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Chapter One

It's hard to be a larva. At first there's nothing. Very gradually a dim uncertain consciousness
coal esces from not hi ngness. Awareness of the world arrives not as a shock, but as a gray
inevitability. The larva cannot nove, cannot speak. But it can think

Hs first nenories, naturally, were of the Nursery: a cool, dimy lit tubul ar chanber of
controll ed cormotion and consi derabl e noi se. Beneath the gently arched ceiling, adults conversed
with his fellow | arvae. Wth awareness of his surroundi ngs cane recognition of self and of body: a
| unpi sh, neter &3209; and&8209; a&8209; hal f &8209; | ong cylindrical mass of nottled white flesh.

Through sinple, incomplete |arval eyes he hungrily ab-sorbed the limted world. Adults, equipnent,
wal | s and ceiling and floor, his conpanions, the cradle he lay in, all were white and bl ack and

i n&8209; bet ween shades of gray. They were all he could perceive. Color was a nysterious,

uni nmag-inable realmto which only adults had access. O all the unknowns of existence, he nost
pondered what was bl ue, what was yel | ow&8209;the taste of the wi thheld spectrum

The adults who managed the Nursery and attended the young were experienced in that service. They'd
heard generations of youngsters ask the sane questions in the sane order over and over, yet they
wer e&8209; ever patient and polite. So they tried their best to explain color to him The words
had no neani ng because there were no possible reference points, no nental |andnmarks to which a
larva could relate. It was like trying to describe the sun that warned the sur-face high, high
above the subterranean Nursery. He cane to think of the sun as a brightly blazing sonething that
produced an intense absence of dark

As he grew the attendants |let himnove about in his crude hunping, wormike fashion. Nurses
bustl ed through the Nursery, busy adults gifted with real nobility. Teach-ing machi nes rmurnured
their endless litany to the stu-dious. Qther adults occasionally came to visit, including a pair
who identified thenmsel ves as his own parents.

He conpared themw th his conpanions, like hinself squirmng white masses ending in dull black
eyes and thin nout h&B209;slits. How he envied the adults their clean |ines and mature bodi es, the
four strong |l egs, the footarns above serving either as hands or as a third pair of legs, the
deli-cate truhands above them

They had real eyes, adults did. Geat nultifaceted compound orbs that shone like a cluster of
bright jewels (light gray to him though he knew they were orange and red and gol d, whatever those
were). These were set to the sides of the shining val enti ne&8209; shaped heads, from which a pair
of feathery antennae sprouted, honestly white. He was fasci-nated by the antennae, as all his
conpani ons were. The adults would explain that two senses were held there, the sense of snell and
the sense of faz.

He understood fazzing, the ability to detect the presence of npving objects by sensing the
di sruption of air. But the concept of snell utterly eluded him nuch as color did. Along with arns
and | egs, then, he desperately w shed for antennae. He desperately wi shed to be conplete.

The Nurses were patient, fully understandi ng such yearn-ings. Antennae and |inbs would cone with
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time. Mean-while there was nmuch to learn

They taught speech, though | arvae were capable of no nore than a crude wheezi ng and gaspi ng
through their flex-ible nouth&209;parts. It took hard mandi bl es and adult lungs and throats to
produce the el egant clicks and whistles of mature conmuni cati on.

So he could see after a fashion, and hear, and speak a little. But sight was inconplete wthout
color and he could not faz or snell at all. By way of conpensation the teachers explained that no
adult could faz or snmell nearly as well as the primtive ancestors of the Thranx, back when the
race dwelt in unintelligence even deeper in the bowels of the earth than they did now, when
artificial light did not exist, and the senses of faz and snell necessarily exceeded that of sight
in inportance.

He |istened and understood, but that did not |essen the frustration. He would worm his way around
the exercise course because they insisted he needed exercise, but he was ever conscious of what a
pal e shadow of true nobility it was. Oh, so frustrating!

Larval years were the Learning Time. Hardly able to nove, unable to snell or faz, barely able to
converse, but with decent sight and hearing a | arva was adequately equi pped for | earning.

He was a particularly voraci ous student, absorbing everything and asking greedily for nore. His
teachers and Nurses were pleased, as was the teaching machine attached to his cradle. He nastered
H gh and Low Thranx, although he could properly speak neither. He | earned physics and chenmistry
and basi c bi ol ogy, including the danger posed by any body of water deeper than the thorax, where
the adult's breathing spicules were located. An adult Thranx could float, but not forever, and
when the water entered the body, it sank. Swinming was a talent reserved for primitive creatures
with internal skel etons.

He was taught astronony and geol ogy although he'd never seen the sky or the earth, for all that he
lived be-neath the surface. The Nursery was exquisitely tiled and panel ed. O her sections of
Paszex, his home town, were lined with plastics, ceramcs, netals, or stonework. In the ancient
burrows on the planet H vehom where the Thranx had evol ved, were tunnels and chanbers lined with
regurgi-tated cellul ose and body pl aster

I ndustry and agriculture were studied. H story told how the social arthropods known as the Thranx
first mastered H vehom adapting to existence above as well as bel ow the surface, and then spread
to other worlds. Eventually theol-ogy was di scussed and the | arvae nmade their choices.

Then on to nore conpl ex subjects as the mnd matured, to biochem stry, nucleonics, sociol ogy and
psychol ogy and the arts, including jurisprudence. He particularly enjoyed the history of space
travel, the stories of the first hesitant flights to the three nbons of H vehomin clunsy rockets,
the devel opnent of the posigravity drive that pushed ships through the gulf between the stars, and
the establishnent of colonies on worlds |ike D xx and Everon and Cal m Nursery. He | earned of the
bur geoni ng comrerce between W1 I 0&8209; wane, his own col ony world, and H vehom and the ot her

col oni es.

How he wanted to go to Hi vehom when he | earned of it! The nother world of the people, H vehom
Magi cal , enchanting nanme. His Nurses sniled at his excitement. It was only natural he shoul d want
to travel there. Everyone did.

Yet sonething nore showed on his profile charts, an un-defined yearning that puzzled the larva
psychol ogi sts. Possibly it was related to his unusual hatching. The norrmal four eggs had
bequeat hed not nmale and female pairs but three females and this one nal e.

He was aware of the psychol ogists' concerns but didn't worry about them He concentrated on

| earning as much as possible, stuffing his mind full to bursting with the won-ders of existence.
Wi | e these strange adults nunbl ed about "indecisiveness" and "unwillingness to tend toward a
course of action," he plowed through the | earning pro-grans, mtigating their worries with his
extraordi nary ap-petite for know edge.

Coul dn't they understand that he wasn't interested in any one particul ar subject? He was
interested in every-thing. But the psychol ogists didn't understand, and they fretted. So did his
fam ly, because a Thranx on the Verge al ways knows what he or she intends to do ... after
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CGen-eralizations do not a |life nake.

For a while they thought he mi ght want to be a phil oso-pher, but his general interests were of
specifics and not of abstruse speculations. Only his unusually high scores pre-vented their noving
himfromthe general Nursery to one reserved for the nmentally deficient.

On and on he studied, learning that WII ow&8209; wane was a wonderful world of confortable swanps
and | ow ands, of heat and hum dity nuch |like that of the Nursery. A true garden world whose poles
were free of ice and whose large continents were heavily jungled. WIIow&8209; wane was even nore
acconmodati ng than Hi vehomitself. He was fortunate to have been born there.

Hi s name he knew fromearly on. He was Ryo, of the Famly Zen, of the Can Zu, of the H ve Zex.
The | ast was a holdover fromprimtive tinmes, for only towns and cities existed now, no nore true
hi ves.

More history, the information that the devel opnment of real intelligence was concurrent with the
devel opnment of egg&8209;laying ability in all Thranx feral es. Gone was the need for a specialized
Queen. Their newy evol ved biological flexibility gave the Thranx a natural advantage over other
arthropods. But Thranx still paid respects to an honorary clannot her and hi venot her, echoes of the
bi ol ogi cal ma-triarchy that once domi nated the race. That was tradition. The people had a great

| ove of tradition.

He renenbered his shock when he'd first | earned of the AAnn, a space&8209; goi ng race of
intelligence, calculation, cunning, and aggressiveness. The shock arose not fromtheir abilities
but fromthe fact that the creatures possessed internal skeletons, |eathery skins, and flexible
bodi es. They moved like the primtive aninmals of the jungles but their intelligence was
undeni abl e. The di scovery had caused con-sternation in the Thranx scientific comunity, which had
postul ated that no creature | acking a protective exoskel eton could survive | ong enough to evol ve
true intelligence. The hard scal es of the AAnn gave protection, and sonme felt that their closed
circulatory systens conpensated for the | ack of an exoskel eton

Al'l these things he studied and nastered, yet he was un-settled in mnd because he al so knew t hat
of all the inhabi-tants of the Nursery who were on the Verge, he alone was unable to settle on a
career, to choose a life work.

Around him his chil dhood conpani ons nade their choices and were content as the tine grew near.
This one to be a chem st, that one a janitorial engineer, the one on the cradle across fromRyo to
becone a public Servitor, another opting for food&8209; processi ng managenent .

Only he could not decide, would not decide, did not want to decide. He wanted only to | earn nore,
to study nore.

Then there was no nore tinme for study. There was only tine for a sudden upwelling of fear. H's
body had been changing for nonths, subtle trenors and quivers jostling himinternally. He'd felt
his insides shift, felt skin and self tingling with a peculiar tension. An urge was upon him a
powerful desire to turn inward and expl ode outward.

The Nurses tried to prepare himfor it as best they could, soothing, explaining, show ng him again
the chips he'd studied over and over. Yet the sight of it recorded on screen was clinical and
distant, hard to relate to what was occurring inside his own body. Al the chips, all the
infor-mation in the world could not prepare one for the reality.

Wrse were the runmors that passed from Nurserymate to Nurserymate in the dark, during sleeping
time, when the adults were not listening. Horrible stories of gross deform -ties, of monstrosities
put out of their msery before they had a chance to see thenselves in a mrror, which others said
were allowed to survive for a life of mserable study as scientific subjects, never to be
permitted out in society.

The runors grew and nmultiplied as fast as the changes in his own body. The Nurses and speci al
doctors cane and went and nonitored himintensively. Around it all, encap-sulating all the mystery
and terror and wonder and hope, was a single word.

Met anor phosi s.
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The process was sonething you could not avoid, |ike death. The genes insisted and the body obeyed.
The larva could not delay it.

He had studied it repeatedly with a fervor he had never applied to anything el se. He watched the
recordings, mar-veled at the transformation. What if the cocoon was wongly spun? What if he

mat ured too soon and burst fromthe cocoon only half forned or, worse yet, waited too | ong and
snot her ed?

The Nurses were reassuring. Yes, all those terrible things had happened once upon a tine, but now
trained doctors and netanorphic engineers stood by at all tines. Mdern nedici ne woul d conpensate
for any m stake the body might nake.

The day canme and he hadn't slept for four days before it. Hi s body felt nervous and ready to
burst. Inconprehen-sible feelings possessed him He and the others who were ready were taken from

the Nursery. Befuddl ed younger |arvae watched them go, sone filling their wake with cries of
farewel |
" Good&8209; bye, Ryo ... Don't cone out with eight legs!" "See you as an adult,"” shouted another.

"Come back and show us your hands," cried a third. "Tell us what color is!"

Ryo knew he wouldn't be returning to the Nursery. Once gone, there was no reason to return. It
woul d belong to another life, unless he opted for Nursery work as an adult. He watched the Nursery
recede as his palette traveled in train with the others down the Iong central aisle. The Nurs-ery,
its friendl y&209;famliar whites and grays, its cradles and conpassi on the only conpani ons he'd
ever had, all van-ished behind a tripartite door

He heard soneone cry out, then realized he was the noi se-maker. The nedi cal personnel hushed him
cal med him

Then he was in a great, high&8209; ceilinged chanber, a dome of gl owi ng darkness, of perfectly
bal anced humidity and tenperature. He could see the other palettes being placed nearby, formng a
circle. His friends wiggled and twi sted under the gentle gl ow of special |anps.

On the next palette rested a female naned Uil avsezex. She made the sound indicative of good
wi shes and friend-ship. "It's finally here," she said. "After so long, after all these years.
' m&8209;1' mnot sure | know what to do or howto do it."

"Me either," Ryo replied. "I know the recordings, but how do you tell when the precise nonent is,
how do you know when the tinme is right? | don't want to nmake any mi stakes."

"I feel ... | feel so strange. Like 1&8209;like | have to ... She was no | onger talking, for
sil k had begun to energe magically fromher mouth. Fascinated, he stared as she began

si ngl e&8209; ni ndedly to work, her body contorting with a flexibility soon to be |ost forever.
Bendi ng sharply, she had begun at the base of her body and was working rapidly toward the head.

Layer upon | ayer the danp silk rose around her. body, hardening on contact with the air. Now he
could see only her head. The eyes began to di sappear. Around hi mothers had begun to work.

Sonet hi ng heaved inside himand he thought he was going to vomit. He did not. It was not his
stomach that was suddenly, eruptively working, but other glands and organs. There was a taste in
his mouth, not bad at all, fresh and clean. He tw sted, doubled over, working the silk that
ex-truded in a steady, effortless flowas if he'd spun a hundred tinmes before.

He felt no cl austrophobia, a fear unknown to a people who mature underground. Up, high, higher,
around his nouth and eyes now, the cocoon rose. The upper cap nar-rowed over his head. It was

al most cl osed when a pair of truhands reached in and down through the remaini ng gap. Myving
quickly, in tine to his nouth novenents so as not to become entangled in the hardening silk, they
hel d a tube that was pressed agai nst his forehead.

The hands withdrew. Nothing el se renained to concen-trate on except finishing, finishing,
finishing the work. Then the cocoon was conplete and the sedative that had been injected into him
conbi ned with his physical exhaus-tion to speed himinto the Sleep. A dim fading part of himknew
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he woul d sl eep for three whol e seasons ..

But it wasn't long at all. Only a few seconds, and sud-denly he was kicking with a desperate
intensity. Qut, he thought hysterically, | have to get out. He was inprisoned, confined in
somet hi ng hard and unyi el ding. He shoved and kicked with all his strength. So weak, he was so
terribly weak. Yet&8209;a small crack, there.

The sight renewed his determ nation and he ki cked hard-er, punched with his hands and began to
pul | at the pieces that cracked in front of him The prison was disintegrating around him He
whistled in triunph, kicked with all four |egs&8209;then spraw ed free and exhausted onto a soft
floor.

On his thorax the eight spicules pul sed weakly, sucking air. He turned his head and | ooked up,
usi ng his truhands to brush at the danpness still clinging to his eyes.

Then other hands were on him turning him helping himuntangle. Antiseptic cloths brushed at his
eyes and there was a sharp smell of peppermint. A voice spoke sooth-ingly. "It's all over. Rel ax,
just relax. Let your body gather its strength.”

Instinctively he turned toward the sound of the voice as the last filmmasking his eyes was
sponged away. A male Thranx | ooked down at him H's chiton was deep purple, so he would be quite
el derly.

Real i zation canme in a rush. Purple. The adult's chiton was purple, and purple was a color that had
been described to himand now he knew what it was and the ceramic inlay in the doctor's forehead
was a single bar of silver crossed by two bars of gold and his ommtidia were red with gold and
yel l ow central bands and they gleaned in the light of the roomand ... and ... It was wonderful

He | ooked down at hinmself, saw the slimbody, the seg-nmented abdonen, the four glistening w ng
cases, vestigial wings beneath, the four strong, jointed |l egs spraddled to his left. He raised a
truhand, touched it with a foothand, then repeated the notion with the other pair, then touched
all four sets of four fingers together.

Al'l around himhe heard uncertain clicks and whistles as strange voices struggled to naster new
bodi es. Soneone brought a mrror. Ryo looked into it. Staring back at himwas a beauti ful

bl ue&8209; green adult, still danp but drying rap-idly followi ng Emergence. The

val enti ne&8209; shaped head was cocked to one side. Crean&8209;white feathery antennae flut-tered
and snothered himin the nost peculiar sensations. Snells, they were; rich, dark, pungent, nusky,
glowi ng, va-nilla. The snells of the postcocoon recovery room of his metanorphosed friends. He
knew he' d been asleep not a few mnutes or seconds but for nore than half a year, that his body
had changed and matured from a pul py, barely conscious white thing into a gloriously streanlined
adul t.

He tried to gather his | egs beneath himand found ready hands on either side, helping himup
"Easy there ... don't try to rush yourself," a voice told him

Erect, he turned and di scovered a wi de wi ndow. On the other side stood a host of excited, mature
Thranx. Ryo recogni zed the markings of two, his sire and dane.

They were no |longer kindly gray shapes. They had color now. Evidentially they recognized him for
they made greeting signs at him He returned them realizing that he now possessed the neans for
doi ng so

The hands left him He stood by hinself on all fours, abdonen stretched out behind him thorax and
then bthorax inclined upward with his head topping all. He | ooked back over his shoul der, down at
his body, then down at the floor. He stepped carefully off the soft padding onto the harder
outside ring. Experinmentally, he walked in a slow circle.

"Very good, Ryozenzuzex." It was the elderly doctor who'd supervised his Energence. "Don't rush
yoursel f. Your body knows what to do."

Around Ryo his conpani ons were taking experinmental deep breaths, cleaning their eyes, testing | egs
and fingers, females wiggling their shining ovipositors, extending and recoiling them.
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I can wal k, he thought delightedly. |I can see colors. He sensed the pressure of air around himand
his brain sorted the inplications. | can faz, and | can snell, and | can still hear. He thanked
those who'd assisted himand narveled at the clarity of his speech; sharp clicks, beautifully
nmodu- | at ed whi st es&8209;all the intricate convol utions of Low Thranx. Years of study paid off

now.

He marveled at that, too, his four mandi bl es noving snoothly agai nst each other as he nade sounds
of pure pleasure. Only one thing hung in his thoughts to mar his happi ness: his body was conpl ete
but his future was not, for he still had not the vaguest idea what he wanted to do with hinself.

Eventually he drifted into agricultural services, for he felt a positive joy at finally being able
to go Above and, unlike his highly gregarious fellow citizens, took pleasure in working outside
the town.

He drowned his personal uncertainties and confusion in work. Pushed by his clan, he took as
premate a bright and energetic fenal e named Fal m ensazex. Life settled into a confortable,
famliar routine. His clan and famly ceased to worry about him and the ol d, naggi ng i ndeci sion
faded steadily until it was nearly forgotten.

Chapter Two

It was the mdday of Malnrep, the third of WIIlow&8209;wanes five seasons and the time of Hi gh
Sunmer. The weat her was rich with moisture and the air rippled with heat.

Ryo checked the readout on the console. Two assistants acconpani ed himon the scouting expedition
into the jun-gle. They were to survey the feasibility of planting two thousand bexam n vi nes.

He' d argued long and patiently with the Innnot |ocal council who had intended to plant the newy
drained and cleared land in ji bushes. Ryo insisted that it was tine to diversify |ocal operations
further and that bexam n vine, which produced snall hard berries of deep ocher hue, was the npst
suitabl e candidate for planting.

