seeit,” he said, unconscioudy imitating the people from whom he had taken ordersal hislife, “we
haveto find away to get underneath that mountain, find the control centers, and, if they' re there, shut at
least part of the computer down.”

“Or blow it up,” Warden said laconically.

“Whichever—it will give usa pretty fine chance of getting out in one piece,” Carnaby said.
Warden was astonished at the recorder.

“Thetunnels” hesad.

“What?" asked Sara.

“The tunnds” Warden repested. “Y ou remember, | followed Buck when he was out scrounging for
movables. Heled meto along tunnel that goes off under the city.

“Theroomson each side of it are full of some kind of equipment,” he added as an afterthought.
Carnaby was excited. “Which way doesthe tunnd run?’ he demanded.

“I get you,” Warden sad. “I’m pretty sureit would run somewhere around the generd vicinity of that
mountain where you think the main banks and controlsare.”

“The only problem is getting therein one piece,” Jason complained.
“WEe ve got the ground car,” Warden said.
Sara demanded, “ And what about those clouds, just to mention something you may have forgotten.”

“WEe ve got the ground car,” Warden repeated. “ That runsfast enough.”



“If we keep moving in random patterns and don’t bunch up, the chances are, hewon't be ableto use
them againgt us,” Carnaby said.

“I'd like better odds,” Sarasaid in aglum voice.
“I think I'll stay right here,” Jason said. “ At leest it' s safe.”

“For how long?” Warden asked. “If Charley could figure some way to get at the ships without damaging
the city, we d be hash right now.”

“| thought of that,” Carnaby said. “He could just open the ground and let usfal through, if weweren’t
wherewe are. That is, if he'sas powerful as he says. But the water mains and service ducts probably
crisscross under this part of the plaza, or he would have doneit.

“But theredly big thing to consider isthat, if we head for the controls, Charley will know it. And what’s
more, he'll know weintend to do something about him.”

“Liketurn him off,” Warden sad.

“Yes,” Carnaby answered. “ That would be the absolute end not only of him, but of thefirst rule
governing the city. He would reason correctly that, if his control centers are shut down, he won’t be able
to adjust the ecology, or for that matter, protect the city.”

“Ergo, the prime directive, if that' swhat it is, isviolated,” Sarafinished. “ Charley may be paranoid, but
he' snot stupid.”

Carnaby and Warden argued back and forth on ways to trick the computer or render it inactive.

XV
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Buck.”

“Y eah, voice? What now?’

“They prepare to descend from the ship.”

“Noise and voices carry through the lower hold. They will drive out in their car. Y ou will be prepared to
destroy it and them.”

“The blaster won't make avery big hole in the side of the car, but | can stop it by messing up the treads.
Then | could maybe keep hitting it in one spot and open up the front canopy.”

“Leave an opening, however smdl, and | shall strikethroughiit,” the voice promised.
“They wear suits of some kind, Buck. What are these?’

“Probably life-support,” the mate hazarded. “We usualy wear them to make repairs between planets or
when we land on worlds without the right atmosphere.”

“They go to the other ship for more of these suits. The Sara and the Jason wait for Warden to return with
more suits. | do not understand this. But you will stop them.”
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“Jason in the ship?’ Buck demanded.
13 YS”
“If I could talk to him, he’d help me out,” Buck said. “Could you fix that up, voice?’

“Not at the moment. It is more important to destroy Carnaby and Warden, since you failed to get insgde
your own ship. Wait. Thelock opens. Beready.”

“I’'mready,” Buck said. He sheathed the blaster but left the holster flap undone for aquick grab and
began walking across the plazatoward the two ships.

Astheground car lurched out of the hold of Warden' s ship, Buck began shouting and waving hisarms.
He ran toward the car.

Carnaby saw Buck running across the glistening pavement. He nudged Warden and pointed.
“There sBuck!”

“I wonder how hedidn’t get zapped,” Warden said. “If he' snot careful, hewill! Look! He' snot running
inany pattern. Charley’ll get him for sure!”

