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Our part in the Grand Survey had taken us out beyond the great suns Alpha and Beta
Crucis. From Earth we would have been in the constellation Lupus. But Earth was 278
light-years remote, Sol itself long dwindled in invisibility, and stars drew strange
pictures across the dark. 

After three years we were weary and had suffered losses. Oh, the wonder wasn't
gone. How could it ever go—from world after world after world? But we had seen so
many, and of those we had walked on, some were beautiful and some were terrible and
most were both—even as Earth is—and none were alike and all were mysterious. They
blurred together in our minds. 

It was still a heart-speeding thing to find another sentient race, actually more than to
find another planet colonizable by man. Now Ali Hamid had perished of a poisonous
bite a year back, and Manuel Gonsalves had not yet recovered from the skull fracture
inflicted by the club of an excited being at our last stop. This made Vaughn Webner our
chief xenologist, from whom was to issue trouble. 

Not that he, or any of us, wanted it. You learn to gang warily, in a universe not
especially designed for you, or you die; there is no third choice. We approached this
latest star because every G-type dwarf beckoned us. But we did not establish orbit
around its most terrestroid attendant until neutrino analysis had verified that nobody in
the system employed atomic energy. And we exhausted every potentiality of our
instruments before we sent down our first robot probe. 

The sun was a G9, golden in hue, luminosity half of Sol's. The world which
interested us was close enough in to get about the same irradiation as Earth. It was
smaller, surface gravity 0.75, with thinner and drier atmosphere. However, that air was
perfectly breathable by humans, and bodies of water existed which could be called
modest oceans. The globe was very lovely where it turned against star-crowded night,
blue, tawny, rusty-brown, white-clouded. Two little moons skipped in escort. 

Biological samples proved that its life was chemically similar to ours. None of the
microorganisms we cultured posed any threat that normal precautions and medications
could not handle. Pictures taken at low altitude and on the ground showed woods,
lakes, wide plains rolling toward mountains. We were afire to set foot there. 

But the natives—

You must remember how new the hyperdrive is, and how immense the cosmos. The
organizers of the Grand Survey were too wise to believe that the few neighbor systems



we'd learned something about gave knowledge adequate for devising doctrine. Our
service had one law, which was its proud motto: "We come as friends." Otherwise each
crew was free to work out its own procedures. After five years the survivors would meet
and compare experiences. 

For us aboard the Olga, Captain Gray had decided that, whenever possible, sophonts
should not be disturbed by preliminary sightings of our machines. We would try to set
the probes in uninhabited regions. When we ourselves landed, we would come openly.
After all, the shape of a body counts for much less than the shape of the mind within.
Thus went our belief. 

Naturally, we took in every datum we could from orbit and upper-atmospheric
overflights. While not extremely informative under such conditions, our pictures did
reveal a few small towns on two continents—clusters of buildings, at least, lacking
defensive walls or regular streets—hard by primitive mines. They seemed insignificant
against immense and almost unpopulated landscapes. We guessed we could identify a
variety of cultures, from Stone Age through Iron. Yet invariably, aside from those petty
communities, settlements consisted of one or a few houses standing alone. We found
none less than ten kilometers apart; most were more isolated. 

"Carnivores, I expect," Webner said. "The primitive economies are
hunting-fishing-gathering, the advanced economies pastoral. Large areas which look
cultivated are probably just to provide fodder; they don't have the layout of proper
farms." He tugged his chin. "I confess being puzzled as to how the civilized…well, let's
say the 'metallurgic' people, at this stage…how they manage it. You need trade,
communication, quick exchange of ideas, for that level of technology. And if I read the
pictures aright, roads are virtually nonexistent, a few dirt tracks between towns and
mines, or to the occasional dock for barges or ships—Confound it, water transportation
is insufficient."

"Pack animals, maybe?" I suggested. 

"Too slow," he said. "You don't get progressive cultures when months must pass
before the few individuals capable of originality can hear from each other. The chances
are they never will." 

For a moment the pedantry dropped from his manner. "Well," he said, "we'll see,"
which is the grandest sentence that any language can own. 