The berry fruit was usel ess, but the single seed that lay at the center of each, when crushed and
m xed with water and a protein additive, produced a wonderfully sweet syrup that was nearly as
nutritious as it was tasty. But the fifteen-neter&8209;1ong vines required nore attention that the
nmost del -icate ji bush. Nevertheless, the council voted three to two in favor of his suggestion

Ryo was quite conscious of how much was riding on the success of this planting. Wile failure
woul d not shatter his solid reputation within the Conpany, a good bexami n crop woul d considerably
enhance it. Wether a grand triunph was a good idea he wasn't sure, but he didn't seemto be
progressing in any other directions. So he thought he m ght as well rise within the Conpany
structure.

" he said to his two assistants, both of whomwere ol der than he, "break out the transit
" Wth right foothand and truhand he gestured to

"Bor, Aen,
sighters. We're going to lay a |line down that way.
his left, to the northeast.

They acknow edged the order by unpacking the instru-nments and fixing themto the proper mounts on
the side of the crawler. Ryo nade sure the stingers were unstrapped and ready for use in case they
should meet with an errilis.

But nothing sprang fromthe tangl ed vegetation to chal -l enge them as they powered up the
instruments. M nutes passed and Bor was renpving a reflective narker fromits case when an

expl osion threw himviolently to the crawl er deck. The concussi on bent the thinner trees eastward.
Vines and creepers were torn free of their branches. Only his grip on the steering pylon enabled
Ryo to maintain his footing.

During the silence that followed, the three of theml|ay stunned, not knowi ng what to nmake of the
vi ol ence. Then a frantic cacophony of screeks and wails, npans and weeping rose fromthe startled
i nhabitants of the jungle as they recovered fromtheir own shock
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A trio of splay&8209;footed inwicep birds ran past the craw er, their meter&8209; wi de webbed feet
barely tickling the swanp water, their necks held parallel to the surface and their thin blue
tails stretched out behind them for bal ance.

"Ovipositors acute!" muttered Bor. "What was that?" As if to punctuate the query there was anot her
roar, less cataclysmc but still strong enough to rattle the treetops.

Bot h assistants | ooked to Ryo for an explanation, but he could only stare south, the way they'd
come, and performinstinctive gestures of befuddl enent. "lI've no idea. It al-nbst sounds as if the
generat or nexus went up."

"A collision at the transport term nal perhaps,” sug-gested Aen

"Not possible." Bor nmade a gesture of assurance. He was the eldest of the trio. "Only a nonitor
breakdown for the northern sector of the continent would allow such a disas-ter. Even if that came
to pass | can't visualize any collision of nodul es produci ng such an expl osion."

"That woul d depend on what they were carrying," said Ryo, "but | agree with you. A nore likely
source of such energy would be the Reducer conplex south of town where they distill fue
al cohol s. "

Aen concurred. "We'd best hurry back and see what we can do to help. There may be fire in the
burrows. "

"1 have clanmates who work at the Reducer." Bor was no | ess concerned than his friends.
"And |," added Aen

Ryo gunned the engine of the crawl er. Broad exterior treads spun in opposite directions. The
vehicle turned on its axis and Ryo sent it runbling back down the path they'd crunched through the
raw jungl e. Ooze and water sprayed fromthe speeding machine's flanks as Bor and Aen hur-riedly
restowed the survey equipnent.

A fresh shock awaited them as they reached the edge of the jungle and were about to touch the
farthest of the plantation access roads. Two | arge shuttlecraft of peculiar nmul-tiw nged design
were resting there. In landing they'd nade a ruin of several neatly tended fields of weoneon and
asfi.

The local airport was south of Paszex, a fact that Ryo could not reconcile with the presence in
his famliar fields of the two strange ships. It was the ol der Bor who roughly took the controls
fromhimand hurriedly backed the crawl -er into the cover of the jungle.

The action ended Ryes immbility, if not his confusion. "I don't understand. Is it some kind of
energency? |Is that why they didn't set down at the port and ... ?"

Bor interrupted him pragmati smassum ng sway over politeness.

"Those are not Thranx, or anything else friendly. They are AAnn shuttlecraft. Don't you recal
them from Learn-ing Time? There has to be an AAnn warship sonewhere in orbit around
W11l ow&8209; wane. "

Bor's words brought the segment of study back to Ryo in a rush.

Power ful , antagonistic, and crafty were the words that best described the endoskel et al
space&8209; goi ng AAnn. Their star systens lay farther out along the galactic plane than the Thranx
wor | ds. Though war had never been decl ared between the two races, occasional "m stakes" were nmade
by individual AAnn conmanders who "overstepped their orders.” O so the AAnn apol ogi es al ways

i nsi st ed.

Since the Central governnment on H vehom was al ways practical about such natters, the errors never
led to full- scale conmbat. Such isolated incidents were irritating but rarely outrageous. The
Grand Council therefore chose to protest such incidents through diplomatic channels.
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This policy was not nuch confort to the three outraged individuals driving the crawl er, an unusua
state of affairs anong a people normally respectful of authority.

The trio could not synpathize with diplomats, since all they could see were two invading craft
that had destroyed | aboriously grooned fields, and the plunes of dark black snoke that rose |ike
muti | ated ghosts above Paszex.

"We nust do sonething." Ryo stared hel plessly through the trees. Across the fields drifted the
hi ss of di scharging energy weapons mxed with the Iighter crackle of Thranx stingers and an
occasi onal nasty cur&3209; rrrupnph! from expl o-sive shells.

"What can we do?" Bor's tone was one of cal maccep-tance. "W do not have&8209;" Hi s voice rose at
the thought and his eyes gl eaned |ike dianonds. "W do have weap-ons."

Ryo's hands pulled the largest stinger rifle fromits hol-ster. He needed all four to handle it.
"Bor, you drive the craw er. Aen, you navigate and keep watch for the AAnn."

"Pardon," Aen objected, "but in accordance with our re-spective positions it would be ny place to
drive, Bor's to shoot, and yours to navigate."

"Rank is hereby superseded by circunstance." Ryo was checking the charge on the rifle. It was
full. "I order you to disregard position."

"If you wish me to ignore position then you cannot give ne an order to do so," she argued

snoot hly. Bor settled the argunent by plunging the craw er through the trees onto the field of
cab&8209; hi gh asfi. They were soon subnerged in ripe yellow pods just starting to droop fromtheir
gr een&8209; and- bl ack&8209; stri ped stal ks.

Noi se and gunfire continued to issue fromthe direction of the town. That was natural. Al so

prom sing, Ryo thought. Having touched down unopposed in an unpro-tected colonial region, the
invaders quite likely would an-ticipate little in the way of arned resistance. Certainly nothing
as absurd as a counterattack

Ryo ordered Bor to aimthe craw er for the parked shut-tles. Ryo wi shed sinultaneously for an
energy rifle. That would be nuch nore effective agai nst nmachi nery, the stingers having been
desi gned for use against |iving beings.

They approached quite near to the shuttles and still no one appeared to challenge them The
shuttlecraft were the first true space&8209; goi ng vehicles Ryo had ever seen. Paszex and Jupiq and
even Zirenba did not rate a spaceport. Only facilities for | ess powerful suborbital craft.

At Aen's suggestion, Bor swung the craw er sharply left and off the main cultivation path. Now
they were snash-ing crudely through the dense rows of asfi stalks. Fruit and stalks flewin all
directions.

Such casual destruction was nornmally worthy of severe condemmati on, but under, the circunstances
Ryo didn't worry about possible social consequences. And then, sud-denly and unexpectedly, a
single creature was standing just ahead and to the right of the rapidly advancing craw er.

The AAnn was relieving hinself and the abrupt appear-ance of the crawl er was a shock. He stunbled
over his short pants and grow ed unintelligibly.

The blunt, heavy jaws were filled with sharp teeth. A pair of black, single&209;I|ensed eyes
peered fromhigh on the two sides of the head. A single tail curved from behind. The large, clawed
feet wore devices that resenbl ed steel spats. Its short pants were nmatched by a shirt of dul

color and a helmet forested with el ectronic sensors.

A thick cord connected a bul ky hand weapon to a pow er pack slung around the AAnn's wai st. The
muzzl e swung around to point at the onrushing craw er.

Cvilized thoughts were subsumed by fury and Ryo never hesitated. Had he been the average worker,
he woul d have died, but in the swanps Ryo had acquired refl exes that nost hive dwellers | acked.
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There was a sharp crack fromthe stinger and a tiny bolt of electricity junped fromits tip to
strike the AAnn squarely in the chest. The AAnn convul sed, junped a nme-ter clear of the ground,
and fell back twitching. He was notionless by the tinme the craw er runbl ed past. Now the enornity
of what Ryo had just done finally struck. He'd deliberately slain another sentient creature. For
an instant Ryo was a little shaky.

They coul d hear angui shed, hi gh&8209; pitched whistles fromthe direction of Paszex. Primtive
instincts overwhel med the | ast of thousands of years of civilization. The hive was being attacked.
Ryo was a sol di er defending the burrow entrances. Al that mattered now was def ense.

By now they were quite close to the nearer of the two shuttlecraft and Ryo was hunting for a
section of the ship that might prove vulnerable to his weapon. If he'd had an energy rifle he
woul d have begun by shooting at the multi-ple |Ianding gear or at the transparent crescent that
mar ked the command cabi n above the nose. But these were war-craft. There were no exposed antennae
or exterior engines.

Several arned AAnn stood beneath the nearest wing. They glanced up in surprise as the craw er
runbled into view. Ryo shot one of thembefore the others could nove. The group suddenly broke and
ran frantically for the ranp that led fromthe ground to the belly of the shuttle.

Ryo caught another AAnn with a second bolt hal fway up the ranp, watching coldly as the creature
jerked and twi sted downward. Several energy beans reached fromthe other retreating soldiers
toward the crawer but, fired wildly and in haste, they m ssed the agile nmachine as Bor sent it
wi ndi ng in unpredictable directions.

Now t hey were crossing under the stern of the first shuttle and careening toward the second. Ryo
sent several shots crackling toward the twin exhaust jets and then the rocket openings between,
hopi ng to di sable sone vital component. He had no way of knowing if the bursts were effec-tive.

By this. time panic was giving way to reaction anong those on board the craft. Suddenly a powerful
wash of en-ergy radiated fromthe bow of the second ship. It carbon-ized the ground ahead and to
the left of the charging craw -er.

"Turn, turn!" shouted Aen. Bor responded with soft clicking noises indicating acknow edgnment and
m | d annoy-ance.

The craw er raced for the conceal nent of sone tettoq trees. A second energy blast seared the earth
where the crawl er had been headi ng nonents earlier.

O her rushing, nechani cal sounds reached them Look-ing back over the stern of the crawl er as they
di sappeared into the shelter of the tettoq boles, Ryo could rmake out noving figures hurrying
toward the shuttles. Sonme were on singl e&8209;tracked machines that carried soldiers in pairs.

QO h-ers ran on foot. Al were pouring out of the town.

The fire fromthe second shuttle was joined by a flare fromthe first. Beans from both swept the
tettoq orchard in search of fleeing eneny. One struck near enough to ex-plode the crawer's rear
tread. But by that tine the over-worked vehicle was linping into the far thicker cover of-fered by
the jungl e.

Al nmost reluctantly, a final, fiery burst cut down two massive lugulic trees, which fell with a
ripping crash just to the left of the damaged crawl er, carrying down vines and | esser trees with
them Then a rich, rising whine filled the air.

"Can you see what they're doi ng?" Bor asked, maintain-ing as conplex an evasive course as he could
manage with the damaged tread. Ryo and Aen tried to stare through the trees.

"The ramps have been taken in,'
preparing to | eave."

Ryo said excitedly. "Judging fromthe noise, 1'd say they're
"Surely not because of our little diversion?"

"Who knows?" Pride filled Aen's voice. "They were cer-tainly&209; surprised. Perhaps they think
several dozen of us, nounting deadlier weaponry, are preparing to attack them?"
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"Such specul ation is unbecom ng," Ryo murmured.

"The circunstances support it," she replied.

"Then again," Bor put in, "it nmay be that their flight has several possible causes."
"Meani ng what ?" wondered Ryo

Bor brought the crawer to a halt and joined themin gazing through the wall of trees. "Either
they have accom plished whatever evil they planned for our poor hive or else,"” and he pointed
skyward with a truhand, "one of the warships that occasionally but regularly visits our system had
received word of this attack and has drawn near."

The whine of the lifting jets achieved a respectable thun-der and the three Thranx watched as the
warcraft taxied through nore of the fresh asfi, picked up speed, and grad-ually rose into the
eastern sky. O defensive aircraft fromdistant C ccikalk there was still no sign

As to whether a Thranx warship had actually arrived on the orbital scene and pronpted the retreat,
they would have to wait to find out. The echo of the jets faded. There was nothing to hint that
anyt hing out of the ordinary had happened, nothing save the columms of black snoke, the crushed
vegetation in the fields, and the faint, awful snell of sonething burning.

Paszex had not been conpletely destroyed. One of the natural advantages of |iving underground is
that all but the uppernost levels of a community are relatively inpregnable to all but the

heavi est weapons. Fromtheir primtive begin-nings the Thranx had al ways |ived beneath the surface
of the earth.

Still, substantial and heartrendi ng danmage had been done. Besides the casual destruction of
carefully tended or-chards and fields, the hive's nodul e transport station was tw sted, running
metal . Many of the air intakes and venti-lation stacks had been burned away |i ke so nmuch dry
straw. No real military purpose could have been served by such destruction; it seened to have been
done nore for amuse-nent than tactical advantage.

The hive's comunication center and satellite term nal had al so been destroyed, but not before the
operators had succeeded in transmtting a message to Zirenba. Fromthere it was instantly rel ayed
to G ccikal k, whence hel p had been sunmoned.

Many were dead and every clan had new ancestors to honor. But there were no recrinnations, no
days of wail-ing and weepi ng. Because the water |ines were untouched the Servitor staff could
efficiently extinguish all but the nbst persistent fires. Because the Servitors. were al so
re-sponsi bl e for such diverse functions as keeping the peace and cl eaning up the garbage,
restoration and repair were well coordinated fromthe beginning.

Fanmilies tallied their |osses, clannpthers conmpiled ros-ters of the dead, while the job of putting
Paszex back to-gether again proceeded snobothly. Since the AAnn had been too busy or too
contenptuous to destroy the synchronous -orbit communications satellites above WI I ow&8209; wane,
rees-tablishing contact with the rest of the planet was sinply a matter of placing portable
conmuni cati on di scs above the town.

Ryo cared little for such details as he'd raced through the smke&8209;filled corridors in search
of Fal .

She' d been working in the Nursery. If he'd known that, he wouldn't have worried so nuch about her
But he couldn't be sure she was at work when the AAnn attacked. She coul d have been anywhere in
the hive. It was a consider-able relief to learn that she was safe and unhurt.

When the first expl osions had sounded, followed i me-diately by the alarns, she'd assisted in the
transfer of the |larvae to the special Nursery chanbers below the hive's fifth and bottom | evel
There she and the other attendants waited out the battle in conparative safety.

The energency |ower Nursery had its own sealed air supply as well as weapons, and could have held
out for three seasons without revealing itself to | ong&8209;terminvaders. Such security for the

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20-%20Humanx%20-%20Nor%20Crystal%20Tears.txt (11 of 129) [1/16/03 6:56:29 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20Humanx%620-%20N or%20Crystal %20T ears.txt

young was a hol dover fromthe Thranx's prinitive past. Even after attaining intelligence and
civilization, the Thranx had never forgotten that the nobst basic ingredient for the survival of a
people is the protection of the young.

Eventually the town learned that the tinely arrival of a Thranx warship had, indeed, forced the
hasty AAnn re-treat. That did not prevent Ryo, Bor, and Aen from bei ng accorded the status due
| ocal heroes.

They had been responsible for the deaths of at |east three of the bandits&8209;the | ocal counci
woul d not dignify the AAnn by calling theminvaders&3209; and one of the two AAnn shuttl es had been
destroyed by the Thranx warshi p before rendezvous with its nother ship. The Thranx

cap-tai n&209; had ascribed the fatal shot to an inproperly supervi sed gunnery officer,
subsequently "reprimanded." So there was sonething of a trade&3209;off, incidentw se.

Nevert hel ess, a few were convinced that the success was due to Ryo's stinging rifle. But there was
now no way to prove this, so Ryo and his conpanions naturally refused to accept credit for it.

That did not keep the hive council fromvoting them comrendati ons and thanks. There was even talk
of sonme kind of presentation at the capital. That never naterialized, but weeks |ater Ryo |earned
that he had been noninated for a single crinson star by the grateful col onial govern-nent, and
that the award had been approved by the appro-priate bureau on H vehom in Daret. The star was to
be set in his chiton just behind his |left shoul der

Sone mlitary and civilian heroes of great acconplish-nent could boast twenty and thirty such
stars, acquired through long and neritorious service. A few even carried the coveted yell ow
sunburst. But thousands of respected achi evers had never received a single such honor. The award
was quite a coup for Ryo's clan, though he cared little for it. Anyone woul d have done as he bad,
presented with the same options. Nonetheless, it was argued, it was he who had done it.

As the weeks passed, supplies were air&8209;ferried fromZir-enba, and Jupiq and Paszex's ot her
sister towns contributed what they could. Medical and food supplies were the first to arrive in
quantity, followed by technicians, building materials, and sophisticated replacenment conponents
from G cci kal k.

The danaged fiel ds were soon readied for replanting. New ventilation and exhaust stacks were
qui ckly set and seal ed in place.

The greatest damage was to the nodule transport ter-mnal. Ryo went there one day to see how
repairs were progressing. It was inmportant to the Conpany because nost of Innot's |oca
unprocessed produce was shi pped via nod-ule to Zrenba.

The gui de tracks on which the nagnetic repul sion nod-ules cruised were still being poured and
cast. The thick gray&8209;white plastic would solidify quickly into a nearly un-breakabl e,
flexible Iine. New coils were being sealed into position. Under the critical gaze of a large crew
of local and inported technicians the station was being rebuilt in the nost nodern style and nuch
expensi ve sungl ass crystal was used as shi el di ng.

The new station would be larger and nore efficient as well as nore attractive than its
predecessor, though the citi-zens of Paszex would gladly have traded it for the old one and a
retraction of the cause of its destruction. Ryo won-dered if the lavish new ternminal was the
governnent's sub-tle apology to the scarred inhabitants.

A big celebration was held when the&8209; first nodules ar-rived over the new track from Jupiq,
but Ryo missed the event, being deep in the jungle at the tinme. He watched it via screen |ater
that night, saw the dozen obl ong passenger modules link up outside Jupiqg to forma single silvery
seg-nented train, then split up outside Paszex to arrive in stately individual procession

At | east the systemwas operational again. Goods and individuals could once nore travel freely
bet ween Paszex and the rest of WII| ow&8209; wane. Only decorative detail re-nained to be added to
the termnal. Mre governnent noney. Mre apol ogies

A formal clan evening nmeal was served that night. The clan hall was utilized and the neal set two
tinmeparts later than nornal to allow everyone tinme to dress properly. Fine jewelry and inlays were
brought out for the occasion. There were neck pouches and body vests of orange and sil ver nesh,
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pi nk threadwork so fine that it seened no hand or machi ne coul d nanage the weave. Fenml es and

mal es ali ke sported inlays of cerul ean and carnelian, obsidian and chal -cedony, faceted gens, fine
ceranmic and enanel in curli-cues, triangles, and bars. Mst gl eaned from excavati ons nade between
mandi bl es and eyes, though nore official in-serts shone on a few shoul ders and necks.