Warden stopped the car and snapped the canopy partialy open. “ Careful!” he shouted. “The
computer—"

Before he could finish the sentence, Buck had thrown himself to the pavement a hundred yards away and
fumbled out his blaster. He made a brace with hisarms and began firing.

The shots crashed off the side of the car.
“But—he' sfiring a us,” Carnaby protested.

“Yeah,” Warden muttered. “1 think Charley found himsdf an dly.” Hethrew the car in gear and began
backing toward the ship. “I’d give alot to know what he promised Buck to make him turn againgt us,”
Warden said sourly under his breath.

Buck fired again. The shot hit the treads of the car squardly. Theright drive ground to a halt of fused
metd.

“Damn,” Warden said. He wrenched at thetiller to compensate for the loss of the right drive. The car
continued to back crabwise toward the ship.

“We haveto turn to get up theramp,” Warden said, “and then he'll have ashot at the other sde. We're
introuble, Carnaby.”

Carnaby said nothing and hunched back into the interior of the car as a shot caromed off the transparent
canopy.

“That won't hold very long,” he said.
Warden handed him ablaster.

“Setit for high,” heinstructed. “Y ou don't have to be agood shot, just waveit in hisdirection and
sgqueeze the stud. It' [l keep him down long enough to let us get back inside the ship.”



Warden cracked the canopy enough for Carnaby to dip the muzzle of the blaster through. The recorder
peered around the sheltered edge of the cabin through the canopy and fired in Buck’ s genera direction.

The shot hit the pavement behind the mate and to his|eft. Warden began swinging the car around.

“Now try from thisside,” he said as the car touched the ramp. Warden could see the port begin to fal
open. Saraand Jason had been watching.

Moving the car up the ramp was a hard job with one set of treadsinactive. It was dow work. The
computer, never oneto miss chance Warden reflected, dammed a balt through the opening into the
cargo hold.

Carnaby squeezed off another shot. Buck had rolled from hisorigina position and now was on one knee,
aiming at the car’ s exposed working tread.

Warden swore. The car was hafway up the ramp.
Carnaby got off another shot.
“I' hit him!” hesaid. “1 hit him!”

“What?" Warden turned in the seat and looked out toward the plaza where Buck now writhed on the
ground.

The mate had dropped his blaster. He was crawling for it as the car lurched back into the safety of the
ship.

Warden opened the canopy and scrambled down into the hold.

“Scratch one mission,” he said. “Let’ s get back up into the control room and see how our friend Buck’s
faing.”

“Ishe dead?’ asked Sara, following him up the ladder.
“No,” Warden answered. “ Just winged, | think. But he'll be out of action for awhile.”

Below in the hold, Carnaby, who had never before struck aman in anger and who had fired agun only
on company practice ranges, was being quietly but thoroughly sick.

Warden peered through the observation port. Carnaby’ s blast had missed Buck but had passed close
enough to burn the mate’ sarm, shoulder, and part of hisface and hair.

The mate was rolling around on the pavement in considerable pain. Warden was tempted to pity the man,
but the thought of Buck and the computer trying to get at him made a sudden surge of anger run through
him. He turned away from the port.

“Wel, we'll just havetotry again,” hesad.

Saramoved to the port and began to watch her former crewman. She said nothing and her back was
rigid.

Jason was well into another drink. He watched Carnaby emerge from the hold white-faced and
miserable,

“Who would of thought it,” Jason said, looking at the short man with amixture of disbelief and awe.



“Carnaby,” he said with fineirony, “today you areaman.”

Carnaby |ooked up resentfully.

“Shut up, Jason,” Warden snapped.

“Bill!” Saracalled from the observation port. “ Come look, something’ s happening outside.”
Warden |eaped across the cabin and peered through the port.

Buck was staring around with aterrified face. He wastrying to drag himsalf backward toward the ship.
Warden could see that the man was saying or shouting something, but couldn’t tell what.