 

We always made initial contact with three, the minimum who could do the job, lest we
lose them. This time they were Webner, xenologist; Aram Turekian, pilot; and Yukiko
Sachansky, gunner. It was Gray's idea to give women that last assignment. He felt they
were better than men at watching and waiting, less likely to open fire in doubtful
situations. 

The site chosen was in the metallurgic domain, though not a town. Why complicate
matters unnecessarily? It was on a rugged upland, thick forest for kilometers around.
Northward the mountainside rose steeply until, above timberline, its crags were



crowned by a glacier. Southward it toppled to a great plateau, open country where
herds grazed on a reddish analog of grass or shrubs. Maybe they were domesticated,
maybe not. In either case, probably the dwellers did a lot of hunting. 

"Would that account for their being so scattered?" Yukiko wondered. "A big range
needed to support each individual?" 

"Then they must have a strong territoriality," Webner said. "Stand sharp by the
guns." 

We were not forbidden to defend ourselves from attack, whether or not blunders of
ours had provoked it. Nevertheless the girl winced. Turekian glanced over his shoulder
and saw. That, and Webner's tone, made him flush. "Blow down, Vaughn," he growled. 

Webner's long, gaunt frame stiffened in his seat. Light gleamed off the scalp under
his thin hair as he thrust his head toward the pilot. "What did you say?" 

"Stay in your own shop and run it, if you can." 

"Mind your manners. This may be my first time in charge, but I am—" 

"On the ground. We're aloft yet." 

"Please." Yukiko reached from her turret and laid a hand on either man's shoulder.
"Please don't quarrel…when we're about to meet a whole new history." 

They couldn't refuse her wish. Tool-burdened coverall or no, she remained in her
Eurasian petiteness the most desired woman aboard the Olga; and still the rest of the
girls liked her. Gonsalves's word for her was "simpatico." 

The men only quieted on the surface. They were an ill-assorted pair, not
enemies—you don't sign on a person who'll allow himself hatred—but unfriends.
Webner was the academic type, professor of xenology at the University of Oceania. In
youth he'd done excellent field work, especially in the trade route cultures of Cynthia,
and he'd been satisfactory under his superiors. At heart, though, he was a theorist,
whom middle age had made dogmatic. 

Turekian was the opposite: young, burly, black-bearded, boisterous and roisterous,
born in a sealtent on Ganymede to a life of banging around the available universe. If half
his brags were true, he was mankind's boldest adventurer, toughest fighter, and
mightiest lover; but I'd found to my profit that he wasn't the poker player he claimed.
Withal he was able, affable, helpful, well liked—which may have kindled envy in poor
self-chilled Webner. 

"O.K., sure," Turekian laughed. "For you, Yu." He tossed a kiss in her direction. 

Webner unbent less easily. "What did you mean by running my own shop if I can?"
he inquired. 

"Nothing, nothing," the girl almost begged. 

"Ah, a bit more than nothing," Turekian said. "A tiny bit. I just wish you were less



convinced your science has the last word on all the chances. Things I've seen—" 

"I've heard your song before," Webner scoffed. "In a jungle on some exotic world
you met animals with wheels." 

"Never said that. Hm-m-m…make a good yarn, wouldn't it?" 

"No. Because it's an absurdity. Simply ask yourself how nourishment would pass
from the axle bone to the cells of the disk. In like manner—" 

"Yeh, yeh. Quiet, now, please. I've got to conn us down." 

The target waxed fast in the bow screen. A booming of air came faint through the
hull plates and vibration shivered flesh. Turekian hated dawdling. Besides, a slow
descent might give the autochthons time to become hysterical, with possibly tragic
consequences. 

Peering, the humans saw a house on the rim of a canyon at whose bottom a river
rushed gray-green. The structure was stone, massive and tile-roofed. Three more
buildings joined to define a flagged courtyard. These were of timber, topped by
blossoming sod, long and low. A corral outside the quadrangle held four-footed beasts,
and nearby stood a row of what Turekian, pointing, called overgrown birdhouses. A
meadow surrounded the ensemble. Elsewhere the woods crowded close. 

There was abundant bird or, rather, ornithoid life, flocks strewn across the sky. A
pair of especially large creatures hovered above the steading. They veered as the boat
descended. 