After the nmeal Ryo's crinson star was awarded in a for-mal cerenony. The&8209; f our &8209; poi nt ed
i nsignia was presented by a minor governnment functionary who'd traveled fromZir-enba for the
occasi on.

The official presented the small transparent case to the venerable Ilvenzuteck, Ryo's clannother,
who handed it proudly to the inlayer. The craftswonan set to work with bl ades and chi sel s,
pai nl essly excavating a gap fromthe chiton of Ryo's left shoulder while the rest of the clan

| ooked on approvingly.

Per magl ue was brushed on the base of the star, which was then carefully set in place, the netal
fitting flush with Ryo's exoskel eton. The inlayer, an old Thranx, took satis-faction froma
perfect fit on the first attenpt. No glue oozed fromthe edges of the incision. She'd done this
many tines before, though nostly with cheap ceramics and rarely before an audi ence. She applied a
little saliva to shine the star, inlayer tradition

The decoration would remain a permanent part now of Ryo's body, for all to see and admire. |If he
ever did any traveling, it would be anusing when strangers asked himin what canpaign, during what
exploration he'd achieved the award. He woul d have to confess that he'd earned it for acceding to
the inmpulse to prevent belligerent aliens' fromknocking down tettoq trees and asfi bushes.

A loud whistling arose fromthe assenbl ed clanate, fromelders, adults, and adol escents alike. The
whi stl e of ap-proval rose shrilly and then snapped off, neatly concluded. Ryo acknow edged it
whi |l e Fal beaned proudly at himfrom her seat nearby.

She | ooks particularly beautiful tonight, he thought, with the sinple yellow stripes in her
forehead and the three pink dots topping each. She wore matchi ng neck and body attire of violet
iridescent material. Violet and silver thread had been applied with tenporary glue around her
b&8209; t horax and spicules. Silver wires forned double helixes around both arching ovipositors, an
agoni zingly long task at which her brother and friends had hel ped.

For a nmonent Ryo thought to boldly announce their in-tention to mate, but of course he coul d not
do that without consulting her first, though he knew she would agree in-stantly. It was just as
wel |, he thought. Lovely as she was, he still wasn't certain he was ready for that.

So he stood, accepting the accol ades of his clan, the four&8209; pointed crinson star shining on
hi s shoul der. As he thought of the lady who | oved himand the certain pronp-tion to the | nnot
| ocal council, he was quiet, contenpla-tive.

No one in the assenbled crowd of friends and relatives coul d have guessed that the thought
uppernost in Ryozenzuzex's mnd was this: he did not hate but, instead, greatly envied the AAnn of
the shuttles ..

Chapter Three

The ship was nearly as young as her captain. Six great oval projection fans forned a circle in
front of it, attached to the octahedral bulk of the craft proper by long netal corridors and a
webwor k of struts and braces.

Each fan generated a portion of the posigravity field, a crude precursor of the KK drive that was
to cone following the Anal gamation. This field pulled the ship through Space Plus, for all that
it was ungainly, unstreamined, and resenbled an angular netallic squid. Generation of the
po-sigrav field used a great deal of energy and Space Plus was no place for tinmd physics. It was
a region inhabited by ghost stars, where visible light turned diffuse and X&8209;ray stars becane
visible. Oher peculiarities were nornal to Space Plus, the region of theory wherein the ships of
Deep Space uncertainly nade their way. A captain had to be ready to deal with all sorts of
mani pul ati ve physical phe-nonena, sone that were not matter, others that were not energy.
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Bel ow Space Plus lay normal space ("below' here signi-fying a place nore colloquial than
relativistic), where could be found predictable stars and habitabl e planets. Below that were the
unnatural atom c and subatomic va-garies of Space Mnus, or Nullspace, a region of eternity best
not touched, where tachyons and other nonexi stent particles becane real and where ships and
messages sone-tinmes vanished nore utterly than if they'd dropped into a collapsar. Null space was,
according to a nost respected Thranx theosophical physicist, "the inside&8209;out of real."

Capt ai n Brohwel porvot strolled the control roomof the Zinramm Though he was on his third
expedition for Deep Space Research he was still nervous about his first conmand. Relaxed in their
saddl es, his crew formed a cir-cle around him

Through the forward observation port the distant purple glow of the posigravity drive field marked
the burrow the Zinramm was tunneling through Space Plus. They were a quarter of a season out from
H vehom system 1In addition to verifying and extending the charts for this considerable section of
space, they'd entered and studied two new plane-tary systens, one holding a world that was
mar gi nal |y i n-habitabl e&8209; a di scovery by itself sufficient to make this the nost productive of
the three expeditions Broh had so far directed.

Still, as they had tinme left, he drove ship and crew deeper through the Arm Nothing ever quite
sati sfied Broh, no discovery sated his curiosity or sense of duty. His internal drive was one of
the reasons he'd been selected to comand the Zi nramm when his years did not seemto nmerit it.

The scanner made a sign toward his captain with a foot-hand, the other foothand poised delicately
above | ower con-tacts and his truhands remaining on the controls.

"What is it, Uvov?"

"Object, sir. Extrasystemic, twenty squares right of our present course. Myving at noderate speed
and inclined slightly up fromthe plane off the ecliptic."

"Intercept course?" Broh stared over the scanner's shoul -der at quadrupl e col ored screens.

"Three tineparts," replied the scanner, after a nonent's cal cul ati ng.

"l dentification?"

"Impossible to say at this distance and velocity, sir. It's quite small. Wandering asteroid
per haps. Cometary nu-cleus. O? ..." He left the always hopeful question unan-swered.

Broh said nothing. Such gaps were what the journey of the Zi nranm were supposed to fill. He
considered. They were in no hurry to get anywhere and any object traveling this far out froma
system was worth a casual inspection. Turning, he called across the disk of the room

"Enynt . "
"Sir," the pilot replied, swiveling slightly to | ook back at him

"Maintain course for two tineparts, then drop to normal space."”

"Yes, sir." She turned to her instrunmentation and com nenced progranmi ng.

" Def ense?"

"Ready, sir.

"Pl ace ship on third&8209; degree alert, one degree of uncer-tainty. Personnel, sound stations for
drop to normal space."

The bridge was a quiet maze of noving nultidigited arns and | egs as the conmand crew scranbl ed
snoothly to conply with the sudden rush of orders. There was no con-fusion, no uncertainty to the
preparations. Not like the first time, Broh thought ruefully. Now everyone knew precisely what was
expected. They worked wi thout hint of excite-nment, the thrill of such encounters having been

dull ed by nunmerous simlar incidents that invariably proved to be of minor scientific utility.
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Soon the conputer called up the count fromengineering. "Bite ... one, two, three ... ," and on
toward eight and the drop from Space Plus. Broh braced hinself in the cap-tain's saddle.

There was a violent wench, the ship shuddered like a leaf in a whirlwind, and Broh was certain
his insides would spill out through his nmouth. The nausea passed with nerci-ful speed and no
unseemy regurgitation. The forward ob-servation port showed rel axed, normal stars of recognizable
col or and shape instead of the ghostly auras that had ear-lier marked their |ocation. Nothing else
was visible via the port, but the search screens were alive with information. "Scanner," he called
briskly, "do you have the object?"

"Comi ng up on screen one, Sir.

The | arge screen set on the wall to the left of the port flickered nmonentarily. Then the subject
of their tenporary drop from Space Plus becane visible and the attitudes of those who could spare
a monent fromtheir assignments changed drastically. Startled clicks echoed through the bridge.
The obj ect was not an asteroid, or a comet head.

Anal ysis confirmed what the eye supposed: the object was largely netallic. Further infornmation
merely con-firmed the obvious. The artifact was a ship. Three cones forned the front section of
the vessel, attached by struts and beans to a sphere. The arrangenent hinted at a differ-ent, but
not radically so, propulsive system

The seni or science council had arrived on the bridge, drawn fromtheir studies by the announcenent
of the forthcom ng sublight encounter. Now they crowded next to the captain's position and stared
at the screen. There were three of them in age all quite senior to Broh. They waited, however,
for himto nake the proper command inquiries.

Now nore than ever in his brief and conparatively uneventful career, Broh was aware of his |ack of
experi-ence. Not that he would permt that to show. In some ways the science council outranked
him He was grateful for that. It would allow himto ask obvious questions w thout seening stupid.

"AAnn or rel ated design?" he asked sharply.

"No," replied the first observer. She studied the screen intently. "At least, not of any AAnn
designs |'ve ever seen. The projection fans&209;for such we nust assunme they are quite different
fromours or the AAnn's, though sone-what nore sinmilar to the AAnn's."

"Al so the nunber of projection units&8209;three&8209;is the same as the AAnn enploy." The second
observer pointed toward the i mage and described silhouettes in the air. "But see, they are far
more flat than ours or the AAnn's. | won-der how that affects the field that waps around the ship
in Space Plus." He nmuttered about the displacenent of reality and other arcane matters that were
as much solipsis-tic and netaphysical as hard science.

O course, there was no firm boundary between reality and unreality when one was dealing with such
concepts as Space Plus and Space M nus. Wen brilliant generalists |ike the three observers got
toget her, even theol ogy sone-tinmes took on the aspect of a hard science.

The alien vessel grew steadily |arger and nmagnification was correspondingly reduced until finally
they found thensel ves | ooking at a real &209; si ze i nmage.

"Try signaling,"” the third observer suggested.

"What frequency?" Conmuni cations asked.
"Al'l," Broh said. "Try standard hive channels first, then AAnn frequencies."

"But the first observer already has said it's not a recog-nizable AAnn type, sir.

Broh ignored the insubordination. "It may be a new type," he responded. "Or an ally of the AAnn we
know not hi ng of . "

"If it's an ally," the scanner commented, "it's been badly treated." Screen two, to the right of
the viewport, suddenly canme to life with a clo0se&8209;up of the alien's fore section. Two of the
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t hree cone&8209; shaped units had been badly danmaged. Broh requested an anal ysis and opinion of the
damage.

"I't could have been nmeteoric material, but | think not," said the anal yzer. "See the way the netal
folds and twi sts back on itself there at the | eading edges? And there, along the support beans,
surely that's the nask of heavy&8209; energy weaponry."

"Possibly,"” murmured the first observer. She was nore interested nowin the after section of the
shi p.

"No response to inquiries, sir," Conmmunications an-nounced. Broh nmulled that over. Coupled with
the signs of severe damamge, everything indicated that they were | ooking at a dead ship, a
wandering derelict. Ire put the thought to the council

"It could be a clever trap," suggested the second ob-server. "The damage coul d have been falsified
to lure us close enough to be taken before we had a chance to signal. Such a ploy would be typica
of the AAnn."

"If that's the case," said Broh, "we'll knowin less than a tinepart."

If the alien was a thangner hiding in its silken burrow, it was a npost patient one. It continued
to coast as they approached, its engines apparently quite dead. Not a hint of energy issued from
the three cone projectors.

"If that's a decoy, it's fooled ne," Comunications nut-tered.

Broh frowned inwardly. It was not the communicator's place to offer such a corment. He woul d have
to speak with the officer later.

"Still nothing on all bands,
I"l'l run the whole spectrum”

the conmuni cator said coolly. "Trying unassigned frequenci es now.

The i mages on screen two shifted. "There appears,"” the anal yzer pointed out judiciously, "to be
damage to the main body of the vessel as well as to the projection units.”

Broh nade a clicking sound, gestured. "Bring us around toward the main body, then."

Slow y the Zinramm changed direction toward the stern of the strange craft. Now they could see a
few weak |ights glowing frombehind intact ports. These were | ocated nostly near the upper
rearnost section of the ship. The ports were circular instead of triangular, but no one on the
Zinramm s bridge nade the obvious | ewd comments. The main body was | arger than that of the

Zi nramm®&8209; | arger than that of npbst Thranx vessel s&209; but, save for the fewdimy illum nated
ports, the alien craft was dark as night.

Broh whistled into the comunicator that hung from his headset to activate the proper section of
the Zinramm s internal communications system "Qutside? Anzeljerneit, | want a burrowi ng party of
five."

"Five, Captain?" cane the querul ous acknow edgnent.

"Five should be sufficient. I do not believe the danage to this alien is canmobuflage. And if it is,
it will nmake no difference how nany are in the group."”

"Arnms, sir?"
Broh hesitated. For this he had prescribed procedure to draw upon.
"Small arns only. In one&8209;tenth of a tinepart. Lock six."

"We'll be ready, sir.

Broh rose fromhis saddle, turned to the science council. "I have no power to conpel you but
would like it very nuch if you&8209;"
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The second observer cut himoff with a conconitant ges-ture of apology. "This is what we live for,
Captain. Such a nonent is the joy of a life. You could not keep us from boardi ng that marvel ous
mystery if you wished to. There is hardly a need to ask us to acconpany you."

"I thought as nuch." Broh's gesture indicated ml|d armusenent m xed with high gratification. "The
law re-quires that | ask."

"COF course," said the third observer. "Let us not waste any nore time in discussion of the
accepted. "

The five Qutside specialists were suited and waiting in |ock six when Broh and the science counci
arrived. The Zinramm woul d not dock with the alien vessel. Broh was not that confident of the
derelict's harm essness, so the party noved fromthe lock into a snmall shuttlecraft, one normally
used for conveying explorers to the surface of a solid body.

The | ock seal ed behind them Anzeljerneit, |eader of the Qutsiders, fired the shuttle's engines
very briefly. The shuttle slipped free of its conpartnent and out into space, angling toward the
intimdating bulk of the alien ship. An-zeljerneit's four subordinates struggled to maintain the
pose of professional indifference, but there was no nmistak-ing their tense posture.

The alien was perhaps half again the size of the Zin-ramm The perfect spherical body was
unsettling to those on the shuttle. They were used to ships, those of the AAnn as well, that
boasted a conforting alignnment of planes and sharp angles. A vessel shaped as a snpboth gl obe was
sone-t hi ng nost di sturbing.

At least the skin of the alien was marred by the expected projections. Antennae and sanplers were
nmore or |ess recognizable. Several blunt nozzles were not, though if they were anything but the
busi ness ends of f weapons Broh woul d have been nuch surprised. They renmined confort-ingly angled
away from the approaching shuttle and the notionl ess nmass of the now di stant Zi nranm

Anzeljerneit carefully adjusted the attitude of the shut-tle, directing it around the flank of the
alien and toward the stern. It did not take long to | ocate what had to be an exterior |ock. The

of ficer barely touched the maneuvering rockets. Tiny puffs of gas flared fromthe shuttle's sides,
moving, it closer to the alien before firmng its position in space.

The | ock opening was no | ess aberrant than the shape of the alien ship. It was a squared
ellipsoid, nothing like the famliar triangular hatches on the Zinramm It | ooked a lot nore |ike
an AAnn airlock. The several simlarities were beginning to trouble Broh. The shape of the |ock
was the first unarguable sign they had that the aliens m ght physi-cally be related to the AAnn.

Boar di ng woul d be no problem The tube that would ex-tend fromthe shuttle was flexible and woul d
conformitself to the alien opening while sealing tightly. Broh gave the necessary orders.

The Qutside officer adjusted the shuttle slightly, so that it presented its left side to the stern
of the alien. The board-ing tube extended and secured itself to the alien craft. There was a pause
whi | e checks were perforned.

"Mating conpleted,” Anzeljerneit announced tersely.

There was no reaction fromthe alien ship. Now Broh had to nake a nore difficult decision. To
enter the alien they might have to blow the |l ock cover, an action that could be interpreted as

of fensive. Since no hint of Iife had manifested itself fromthe ship, he'd cone to believe she was
truly a derelict, floating free, engines as dead as her crew followi ng an arned encounter

But the few feeble Iights showed that some power re-nmained on board. Even a dead ship night boast
aut omati c defenses. Therefore he dearly wanted to avoid having to blow the | ock

Anzeljerneit left two of his people in charge of the shut-tle to relay infornmation fromthe
burrowing party to the Zinranmi s secondary scientific conplenment. Broh knew that in the event of
trouble they were to return imedi-ately to the Zinramm While interrank rel ationshi ps were
reasonably casual on board Thranx ships, discipline was ab-sol ute when i nvoked.

The suited burrowing party entered the shuttle's |ock, which closed behind them The three
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sections of the outside door slid apart and they floated into the connection tube.

Ahead lay the exterior of the alien ship. The skin was painted bl ack or conposed of some bl ack
metal. It did not shine the confortable silver of the Zinranm It was with sone relief that Broh
had noticed earlier it was also not the garish orange of an AAnn craft. Crowded together in the
narrow confines of the boarding tube they pondered what to do next.

The Qutsiders had brought solid charges for blowing the lock if that proved necessary. Broh |et
the science council take its tinme studying the |ock configuration

They qui ckly discovered several hinged covers, which when raised, reveal ed contact disks. These
were perfuncto-rily inspected. The observers conferred, then the first spoke to Broh via suit
communi cator. "W believe these to be sinple, if bulky, controls for operating the | ock, as should
be present on any such entryway in the event of internal power failure."

"They could also," the second observer noted grudg-ingly, "be a nethod for inducing anyone trying
to enter to blow hinself toward the nearest star."

"An assunption that presupposes both paranoia and bel-ligerence," said the third observer. "Two
qualities which | would prefer not to ascribe to the builders of this vessel."

"We're not debating preferences, but actualities,” said the second observer. "However, | naturally
defer to the majority opinion." He noved toward the rear of the tube. "You activate the controls.
I will wait here."

The third observer nmade a, gesture indicative of accep-tance coupled wi th hopeful anticipation and
just a smidgen of mld amusenent. She turned and reached with a suited truhand for the | ower of
the two exposed di sks. The Qut-side officer and his conpanions waited inpassively, not having been
allowed to retreat.

Broh's inclination was to agree with the majority of ob-servers, but he wi shed their decision to
try the lock controls had been unani nous.

As the third observer depressed the disk the lock hatch pronptly slid up into the wall of the
ship. A brightly lit chanber was exposed beyond. A second hatch showed ahead. They were indeed
entering an airlock, then

It was nore than | arge enough to hold themall, includ-ing the recalcitrant second observer who
fl oated behind, grunmbling but willing to admt he'd been w ong.

Correspondi ng disks were sunk in the interior wall. Their function was sinple to divine. Wen all
seven bur-rowers were inside, the third observer depressed the coun-terpart to the outside disk
The exterior |ock door slid shut.

There was faint notion in the | ock. Sound sensors de-tected the whistle of escaping gas. Lock
pressurization was automatic. Suit instrunentation innmedi ately analyzed the gas. It was a pl easant
surprise to discover that the atnosphere that had been injected into the lock was tech-nically

br eat habl e.

"Oxygen breathers like us," murrmured the first observer as she settled to the floor. "Artificia
gravity perhaps a tiny bit stronger than ours."

"Also |like the AAnn," Broh pointed out.

"Not exactly like us.
climtol ogy readings."

The second observer was studying his suit instrunents. "Check your

The at nosphere that now filled the | ock was breathable, but desperately cold and al nost
unbel i evably dry. Since the air had been provided pronptly there was no reason to as-sume that
either factor was the result of a malfunction in the ship's systens, though such a possibility
coul d not be rul ed out.

Broh stared disbelievingly at his humdity indicator, which registered close to zero. As the third
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observer pointed out, that was disconcertingly like the climate the AAnn were known to prefer

"That nuch is true," the second observer admitted. "The |ack of reasonable moisture in the air
here is indeed simlar to suspected AAnn hone planetery conditions. However, the tenperature in
this lock is | ow enough to kill themeven faster than it would doomus."