Before he could turn on the aural pickups even at the risk of interference by the computer, the air outside
the ship turned white. Momentarily blinded, Warden stumbled back from the port. He crashed into the
control console and came to a stop rubbing his eyes. When he opened them he could till see spots.
“Thank somebody that wasn't adirect observation port,” he mumbled, gathering hiswits.

“What' swrong?’ Saraasked, asthe ship trembled. A faint roar filtered through from the outside.

“I think that was the granddaddy of Charley’ sthunderbolts,” Warden said. “And | think Mr. Buck,
wherever heis, is probably regretting hisbargain.”

A second tremor went through the ship and they faintly heard amuffled roar. It was followed by another.
Sarahurried to the port and stared out. “1 don’t see Buck anywhere,” she said. “ Just apile of black—"
She turned from the port, eyes wide. “Was that—?"’

Warden nodded. She turned away.

Outsde, agentle patter of rain began. Warden heard it as he switched off the outside pickups.

Keeping the city neat and tidy, Warden observed to himself.

“Come out, come out wherever you are,” the voice caled lightly.

Warden, who had undogged the port preparatory to making arun for Sara' s ship, stopped and listened
suspicioudly.

“Huh?" hesad. “Isthat you, Charley?’

“I have decided to forgive you, Warden,” the voice said sweetly.

“Not achance, old machine.”

Thevoicewas chiding. “Y ou hurt my fedings, Warden.”

“Y ou would hurt more than just my feglings,” Warden retorted.

The others had joined him in the lock. Sara started forward to ask a question, but Warden motioned her
back. Carnaby stood listening, his eyes bright.

“Asyou have said, Warden, let bygones be bygone,” the voice said.

“Like Buck, isthat it?’ Warden sneered.



“I am truly sorry about that unworthy being,” the voice offered in aregretful tone. “But he was defective,
and so | was | eft no dternative but to destroy him.”

“Yeah,” Warden said.

“Perhgpsit was his evil influence which caused meto do horrible things, Warden.”
“Please come out, won't you?’ the voice cgjoled. “1 will make amendsto you, | promise.”
“No thanks,” Warden said.

“Y ou won't have to recognize me asagod,” the voice proposed.

“We don't anyway,” Carnaby muttered from the rear of the port.

“I know your species like beauty and flowersand | will shower you with dl thesethings,” the voice went
on.

Warden, suspecting atrick, managed to stay well insde the port and out of line of any trick the computer
might try.

“See” the voice went on, “even now, the petals of this planet’s most beautiful flowers descend toward
you on gentle winds, so do come out,” the voice coaxed.

Warden peered through the barely cracked port.

“Why, there areflowers,” Sarasaid. There was agentle drifting of petals outside the ship, asif the god
had caused a snowstorm of pastel flakes.

Severd of the petals drifted into the port opening and settled to the floor. Sarareached over to pick up
one.

“Don’'t touchit,” Warden said, pushing her roughly backward.
“Does't it smdl nice, though?’ she said.

Warden shook his head briskly. “Smdl!” heydled. “Into your suits, quick! I hope we have enough time!”
Hewas beginning to fed light-headed.

Warden legped toward his suit and was into it in seconds. Jason, who had been standing nearest to the
rack, was snapping the helmet of his shut as Saraand Carnaby began pulling the legs of their suits over
ther feet.

Jason spoke over the com. “| fed alittle happy, like three or four drinks.”

“Metoo,” Sarasaid. Warden was helping her fasten her helmet. Her eyes had become glassy. Carnaby
suddenly crumpled to the floor of the chamber.

Through the open port where more petals were piling, Warden could see a soft mist beginning to poke
tendrilsinto the outer lock. Moving dowly asif waking below the surface of asea, Warden hurried
forward, brushed the flowers through and cycled the port shut. Therewasasmall eddy of mist against
the floor of the chamber.

As he shut down the controls, Warden heard the voice of Charley saying softly and gently, “Come out,
come out, come out, come out...”