Abruptly, wings exploded from the house. Out of its windows fliers came, a score or
better, all sizes from tiny ones which clung to adult backs, up to those which dwarfed
the huge extinct condors of Earth. In a gleam of bronze feathers, a storm of wing-beats
which pounded through the hull, they rose, and fled, and were lost among the treetops. 

The humans landed in a place gone empty. 

Hands near sidearms, Webner and Turekian trod forth, looked about, let the planet
enter them. You always undergo that shock of first encounter. Not only does space
separate the new-found world from yours; time does, five billion years at least. Often
you need minutes before you can truly see the shapes around, they are that alien.
Before, the eye has registered them but not the brain. 

This was more like home. Yet the strangenesses were uncountable. Weight:
three-fourths of what the ship maintained. An ease, a bounciness in the stride…and a
subtle kinesthetic adjustment required, sensory more than muscular. 

Air: like Earth's at about two kilometers' altitude. (Gravity gradient being less, the
density drop-off above sea level went slower.) Crystalline vision, cool flow and murmur
of breezes, soughing in the branches and river clangorous down in the canyon. Every
odor different, no hint of sun-baked resin or duff, instead a medley of smokinesses and
pungencies. 



Light: warm gold, making colors richer and shadows deeper than you were really
evolved for; a midmorning sun which displayed almost half again the diameter of
Earth's, in a sky which was deep blue and had only thin streaks of cloud. 

Life: wild flocks, wheeling and crying high overhead; lowings and cacklings from
the corral; rufous carpet underfoot, springy, suggestive more of moss than grass though
not very much of either, starred with exquisite flowers; trees whose leaves were
green—from silvery to murky—whose bark—if it were bark—might be black, or gray, or
brown, or white, whose forms were perhaps no odder to you than were palm, or gingko,
if you came from oak and beech country, but which were no trees of anywhere on Earth.
A swarm of midge-like insectoids went by, and a big coppery-winged "moth" leisurely
feeding on them. 

Scenery: superb. Above the forest, peaks shouldered into heaven, the glacier
shimmered blue. To the right, canyon walls plunged roseate, ocher-banded, and
cragged. But your attention was directed ahead. 

The house was astonishingly big. "A flinking castle," Turekian exclaimed. An
approximate twenty meter cube, it rose sheer to the peaked roof, built from well-dressed
blocks of granite. Windows indicated six stories. They were large openings, equipped
with wooden shutters and wrought-iron balconies. The sole door, on ground level, was
ponderous. Horns, skulls, and sculptured weapons of the chase—knife, spear,
shortsword, blowgun, bow and arrow—ornamented the facade. 

The companion buildings were doubtless barns or sheds. Trophies hung on them,
too. The beasts in the corral looked, and probably weren't, mammalian. Two species
were vaguely reminiscent of horses and oxen, a third kind of sheep. They were not
many, could not be the whole support of the dwellers here. The "dovecotes" held
ornithoids the size of turkeys, which were not penned but were prevented from leaving
the area by three hawklike guardians. "Watchdogs," Turekian said of those. "No,
watchfalcons." They swooped about, perturbed at the invasion. 

Yukiko's voice came wistful from a receiver behind his ear: "Can I join you?" 

"Stay by the guns," Webner answered. "We have yet to meet the owners of this
place." 

"Huh?" Turekian said. "Why, they're gone. Skedaddled when they saw us coming." 

"Timid?" Yukiko asked. "That doesn't fit well with their being eager hunters." 

"On the contrary, I imagine they're pretty scrappy," Turekian said. "They jumped to
the conclusion we must be hostile, because they wouldn't enter somebody else's land
uninvited unless they felt that way. Our powers being unknown, and they having the
wife and kiddies to worry about, they prudently took off. I expect the fighting males—or
whatever they've got—will be back soon." 

"What are you talking about?" Webner demanded. 

"Why…the locals." Turekian blinked at him. "You saw them." 



"Those giant ornithoids? Nonsense." 

"Hoy? They came right out of the house there!" 

"Domestic animals." Webner's hatchet features drew tight. "I don't deny we confront
a puzzle here." 

"We always do," Yukiko put in. 