"Maybe, " the first suggested, "this ship's .automatic nonitors are functioning properly save for a
breakdown in the heating el enents."”

"That's possible,” Broh agreed, breaking into the |earned discussion lest it grow too esoteric,
"but as near as | can tell everything else seens to be functioning properly. | fear we nust assune
that holds true for the temperature controls the same as everything else.”

"A frozen race," the Qutside officer nmuttered.

"Of course," the first observer continued after naking a polite gesture in recognition of the
officer's comment coupled with mld condescension toward one of inferior nental powers, "allies of
the AAnn woul d not necessarily have to enjoy the sane climate as the AAnn, any nore than their
shi ps woul d have to be based on sinmilar designs."

"True enough." The third | ooked thoughtful. "I've been fortunate enough to have had the chance to
study the inte-rior of a captured AAnn vessel. | can say that insofar as airlocks are concerned,
the differences between that ship and this one are considerable. | reserve final judgnent un-ti

we have seen nore of this one, of course.”
There was a crackling in Broh's headset, an urgent flurry of inquisitive clicks and whistles.
"Captain, sir?" said a slightly distorted voice

"Speaking." Broh's reply was sharper than he intended.

"I't's nothing specific, sir." Broh recognized the voice of the Qutsider manning the shuttle. "But
we hadn't heard fromyou since instrunents showed that you'd boarded the alien and cl osed the | ock
door behind you."

"My error," Broh replied. "W should have checked back with you sooner. The builders of this ship
remai n un-known and," he glanced for confirmation at the science council, "at |east so far there
is nothing to indicate they are AAnn or AAnn&8209;allied. You nay relay this very tentative and
prelimnary information back to the Zinramm™

"And happy they'll be to hear it, to0&8209;tentative though it may be," the other Qutsider on the
shuttl e comment ed.

"We've spent enough tine here." Broh noved to the hatch barring the far end of the | ock and
studied the con-trols. They were duplicates of those outside the ship. He touched what should have
been the proper one for opening the door. Nothing happened. He tried the other, with the sane

di sappointing result.

"Try themin opposite sequence,"” suggested the first ob-server. Broh did so and was rewarded when
the hatch slid sideways into the wall. The outer hatch had retracted up-ward. Broh wondered idly
if the disparity of direction was functional, aesthetic, or designed to satisfy sonme sense he
coul d not i magine.

A corridor gleanmed beyond, brightly lit and beckoning. They cautiously exited the |ock, pausing
repeatedly to mar-vel at various peculiar aspects of the walls and ceiling. The science counci
continually had to be urged onward, or they woul d have spent a tinepart arguing over the function
and purpose of each tiny control or extrusion.

As they noved deeper into the alien ship the party en-countered snoke. Broh and the Qutsiders kept
their hands close to their hol stered stingers, their attention on each new doorway and openi ng.

The lighting was harsh, though whether this was due to damage or intention they had no way of
knowi ng. Broh wondered at the sources of the snpbke. They paused at one conpl ex instrunent pane
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that was a flickering gal axy of exploding sparks and nelted netal. Broh studied the ru-ined pane
and the nmetal that had run beneath it, then noved on to exanine a simlar console that was stil
intact. It boasted a screen in its center and bul ky controls bel ow.

More interesting was the saddle set into the deck before it. It had to be a saddle, since it
seenmed an unlikely place to put an abstract scul pture. It was much higher off the floor than any
Thranx coul d manage. Not that they could have rested on it even if it had been lower. It was

i mpossi-bly small and flat, yet very different fromthe AAnn sad-dl es the science council had

st udi ed.

"I don't see how that could belong to any large intelli-gent creature,” the first observer said.
"It seens too small to support anything but a krep&8209;size aninmal, yet everything el se aboard
this ship hints that it was built and used by |large creatures. The dichotony is puzzling."

"It seens certain that whoever they are, they're completely alien," Broh said. The Qutsiders
nervousness in-creased.

Every screen they encountered thereafter was placed well above normal eye level. Only standing on
one's hind | egs would enable one to see the topnost controls. Every-thing save the peculi ar
stunted saddles pointed to creatures larger than the Thranx or the AAnn.

They noved deeper into the ship, pausing at regular in-tervals to check in with the two Qutsiders
running the shut-tle.

The one thing Broh had wi shed for and which they hadn't encountered were alien atnosphere suits.
Used, per-haps, whil e abandoni ng ship? Stored el sewhere? He didn't know, but his nental
reconstruction of this ship's crew was not very pl easant.

Still, his conceptions nmight be way out of line. The drin-dars of H vehom for exanple, though
primtive dunb creatures, could conceivably fit the alien saddl es.

They entered a new chanber, much | arger than any they'd seen so far, and found |long platforns and
dozens of small saddles that were not fastened to the decking.

"A communal neeting hall,"’
per haps?"

suggested the second ob-server. "For the carrying out of clan rituals,

"Maybe, " the third nurnured, "but something makes ne think otherw se."

They wal ked through it into still another roomof uncer-tain function. It was filled with a
profusi on of portable de-vices. Runmagi ng through cabinets that opened to the touch, one of the
subordi nate Qutsiders discovered a collec-tion of what appeared to be personal itens.

"Utensils, possibly," suggested the first observer

They crowded around the tiny collection of alien arti-facts. There were open&8209; ended cont ai ners
and | ow&8209; rel i ef con-cave slabs of vitreous material. Nowhere did Broh see any-thing resenbling
a drinking vessel. Surely the crew of the ship consumed |iquids, Broh thought.

They found ot her devices of obscure purpose, but a whole drawer was full of knives, sonething with
an oval scoop attached to one end, and a nultipronged tool that resenbled a mniature fishing
spear.

"I believe their intake would not prove entirely bizarre," said the second observer. "It's
possible we m ght be able to eat sone of the sanme food."

That brought forth a thoroughly disgusted noise fromone of the Qutsiders, for which he pronptly
performed a gesture of third&209; degree apol ogy, mxed with two degrees of enbarrassnent.

"An experinent that | would prefer to forgo for now," Broh said, fighting to conceal his own
di staste at the thought.

Since there was no other way out of the roomthey re-turned the way they'd cone, through the
chanmber of the long platforns and inflexible stunted saddl es, and into the corridor beyond.
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They continued on into the bowels of the ship and soon found a new chanber filled with fresh
mysteries. There were multiple platforns, but they differed considerably fromthose in the neeting
hall. There were also snall vi-deoscreens and a great many gari sh objects decorating the walls. To
everyone's delight, these platforns resenbl ed nothing so nmuch as enornous sl eepi ng | ounges.

"The first real indication of any physical simlarity," said the Qutside officer. "Perhaps they
are nore |ike us than we thought."

"Then how do you explain those inpossible little sad-dl es?" asked one of the two subordinates.

"I don't," the officer replied. Wthout waiting for word from a nmenber of the science council he
elected to clinb up onto one of the | ounges, that being as good a nane for them as anything.

"How is it?" the subordi nate wonder ed.

"Al nost normal. Confortable, even." He glanced over at his captain. "Perm ssion to renpbve suits,
sir."

"l don't know ...

The first observer nudged him "Let him The experi-ment should be tried. The air tests acceptably
wel . "

"If you concur,"” Broh said reluctantly. He signed to the officer

Carefully Anzeljerneit unseal ed the right&8209;center portion of his suit, exposing his thorax to
the alien air. After an anxious pause, he did the same to the seals covering his spicules on the
left side. Hi s thorax pul sed.

"Reaction?" inquired the third observer.

The reply came as a nonentary gasp, grew slowy stronger and nore nornal. "Dry enough to rust your
blood. It's a bit of a shock." He unseal ed and flipped back the upper section of the suit,

i ncluding the transparent head-piece, and sat unsuited to the shoulders. H's antennae flut-tered,
then spread unrestrai ned as he sanpled the air.

"You can snell the dryness, and the cold chills your guts, but those details aside, it is quite
breat habl e, as the instrunents indicated. Add a |lot of moisture to it and cook it sonme and |'d say
it would be confortabl e enough. What is your opinion, Quoz?"

The Qutsider standing next to the |ounge unseal ed the upper third of her own suit and flipped it
back. Now two pairs of antennae waggled freely in the chanber.

"l agree," she finally said, with sonewhat nore enthusi-asmthan her superior. "It's quite
pal atabl e. "
The first observer began to unseal her own suit. "I, for one, amtired of canned air. It's not

every day one has the opportunity to sanple an alien atnosphere."

Soon they were all working at their suit seals, keeping the | ower section in place and well

heat ed. Lounging on the peculiar alien platform Anzeljerneit watched themeasily, pleased in the
know edge that he'd been the one with the courage to go first. Then he nmade a gesture of
uncertai nty conmpounded by concern and sat up fast.

"Where's lel?" He | ooked toward the far corners of the chanber, his gaze comng to rest on the
doorway | eading out into the corridor beyond.

The other Qutsider turned a slowcircle. "I don't know, sir,"

The officer slid off the lounge. "I'll have his rank for this. Wandering of f w thout
aut hori zation."

"Gently go, sir. You know lel. Inpulsive and easily bored. Well, nmaybe not inpul sive, but
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i ncauti ous. "
"That may not matter much on board the Zinramm but here we&8209;"
Distant, frantic whistling sounded from somewhere far away.
"Qui ckly!" the officer conmmanded.

Suits were hurriedly resealed and the burrowi ng party rushed in the direction of the whistles.
They hadn't gone far fromthe chanber with the | ounges when Qutsider |el rounded a far corner,
running on all sixes as if the Ruler of the Distant Darkness itself were after him On their suit
communi cators they could hear his frantic breathing, his breaths comng in short, tight gasps.

"So sonething's given you a good scare, has it?" said Anzeljerneit sharply, not imediately
noticing the attitude with which the Qutsider held hinself, antennae folded flat back inside his
suit, mandi bles clenched so tightly together Broh thought they nmust shatter. "Serves you damm wel |
right, too, for going off on&8209;" His voice faded |like a fast- noving breeze.

A thing had materialized in the corridor behind the terri-fied |el

It raced in pursuit of him noving with horridly fluid | oping novements of its |ower linmbs. The
massi ve shape towered over the dimnutive lel. It seemed to fill the corri-dor, though in reality
it was not all that large. Its voice was a deep&8209;throated thunder that rem nded Broh of

H vehom s nore dangerous carnivores.

Surely that's what it had to be, a beast escaped from sone on&8209; board hol di ng pen or traveling
zoo. But it wore clothing, and noved with nore than feral purpose. Despite what his revolted
i nsi des shouted, Broh knew it had to be one of the alien crew

It continued to utter inconprehensible noises as it chased lel. Broh drew his stinger but
determined not to fire until the |ast possible noment.

At that point the abom nation noticed the burrowi ng party crowded together at the end of the
corridor. It halted abruptly, generated a trenmendously violent sound that rat-tled Broh's head,
and vani shed back the way it had cone.

Qutsider lel finally reached them and skidded to a stop. He started to say sonething. Then a
shadow dar kened his ommati di a and he keel ed over on his left side. H's superior and Broh bent over
him dividing their attention between the unconscious lel and the now deserted corridor

Broh wat ched while Anzeljerneit inspected his subordi-nate. "He doesn't appear to be injured,
sir," the officer finally concluded. "H s suit is intact and the seals don't seemto have been
breached&8209; but it's difficult to tell, since they're self&8209;repairing. In any case, his
breathing is normal, if |abored."

"You nmean he does not appear to have been injured physically." The third observer was gazing with
a mxture of awe and revul sion down the corridor. He nade a gesture of astoni shnent m xed with
fourth&8209; degree worry.

"l don't wonder that he went comatose,"” the first ob-server said.
What an i m possi bl e organism "

Did you see the thing clearly?

"Surely it was one of the crew." Broh rose to his feet.

"Much as | would like to think otherwise, | fear | must concur,"” said the second observer.

The captain's attention was on the still enpty corridor. "No telling how many of themthere are.
However, we nmust keep in mind that this one carried no weapon."

"If that was an attenpt at a friendly greeting," said Anzeljerneit, "I'll eat ny left leg."
"Whi ch one?" asked Quoz.

"Both of them And without spices."
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"I"'mafraid there's no question but that violence was di-rected toward let,"” Broh nurnured
regretfully. Things had not gone as he'd hoped. He rechecked his stinger's charge. "Fall back to
the shuttle. Have the Zdnramm send over an-other. | want a full conplenment of our Qutsiders here."

"Yes, sir." Anzeljerneit whistled into his suit pickup preparatory to contacting his unit. &8209;

"Rifles as well as small arns this time," Broh added reluctantly.

"Your pardon, Captain," the third observer said, "but is that wise at this point? Admttedly I
woul d not have liked to exchange positions with that poor fell ow a nmoment ago, but surely we have
mat ur ed beyond nere shape&8209;fear? W nust try to contact them™

"So we will," Broh agreed, "but | nust note, with all due respect, that you observers are ny
responsibility, as are all on board the Zinramm | aminstructed according to procedure to use the
nost extrenme caution should any new alien intelligence be encountered. | have seen nothing thus
far that would induce me to rel ax such procedure." He continued to stare down the corridor, trying
to visualize once again the horror that had charged at them "Least of all would | relax it now "

"As you command," said the third observer. "Wiile it is not conplenentary to what is supposed to
be ny scientific attitude, | nust adnit that your position is perfectly understandable."

"Me al so." The second observer was visibly shaken. "Bid you see the thing? | can barely allow that
it may be intelligent.”

"W have no absol ute neasure of that yet," Broh said thoughtfully. "It is surely a nenber of the
crew, but it may be a subordinate type. The real masters of this vessel nmay be another, higher
speci es that enploys the kind we saw for nmenial functions. Qur ancestors had specialized
func-tions. Primtive Thranx workers were of superior intelligence conpared to ancient soldiers.
We may sinply have encoun-tered an alien soldier, functional but conparatively mnd-|ess."

"A plausible theory," the first observer adnitted. "Or it may be a nmenber of a different, |ess
advanced race. The relationship may hold between two dissimlar species.”

"Exactly. The one we've seen may have acted belliger-ently, but as yet no one has been hurt." Broh
turned to Anzeljernmeit. "No one is to shoot until | give the orders.”

"Very well, sir." The officer was speaking rapidly into his suit conmunicator, relaying via the
shuttle the request for reinforcements. He spent a nonent |istening, then spoke to the rest of the
group. "Pilot says that she has re-quests from Science for a nore detail ed description of the
alien being."

"In due tinme," Broh told him "We'Il|l provide visuals as well. And if we can persuade or capture
one, the depart-nment will have it to study in person.”

Again the officer relayed the message. "They say they're not sure they' re ready for persona
i nspection and study, sir."

"They' d best prepare thenselves." Broh used his nbst authoritative tone. "That is our task. As an
expl oration teamwe nust deal with the ugly as well as the beautiful. As to the request for a nore
detail ed description of the alien, you may relay our initial inpressions."”

"I don't know if the conputer will settle for the sinple declaration that the alien ship is crewed
by nonsters," murnured the second observer.

"It will have to, for now, " said the third. "Unscientific and enotional the description may be,
but it has the virtue of concision. It should prepare the crew for actual contact.”

They waited in the corridor, unconsciously edging to-ward the airlock, their eyes working
constantly lest the nightmare spring upon them again before reinforcenents could arrive fromthe
Zi nramm

Chapt er Four
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Fal turned up the volunme on the teaching unit and nudged her current charge. The bul ky,
mott| ed&8209; white mass stirred listlessly in the cradle. She spoke to it in a gently adnonishing
t one.

It was Learning Tine, yet Vii was dozing off. That was not perm ssible. Wrse, it was not the
first time. Tests re-vealed that Vii suffered froma mnor chenical inbalance that could be
overcone through intensive conditioning and without the use of drugs. Conditioning was safer, but
hard-er on the Nurses.

So Fal devoted nore tinme to Vii than to the others. She held her patience as she prodded the
woul d&8209; be sl eeper back to wakeful ness. Wile she waited for any questions she thought again
about the nessage she'd received fromher clan cousin Brohwel porvot.

It had been many years since she'd actually seen him that day | ong ago when he'd arrived in
Paszex for her Emerging. He'd been introduced to her newly adult form by the clannother of the Sa
Though only related to the Sa, the clan was still inordinately proud of himbecause of their
connection to the Por. WII|ow&8209; wane was a colonial world and Paszex in its nost primtive
region, so there was little for the town's clans to boast about. Through connection with the Por
clan of Hi vehom they could clai mBrohwel -porvot as a relative, and he was no | ess than a starship
capt ai n.

For sonme reason Broh had taken a special liking to the new adult, and they corresponded
intermttently over the years. Wich nade the nbst recent communication all the nore unusual
Nor mal | y Brohwel porvot was the nbst prosaic and rational of correspondents. Yet his |atest
com nuni cation was not only ranbling but infused with enp-tional overtones.

The larva Vii broke into her thoughts with a question regarding the information being displayed on
the teaching screen. Fal strained to understand the awkward | arval words. Only a trained Nurse
coul d easily conmprehend the soft&8209; nout hed babbl e of the young.

She answered the question and then responded to the larva's request by once again turning
down the volunme of the machine. She watched Vii carefully, but her insistence seemed to have
finally produced the desired result and the |larva gave no sign of drifting back to sleep

Yes, a very strange conmmuni cation, Fal nused. If she hadn't personally known its source she would
al nrost have thought it hysterical. She considered reporting it to her clannother. That would be a
good idea, she decided. Per-haps a wi ser head coul d nake better sense of it. It could do no harm
to seek another's opinion, even if Broh had in-structed her not to nention the content of the
conmmuni ca-tion to anyone else. She would tell Ryo also, of course. It was his right, and his own
intelligence mght see to the heart of the garbled comunication

Idly she checked the nonitors set into the upper duty strap of her vest. Soon it would be bat hing
time. That was a chore she | ooked forward to; washing the grubs down, knowi ng that their pasty
white flesh woul d soon give way to a jewel &209;1i ke cocoon from which a new adult would
even-tually emerge fresh and glistening into the world. It gave Fal never &3209; endi ng delight that
she and her associates in the Nursery helped to bring about that miracul ous transforma-tion

After evening neal, when she and Ryo had settled down for a presleep of |earning, entertainment,
and conversation, she noved to the apartnent console and ran the personal nessages of the day. She
sl owed the one from Broh.

"Isn't it the nost peculiar thing you' ve ever seen?" she asked himas the comunication craw ed
slowy up the screen. "So enotional and so disjointed. It's not like himat all, Ryo"

But her mate hardly heard her. At first he' d conceal ed his boredomby listening politely to her
concerns as they'd watched the nessage unravel. Lines and angles formed words before him

As the tone and content of the comunication emerged, however, something pierced himlike a
surgical probe. He raised his head off the saddl e cushion and stared fixedly at the screen. Fal he
barely heard
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Wien it was over there was a buzz and a light flashed to the |eft of the screen. Ryo inmediately
| eft his saddl e and wal ked up to adjust the controls. The communi cation re-played, still slower
this tine.

"You see what | mean, then," she said, when the repeat had concl uded and the screen displayed
daily news. She leaned to the right and |l et her |egs touch the floor.

"Yes." Ryo's reply sounded thinly, as if he were trying to whistle through his spicul es instead of
his mandi bl es. That was a trick sone Thranx coul d manage, but he didn't seemto be doing it
intentionally.