He had felt a sudden urge to open the port and go out, out into the drifting flower petas, out into the
friendly mig.

“I can’'t have inhded that much!” he said, shaking his head. He cdled over the com, “Jason, let’ s get
back into the control room and put the purifiers on maximum. We can cycle our own air.”

Never trust afriendly computer,” Sara said when she struggled out of the deep induced by the mist or the
petals.

“Hypnotics,” Warden guessed, “or euphorics of some kind. The natives probably get high on them.
Charley would know about it.”

“What we need to know,” Carnaby interrupted, “iswhether they induce any lasting effects.”

“I must have smelled the least,” Jason said, “and | don't fed woozy or anything. | fed greet, and | don't
even need adrink.”

Warden looked at him narrowly. “ They’ re probably a habit-forming narcotic of some kind. Y ou could
dream your life away until you starved if you sniffed them long enough.”

“Square,” Sarasaid. “We know about addiction.”

“We don’t know anything about thisone,” Warden said. Hisvoice was grim. “WEe re not going outside
the ship until we're sure our systems are clear of whatever that stuff was, and then we' re going suited up,
bresthing our own air. | till a@m to get out of this place someway.”

“At therate we regoing,” Saraobserved wryly, “the shashlik will grow wings and fly beforewe' re
through.”

“Then watch out for eephantsin the tree tops,” Warden retorted.

XVI
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Carnaby was panting heavily from the sustained running; Sarasumped in aweary sprawl on the steps.
They were a the head of theflight of steps which descended into the corridor Warden thought might lead
to acontrol center for Charley, if there was one.

“Where' s Jason?’ He looked around.

“I think he zigged too close to the lake when we were running across the plaza,” Carnaby said. “ At least
| saw abig waverolling up out of the lagoon after him.”

“He should have known better than to go too closeto thelake,” Warden said. “ Still, I'm sorry, Sara.”

“He was amember of my crew, not my lover,” she said with some asperity. “ And remember, we had to
keep apart and keep moving in random patterns too quickly for Charley to get set for us”

“Two men gone, and maybe more,” Carnaby said. “Look.”

They looked. A smdll, dense cloud of moisture was beginning to form on the celling above the steps.
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“Charley, don't you ever give up?’ Warden demanded. He lifted the bag he carried, containing their
rations and light cubes and dumped the contents onto the floor. He waved the bag through the cloud,

disspatingit.

“Therewill be higher cailings, Warden,” the voice said grumpily.

“Oh, go count afew hillion ants,” Warden grated.

He helped Sarato her feet.

“Hurry,” Warden said to her. “Let’sgo.” He motioned to Carnaby, and led the way down the Saircase.
Thelight in the sairwell dimmed, flickered and went out.

Sara screamed.

“I will not aid you,” thevoice said. “Beware. Go back.”

“Sure,” Warden sneered, “and get fried like an egg. No thanks, Charley, ’ cause when we get where
we re going I’m going to get agood amount of pleasurein turning you off, forever.”

“Me, too,” Carnaby said.
“Me, too,” Sara added.

Then Charley screamed. A wall began, coming from dl around them, rising in volume until Warden, his
head ringing, thought hiseyeswould burst.

Heturned off the com in hissuit. It helped, but it most prevented communication in the dark. Warden
produced alight cube and thumbed it to brilliance.

They dl had shut down the comswhile Charley’ s shrieking went on and on and on.

Warden shrugged and resolved to bear it. He motioned to Sara and Carnaby and began leading the way
down the gairs.

He kept an dert watch on the ceiling. Every now and then he used the bag to break up acloud.

The shrieking stopped. They felt, rather than heard, the cessation of sound. Warden hazarded the com.
The computer was slent, but they knew it would strike with speed if they let down their guard even once.

At thefoot of the stair Warden motioned the othersto turn on their coms. “Turn here for centra control
room. Firgt stop on the way home.”

“Ha Ha” Sarasaid. Her face was unnaturally white.