Webner nodded. "True. Nevertheless, facts and logic solve puzzles. Let's not
complicate our job with pseudo-problems. Whatever they are, the fliers we saw leave
cannot be the sophonts. On a planet as Earthlike as this, aviform intelligence is
impossible." 

He straightened. "I suspect the inhabitants have barricaded themselves," he finished.
"We'll go closer and make pacific gestures." 

"Which could be misunderstood," Turekian said dubiously. "An arrow, or javelin,
can kill you just as dead as a blaster." 

"Cover us, Yukiko," Webner ordered. "Follow me, Aram. If you have the nerve." 

He stalked forward, under the eyes of the girl. Turekian cursed and joined him in
haste. 

They were near the door when a shadow fell over them. They whirled and stared
upward. Yukiko's indrawn breath hissed from their receivers. 

Aloft hovered one of the great ornithoids. Sunlight struck through its outermost
pinions, turning them golden. Otherwise it showed stormcloud-dark. Down the wind
stooped a second. 

The sight was terrifying. Only later did the humans realize it was magnificent. Those
wings spanned six meters. A muzzle full of sharp white fangs gaped before them. Two
legs the length and well-nigh the thickness of a man's arms reached crooked talons
between them. At their angles grew claws. In thrust after thrust, they hurled the creature
at torpedo speed. Air whistled and thundered. 

Their guns leaped into the men's hands. "Don't shoot!" Yukiko's cry came as if from
very far away. 

The splendid monster was almost upon them. Fire speared from Webner's weapon.
At the same instant, the animal braked—a turning of quills, a crack and gust in their
faces—and rushed back upward, two meters short of impact. 

Turekian's gaze stamped a picture on his brain which he would study over and over
and over. The unknown was feathered, surely warm-blooded, but no bird. A keelbone
like a ship's prow jutted beneath a strong neck. The head was blunt-nosed, lacked
external ears; fantastically, Turekian saw that the predator mouth had lips. Tongue and
palate were purple. Two big golden eyes stabbed at him, burned at him. A crest of
black-tipped white plumage rose stiffly above a control surface and protection for the
backward-bulging skull. The fan-shaped tail bore the same colors. The body was



mahogany, the naked legs and claws yellow. 

Webner's shot hit amidst the left-side quills. Smoke streamed after the flameburst.
The creature uttered a high-pitched yell, lurched, and threshed in retreat. The damage
wasn't permanent, had likely caused no pain, but now that wing was only half useful. 

Turekian thus had time to see three slits in parallel on the body. He had time to
think there must be three more on the other side. They weirdly resembled gills. As the
wings lifted, he saw them drawn wide, a triple yawn; as the downstroke began, he
glimpsed them being forced shut. 

Then he had cast himself against Webner. "Drop that blaster, you clotbrain!" he
yelled. He seized the xenologist's gun wrist. They wrestled. He forced the fingers apart.
Meanwhile the wounded ornithoid struggled back to its companion. They flapped off. 

"What're you doing?" Webner grabbed at Turekian. 

The pilot pushed him away, brutally hard. He fell. Turekian snatched forth his
magnifier. 

Treetops cut off his view. He let the instrument drop. "Too late," he groaned.
"Thanks to you." 

Webner climbed erect. He was pale and shaken by rage. "Have you gone
heisenberg?" he gasped. "I'm your commander!" 

"You're maybe fit to command plastic ducks in a bathtub," Turekian said. "Firing on
a native!" 

Webner was too taken aback to reply. 

"And you capped it by spoiling my chance for a good look at Number Two. I think I
spotted a harness on him, holding what might be a weapon, but I'm not sure." Turekian
spat. 

"Aram, Vaughn," Yukiko pleaded from the boat. 

An instant longer, the men bristled and glared. Then Webner drew breath, shrugged,
and said in a crackly voice: "I suppose it's incumbent on me to put things on a
reasonable basis, if you're incapable of that." He paused. "Behave yourself and I'll
excuse your conduct as being due to excitement. Otherwise I'll have to recommend you
be relieved from further initial-contact duty." 

"I be relieved—?" Turekian barely checked his fist, and kept it balled. His breath
rasped. 

"Hadn't you better check the house?" Yukiko asked. 

The knowledge that something, anything might lurk behind those walls restored
them to a measure of coolness. 