"Wel |, what do you think of it?"

"Think of it." He turned to face her. His fingers were twisting in instinctive patterns indicative
of great excite-ment. "It's sinply the nost marvel ous thing that's ever happened!"

That was not at all the reaction she'd expected from Ryo, though if she'd thought nore deeply
about it she m ght not have been so surprised. In fact, she m ght not have nen-tioned
Br ohwel porvot's nmessage at all

"I't neans we've found a conpletely new, conpletely al-ien space&8209; going intelligence!"

"A race of nonsters, according to Broh." Fal was put off by the strength and direction of his
response.

"Initial inpressions count for nothing. | have to see themfor nyself, of course."
"That's an anusi ng thought."

"I amvery serious," Ryo replied, adding an unni stak-able gesture of fifth&B209; degree
assertiveness.

"I don't believe you. Way fill with dirt the burrow so | aboriously excavated? You nake | ess sense
than that comunication.”

Because sonething inside nme says that | have to do this, he thought. It all tied in sonehow with
what he thought he'd been missing all these years. The nessage of a frantic, distant relative had
fanned the hi dden enber into a forest blaze. Now it was too late to put it out.

Fal was ranbling, her voice and gestures full of bew |-dernment. "No sense, no sense. It's not your
pl ace to do something like this. You cannot. Wat of your assignment, your work?"

"It can be done by others."

"That's not what | nean. You're about to be pronoted to Conpany council. The hive thinks well of
you&8209; And what of us? You have other responsibilities." She slid off the lounge and firmy
entwi ned antennae with him "You have other responsibilities.” She caressed himwarmny.

He tried to think of a better way to put it, could not. "It's a thing | have to do, Fal."
"But you don't say why. Can't you expl ai n?"
"No better than | already have."

She | et | oose his antennae, backed away. "I can't accept decision wthout reason. You must not do
this. I will not permt it."

But Ryo was al ready noving through the apartnent, slipping on day vest and pouch, stocking itens
in his cloth-ing. "I'Il contact you as soon as |'mable. | amsorry, Fal. There's nothing el se
can do."

"There is. Nothing is forcing you to do this." She spaced each click and whistle deliberately.

"I'"ll contact you as soon as | can," he said again. Then he was out the exitway and into the coo
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ni ght corridor beyond.

Fal stood in the center of the front room stunned. It had happened so fast: he'd read the
message, there'd been sonme excitenent, a little talk, and then he was gone. On the way to far

H vehom and perhaps also to insanity. She was too fond of himto allowit. There was too nuch to
throw away. She wal ked rapidly to the consol e.

The Servitors net himhal fway to the transport terminal, holding thenselves a little nore stiffly
than was nornmal. They were not dispensing aid to the aged or collecting gar-bage now.

"Good evening," Ryo said, executing a hasty gesture of greeting.

"Good eve to you, citizen," said the | eader of the group. There were four of them all bigger than
Ryo. Sol di er throwbacks, he thought. He tried to step around 'them They shifted to bl ock his way.

"I's sonething the matter?" he inquired of the |eader
"Per haps. Perhaps not. We act on a request fromyour clannother and famly."

"l don't understand," he said as they turned himbodily about, a foothand on each of his own.
"I've conmitted no crine. Wat does this nean?"

"We are not certain ourselves," the leader told him "Only that our action has been sanctioned by
the hive-nother as well. | amsorry," he added apol ogetically, and seenmed to nean it. "You are
aware of the custons. Such a request nust be carried out."

Request. Ryo turned the word over bitterly in his thoughts as he stood in the clan neeting hall.

It was very late. The four Servitors had departed, still apol ogizing.
Seat ed before himwere at | east a dozen Ryo recogni zed. Fal was there ... that surprised him
though it shouldn't have. His sire and dame. Two of his three sisters ... the other had noved away

to Zirenba. Several clan elders

"My free novenent as a citizen has been interfered with," he said. Hi s gaze settled on Fal. She
| ooked away fromhim nervously cleaning one eye with a danp truhand.

"I amsorry, Ryo. | thought this necessary, best for you as well as nme. You have your
responsibilities.”

"We're not mated," he said, nmore bluntly than he in-tended. She ceased her cl eaning.

"I amaware of that. What | have done was done out of ny feelings for you, whatever you nmay fee
for me. You nust believe that." Her whistle was painfully plaintive.

"Come here, Ryozenzuzex." It was a commuand, but a gentle one. He stepped forward until he was
standi ng be-fore a Thranx he'd met only tw ce before.

Twent y&3209; fi ve hundred nmenbers of the Zu clan lived in Paszex, and |l venzuteck was their
spiritual if not |egal head. The clannmother was very old. Her chiton had faded to deep purple, was
nearly black in places. Her antennae drooped and her eyes were dull as death, but there was
not hi ng cor psel i ke about her speech. Her gestures were mininmal but lucid, her whistles properly
pitched, the clicks sharp and devoid of any suggesti on of uncertainty.

"Fal m ensazex has told ne of your desire to |l eave us. Indeed, to | eave Paszex and WI | ow&8209; wane
to fly off to Hi ve-hom on sone bizarre quest."

Ryo gl anced toward Fal, who was not |looking at him "Did she tell you that ny reasons involve nore
than nmerely a crazed desire?"

"She did not el aborate. She merely said that it had to do with a desire that you felt required
sati sfaction but could not describe in detail."

"That much is true enough," he admtted.
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"Such feelings can be treated."

"Physically I'mfine, Cannother. Mentally |'ve always been slightly different." He noticed his

sire making small, hal f &209; unconsci ous gestures of sad affirmation. "But never aberrant enough
to warrant treatnent. My personal achievenents and successes speak to that." He did not need to

poi nt out the shining star set in his shoulder. Ilvenzuteck had witnessed its setting.

"They do indeed," she said. "If they did not, we m ght be holding this conversation under nore
difficult circumstances. But this has nothing to do with eccentricity or any desire of yours. You
have responsibilities here: to the In-not Conpany, to your hive, to your famly, and," she added
with a gesture, "to Fal mi ensazex. To your fam|y&8209;to -be. Many ancestors are sitting in this

chanmber with us. They fill the enpty saddles and sit in judgnment. You can-not abandon them too.
We all have our secret desires, our secret wi shes. Unfortunately, the universe is not&8209; so
con-structed that we may be permitted to fulfill them™

“I'"'msorry, but&8209;“

She interrupted him as was her privilege. "You rmust not pursue this thing. It drives you toward
destruction. | will not let you throw away so promsing a life, Ryozenzuzex. As your clannotber, |
forbid it. That holds no | egal power, as you are aware. But if you hold to your heritage at all
such abstracts will not tenpt you."

"And if | try to go anyway, " heritage' notwi thstandi ng?"

"l have registered nmy decision with the hive council. Hi venother Tal &209;i &209; zex concurs. So
do your parents and your premate. So will your enployers. Many witnesses to this conversation wll
testify to your oddness of habit. They will do so to protect you fromyourself, out of |ove for
you. "

Ryo cal My studied the assenbl ed faces and bodi es and saw this to be so. He woul d have expected
not hi ng el se.

"I't is your future happiness they hold dear. As | do," Evenzuteck said gently.
"l do not doubt that," he replied, truthfully enough

"If you try to |l eave," she continued softly, "your clan-nmates will stop you. If you get past them
the hive council will have you recalled, citing your inportance to the wel-fare of the hive.

"You have done well on the scale of this hive, slightly in terns of WII|ow&8209;wane itself, and
not at all in terns of interplanetary society. Speaking practically, you could not reach H vehom
You have not the resources. Your credit is locked in nutual file with your premate Fal m ensazex,
and a limt node has been placed upon it."

He threw Fal a sharp | ook

"For the sane reasons, Ryo," Fal told him "If our posi-tions were reversed, you would do the same
for me. I've worked for that credit as hard and as | ong as you. You' ve not the right to do whinsy
withit."

"Let nme have ny share then." His tone was coaxing, affectionate.

"No. When this attack fades fromyour nind and you are your rational self once nore, you will be
grateful for what all your friends have done for you. You have many friends, Ryo."

"It does not matter," Ilvenzuteck said. "Even if you had access to all the credit it would not be
nearly enough to carry you to Hi vehom You have no concept of the costs of the greater society.
Your Learning Time did not include that."

"I'"d get there. One way or the other, 1'd get there."

"I's that truly your wish, or only what you think you wi sh?" she continued shrewdly. "You've
listened to ne. You' ve seen the reaction of all who | ove you nost. Is it not possible they are
right and you are wong? Agai nst experi-ence, tradition, and | ove you can marshal only a vague
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“de-sire.' Wio then nusters the better argument, Ryozenzuzex? You are intelligent. Use that
intelligence now and speak truthfully with your inner self."

He seenmed to slunp, his body to droop between his legs. "I cannot fight your argunents,
Clannother. | suppose you are right. You are all right." He did not sound pl eased, but the
intensity had left him "It was the excitenent of the noment, the possibilities | saw. But | see
now that they are not for nme. Foolishness. | am ashaned."

He executed a gesture of enbarrassnent mxed with nmild hunor. "Wen inspected dispassionately from
outside, it does indeed appear irrational and i mature."

"There's no need to feel enbarrassed,” his sire said. "You are admred for your confession to
reality. If your curiosity is so great, perhaps you should have chosen infor-mation processing for
a career."

"Not a bad thought. Maybe someday | still could, as a second profession."

"Perhaps," Ilvenzuteck said soothingly. She was watch-ing himclosely. "How do you feel ?"
"Not too well," he said. "Tired."

"Under st andabl e. Enough of this silliness, now Go back to your admrable apartnent with your
premate.’

"If you want to, that is, Ryo." Fal was worried.

"OF course | want to." He | ooked around gratefully. "I thank you, thank you all, for what you've
done. For your concern and your affection. 1've been an idiot, and not for the first tine. But for
the last."

Fal approached himand they entwi ned antennae |ov-ingly.

"That's much better." Ilvenzuteck sighed in relief. "A night best forgotten. W've all been roused
froma sound sleep and all nust work tonorrow. So, everyone to hone, and let it be the | ast said
of this matter."

Days passed. Unexpectedly a second nessage arrived from Brohwel porvot. Fal didn't hesitate to show
it to Ryo. The wording and phrasing were calm controlled, wholly typical of Broh as opposed to
the previous hysterical and |ife&209; disrupting conmunicati on.

Broh' s nessage expl ai ned that everything in the previous comunication was the result of overwork
and overworry and the pressures of a difficult command in which he did not yet feel confortable.
No nmonsters existed, no contact had been made with a spherical black alien craft, and he, Broh,
had been di spatched to a rest facility for a vacation. He was feeling quite chipper, and she
shoul d not worry. Someday he would explain in nore detail about the night-nmares that could afflict
one in Deep Space, and they would both have a fine |ong&8209;range | augh over it.

Fal replayed the nmessage a second tine for Ryo. He ab-sorbed it and i medi ately agreed that it
expl ai ned sensibly everything that had gone before. It was not even necessary to repeat it at a
sl ower speed because he'd arrived at a simliar conclusion about the first nmessage on his own. It
was good to have his theory confirned

Clearly Broh had dictated the nessage hinself, for his own face was inprinted on the bottom of the
conmmuni ca-tion. And to allay any possible lingering suspicion on Ryo's part, Fal had confirned the
message's authenticity via a brief, terribly expensive personal voi ce&209; pi cture conversation
with Broh hinself, on H vehom a copy of which conver-sation she played for Ryo.

The whol e i ncident had been a fantasy that had been precipitated by a bad dream No | onger woul d
it cloud their lives. Ryo was quite in agreenent, even chiding her for having to show the
recording to him The first comunica-tion had not so nuch as tickled his thoughts since the
meeting in the clan hall.

Now he had to rest, for tonorrow would be a difficult day in the jungle. There was tiresone
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clearing to supervise, and woul d she please stop troubling himwith such triviali-ties?

But during sleeptine he | ay consci ous and awake, his thoughts churning like a tropical storm
Sonet hi ng had forced Brohwel porvot to conmpose and transmit the second commruni cation. Something or
someone had decided to cover matters with the one person, however indifferent, who' d been inforned
of things she ought not to know.

Hal f a season passed. The incident seenmed conpletely forgotten. Life was easy and snoboth with him
and Fal. The discreet surveillance the hive council had set on Ryo was gradual |y withdrawn.

He received the expected pronotion to the Iocal Inmot council and i n&8209;field supervison of
clearing and planting passed to another. The bexam n vines throve, increasing still further his
stature within the Conpany and the hive.

So when word cane through Conpany channels that Ryo was required in Conpany council in Ciccikalk
he showed no surprise and certainly no excitenment over what was just a boring business trip to the
capital. He made no unusual preparations for the trip and was normal in voicing his dismy at
having to travel so far from hone and hive. Only he knew as he sped southward that he would not be
returning to Paszex very soon

Hi s otherw se enpty ei ght &209; person nodul e traveled fast and silent. The first night an
unexpected bunmp jolted himawake, but it was only the sound of another nodule linking to his own.
A few passengers boarded at the next stop. They took no notice of him H's anonynity would be
pre-served until he failed to appear at the Conpany council neeting. Then communications woul d
pass querul ously be-tween Ciccikal k and Paszex. Wth luck it would be sone tinme before his

di sappearance was linked to a possible re-currence of his youthful nental aberrations.

The nodul e train curved sout hwestward, gradually turn-ing and accel erating due south. In time it
crossed into nore heavily popul ated country, and after four days the train began to sl ow

For half a day Ryo watched as roads, ventilators, and surface facilities began to appear |ike
growths on the land. His nodule was in hill country and still slow ng when the train finally
pulled into the transport center of Zirenba, where he changed for Ciccikal k. Seven additional days
of steady southerly travel reveal ed vast panoramas of culti-vated fields that put those of Paszex
to shane. Huge bl ack ventilator stacks hinted at great subterranean manufactur-ing conpl exes.

And finally it was night again and the long train of crowded nodules was pulling into the centra
passenger terninal at Ciccikal k. As each nodul e halted the doors au-tonmtically sprang open. The
sinmple portion of his journey was at an end. From now on he woul d have to nove as a fugitive.

Ciccikalk was a nmetropolis of nearly three million, hone to 20 percent of the planet's popul ation
The central term-nal was only one of a dozen of sinmilar size that ringed the city's boundaries,
and was as | arge as Paszex.

Ryo had expected great size, but not confusion. No sta-tistic can convey the feel and scope of a
large city to sone-one froma small town.

Overhead, nyriad signs flashed showi ng nodul es and their destinations or those arriving from
outlying communities and towns. The ternminal was filled with Thranx pressing tight upon one
anot her as they made their way to treks and exits.

Ryo found himself fighting for control. To one side, he saw a |line of rest saddles, forced his way
through the crowmd to them and settled gratefully into one. Now he could watch and study the
teem ng term nal wthout having to fight for a place to stand.

He tried to renenber what he'd | earned about Ciccikalk. Three million was the netropolitan

popul ation. There were several mllion nore living and working in the peripheral cities and towns.
As opposed to Paszex's five levels, there were forty&8209;three beneath himhere, wenched from
the rock of the planet. In addition to this prodigious feat of excava-tion, a dozen upper |levels
had been cut into the hills that ringed the Gcci Valley, and that was the hardest fact to grasp;
that there were nore than twice as many | evels here above the surface as there were in all of
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Paszex.

Though still dazed he tried to review his somewhat sketchy plan of action. The fare to the capita
had cost himall but his last unmonitored chit. He had exactly eight cred-its left. That woul d not
buy himthe right to | ook at a shuttlecraft, much | ess passage on a posigravity transport. It

m ght keep himalive for a nonth. That did not take into account the problem of |odgings. He could
not touch his joint account with Fal

He woul d have to ration hinself very closely. Perhaps he mght find sleeping quarters in the
poorer sections of the city. Wien to eat was not a concern. Nothing ever closed conpletely in a
city the size of the capital. This was not sl eepy Paszex.

The lack of credit to buy tinme did not worry him since he doubted he woul d have a nont h.
Eventual |y his inmage would be circul ated and connect with the observation of some G ccikal k
Servitor and he woul d be picked up. He would have to use his credit stick to purchase passage on a
ship. Wth luck, by the tine the transaction was registered and the authorities were alerted, he
woul d be on a ship naking the break into Space Pl us.

If he took a vessel's last shuttle prior to departure, and if that shuttle docked just before its
ship departed WIIlow -wane orbit, he m ght get away before the Servitors could freeze the ship.
Once away from W1 I ow&8209; wane, he was con-fident he could find sone way to reach the surface of
H ve- hom undet ected, even if the WI|ow&8209; wane authorities mes-saged ahead via Null space
conmuni cati ons.

First Ryo had to find a place to stay while he studied the transport mani fests for the nost

sui tabl e departing ship. He also wanted a neal. The internal city transport nod-ule he entered was
designed to assist travelers and was full of helpful information, though its attitude becane
slightly reproachful when Ryo indicated he wished to stay at the cheapest hotel possible.

Noi se and sonme of the confusion faded as the vehicle slipped out of the frenetic transport
terminal. Ryo relaxed a little. The burrow corridors narrowed as the nodul e de-scended. It
eventual ly went horizontal at the Thirty&209;third Level, turned eastward, then north, and
finally deposited himat Level 33, Subannex 1, 345.

At that point the corridor was just w de enough for two transports to pass each other and the
ceiling hung barely a neter above Ryo's antennae, but he felt right at home in the confortable
cl aust r ophobi ¢ surroundi ngs.

Near by was the entrance to Dulinsul, the establishnment that the nodule had reluctantly
recomended. A nunber of sinply dressed Thranx were at the saddl es inside, con-versing, drinking,
or eating the evening neal. Ryo selected a booth near the back, placing his order through the tiny
speaker set into the table surface, and stretched out on the hard, unpadded saddle. A dour elderly
Thranx with one antenna eventually delivered the food by hand.

A single curved spout energed fromthe prosaic drinking tankard. No intricate scrollwrk here, Ryo
mused. The tray that cane with it held steaned vegetables, two different tuber pastes, a |long
section of Higrig fruit, and the requi-site bow of soup. The nmeat in the soup was tough but
fla-vorful and the rest adequate. Ryo consunmed all the food as if he were sitting in the finest
gournet restaurant in the city. He'd made it safely to G ccikal k. Success was all the spice he
needed.

"The way you're inhaling that food, 1'd say you' re pretty hungry."

He | ooked up. Standing next to himwas a dimnutive adult. Fenale. Her face and wi ng cases were
adorned with garish ornanentation; paste jewels and bright sequins that were sinply glued on

i nstead of being properly inlaid. Fromher body vest and neck pouch netal tinsel hung nearly to
the floor. Strands of imtation gold filigree hung | cosely from her ovipositors.

"Travel always makes nme hungry," he replied, turning to his food. He took a long suck fromthe
spout of the tan-kard.

She eyed it curiously. "Wat are you havi ng?"
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"Quianqua fruit juice," he said apologetically, and then wondered why he'd used the apol ogetic
i nflection.

"Piss juice, you nean." The fenmale turned, gestured to-ward the front counter. Wthout being
asked, she settled into the saddl e opposite Ryo. Light flashed fromher ommatidia. The thin gold
bands that crossed the center of the eye were wider than nost. "You don't |ook like the

assenbl y&3209; i ne type."

"I"'mnot," he admitted. "I'ma raw | and surveyor and have been working to the north."