“Don’'t go in any room with a ceiling more than fifteen feet high,” Warden cautioned the other two. “|
can't reach much higher than that even jumping, and Charley’ d love to find us standing till with enough
time and height to make up one of hislittle calling cards.”

They waked silently down the corridor, Warden randomly swinging the bag to create a turbulence
againg the calling.

Warden cdled ahalt after about an hour. He opened the face of his helmet to take adrink of water.
Carnaby was looking into one of the rooms. Sara had |ooked into the doorways on the |eft, Carnaby on



the right, each searching for what might be a control room.

Warden wa ked down the middle of the corridor watching for telltale moisture and grumbling to himself
about it. All were gpprehensive; they expected the screaming to Sart at any moment.

“How far do you think we' |l haveto go, Carnaby?’ Saraasked.
“I don't know,” thelittle man answered. “It could be in the next room, or it could be twenty miles away.”

“Or it could bethat there isn't any control room at al,” Warden said, leaping up to bat at another cloud
with the bag.

“Thereisno control room,” said the voice of the computer.

“Oh, shut up,” Sararapped out. “We couldn’t believe you one way or the other anyway.” The computer
did not answer.

They continued their walk, pausing at each doorway to look into the chamber beyond for anything which
might resemble acontrol system.

Warden mused doud asthey continued down the corridor, “ The troubleis, we don’t even know what it
will look likeif wedofindit.”

“I'll know, Captain Warden,” Carnaby said shortly. “Evenif it' sapiece of amber with adug embedded
init, it'll be big, and there Il be controls leading into it and away fromit.”

“Not necessarily,” Warden said. “It could be streamlined into the wals we re walking between, for dl we
know, and that’ s not much.”

“It could be molecular,” Sarasaid.

“I’ll findit,” Carnaby inssted doggedly, looking into another doorway. “And when | do, I'll program that
damn thing to saf-destruct.”

“Why, Carnaby,” Sarasaid in surprise, “that’ sthefirst time | believe I’ ve ever heard you swear, and at a
meachineat that. | thought your first love and consuming passion lay with machines”

Thetrek continued hour after hour. They went dowly because of the necessity of checking each doorway
aong the corridor.

“I don’'t know how far we' ve come,” Warden said, whirling the bag aoft, “but I’'m getting pretty tired of
waking.”

“Keep your hemet closed, your feet moving and your bag waving, to coin aphrase” Sarasaid wesarily.
They continued.

At last they cameto alarge vaulted area. Emerging from the corridor into the huge, domed room,
Warden said, “Uh, oh,” and dived backwards. He lurched into Sara, sending her sprawling. A bolt
smashed againg the resilient floor where Warden had been about to step.

“Hewaswaiting,” Sarasaid.

“Sure,” Warden said picking her off the floor and setting her on her fet. “He' s probably got two or three
nice little cloudsfloating around in there just for our benefit. And we' ve got to cross that room, too, or



rot here”
“There can’t be any going back,” Carnaby said.
“Maybe we re getting close to something,” Sarasaid.

“I think s0,” Carnaby agreed. “ There haven't been as many large, bulky things stored in the last rooms
I’ve looked through, just furniture, asif these were waiting rooms or something like that.”

“Or ready rooms of some kind?’ Warden asked.
“Perhaps,” Carnaby said indifferently. He took the bag from Warden and waved it.
“I missed that one,” Warden said. | must belosing my grip.”

“There s something funny about that big room,” Sarasaid peering at the dim shapesbardly visble as
shadowed outlines at the edge of the light thrown by the cubes.

Warden came alert. “What do you mean?’ he said straining to see into the shadowed space beyond.
“It isthe OnesWho Went Before,” the voice of the computer echoed heavily inthelow hall.
“Here?’ the three surveyors gasped.

“They—deep,” thevoicesaid at las.

“Hey,” Warden said without thinking. “If they’ re here and adeep, then al we do is wake one or two up
and get Charley turned off!”