Save for livestock, the steading was deserted. 



Rather than offend the dwellers by blasting down their barred door, the searchers
went through a window on grav units. They found just one or two rooms on each story.
Evidently the people valued ample floor space and high ceilings above privacy.
Connection up and down was by circular staircases whose short steps seemed at
variance with this. Decoration was austere and nonrepresentational. Furniture consisted
mainly of benches and tables. Nothing like a bed, or an o-futon, was found; did the
indigenes sleep, if they did, sitting or standing? Quite possibly. Many species can lock
the joints of their limbs at will. 

Stored food bore out the idea of carnivorousness. Tools, weapons, utensils, fabrics
were abundant, well made, neatly arranged. They confirmed an Iron Age technology,
more or less equivalent to that of Earth's Classical civilization. Exceptions occurred; for
example, a few books, seemingly printed from handset type. How eagerly those pages
were ransacked! But the only illustrations were diagrams suitable to a geometry text in
one case and a stonemason's manual in another. Did this culture taboo pictures of its
members, or had the boat merely chanced on a home which possessed none? 

The layout and contents of the house, and of the sheds when these were examined,
gave scant clues. Nobody had expected better. Imagine yourself a nonhuman xenologist,
visiting Earth before man went into space. What could you deduce from the residences
and a few household items belonging to, say, a European, an Eskimo, a Congo pygmy,
and a Japanese? You might have wondered if the owners were of the same genus. 

In time you could learn more. Turekian doubted that time would be given. He put
Webner in a cold fury by his nagging to finish the survey and get back to the boat. At
length the chief gave in. "Not that I don't plan a detailed study, mind you," he said.
Scornfully: "However, I suppose we can hold a conference, and I'll try to calm your
fears." 

 

After you had been out, the air in the craft smelled dead and the view in the screens
looked dull. Turekian took a pipe from his pocket. "No," Webner told him. 

"What?" The pilot was bemused. 

"I won't have that foul thing in this crowded cabin." 

"I don't mind," Yukiko said. 

"I do," Webner replied, "and while we're down, I'm your captain." Turekian
reddened and obeyed. Discipline in space is steel hard, a matter of survival. A good
commander gives it a soft sheath. Yukiko's eyes reproached Webner; her fingers lay on
the pilot's arm. The xenologist saw. His mouth twitched sideways before he pinched it
together. 

"We're in trouble," Turekian said. "The sooner we haul mass out of here, the happier
our insurance companies will be." 

"Nonsense," Webner snapped. "If anything, our problem is that we've terrified the
dwellers. They may take days to send even a scout." 



"They've already sent two. You had to shoot at them." 

"I shot at a dangerous animal. Didn't you see those talons, those fangs? And a buffet
from a wing that big—ignoring the claws on it—could break your neck." 

Webner's gaze sought Yukiko's. He mainly addressed her: "Granted, they must be
domesticated. I suspect they're used in the hunt, flown at game, like hawks, though
working in packs, like hounds. Conceivably the pair we encountered were, ah, sicced on
us from afar. But that they themselves are sophonts—out of the question." 

Her murmur was uneven. "How can you be sure?" 

Webner leaned back, bridged his fingers, and grew calmer while he lectured: "You
realize the basic principle. All organisms make biological sense in their particular
environments, or they become extinct. Reasoners are no exception—and are,
furthermore, descended from nonreasoners which adapted to environments that had
never been artificially modified. 

"On nonterrestroid worlds, they can be quite outré by our standards, since they
developed under unearthly conditions. On an essentially terrestroid planet, evolution
basically parallels our own because it must. True, you get considerable variation. Like,
say, hexapodal vertebrates liberating the forelimbs to grow hands and becoming
centauroids, as on Woden. That's because the ancestral chordates were hexapods. On
this world, you can see for yourself the higher animals are four-limbed. 

"A brain without some equivalent of hands is useless in the wild. Nature would
never produce it. The inhabitants are bound to be bipeds, however different from us in
detail. A foot which must double as a hand, and vice versa, would be too grossly
inefficient in either function. Natural selection would weed out any mutants of that
tendency, fast. 

"What could yonder ornithoids use for hands?" 