"Qut of the hive, then?"

"Yes. I'mhere on exploration&3209;rel ated business and trying to husband ny credits." She seened
to be enjoying the con-versation. As was he. It was relaxing to have soneone to talk to he could
feel safe with. She did not strike himas a Servitor operative.

Hi s descriptions of the jungle and wild lands to the north fascinated her. By her own adm ssion
she'd never been out-side Ciccikalk. A comon condition of |arge&8209;hive citizens, Ryo nused. It
limts their horizons.

The kitchen worker arrived with two tankards of sone-thing that snelled wonderful. The drinking
spouts were slightly nore el aborate than that of the tankard he'd started with, each having a
single neat spiral worked into it. They were what passed for fancy utensils in the Dulin-sul

"I think you'll like this," she said, taking a deep suck from her own spout.

The drink lightened his thoughts and lifted his worries. The sensation was not unlike being tossed
by the Sout hern Jhe, though the fear of drowning was absent.

"You're right, it's marvelous. What is it?"

"Masengail wine. I"'mglad you like it, since you' re pay-ing for it."
"l anP"
"I introduced you to it. Isn't that enough?" Again the trilling |augh

"Fair enough." He sipped nore deeply. It made himfeel |ovely.

Chapter Five

He' d been wong about many things in his life, but never so wong as he'd been about the wine. It
had |ightened his thoughts and lifted his worries, and while it couldn't drown himlike the
Sout hern Jhe, it did help himbash his head agai nst sonething. O bash something against it.

He | eaned against the wall and gingerly felt of his head with a foothand. The chiton was not
cracked, for which he was grateful. However, his head did feel as if soneone had unscrewed it from
his b&8209;thorax and then replaced it back-ward and upsi de down. |nproper orientation seened to
af-flict the street too, though the |longer he stared at it the nore it seened to right itself. But
the pain intensified as the view solidified.

He took a couple of steps and nearly toppled over. Even-tually he succeeded in reaching a corridor
corner where the standard direction plate was i nbedded in the wall. He read it several tines
before he coul d understand it.

It informed himthat he was on Level 40, Subannex 892. Vaguely it occurred to himthat he was not
where he ought to be. Squatting down on the street, he tried to order his thoughts.

Sl ow i nspection revealed that in addition to the |Iightness between his eyes, his body had been
|ightened in several other places. His single remaining credit chit was gone, along with his pouch
tools and anything el se of value. Gone were identification, personal effects, and the credit stick
that he now woul d not have to worry about alerting Servi-tors with. He'd been left his vest and
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pouch, and that was all.

Patiently he reconstructed the far&8209; away&3209; and&8209; | ong&8209; ago events that had left him
on an unknown burrow corridor with an aching skull. There had been the Masengail w ne and the

| ovely stranger. Teah, her name had been. She never had given himher full name. Conversation and
more wine. Alot nore wine, and then the suggestion that since he had no place to stay that night
he spend it with her. There were inplications of nonprocreative sex.

A wal k through some unusual ly dark and ill &8209; mai ntai ned streets, then darkness descended. The
dim feeling of being noved. Waki ng up dazed, in pain, and on his side on the |eft&8209; hand corner
of burrow street nmarker Level 40, Suban-nex 892

I've been robbed, he thought hysterically, and started to |augh, his whistling filling the narrow
corridor, bouncing off nearby walls. Qur carefully planned, wonderful society, every Thranx
knowi ng his or her place and obligations, laws firmy |laid dowm and adhered to, led to this.

He wondered what old Ilvenzuteck, so steeped in tradi-tion and custom woul d have thought of the
situation. Such a thing could never have occurred in the isolated, neat little hive of Paszex. The
old weck would probably faint fromshock. Inside hima small sane fragnment of self was aghast at
the insult he'd just conmposed. His own sisters and fanmily woul d have shunned himhad he said it in
their presence.

Amazi ng how reaching part of your goal only to be re-lieved of the rest of your dreamas well as
your possessions and nearly your life can enlighten you as to the true nature of the world, he
thought wildly. He continued to |augh

A coupl e of Thranx com ng honme from | at e&8209; ni ght work passed himon the other side of the
corridor, keeping their eyes averted. He yelled and screamed at them and they scuttled a little
faster.

The | aughter faded, the ill &8209; nodul ated whistling died out. He was alone on the dimy lit
corridor between two silent shopfronts.

For two days he wandered ainlessly through the hive. Wthout planning it, he eventually found
hi nsel f back in the central transport term nal

If nothing el se, he thought dully, he could charge a com nunication back to Paszex. He suspected
his fam |y woul d reaccept himand hoped that possibly F'al might as well. The dreamthat had
driven himto G ccikal k, that had pushed himso far, had faded to a persistent ache centered
sonmewher e al ong the back of his neck, where the robbers had struck him

He no | onger bothered with his appearance. The reaction of other citizens to his presence was
evi dence that he'd become something | ess than presentable. He'd had nothing to eat for two days,
but water was available frompublic fountains. H s stomach contorted inside his abdonmen, and he
was grow ng faint from hunger.

I won't nmake that comuni cation, he thought weakly. | won't admit defeat and return hone. 1'Il die
in Cccikalk first. Better a fool dead trying than a living failure. Yet he retained enough sense
to realize how foolish that declara-tion sounded. If sonething did not happen very soon he knew he
woul d send that comuni cation. He woul d aban-don the absurdity that had bot hered him since
Learning Time, and return placidly to his proper hone and work.

The Thranx in front of himwas exceedingly well dressed. H s body vest and neck pouch were woven
of rich but unostentatious inported fabrics. H s chiton was just turning from bl ue&8209;green to
violet. The inlays on his upper and | ower abdomen were alternating insets of blue and sil-ver
metal arranged in sinple patterns. Everything about his posture and attire bespoke intelligence,
breedi ng, and weal t h.

There was a slight bulge in the elder's neck pouch. Prob-ably carries a fat packet of credit chits
in there, Ryo thought coldly. A nice, heavy roll of eighty&8209;credit pieces that he can boast
about to the less fortunate. The elder's credit stick would be useless to Ryo, of course, but the
| oose chits m ght be enough to buy hima one&8209;way passage to Hi vehom
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But how? He couldn't beg an eighth fraction of a chit here in a public facility and certainly not
ei ght hundred. Talk to him quick, before he goes on his way, cane the sudden crazy thought! Ask
himfor directions, for synpa-thy, ask anything so long as it will get himover here. No, over
there, behind that great pillar, out of sight.

A quick blow to the neck just beneath the skull, enough to knock himout and if you break his
b&8209; t horax, so what? Paradi ng about the terminal as if he owned it! Does he have any dreans?
Doubt ful , that. Probably inherited his wealth fromthe maxi mum bequest allowed by |aw. Doesn't
deserve it anyway, has no real use for it. Unlike those of us who still have the courage to dream
even if such dreans are unhealthy and involuntary because they drive us, compel us, force
us&8209;

"Excuse nme, sir," he found hinself saying politely, "I wonder if | mght talk with you a nonent?"

"Most certainly, friend." The voice was perfectly nodu-lated, an inperceptible blend of whistles,
clicks, and syllables. A voice accustoned to conversing in Hi gh, not Low, Thranx. Not |ike us
sinple country fol k, thought Ryo.

"I"'mnew in the hive."
"I can tell that," the elder said synpathetically.
1"l bet you can, Ryo thought grimy. In a few nonents you'll be spared the necessity of thinking.

"Just over here, sir, if you would be that kind. | have ny map there." He pointed to the huge
pillar. Around them nodul es whined and people tal ked loudly, intent on their own business. It
woul d only take a second, just a second, and no one would notice. "It's with my |uggage."”

"I'd be happy to assist you, youth." The el der dipped antennae politely. "Let's have a | ook at
your map."

They were very close to the pillar now "That's odd," observed the elder, peering in apparent
confusion at the floor. "Were did you say your |uggage was?"

"Just there," Ryo told himencouragingly, "just back in the shadows."

Desperately he tried to swing the ready foothand at the elder's neck, but his quarry was far away
now, far away on the other side of the jungle, across the ragi ng Southern Jhe, |ooking back at him
curiously and nmaki ng sad sounds as he faded into the distance.

Then someone threw the terminal floor at him Very un-fair, he thought, dammably unfair to throw
an entire floor at a drowning soul. The fl oor pressed himdown, down into the depths of the
thundering, roiling river

The one thing he woul d not have expected to feel on a return to consciousness was sunshine. It
warnmed his eyes and forced himto turn away fromits brilliance. He was suddenly sick, but there
was nothing in his gut for himto throw up.

A gentling voice said, "You slept an entire day and night. About tinme you woke up."

Ryo sat up very slowy, rolling onto his side and raising his upper torso. At once he became aware
of several things that in conbination nearly overwhel med him an inpres-sion of subdued wealth,
mor ni ng sunshi ne, and the wonder-ful, throat&8209;rending aroma of freshly cooked food.

"I would ask if you're hungry, but the answer is clear fromthe noisture at your mandibles."

Ryo searched for the source of the voice. Standing close on his right was the old Thranx he'd
encountered in the transport station. For an instant Ryo froze. But the elder didn't seem at al
concerned. Slightly anused, if anything.

"Wl l, are you hungry or aren't you?" He turned away, his back presented fearlessly to the figure
on the lounge. "OF course if you're not |I can have it thrown&8209;"
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"No, no." Ryo scranbled off the sleep lounge. "I am hungry."
"OfF course you are," the elder said pleasantly as he led Ryo into the eating area

It was beautifully appointed, with that sane clear eye for good taste that had been evident in the
sl eepi ng cham ber. The central table was of |am nated hardwoods that were a rai nbow of natura
colors. The walls were com pacted natural earth, glue&B209;bonded and inlaid with crossw se netal
strips to forman ocher and silver dome overhead. No natural |ight penetrated here.

Ryo attacked the waiting banquet with utter |ack of shame. His belly screaned its needs at him and
they woul d be satisfied at the expense of etiquette. The el der | ooked on interestedly.

When his insides finally signal ed enough and he | eaned back in the confortabl e saddl e, Ryo thought
to study his host. Yes, he was the sane Thranx who'd nearly net an early end in the term nal. The
inlays on his abdomen were the sane, as was that peculiar forward inclination of the skull. At
first Ryo had thought the cranial tilt an affecta-tion. Now he saw that it was a pernanent part of
the el -der's physi ognony.

H s stare was noted. "I broke nmy neck&8209; oh, six or seven years ago," the elder said pleasantly.

Enbarrassed at having been caught, Ryo | ooked away.

"I was clinbing a tree, if you nust know, " the elder finished.

Ryo was startled. Yaryinfs clinbed trees. Miel nots, shrins, and ibzilons clinbed trees. Thranx did
not. They were not built for it. Not their legs or their truhands. Only the foothands were
properly constructed for such an effort, and you could not haul yourself up a woody trunk with
only two |inbs.

"Wy were you trying to clinb a tree?”
The el der whistled softly. "Wanted to see what it was |like fromthe top, of course.”
"But you could have been Iowered into the treetop by a hoverer or raised on a picker arm"

"You don't understand&8209; but neither did anyone else. You see, | ama poet."'
touched anten-nae to Ryo's across the table. "My name is Wuzel ansem "

He stepped forward,

"Ryozenzuzex," he replied automatically. He thought back to a bit of recreational reading, or
perhaps it was part of a conversation on current aesthetics. "The Ei nt Wuze-| ansenf"

The el der executed a third&8209; degree decl amatory gesture. "I amthe sane."
"l have heard of you. Mre than that, | recall some of your poetry."
"Well, that's not necessarily a good thing." Wuzel ansem |l et out a deprecatory chuckl e.

"Neverthel ess, | suppose | amgratified. What is your profession?"
Ryo i mredi ately went on guard

The poet noticed the reaction. "Ch, never mind. You needn't tell me if you don't wish to. | know
one thing. You' re not a professional nugger."

Ryo was startled a second tine.

"That was your intention in central station, was it not?"

After an instant's hesitation Ryo perforned a gesture of enbarrassed agreenent.
"Well, | suppose hunger can nmke one do anything."

&8209; "How did you know | wasn't a mugger?"

"Because of the way you went about it." Wu spoke matter&8209; of &8209;factly, as if discussing the
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pl umbi ng. "You see, | know many ruggers and robbers. They live in a state of perpetual danger and
constant conflict. That can provide the basis for some interesting poetry. | docunent in rhyme. |
amalso fair with them so many are ny friends

"The hive authorities frown on that relationship, of course. Such individuals are not supposed to
exi st in the wondrous capital of Ciccikalk." Wiistling |aughter rose fromthe experienced throat.
"My boy, the universe is full of things which are not supposed to exist but continually confound
us by doing so. Places in space where reality dis-appears, suns that rotate not around one another
but among dozens, Null space where things that are too small to exist suddenly becone real, muggers
and robbersé&8209;all difficult to believe in, all subjects for poetical discourse.

"Now then," he settled hinself into the saddl e opposite Ryo, "since |'ve haul ed you back here and
cared for you, you can at |least be honest with ne. If |I'd wanted to turn you over to the Servitors
I could have done so earlier, nore safely, and at considerably | ess personal expense."

So Ryo told him the whole story pouring out through his broken confidence. Wen he'd finished,
Wiu pondered silently for several mnutes. Then he |l ed Ryo wordl essly fromthe eating area back
into the sleeping chanber. A w de pane of acrylic |ooked out of the side of the hill. The sun was
just bel ow the horizon and rain clouds rose slightly above it, their pink underbellies glow ng as
brightly as fac-eted kunzite.

"Alien monsters, hm?" Wiu turned fromthe viewto face Ryo. "It sounds like a | ot of garbage to
me." Ryo said nothing. "Garbage strong enough to drive you to | eave your premate, your famly,
your clan, and your hive, to nake your way to a city like Ciccikalk. To some, | suppose, gar-bage

can becone an obsession."”

"It's not garbage," Ryo declared angrily. "It's part of a dream™

"Ah yes." Wiu sounded anused. "Very overrated, dreans. Nonethel ess your persistence and natura
intelli-gence mark you as sonething nore than a nmere fanatic. It strikes me you nay have fallen
into sonething worth pursuing. It should be fun, anyway. Wat say that you and | nmake our way to
H vehom and see if we can't find out?"

Ryo coul d not have been nore startled had Fal suddenly rushed into the roomto throw herself

whol eheartedly into the journey. Fal &209; he found hi nsel f thinking of her fre-quently, but always
the dream surged into his brain, over-powering thoughts of anything el se, goading him guiding
him inexorable in its demands, unrelenting in its nmental pressure.

"Are you sure ... do you know what we nmay be get-ting into if my suspicions turn out to have
grounds, sir? There could be danger."

"I woul d hope so! Gtherwise there would be no fun in this. If there were no fun and danger,
there'd be no poetry to it. And if there was no poetry in it, there would be no reason for ne to
go. Now, would there?"

Ryo did not know how to answer that.

"Look, out there." The Eint turned and indicated the hillside w ndow, from which the view extended
across the valley of the G cci

On the far left towered silver tubes that bel ched the scrubbed em ssions from i mense

manuf acturi ng com pl exes. To the right were the intake stacks that supplied fresh air to the
mllions swarm ng below. In the distance, slightly to |eft of center, a tiny bright spot rose
cloudward at a speed too extrene and angle too sharp for it to be an aircraft.

"Yes, it's a shuttle. The port is that way." Wu stood al ongsi de Ryo, contenplating the rising dot
of light. "No telling where that one's going, with its queen ship. To Hi ve-hom perhaps, or
Anr opol ous or another world. W could be on such a ship very soon, if you're agreeable."

Ryo said nothing, sinply stared at the distant reflection until it vanished into the cloud | ayer
When it was gone he turned to stare at his benefactor, hardly daring to believe.

"I't's not possible. You could followthe tale to its end, could return and tell me about it. |
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cannot go with you. | have no access to credit."

Wiu executed a gesture not favored in polite society. "Credit is nothing. I amshowered with it
for doing that which I would do for nothing."

"Well then, there is the matter of identification," Ryo continued stubbornly. "M ne was taken
Even if it had not been, I'"'mnot sure | could reach a ship before the Servitors contacted it and
had me held in confinenent. | nust be listed in every conputer termnal on the planet by now"

"Then we nust fashion a safe identity for you, ny boy." Wiu considered the problem then
expl ai ned, "I have been wi dowed twice. Both tines through unfortunate accidents. There are no
natural offspring, but it would surprise no one were | to announce that | had adopted several. You
can pose as ny adopted of fspring, which | suspect you are already, in spirit if not legally.

"I told you that | know nmuch of the underlife of Cicci-kalk. In addition to those who prey upon
the unwary | am al so conversant with nany engaged in other forms of extralegal activity. Sone of
themare witers. Such witing is never particularly inspiring, but their limted editions are
mast er pi eces. You will retain your personal nane, which is combn enough not to arouse suspi cion,
I think. W will give you a new clan, famly, and hive. You will become Ryozeljadrec. How does
that strike you?"

"Heavily enough to nake ne a candidate for a long stay in an adjustnment burrow, but if you really
think it will be believed ..."

"Know edge and noney conbi ned can work miracles, my boy. Alien nonsters, nonstrous aliens&8209; |
feel a poemconing on already," and he rattled off a string of singsong H gh Thranx whistle words,
har nmoni cal | y arranged and | ovely to hear

"That's fine," Ryo said admringly.

"Not hi ng, nothing. Garbage not worth setting to chip. Rough words, but we will find inspiration
worthy of publi-cation, ny boy."

"l hope sonething good cones of all this. Wat if your&8209;ah, forger proves not as efficient as
you seemto think he will?"

"I have a title, this "Eint.' It nust be good for sonething. Surely it will enable us to brazen
our way past any uncertainty. Since you don't have the experience for it, | shall do the brazening
for us both. | do it all the time. Is not poetry a method of brazening one's way past a listener's

defenses, in order to get directly at his enotions? Poetry's nore than harnonics and math, you
know. W'll nanage our way, don't worry.

"There is one thing. Have you given thought to your famly and prenmate?"
Suddenly Ryo did not feel very well.
"Constantly," he nurnured.

"That is as it should be. You struck nme as a responsible young fellow. W'IlIl draft a comrunication
to one of them It will arrive in this Paszex of yours by a npbst circuitous route so that its
origin cannot be traced. It will not go off at all until we are safely on our way and out of the
W | ow -wane system

"I't will not tell them your whereabouts or intentions, but that you are well and thinking of them
If what you've told nme so far is true, the last thing they will believe is that you' ve succeeded

i n maki ng your way off&8209;planet. It will be sonmething of a shock to them when you return with
the truth, but until then they will at |east not consider setting a burial service for you."

Ryo wat ched the poet instead of the scene beyond the wi ndow. "You do realize what you're doing?"

"What's that?" asked Wiu. He'd settled hinself before a beautifully inlaid conputer consol e and
was busily run-ning his fingers across the square touchboard.

"You're breaking at |east four laws on ny behal f."
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"Ch, laws." Wiu made a shockingly rude sound. "Wat do you think the task of poets is if not to
break laws?" Information rippled across the console screen. "A transport departs from Hi vehomin
three days. | think we can be ready by then, ny boy."

"So soon? But don't you have things to prepare, affairs that need to be tidied up before you can
| eave? W've no idea howlong we'll be gone.™

"My affairs always need tidying up," said Wiuzel an-sem addi ng a third&8209; degree twi nkle. "Ryo,
there are three great excuses one can use in life. To say that one is mad, drunk, or a poet. It
makes anends for a great many de-lightful outrages one can safely perpetrate upon society.