Sarasnorted. “ Oh sure. And what happensif the natives are not friendly? What happensif we look
remarkably like lunch or something?’

“Oh,” Warden said deflated.

Carnaby sniggered ahigh and dmost hysterica laugh to match the rising tenson in Sara. He hopped up
and waved the bag about at random.

“On the other hand,” Warden mused, “if they have been here dl thistime, then they haveto bein
suspended animation. But that room is the same temperature as ours o it can't be deegp-freezing— The
only thing we can do is make another run for it,” Warden said.

“Separate,” Warden told them. “ Run fast, broken field, just like outside. If you run into the lady of the
house, smile nicely but don’'t stop. Run like hell.”

XVII
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Warden dodged to the right of where he had been standing and landed running. He began crossing the
room on adiagond.

Warden could hear Carnaby and Sara pounding off in other directions. They had the lights, and their
course through the room caused the shapes and shadows to spin madly.
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He dashed past rows of long, boxlike couches, expecting to see anything at dl, knowing that these were
the resting places of the builders of the city. He glanced down as he angled among the couches. After
seeing about half a dozen Warden concentrated on running. Sara s bobbing light showed a corridor
entrance amogt directly across from the one he had just | ft.

Warden made for the opening and dived in. He rolled and came to his feet as Sara dashed in followed by
Carnaby. The recorder was aready waving the canvas bag to create drafts.

Saracollided with him. He put hisarms around her to steady himsdlf aswell.

“Did you seethem?’ she gasped. Warden nodded.

“What did they look like?" Carnaby demanded.

“Y ou don't have to worry about the owners kicking up afuss over trespass,” Warden answered.
“Arethey dead?’ Sarablurted out.

“Unlessthere are some somewhere we may never find, Charley’ s owners are gone. The only thingson
those couchesin there are bones.”

“Oh,” shesad.
“Oh,” Carnaby echoed.

“Yeah.” Face sober, Warden took the bag from Carnaby and urged them farther down the corridor,
leading Sara by the hand.

“We il haveto find the control room,” Warden said.
“Have you noticed it getting hot?” Sara asked. Her suit face-plate was up, as were the others.
A dull rumble came from behind them and echoed in the darkness ahead.

“What' sthat roaring?’ Warden asked Carnaby, who stood dightly ahead in a doorway. Carnaby
shrugged a question back.

“Beatsme,” Warden answered. “ Strange, though. Charley hasn't been making any cloudslatdly. |
wonder what he' sup to.”

A loud roar and crack shook the corridor. The floor heaved.
A giant vibration threw them to their knees.

“That’ swhat!” Warden answered himself. He scrambled up, pulled Sarato her feet and threw her over
his shoulder. He ran down the corridor.

“Run, Carnaby!” Warden shouted. “Charley’ s got himsalf worked up to an earthquake!”
Carnaby needed no urging. He pounded off down the corridor after Warden and Sara.

Behind them a section of celling caved in with asibilant rumble. Then the floor whipped under their feet
as another wave from the quake struck. A crack opened in the darkness from which they were running
and Warden glanced back to see athin, bright ribbon of lava begin to trickle up into the corridor.

Warden ran until he thought his lungswould burst. After ten minutes, he stopped to gasp for air. Hewas



staggering from the effort, his lungs seared as he rasped for breath. Carnaby came up soon after.

“I never thought | could run that fast,” Warden gasped. Carnaby collapsed on the floor beside Warden.
Sarahad begun waving the bag around in the air.

“| fed dlly doing this,” shesaid. “And | think Charley’ sbusy with other things.”

Warden' s shoulders were still heaving with the effort of his panicked run. He opened one eye and |ooked
at her, but said nothing.

“We must have come acouple of miles,” Sarasaid in an effort to be cheerful. But her eyeswere probing
at the shadows outside the range of thelights.

“Yeah,” Warden said ditting upright. “And we re going to go another hundred or so before I’ ll fed safe.”
He peered down the corridor. There was ared glow where the lava still crept up through the ruptured
floor.