"The claws on their wings?" Yukiko asked shyly. 

" 'Fraid not," Turekian said. "I got a fair look. They can grasp, sort of, but aren't built
for manipulation." 

"You saw how the fledgling uses them to cling to the parent," Webner stated.
"Perhaps it climbs trees also. Earth has a bird with similar structures, the hoactzin. It
loses them in adulthood. Here they may well become extra weapons." 

"The feet," Turekian scowled. "Two opposable digits flanking three straight ones.
Could serve as hands." 

"Then how does the creature get about on the ground?" Webner retorted. "Can't
forge a tool in midair, you know, let alone dig ore and erect stone houses." 

He wagged a finger. "Another, more fundamental point," he went on. "Fliers are too
limited in mass. True, the gravity's weaker than on Earth, but air pressure's lower. Thus
admissible wing loadings are about the same. The biggest birds which ever lumbered



into Terrestrial skies weighed some fifteen kilos. Nothing larger could get aloft.
Metabolism simply can't supply the power required. We've established that local
biochemistry is close kin to our type. Hence it is not possible for those ornithoids to
outweigh a maximal vulture. They're big, yes, and formidable. Nevertheless, that size
has to be mostly feathers, hollow bones—spidery, kitelike skeletons anchoring thin
flesh. 

"Aram, you hefted several items around this place, such as a stone pot. Or consider
one of the buckets, presumably used to bring water up from the river. What would you
say the greatest weight is?" 

Turekian scratched in his beard. "Maybe twenty kilos," he answered reluctantly. 

"There! No flier could lift that. It was always superstition about eagles stealing
lambs, or babies. They weren't able to. The ornithoids are similarly handicapped. Who'd
make utensils he can't carry?" 

"M-m-m," Turekian growled rather than hummed. Webner pressed the attack: 

"The mass of any flier on a terrestroid planet is insufficient to include a big enough
brain for true intelligence. The purely animal functions require virtually all those cells.
Birds have at least lightened their burden, permitting a little more brain, by changing
jaws to beaks. So have those ornithoids you called 'watch-falcons.' The big fellows have
not." 

He hesitated. "In fact," he said slowly, "I doubt if they can even be considered bright
animals. They're likely stupid…and vicious. If we're set on again, we need have no
compunctions about destroying them." 

"Couldn't he, she, it simply have been coming down for a quick, close look at
you—unarmed as a peace gesture?" Yukiko whispered. 

"If intelligent, yes," Webner said. "If not, as I've proven, positively no. I saved us
some nasty wounds. Perhaps I saved a life." 

"The dwellers might object if we shoot at their property," Turekian said. 

"They need only call off their, ah, dogs. In fact, the attack on us may not have been
commanded, may simply have been brute reaction after panic broke the order of the
pack." Webner rose. "Are you satisfied? We'll make thorough studies till nightfall, then
leave gifts, withdraw, hope for a better reception when we see the indigenes have
returned." A television pickup was customary among such gifts. 

Turekian shook his head. "Your logic's all right, I suppose. But it don't smell right
somehow." 

Webner started for the air lock. "Me, too?" Yukiko requested. "Please?" 

"No," Turekian said. "I'd hate for you to be harmed." 

"We're in no danger," she argued. "Our side arms can handle any fliers that may
arrive feeling mean. If we plant sensors around, no walking native can come within



bowshot before we know. I feel caged." 

The xenologist thawed. "Why not?" he said. "I can use a levelheaded assistant." To
Turekian: "Man the boat guns yourself if you wish." 

"Like blazes," the pilot grumbled, and followed them. 

 

He had to admit the xenologist knew his business. The former cursory search became a
shrewd, efficient examination of object after object, measuring, photographing,
commenting continuously into a minirecorder. Yukiko helped. On Survey, everybody
must have some knowledge of everybody else's specialty. But Webner needed just one
extra person. 

"What can I do?" Turekian asked. 

"Move an occasional heavy load,” the other man said. "Keep watch on the forest.
Keep out of the way." 

Yukiko was too fascinated by the work to chide him. Turekian rumbled in his throat,
stuffed his pipe, and slouched around the grounds alone, blowing furious clouds. 