"As to the preparation of your new identification, admit-tedly that will require something of a
rush job on the part of the lady | have in mind, but | believe she can manage. She is a true
artist. Wait until you see her work. She uses all four hands simnultaneously with a flow nothing
short of erotic. A thing of beauty&8209;as your eventual identification will surely be. Beautiful
and bel i evabl e bot h.

"I will book passage for us on the transport. Not upper class, not |ower, but mddle. W don't
want to be pushed around as we might be in |ower and we don't want to at-tract the attention that
upper woul d bri ng.

"We'll travel with the average this tine '"round, in search of distinctly unaverage di scoveri es,
and if no alien nonsters should be skul ki ng about on H vehon&8209;well, it's been a while since
I"ve been off nmy honme world. While the local and familiar are soothing to the soul, the mnd
requires sonewhat nore extensive stinulation. The journey itself will be worthwhile. | take it you
have never been to Hive-hon?"

"I've never been outside Paszex until ny journey here."

"It will be sonething for you to see. A bucolic lad like yourself. Yes, three days should be
enough. "

"l don't know what to say or how to thank you for this," said Ryo, adding a little click and
gesture of anusenent, " “Father.' "

"Good. You're beginning to get into the spirit of subter-fuge. Treat ne with respect, call ne
al ways as you would a real adoptive sire. W will surely gain acceptable verse fromthe drama."

Suitable attire was ordered for Ryo. In keeping with Wiu's intentions to stay as inconspi cuous as
possi bl e, the clothing was new but not fancy. Those constraints aside, the vest and pouch were
attractive and sturdy.

A day prior to their schedul ed departure a secretive little Thranx appeared at Wuzel ansenm s
entryway to hand- deliver a tiny package. This produced a renarkabl e brace of identification
docunents, including even a credit charge stick. The latter was supposedly unforgeable, for the
finan-cial institutions of all Thranx worlds were extrenely security&3209;conscious. Ryo woul d use
it only in an energency.

"I will handle all fiscal transactions," said Wiu. "No sense in tenpting fate. That stick will be
the nost difficult to pass, but it's inportant that you at |east be able to show one. No one
travel s intersystemw thout a stick." He stud-ied the younger Thranx. "How do you |ike your new
cl ot h-ing?"

Ryo dropped to all sixes, rose again and twi sted his up-per body, shook his abdomen. The vest
stayed securely in place.

"I hardly know what to say."

"One wordl ess and one overflowing with words. We'll conpl enent each other well." The poet nade a
gesture indicative of second&3209; degree anmusenent ni xed with di savowal of sarcasm "Tonorrow
then, we take ship."
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"And if there are problens?

"We'll deal with them as they present thenselves. Spon-taneity is one of the joys of existence, ny
boy, especially if you prepare for it in advance." He wagged a truhand at the younger nale.

Ryo didn't sleep well that night as he dreaned unreas-suring dreans that centered on a gigantic

sl obbering thing with a mouth full of crooked, snaggly teeth, crinson fur all over its body, and a
hal f &8209; dozen cl aw&8209; fi ngered hands that groped anxiously after him It wore its skel eton
inside, like the yaryinf, and it wanted to suck out his head.

He woke uneasily to the soft chinmes of Wiu's house al arm

They packed little, carrying only hand |luggage. "We're not going to an investiture ball," Wu had
poi nted out, "and those who travel light travel fast."

Exiting the level conplex in which Wiu |ived, they took a shaft |lift bel ow surface and then a
fourth&8209; 1 evel transport to the nearest nodul e term nus, where they boarded a di-rect nodule to
the shuttl eport.

"I regret only one thing that has happened thus far," said Ryo in the quiet of their private
conpart nent.

"What's that?"
"That those who beat and robbed ne shoul d escape w th-out punishment."”

"Who says they suffer no punishnment? | know what their lives are like. They are niserable nost of
the tinme and at best a little of the sinplest pleasures may trickle down to them They live in
many ways worse than our prinitive ancestors who grubbed a bare existence fromthe earth, for the
advant ages of nobdern society are denied them Yet ignorant and unhappy though they are, they nust
sonehow live too."

Wiu made an al | &8209; enconpassi ng gesture with all four hands. "The universe is a jungle, my boy.
You coul d spend all your life in WIIow&8209; wanes wi | dest reaches fighting poi-sonous flora and
carnivorous fauna, be healthy and happy, and come to the Hi ve of Ciccikalk one day only to be run
over by a transport nmodule. If you regard every place as being dangerous and uncivilized you wll
find yourself much nore relaxed in mnd."

It was quiet in the nodule then. Ryo thought how very far from hone he was and how farther stil
he was about to go. Very far fromfamly and clan, and from Fal

What woul d she nmake of the cryptic nmessage he and Wiu had concocted and sent her? Wul d she forget
hi m al t oget her? Assunme he was |ost nentally? He hoped she would sinply sigh deeply and return to
the Nursery in hope of his reappearance. Then again, she m ght seek an-other prenate.

A mental shake shattered the thoughts like little crystals. He was pursuing a dreamthe way an
addi ct pursues his next fix. Al that mattered now was getting safely off-planet.

Hi s nervousness increased exponentially as they wal ked up the ranp to the shuttle entrance.
"What if the identification fails?" he whispered to Wiuzel ansem "Wat if? ..."

"BEverything will be fine if you'll sinply relax and | ook normal," was the poet's response. "Your
antennae are so stiff they' re going to crack. Straighten your posture, incline your thorax
properly, and act |ike you' re bored by the whol e procedure, offspring."

"Yes ... sire."

There was a pause while their nanes were checked agai nst the passenger manifest. A line of Thranx
waited to ascend the ranp. A single official stood there, |Iooking in-different as the machinery
moni t ored both nmanifest and personal identification

He didn't even |l ook up as Ryo and Wiu passed through and announced thensel ves. Their ident slips
were pro-cessed, checked, and efficiently spat back at them by the boardi ng consol e.
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Wiu appeared slightly mffed as they continued up the boarding ranp into the shuttle. He hadn't
been recogni zed.

"Not a reader or listener," he grunbled, referring to the official who' d passed themthrough
"Civilization is really run by unaesthetic illiterates.”

"I's there then such a thing as an aesthetic illiterate?"

They | aunched into a discussion so animated and intense that Ryo alnpbst didn't notice when the
shuttle's jets hissed and the thick&209;bodied craft lifted into the air.

Ai rborne, Ryo thought in disbelief. Actually airborne. Like a hesornic. Like a dream

They qui ckly rose above the clouds. Only a dimred |ine narked the horizon where the sun of

W1 | ow&8209; wane was trying to hide. Airborne! Wat nust it have been like, he wondered, for his
di stant ancestors whose wi ngs had been, for the mating season at |east, functional instead of
vestigial? Was intelligence such a good trade&8209; of f for the no-mentary power of flight?

Bef ore 1 ong rockets took over fromthe starving jets. The shuttle was now above the hi ghest
clouds, and the sky was fading fromblue to purple, aging much like a Thranx. Many songs had

enpl oyed the anal ogy. Then they were sw nming through the |l ong night and the stars were bright-er
than they'd ever been.

A screamrose from behind Ryo, down the central aisle. A female had tunbled fromher saddl e and
lay on her back, kicking at the air with all four legs, paning at it with her hands.

Two attendants rushed to her. One cl anped a breathing pack over her thorax and administered air
froma tank while the other injected a drug directly down her throat.

She quieted down i mredi ately. Ryo gl anced around and noticed that of the two dozen or so
passengers on the shut-tle, perhaps a fourth of them wore gl azed | ooks and sat in their saddl es as
if in atrance. He'd been too absorbed by the view outside to notice it earlier. Now he | ooked
ques-tioningly at Wu.

"The lady in distress experienced a severe attack of Qut-side. It particularly affects hive
dwel | ers who spend nost of their |ives underground. An ancestral carryover that sone of the race
is still heir to, when we dwelt al nbost ex-clusively bel ow ground and when to venture outside was
to expose oneself to the prowing carnivores that then roaned the whol e surface of Hivehom This
is ,probably her first flight and she suppressed the feeling as |long as she could."”

"What about those?" Ryo indicated the strangely sub-dued passengers.

"The same problem but those are experienced travelers. Certain drugs safely counteract the
Qut side. The side ef-fects are nminimal but obvious. He turned to inspect Ryo.

"You feel no fear, no sense of panic?"
"Not a thing."

"Have you | ooked out the port?"

"I've been doing little else.

Wiu made a gesture of third&8209; degree confidence mixed with mld curiosity. "Mdst Thranx on a
first extra atnos-pheric journey experience a certain anbunt of nmental dis-confort. After repeated
travel the disconfort passes. Sone, of course, feel nothing. They are the exception rather than

the rule. As | nentioned, |'ve done considerable traveling and therefore feel nothing at all. As
for yourself, | should not be surprised that you are the exception in this way as well as in

ot hers. "

"Open spaces have never bothered me," Ryo expl ained. "That was one of the things, | think, that

hel ped me to advance so rapidly in my profession.”
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"Ah yes, the exploiter of new agricultural land. You put food on ny table, so | won't start in on
the nmorality of butchering WII ow&8209; wanes native jungle sinply to plant asfi."

It devel oped that Ryo was not quite as immune to the vagaries of Deep Space travel as he first
t hought. When the ship passed beyond the last of the systemis six planets and shifted into Space
Plus he fell prey to the same nausea as everyone el se, experienced or otherw se.

The stars becane streaks and their colors changed as if they were being viewed through a shaded
prism Once the nausea passed there was anple tinme to enjoy the |uxuries of m ddl e&8209;cl ass
shi pboard life.

Days and nights fled apace, with the only indication of novenent coming fromthe slowy changing
starfield.

Eventual |y the passengers had to return to their cabins a last tine. The ship dropped from Space
Plus into normal space, stomachs were wenched, and the stars resumed their normal col ors and
posi ti ons and shapes.

Ahead lay a bright and sonehow fam liar sun. There were twelve planets in the H vehom system the
home world fully inhabited, of course, and three others |less so. Several tineparts passed and then
they were in orbit around Hi vehom The hone world of the Thranx. The spawni ng place. The

wher e&8209; we&8209; al | &8209; come&8209; f r om

Chapter Six

As the shuttle descended Ryo stared avid-ly out the long port. H vehomwas a beau-tiful world. Not
so beautiful as WII| ow -wane perhaps, but then his own hone was a paradi se.

H vehom had 20 percent nore surface area than WI Il owwane, but only a little nmore habitable
territory because it was a cooler world. As they dropped | ower Ryo could nake out white snears at
the northern pol e&8209; solid water, he knew fromhis studies. It was hard to i magi ne a pl ace
where, there was little vegetation, where the air was cold and yet so dry that your breath seened
to crackle in your |ungs.

Then the shuttle fell too lowto see that far north and there was only green, green and brown |ike
on WIlow-wane. Air began to scrape the little craft and it skipped ninbly through the atnosphere
as they dropped through the rain clouds above Daret, the capital city of the Thranx.

Fifty&8209;five mllion citizens claimed the Hive Daret as their honme. The capital city extended
hundreds of kilome-ters in all directions, plunged two hundred and fifty levels toward the center
of the planet. Low hills flanked the val-ley beneath which the city had been cut. A great river,
t he Moregeeon, neandered over the netropolis. Long barges plied its surface and for forty |levels
beneath its rocky bot-toman intricate conplex of artificial aquifiers soaked up water to sl ake
the city's enornous thirst.

Air intakes rose a hal f&8209; kil oneter into the danp sky. They vibrated slightly fromthe drag of
i mrense suction punps pulling air down to the |owest |levels. The forests of intakes and
ventilators resenbled a city of windowl ess sil-ver towers

Six shuttleports ringed the valley of the Morregeeon, the smallest dwarfing the shuttl eport serving
W1 | ow&8209; wanes capital of G ccikalk. The shuttle banked sharply to avoid a cluster of
cl oud&8209; spearing ventil ators.

Wiuzel ansem poi nted out the port as they leveled off slightly in preparation for |anding. There,
to the northwest, shone sunlight on the towers of Chitteranx, a satellite city of six mllion
particularly wealthy Thranx. Still farther north lay the inmportant netropolitan conpl ex known
col-lectively as Averick, famed for incredibly ancient tenples raised by some pre&8209; Thranx
intelligence. Both lay hard by the base of the vast frigid plateau that |ooned like an island in
H vehom s sea of clouds and was rarely, even at this nodern date, visited or explored.

Daret itself was close to H vehom s equator. Its surface boasted a nmean tenperature of 33° C and
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average humid-ity ranging from90 to 95 percent. Wth such ideal climatic conditions it was no
wonder the valley of the Moregeeon bad beconme the center of Thranx civilization

The little craft leveled off and soon bunped slightly as its | anding gear contacted pavenment. They
were down and taxiing toward a dock. Ryo tried to count the shuttles, |ighter&8209;than&8209;air
transports, and sleek aircraft as they eased toward di senmbarkati on, but soon | ost track of types
and nunbers.

The wonders of H vehomfromthe air had fully occu-pied his attention during the descent. Now that
he and Wiu were on the ground, his early worries returned. Slipping into Daret was likely to prove
nmore difficult then | eaving Ciccikal k had been

As usual, he was buoyed by Wiu's bottom ess supply of optimism "Wrlds may differ but bureaucrats
are every-where the sane. Do you recall our departure from Cicci-kalk? Did that Servitospector
i nger over your new identifi-cation?"

"l don't believe he ever looked at it," Ryo admtted. "He left everything to the conputer. But
shouldn't it be differ-ent here? Not only is this the mother world, but taking things out is not
dangerous. Bringing things into another world can be."

"I don't think we'll have any difficulty." The debarking tube and ranp were rising fromthe ground
toward the shuttle. No other structures marred the snooth surface of the shuttleport.

"We've conme direct from WI I ow&8209; wane, a known world. W're not carrying produce or sanple
material; in any case, there are few restrictions on what can be brought in."

Those few restrictions were enough to inspire a very thorough customnms inspection, however. Wile
Ryo and Wiu had i ndeed come direct from WI | ow&8209; wane to Hi ve-hom other passengers had not.
Ryo fought to conceal his nervousness as a bright &209; eyed Servitospector went through his
identification. It seemed to Ryo that a lot of tine was spent studying the identiplate.

Eventual ly they were passed through, acconpanied by the kind of polite indifference the

i nhabitants of the capital reserved for those citizens unfortunate enough to have been born on
other worlds. Ryo was too relieved at having successfully passed identification to feel any upset
at such chauvinism Wu seened to know where he was at all tines and quickly | ocated a hotel on
Level 75, which was reasonably close to the city center

Save for areas of historic inmportance, the center of Daret for twenty&3209;five prine |evels
served only the growi ng Thranx government.

As their transport nodule carried themalong wide corri-dors Ryo noticed burrows with stone
facings. This was the heart of the eternal city of Daret, and Daret was the heart of the nodern
Thranx civilization. Hi story pressed close all around him

If he was slightly overwhel ned, Wiu was exactly the opposite. "Doesn't this nean anything to you?"
Ryo asked him gesturing out the nodule's single forward port. "Doesn't such grandeur inspire your
poet's m nd?"

"Yes, it does. Ten thousand years of bureaucrats."

They were to have begun their search the follow ng norning, but Wiu insisted there was no need for
hurry and offered to show Ryo nore of the city. For exanple, there were the fabled Echo Falls
These fell froman opening in the underside of the River Mregeeon past a hundred and fifty levels
to a great artificial cavern where the trenen-dous power of the vertical cascade was harnessed to
supply energy for the city.

This and the poet's descriptions of other wonders caused Ryo to hesitate, but only briefly. It was
unreasonabl e to expect the authorities to trace himaquickly, but it worried hi mnonethel ess and he
was anxi ous to begin the hunt as soon as possible. Wiu grunbl ed at the thought of having to plunge
so soon into the norass that was officialdom and it had been Ryo's turn to supply the enthusiasm

It was all basically so sinple. "W just |locate this Broh-wel porvot,"
the poet, "and he di-rects us fromthere."

he' d explained blithely to
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Wiu had executed a gesture indicative of third&3209; degree naivete mxed with fourth&3209; degree
intimations of absurdity. "My boy, you are bright and persistent, but there is still nuch you have
to | earn. Consider the second conmunica-tion that was received by your premate, the one that went
to such pains to deny everything which had been conmuni-cated before. If we inquire after this
perpl exing fell ow we woul d doubtl| ess discover that he has been transferred to a "rest' position
somewhere many |ight &209; years fromhere. That is, if we can find anyone or any machine willing
even to admt to his existence.

"In addition, such an inquiry would attract unwanted at-tention from whoever conpelled himto send
that second negative comunication. You nust know, my boy, that | amnot at all convinced there is
anything to all this blather about alien nonsters and such. | sinply find the prospect of pursuing
S0 outrageous a runor attractive.

"But if the opposite should be in some manner true, then we are |ikely&3209;unless we are very
careful &209;to find our-selves shipped off to sone distant resting burrow until we agree to drop
our private search. In any case, we will not find truth. If we would discover the |atter, we nust
be cir-cunspect as we delicately circunvent."

But even Wiu's nost persuasive nmanner and persistent questions drew nothing in the way of useful
informati on. As the days passed Ryo was beginning to believe that Fal's relative really had
suffered a tenporary nental break-down.

Li kewi se discouraging to further inquiry was the condes-cension with which they were treated,
because they cane froma relatively undevel oped and uni nportant colony world. This didn't trouble
t he phil osophical Wu, but it rankled Ryo's pride and went counter to everything he'd learned as a
| arva about the equality of all citizens. Can- and hivenothers excepted, of course.

When a nonth had passed, even the nornally indefatiga-ble Wiu was begi nning to show si gns of
losing interest. "W may have played the gane to its conclusion, ny boy," he nmurnured one evening
in their hotel room The hotel ran fromLevel 75 to Level 92. It was confortable and boasted an
exit on each level, but its novelty had |ong since worn off for both of them

It is only natural for the interest of a poet to wane, Ryo thought. Desperately he tried to find
some way to convince his sponsor to continue the quest, for w thout Wiu's know - edge and ot her
resources Ryo knew he woul d never cone any closer to the truth of the matter.

It cane to themboth as they boredly watched a fiction-alized dramati zation of the confrontation
bet ween Twenti et h Enperor Thunpbstener and King Vilisvingen of Ml drett over possession of the
Val | ey of the Dead between the an-cient cities of Yelwez and Porpiyultil. It was tense, stylized,
and in keeping with proper anachronisns, mlitaristic.

"The mlitary. O course." Ryo put aside his drinking spout, letting it slide back into the wal
as he raised up on his sleeping | ounge. "W have to contact the nilitary again."

Wiu sounded tired. "lI've told you before, ny boy, that any direct inquiry as to the whereabouts or
even the exis-tence of this Brohwel porvot fellow will draw either useless replies or unwhol esone
questions. Still," and he made a gesture of second&8209; degree indifference, "since we have

di s-covered nothing so far, perhaps it is worth a risk."

"No, no&8209;1've no intention of going to the mlitary au-thorities about Brohwel,"” Ryo replied.