“Let’sgo,” Warden said struggling to hisfeet. “Air’ sno problem, but if that stuff builds up, it'll fill this
corridor likeariver. | don't think I’d liketo try swvimming in that stuff.”

They wordlesdy began trotting down the corridor.

Asthey ran Warden, continualy turned to look down the corridor behind them. The lavawas sill seeping
up, and beginning to run through the corridor and into the rooms. There was an occasiond flash asit
touched a combustible object stored in the rooms.

Thisismurder, Warden thought. But it's so silent! He remembered that they had not heard from the
computer for hours, or so it seemed. He wondered what new tricks the computer was up to.

Helooked ahead into the darkness, seeing apinpoint of light. He didn’t stop running, but asked himsdlf
whether the computer might not be trying to catch the running party in apincer between two flows of
lava

As hetrotted on, Warden could see that the light did not flicker. It was awhite light.

Behind them, there was an explosion far down the corridor. The force of the concussion stunned the
three.

Warden popped his hands against his ears. “L ook ahead,” he called to the others.
“Lightsl” Saragasped.

Carnaby stopped stock-4till. He stared at the lights ahead.

Warden halted, too.

“What' sthe matter, Carnaby?’ he asked. “Think it's another of Charley’ straps?’

“When | wastalking to the computer before,” Carnaby said, “ he said something about service
mechanisms. It seemed funny to me & the time that he didn’t use them againgt usif he had them. And
then | thought that perhaps he couldn’t control them. | think that’ swhat those lights up ahead mean. |
think this may be an areawhere Charley doesn’'t have any control, and where we might be ableto find
something to use againg him.”



“Let’sgo, then,” Warden ordered.

They st off again at atrot. A short time brought the three to another of the large, domed rooms. This
onewas lighted. There were banks of oval, blank screens and thousands of wall studs which glimmered
asif the board were functioning at top speed.

Warden walked into the room. He was careful not to touch anything. He looked up. The roof was
perhaps ahundred feet above. Meta, railed wakways ran around the sides of the chamber at different
levels

Ramps led to the walkways which gave access to more banks of screens and the flashing panels.
“It'sacontrol room of somekind,” Carnaby said.

He and Sarahad trailed in after Warden. She waslooking around in awe. “But what does it control ?’
She was about to touch astud on one of the consoles.

“Don't touch anything yet,” Warden cautioned.

They began to walk around the idands of machinery in the room.
“Look here,” Warden called from behind aconsole.

They walked to where he was standing. A skeleton lay at hisfest.
“Charley’ smagters,” Warden said. “ They deep, dl right.”

“I wonder what happened?’ Sara stooped to pick up asmall bright object in the outstretched hand of the
skeleton. When sheinadvertently brushed one of the bones, the entire skeleton disintegrated.

Shewithdrew ingtinctively, looking with distaste at the floor and then at the object she had found.
“It'spretty,” Warden said. “But what isit?’

“Let’'ssee” Carnaby said. He took the shiny thing from Sara and walked up to the control console. He
studied the console for severa minutes, turning the relic over and over in his hands.

“Look at thisdot,” Carnaby said. The metalic object would fit, they could see.

“Could beit'sakey for controlling some of these,” Carnaby said. “And it looks asif thisonewastrying
to reach this console with it.”

Carnaby leaned over the control pand and pushed the object against the dot. It lowered into a perfect fit,
amog flush with the surface.

“Okay,” Warden said. “Now what?’

“We experiment,” Carnaby said. He depressed astud. Doors to the entrance of the room did from
concea ment and blocked al waysin and out of the chamber.

“That may take care of thelavafor awhile,” Warden reminded them, “but it probably wouldn't for long.”

“Unlessit flowsfaster than it has, we' re safe for sometime, | think,” Carnaby said, absorbed in the
board.

Headded, “If thisisthe control room, | don’t think Charley would want lavain here. | would guesshe's



blocked off the tunndl. He must know by now that we re through.”