At the corral he gripped a rail and glowered. "You want feeding," he decided, went
into a barn—unlike the house, its door was not secured—and found a haymow and
pitchforks which reminded him of a backwoods colony on Hermes that he'd visited
once, temporarily primitive because shipping space was needed for items more urgent
than modern agromachines. The farmer had had a daughter—He consoled himself with
memories while he took out a mess of cinnamon-scented red herbage. 

"You!" 

Webner leaned from an upstairs window. "What're you about?" he called. 

"Those critters are hungry," Turekian replied. "Listen to 'em." 

"How do you know what their requirements are? Or the owners? We're not here to
play God, for your information. We're here to learn and, maybe, help. Take that stuff
back where you got it." 

Turekian swallowed rage—that Yukiko should have heard his humiliation—and
complied. Webner was his captain till he regained the blessed sky. 

Sky…birds…He observed the "cotes." The pseudo-hawks fluttered about, indignant
but too small to tackle him. Were the giant ornithoids kept partly as protection against
large ground predators? Turekian studied the flock. Its members dozed, waddled,
scratched the dirt, fat and placid, obviously long bred to tameness. One threshed the air
toward a nest, clumsy as a chicken. Both types lacked the gill-like slits he had noticed…

A shadow. Turekian glanced aloft, snatched for his magnifier. Half a dozen giants
were back. The noon sun flamed on their feathers. They were too high for him to see
details. 



He flipped the controls on his gray unit and made for the house. Webner and
Yukiko were on the fifth floor. Turekian arced through a window. He had no eye, now,
for the Spartan grace of the room. "They've arrived," he panted. "We better get in the boat
quick." 

Webner stepped onto the balcony. "No need," he said. "I hardly think they'll attack.
If they do, we're safer here than crossing the open." 

"Might be smart to close the shutters," the girl said. 

"And the door to this chamber," Webner agreed. "That'll stop them. They'll soon lose
patience and wander off—if they attempt anything. Or if they do besiege us, we can
shoot our way through them, or at worst relay a call for help via the boat, once Olga's
again over our horizon." 

He had re-entered. Turekian took his place on the balcony and squinted upward.
More winged shapes had joined the first several; and more arrived each second. They
dipped, soared, circled through the wind, which made surf noises in the forest. 

Unease crawled along the pilot's spine. "I don't like this half a bit," he said. "They
don't act like plain beasts." 

"Conceivably the dwellers plan to use them in an assault," Webner said. "If so, we
may have to teach the dwellers about the cost of unreasoning hostility." His tone was
less cool than the words, and sweat beaded his countenance. 

Sparks in the magnifier field hurt Turekian's eyes. "I swear they're carrying metal,"
he said. "Listen, if they are intelligent—and out to get us after you nearly killed one of
'em—the house is no place for us. Let's scramble. We may not have many more
minutes." 

"Yes, I believe we'd better, Vaughn," Yukiko urged. "We can't risk…being forced to
burn down conscious beings…on their own land." 

Maybe his irritation with the pilot spoke for Webner: "How often must I explain
there is no such risk, yet? Instead, here's a chance to learn. What happens next could give
us invaluable clues to understanding the whole ethos. We stay." To Turekian: "Forget
about that alleged metal. Could be protective collars, I suppose. But take the
supercharger off your imagination." 

The other man stood dead still. "Aram." Yukiko seized his arm. "What's wrong?" 

He shook himself. "Supercharger," he mumbled. "By God, yes." 

Abruptly, in a bellow: "We're leaving! This second! They are the dwellers, and
they've gathered the whole countryside against us!" 

"Hold your tongue," Webner said, "or I'll charge insubordination." 

Laughter rattled in Turekian's breast. "Uh-uh. Mutiny." 

He crouched and lunged. His fist rocketed before him. Yukiko's cry joined the thick



smack as knuckles hit—not the chin, which is too hazardous—the solar plexus. Air
whoofed from Webner. His eyes glazed. He folded over, partly conscious but unable to
stand. Turekian gathered him in his arms. "To the boat!" the pilot shouted. "Hurry, girl!" 

His grav unit wouldn't carry two, simply gentled his fall when he leaped from the
balcony. He dared not stop to adjust the controls on Webner's. Carrying his chief, he
pounded across the flagstones. Yukiko came above. "Go ahead!" Turekian bawled. "Get
into shelter." 