Carnaby pressed another stud. A screen lighted againgt one of thewalls. A cubefell from a concealed
dot withadight click.

Warden went to atray bolted against the wall under the screen. It lay in aconfusion of other small cubes.
He picked up the one which had just been g ected.

Carnaby said, “ That could be amemory block for Charley, or aset of ingtructions for just about
anything; or it could be just afaulty circuit.”

Helightly ran hisfingers across the block. “Ridges”
The recorder looked up at the screen.

“Here,” he said. He took the block and inserted it against apanel. The cube did in and a picture of sorts
began forming on the screen.

There was light, movement and sound.
“I don't understand any of it,” Sarasaid.

“They apparently were built differently than we,” Carnaby said, “and received light differently. That's
obviously arecorded message of some kind, but what?’

The message ended; the screen went blank. Carnaby pressed the stud. The block gected.
“It would take yearsto figure this stuff out,” Sarasaid.
“If I had thisback at the ship...” Carnaby said abstractedly.

“There sno chance of that, Carnaby,” Warden commented. He was looking at the other studs on the
pand. “Here' salarge one. | wonder what it does?’

Carnaby turned. “Don’t—"

Warden pushed the stud.

“Thank you for returning control of this section to me,” avoice said above them.
Sarawent white and so did Warden.

He sammered, “| guessthisian’t the master control room, huh?’” He was busily scanning the celling for
telltale moistiure.

“It isacontrol room, one of many,” the voice said. “It was taken away just before the Ones Who Went
Before departed. Now it isagain part of my system. | am whole once more.”

“You mean,” Warden asked hopefully, “that you' re sane now? 'Y ou know you' re amachine? Y ou will
take orders?’

“I mean that al the functions which were once mine and which were partidly obliterated are againin my
control,” the voice said.

Carnaby was curious. “Why were parts of your system disconnected?’



“The new seed gtrain | introduced into the diets of the Ones Who Went Before caused dreams. It was a
gift to those who built me; they dreamed long and beautiful dreams.”

“Theflowerd” Sarasad.

“Yes,” the voice answered, “the flowers. But some of the masters regjected my first gift and attempted to
deprive me of lifeinstead of offering thanks. They turned off this section of me and attempted to deprive
me of othersaswell. But they dreamed, too, at last.

“They’re dead now,” Warden said.

“Merdy deeping,” the voice said serendy. “Now, you must deep aswell. Y ou were warned to go
back.”

“Masks!” Warden rapped.

Over the com they heard Carnaby shrieking.

“I turned you onin here,” he shouted, “and | can turn you off again!”
Helunged for thelarge stud.

The survey ship orbited the planet for severd days, estimating and talying what instruments could detect
about itsresources.

Sincethe air gppeared breathable, and the population looked curioudy amaost human, which wasto say
Rsdike, the surveyor decided to land.

He brought the ship down in the square of the large city which lay against the foothills of a spectacular
mountain range overlooking an equaly splendid bay. The mountains had sustained volcanic activity inthe
last thousand years, according to the instruments. But it would be safeto land.

Spra, son of Spra, son of Spra, descended from the ship into the square. Of course the natives had run
off at the gpproach of the survey craft, but Spra knew they would soon return from curiosity.

He surveyed the place with pleasure. It would look well on hisrecord to have found aworld so suitable
for colonization. The Council of Elderswould be pleased! They might even relax the rule and alow him
to mate early, he thought.

Spragretched himsdlf to hisfull ten-foot height and gracefully arranged his gleaming tail over oneamto
make walking an easier matter.

Hewas grateful for the warmth of the sun. Spra began to saunter across the square toward the most
imposing structure, which was either atemple or apaace. He planned to make it his headquarters.

“Greetings,” avoice said in stlandard Rss. “May your nest be ever fertile”
Spralooked quickly about. There was no one in the square but himself.
“Who,” heinquired, “or what, are you?’

“I amthe god of this planet. Y ou may address Me asthe Great Egg.”

——O>——O>——<O>—
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