"Not till you can. I'll cover you." 

The scores above had formed themselves into a vast revolving wheel. It tilted. The
first fliers peeled off and roared downward. The rest came after. 

Arrows whistled ahead of them. A trumpet sounded. Turekian dodged, zigzag over
the meadow. Yukiko's gun clapped. She shot to miss, but belike the flashes put those
archers—and, now, spearthrowers—off their aim. Shafts sang wickedly around. 

Yukiko darted to open the boat's air lock. While she did, Turekian dropped Webner
and straddled him, blaster drawn. The leading flier hurtled close. Talons of the right
foot, which was not a foot at all but a hand, gripped a scimitar. For an instant, Turekian
looked into the golden eyes, knew a brave male defending his home, fired to miss. 

In a brawl of air, the native sheered off. The valve swung wide. Yukiko flitted
through. Turekian dragged Webner, then stood in the lock chamber till the entry was
shut. 

Missiles clanged on the hull. None would pierce. Turekian let himself join Webner
for a moment of shuddering before he went to Yukiko and the raising of his vessel. 

 

When you know what to expect, a little, you can lay plans. We next sought the folk of
Ythri, as the planet is called by its most advanced culture, a thousand kilometers from
the triumph which surely prevailed in those mountains. Approached with patience,
caution, and symbolisms appropriate to their psyches, they welcomed us rapturously.
Before we left, they'd thought of sufficient inducements to trade that I'm sure they'll have
spacecraft of their own in a few generations. 

Still, they are as fundamentally territorial as man is fundamentally sexual, and we'd
better bear that in mind. 

The reason lies in their evolution. It does for every drive in every animal
everywhere. The Ythrian is carnivorous, aside from various sweet fruits. Carnivores
require larger regions per individual than herbivores or omnivores do, in spite of the
fact that meat has more calories per kilo than most vegetable matter. Consider how each
antelope needs a certain amount of space, and how many antelopes are needed to
maintain a pride of lions. Xenologists have written thousands of papers on the
correlations between diet and genotypical personality in sophonts. 

I have my doubts about the value of those papers. At least, they missed the



possibility of a race like the Ythrians, whose extreme territoriality and
individualism—with the consequences to governments, mores, arts, faiths, and
souls—come from the extreme appetite of the body. 

They mass as high as thirty kilos; yet they can lift their own weight in the air or,
unhampered, fly like demons. Hence they maintain civilization without the need to
crowd together in cities. Their townspeople are mostly wing-clipped criminals and
slaves. Today their wiser heads hope robots will end that need. 

Hands? The original talons, modified for manipulating. Feet? Those claws on the
wings, a juvenile feature which persisted and developed, just as man's large head and
sparse hair derive from the juvenile or fetal ape. The forepart of the wing skeleton
consists of humerus, radius, and ulnar, much as in true birds. These lock together in
flight. Aground, when the wing is folded downward, they produce a "knee" joint. Bones
grow from their base to make the claw-foot. Three fused digits, immensely lengthened,
sweep backward to be the alatan which braces the rest of that tremendous wing and can,
when desired, give additional support on the surface. To rise, the Ythrians usually do a
handstand during the initial upstroke. It takes less than a second. 

Oh, yes, they are slow and awkward afoot. They manage. Big and beweaponed,
instantly ready to go aloft, they need fear no beast of prey. 

You ask where the power comes from to swing this hugeness through the sky. The
oxidation of food, what else? Hence the demand of each household for a great hunting
or ranching demesne. The limiting factor is the oxygen supply. Turekian first
understood how that is increased. The Ythrian has lungs, a passive system resembling
ours. He also has his supercharger, evolved from the gills of an amphibian-like ancestor.
Worked in bellows fashion by the flight muscles, leading directly to the bloodstream,
those air-intake organs let him burn his fuel as fast as necessary. 

I wonder how it feels to be so alive. 

I remember how Yukiko Sachansky stood in the curve of Aram Turekian's arm,
under a dawn heaven, and watched the farewell dance the Ythrians gave for us, and
cried through tears: "To fly like that! To fly like that!"
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