Wiu set aside his portable drinking siphon and gazed cu-riously at his young conpani on. "Wy el se
woul d we want to contact the mlitary? Unless, of course, you plan a simple march up to the
nearest office and intend once there to ask outright about the truth of their recent acquisition
of a shipload of alien nonstrosities?"

"Not hing of the sort. You see, | have another and wholly legitimte reason for nmaking ny way al
the way from WI | ow&8209; wane to Hi vehomto contact mlitary authorities.”

"Don't be abstruse with ne, boy,
time i s enough.”

muttered Wiu. "I'mtired and feeling ny age. One puzzle at a
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"It's just this ... Ryo began

The mlitary center was not |ocated with the other gov-ernnent offices. It lay in a cube conpl ex
of its own near the outskirts of the nmetropolis. The two supplicants paid the transport nodul e and
entered through a triple&209;w de en-trance off the busy corridor

Swarns of workers scuttled through passageways and worked behi nd counters and at

saddl e&8209; desks. Mdst of themdisplayed inlaid nmilitary insignia. Here and there Ryo no-ticed

i ndi vidual s in whose chiton gl eaned crinson four- pointed stars to match his own. They were rather
nmore conmon than he'd been led to believe, but his thoughts were too busy for the revelation to
depress him

He turned to face Wiu and found the poet staring at himexpectantly, for now the burden of inquiry
fell on Ryo's thorax. He led the way into the conpl ex.

Eventually they found their way to a large informati on booth. The ei ght &209; sided interior was
filled with chattering, whistling soldiers. No explanatory signs marred the various sides, nothing
differentiated one fromits neighbor. Ryo strode boldly to the nearest and | ooked across the
counter at a busy Thranx. Sixteen fingers flew across an intimdat-ing keyboard.

"Pl easant day to you," Ryo said to the soldier by way of introduction and greeting.

She | ooked over at him and he saw the |ight glance fromthe pair of enmerald metal circles set into
her | eft shoul der.

"This is Information West and what is it you need to know?" she inquired pleasantly.
"I't's just that&8209;that ..."
"Yes?" Hi s hesitation had not aroused any suspicions in her. Not yet, anyway.

He | ooked hel pl essly back toward Wiu. The poet ig-nored his stare, was gazi ng past him and
admring the sol-dier's ovipositors. Ryo inhaled, turned to the saddl ed sol -dier, and threw out
the intricate hal f&209; i e.

"We are fromWI | ow&8209; wane. | amcalled,"” and he showed her the fake identiplate as he
pronounced his adopted nane. "I have many relatives in a small town called Paszex. It lies far to
the north of the capital and is the northernnost hive on the planet save for Arani enet.

"Four years ago Paszex was attacked and ravaged by a group of AAnn. Many died and property damage
was substanti al

"At that tinme we were pronised increased warship Pa-trols for the isolated conmunities of the
northern conti-nent. No such devel opnents have been forthcomng. | and ny adoptive sire," and he
i ndi cated the expressionl ess Wiu, "have traveled all this way at our own expense, to get sone
satisfaction."

"I see," said the soldier thoughtfully, offering no comnent. She swi vel ed her saddle to face the
| arge console. The information displayed there was cancel ed by the touch of a key. Further touches
produced different information.

"Here we are," she said, speaking without turning fromthe screen. "Record of the attack and
rel ated briefings. You say you have relatives still living in this Paszex?"

Ryo stiffened, which is not easy for a Thranx to do, but it was too late to back out or change his
story. "I was there nyself during the attack. | know what it's like firsthand. Not a pl easant
experience."

He worried overnuch. The question had been put out of curiosity, not suspicion. The soldier did
not followit up. "I've never had the chance for conbat patrol nyself," she said, a nmite |ess
stiffly, "but I've studied nmany records of such incidents. | synpathize with you&8209;infornally,
of course." She hesitated, considering. "You need to see sone-one in the office of the Supervising
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Oficer in Charge of (round&8209; Side Protection, Colonial Burrow. That can be ar-ranged, | think,
and&8209; "

Ryo hurriedly interrupted, making the conplex gesture necessary to excuse his discourtesy. "If you
don't mnd," he said, "I've pronmised ny relatives and cl anmates back honme that I'd try to find out
exactly why the AAnn chose our poor little hive for attack. Paszex contains nothing of mili-tary
interest. Their purpose in attacking it remains a nys-tery to all who live there."

"Death without purpose is ever a nystery," nurnured Wu.

"The dead are dead." The soldier eyed Ryo curiously. "Wat benefit could you and your friends
derive fromknow ng the AAnn's notivations?"

"Such information woul d ease the pain that arises fromuncertainty in the nminds of the living,"
Wiu put in, "and perhaps al so show us how to nake ourselves |ess attractive to attack."

"l can understand that," the sol dier said.

"So we'd prefer, at least at first," said Ryo, "to see soneone in charge of &209; oh," and he tried
to nmake it sound casual, "general xenol ogy. Then we could go to the Col o-nial Burrow Division of
the Ground&8209; Side Protection Ofice and find out why we're not getting the protection we were
prom sed. "

The sol di er &209; cl erk was uncertain. "The Xenology Mnistry of Information is | ocated anong the
general administrative offices at Daret Center. | fail to see why you' d put such a request to a
mlitary office."

"Because the notivation resulted in mlitary action and a mlitary psychology is involved," Ryo
replied.

She stared back at him specul atively a nonent |onger. Then her curiosity vani shed. Gthers waited
impatiently be-hind Ryo and Wiu and it was not her business to anal yze the requests of CQutsiders,
only to answer them

"OfF course. A perfectly reasonable request," she nmut-tered. "The departnent you wish to visit is
normal ly closed to nonmilitary inquiries. But since you've conme such a long way | will see what |
can do for you."

"Thank you," said Wiu. "Up till now we've had very little help. We're very tired. Your assistance
i s nost wel-cone."

"It's no bother," said the soldier, gratified.

The sol di er studi ed her readouts as her fingers danced on the keyboard. "Xenology has its own
di vi sions and subburrows, and a staff devoted to Mdtivational Analysis."

"That sounds prom sing," Ryo said.

"Here you are, then." She touched sone keys and a pink plastic wand energed froma hole. She
picked it up, in-serted it briefly into another hole. There was a pulse of light within the
counter and a soft buzz. Then she handed it across the counter to Ryo.

"That's your directional pass." Rising in the saddle, she pointed to her left, toward a corridor
Stripes in a dozen different fluorescent colors ran along the franming walls, parallel to the
floor.

"Foll ow the pink stripe,” she instructed them "Eventu-ally you'll reach the Xenol ogy Burrow.
Motivational Anal-ysis is located on the right. If you beconme disoriented or have any questions,"”
she indicated the hole in the counter, "there are informati on&209;access points like this one set
in the walls. Insert your pass for additional information." She set-tled back into her saddle.

"Thanks to you. Thanks greatly," said Ryo, taking the tiny wand. "Good day and ni ght and a second
met anor - phosis to you."
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"Good luck." The soldier was already talking politely to the next supplicant. Ryo was far nore
gratified than of-fended by the abrupt dism ssal

The tunnels and corridors of the mlitary conplex seened endl ess but no nore so than those of
Central Ad-ministration where they'd wandered hopel essly for days. They descended a dozen |evels
and crossed whol e cubes before the use of the pass stick and judicious questioning of passersby
finally brought themto an entranceway marked XENOLOGY&8209; MOTI VATI ONAL ANALYSIS. Ryo slipped the
pass into the hole in the door, which parted obediently.

They stood in a circular, domed chanber. Three desks occupied the three triangul ar divisions of
the chanber to left, right, and strai ght ahead. Peculiar creatures were nounted on the walls and
tridimensional nmurals of alien |andscapes canouflaged chip files and ceiling. Ryo shook as if he
were preparing to nate.

An efficient&209;1o00king soldier in a green vest greeted them Three nmetallic green stars and one
brown one were set into his shoul der.

"What service may | performfor you, sirs?" lie did not ask what they were doing in the chanber.
Wthout the proper pass, they would not have been admitted. He natu-rally assumed they were on
| egi ti mate busi ness.

Ryo repeated the story he'd told the information clerk

"Yes, | recall many of those sporadic and nasty little attacks on WI| ow&8209; wane, " the sol dier
said sadly. "Your world is not the only colony to suffer such attention. There have been many such
incidents. Too many. But we are sci-entists here, not conbat burrow. There is no penalty for

expr essi ng opi ni on, however."

"It's refreshing to hear,"” Ryo admtted.

"Not hi ng of the sort ever touches us here, on Hi vehom The AAnn woul d never risk that extrene a
provocation. Their el aborate explanations would not be strong enough to rationalize away an attack
on the mother world itself -assum ng they could get through the defenses, of course.

"So they content themselves with irritating us. Eventu-ally such practices may bring about the war
they strive so assiduously to avoid. Meanwhile they test our weapons and reactions and readi ness
far fromareas of Thranx power."

"Precisely the problemwe' re here to address," Ryo said.

"And redress," Wu added, for good neasure.

"Naturally, | synpathize with your concern,"” the soldier said. "You w sh explanations and answers.
You' ve had no trouble fromthe AAnn since the incident you speak of ?"

“No," Ryo adnmitted, "but we&38209;"

"Come with ne, please." The officer stepped back, made a sign to his busy pair of associ ates.
There was sone enignmatic professional discussion follow ng which Ryo and Wiu were | ed into anot her
room behi nd the outer chanber.

A large screen dom nated the far end. Banks of chips set in proper file casings covered the entire
ri ght &8209; hand wall. A dozen confortably padded saddles filled, the floor of the dimy lit room

The officer noved along the wall, finally settled on a key, touched it. A sliver of rectangul ar
pl astic popped into view. He inserted it into the projector in the back wall, then handed Ryo a
smal | cube dotted with indentations.

"This controls the speed, direction of novenent, and other functions of the projector," he
explained. "lI've run it up to the section that deals with the attack on your honme. O her such
incidents are al so docunented on this chip. The chip reviews the history of such attacks and goes
into detail on AAnn notivational psychology." He started toward the doorway to the outer chanber.
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"If the material displayed does not answer your ques-tions, |'Il be happy to talk further with you
if you finish before | go off shift. If |I'mgone, the evening shift will be happy to assist you."
The door closed behind him

Wiu | ooked di sappointed. "I haven't worked this hard and come all this way to | ook at sanitized
mlitary histo-ries."

"Nor have |," said Ryo, "but it's a start, at least. Running the chip will give us time to decide
what to try next."

They activated the projector and soon Ryo's thoughts were not on what to do next but on the
mat eri al playing across the screen. He was at once fascinated and appalled as the reconstruction
resurrected those confused, frightened nonents of so |long ago ..

Chapter Seven

After discussion of the attack and | engthy di ssection of AAnn attitudes, the chip NI | reported
the stepped&8209;up patrols around W I I ow&8209; wane, the official protest |odged with the AAnn by
anmbassador Yeltrentrisrom and a sta-tistical sunmmation integrating the attack on Paszex with al
sim |l ar AAnn adventures.

Words, Ryo thought bitterly. W rds and figures. Lives |lost and burrows shattered&8209; al
interpreted statistically, for the benefit of study. He let the machine run. It began to describe
other attacks on WI I ow&8209; wane and on Col ophon

When the chip concluded Ryo was no nearer an idea on how they should proceed. Wiu was seated in
one of the saddl es, contenpl ati ng&8209; or sl eeping. Either way he was not to be disturbed, Ryo
knew.

He peered through the doorway into the outer chanber. Three new sol diers occupied the three desks
now.

The nearest | ooked toward the partly open door. "Hav-ing trouble with the projection unit? The
dept h perceiver has a tendency to go fiat sometines."

"No, nothing like that," Ryo replied. "I thought | had a question, but it can wait until the
others return."

"That will be tonmorrow norning," the soldier said pleas-antly. "Are you sure | can't hel p?"

"Perhaps later." Ryo shut the door and retreated back into the study room "Wu, | wonder if
per haps we m ght &3209; "

The poet was not in his saddle. He was standi ng opposite the chip bank, studying nunbers and
readout s.

"What are you doi ng?" The poet did not comrent, how ever, sinply continued to scan the wall

"Ah," he nuttered at last. "Here we are. Index." He touched controls and the little scanner set in
the wall began to run through its enormous volune of information on alien contacts in which the
mlitary had been involved. In addi-tion to the AAnn, there was material on the Astvet and
Mi' at ahl , two seni &209;intelligent nonspace&3209; going races. The bulk of information dealt with
nonsenti ent species with an enphasis on the carnivorous and belligerent types that the mlitary
was most likely to confront. But nothing touched on the mysterious runmor they'd come
a&8209; t r acki ng.

A click sounded as the three sections of the door slid apart. The soldier who' d offered to help
Ryo wal ked into the room

"You' re not supposed to be doing that," he told Wiu reproachfully.

"Sorry." Wiu made a gesture of polite indifference as he shut down the index scanner. "You can
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understand our anxiety to learn all we can after coming all this way. Un-fortunately, the
informati on we're seeking doesn't seemto be in here." He gestured at the qui escent scanner

The door seal ed behind the soldier as he scuttled over. "See," he said to Ryo, "perhaps | can
assist you after all. I"'mvery good with the files."

Hi s eagerness to help, the friendliness that seened genu-ine, led Ryo to exchange a gesture with
Wiu that literally neant, "Wy not?" They' d reached a dead end, their bur-row search seened
bl ocked with granite.

When they put the query to himhe responded with a reaction they'd already encountered: |aughter
Not as loud or hysterical as sone, but |aughter still.

"I"'msorry. You nmust excuse my discourtesy,” he told them "but what you say is nonsense.
Fasci nating how ru-nmors acquire a life of their own."

"Isn't it?" Wiu agreed resignedly. "And yet, runor is the seed fromwhich the flower of truth
often bl ossons, nurtured by hope and persistence."”

"That's true." The soldier's attitude suddenly shifted. "I think |I've heard that parable before.
"Real | y?" Wiu | ooked pl eased.

"Yes. A colonial poet is the author. One of the better known outworld wordweavers. Quuzel ansem”
"Wiuzel ansem " Ryo said, gesturing toward his conpan-ion. "This is he."

For an instant the soldier was stunned. Wiu executed a gesture of nodest affirmation

"It is |, and ny pleasure it is to neet a reader/ listener."

"I aman avid follower of your work, sir, and that of G ccikalk's Uweilber and Trequececex as
wel | &8209;1t's an honor to neet you, sir."

"Tut! Small honor, when our inquiries are met with [aughter and scorn."”

"Now, what then did you honestly expect, sir?" the sol-dier said unapologetically. "A question
like that, a query so absurd as to&8209;t0&8209;" He broke off abruptly. Neither of the two
visitors was laughing with him Wthout a word he turned, checked to nake certain the door was
seal ed, then returned to confront them

When he spoke again it was softly, his whistles barely audible. Then he chose a chip fromthe wall
files, seemingly at random inserted it into the projector and set it to playing. The actua

mat eri al he ignored, pausing at the control cube only |ong enough to set the vol unme noderately

hi gh&8209; j ust | oud enough to nmask their conversation, |ow enough not to attract attention

"Wiuzel ansem | know your three books and hear that you're working on a fourth epic.”

"As indeed | am and a shadow play as well." It was then that Wiu had his small inspiration.
"Wul d you like to hear sonething of the work in progress?”

"Whuld the eriat wormlike to growin a manure pile?" The overwhel ned sol dier settled hinself back
into a saddle.

Wiu then gave a bravura sol o performance from his new shadow pl ay, executing all six parts and al
six shadows as well, including that of a crippled |larva. Ryo watched with as nmuch delight as the
sol dier while the poet perfectly mned the linbless larva with its blank, hungry stare and then
shifted without a gesture break into the part of a hundred- year&8209; o0l d hi venot her.

When all was done, it was everything the two spectators could do not to whistle their appl ause.
Wiu stood before them panting heavily.

"Sonmet hi ng of an exertion." H's sides were heaving. "It's difficult enough to wite theater
wi t hout having to be the theater as well. But one perforns where one nust, in the presence of
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demand, just as one takes inspiration when it is offered. | hope it was enjoyed."

The soldier left his saddle. Hi s gestures, which until now had been accl amatory, turned suddenly
furtive. He | eaned close, the projector continuing to decl ai mnearby.

"Inspiration? | will give you sone inspiration, Eint-Master. Inspiration of the darkest kind. Can
you wite blind poetry, as full of threats and nightmare and fear as the surface of a nmoon? Ch,
I"l'l give you inspiration, yes!"

"Can it be that the stories are true, then?" blurted Ryo, unable after all this tine to believe.

"No, the stories are not true, but the runmors are. As true as runors can be. Understand, | amonly
a liaison, not even a subofficer. I'mfar too lowin the castes to know, merely one of second
rank. To reach the truth you would have to neet with an officer of the fifteenth rank, and even
then I amnot so sure he would know. "

"So high," Wiu murnured. Only one rank |lay above the fifteenth in Thranx mlitary hierarchy, and
that was Burrow Marshal |evel.

"What of the substance of these runors, then, if not of truth?" Ryo pressed their synpathetic
friend.

"The substance is the stuff of nightmare. As the snoke says, one of our ships was prow ing out the
Arm al ong the gal actic plane and higher." H's whistles were short and sharp, the clicks brief and
nervous. "It found somet hing. Nobody seens to know precisely what. Many who know just the runors
are convinced it's part of a conplicated exercise to prepare us in case such a find should soneday
actual ly take place.

"It's a hereditary fear, of course, this anticipation that sone i mensely powerful, malignant
alien race is lying in wait for us Qut There. It stens fromour ancestral terror of the ancient
surface world. Now all Hivehorn is our burrow and other worlds as well, but the imensity of the
night pit is a greater and nore threatening surface than any we've ever faced.

"For all their boasting and tooth&8209; gnashi ng, the AAnn have the sane fear. Sonme horrible alien
sonet hing awaits Qut There&8209;the terror that encircles a burrow dug by un-Thranx hands. The
Throle that waited in hidden lair for our primtive ancestors.

"But if the runors are true, that wandering ship found a horror that's grounded in reality, not
our racial subcon-scious ..."

Ryo decided not to nmention his knowl edge of Brohwel -porvot. Loquacious the fellow had so far been,
and Ryo did not want to close down this wondrous source of inforna-tion by letting the soldier
know that the military secret, or runor, or whatever, had been partially breached el sewhere.

and what ever they found," he was concluding, "is rumored to be horrible beyond inmagining."
"Intelligent?" Wiu asked.

"As | say, | don't even know that anything was actually founts, only that runor says it is sone
formof frightful life. Intelligent or not, I've no idea. There is intelligence, and then there is
alien intelligence.

"The joi nt &8209; shaki ng stuff cones not fromthose in a posi-tion to know about shape, which after
all can only take so many forms, but fromthose whose specialties involve nental characteristics.
Sone runors say the creatures are racially homicidal. That they have an inherent and inbred desire
to kill anything and everything that cones their way, including even their own kind."

"Canni balistic," Wiu nuttered. "Like our ancestors."

"It's worse than that," the soldier said grimy. "Qur ancestors at |east slew out of purpose.
Apparently these things kill because of abstracts."

"They don't sound properly sentient to ne," the poet confessed. "Though | nust say | know certain
bureaucrats who might fit the same description.”
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"It is hot a description&209;only runors. And it's no joking matter.'
that even the normally irreverent Wiu was conpell ed to subside

He was so deadly serious

"You sinmply haven't heard the stories that have trickled down. Even anong the bravest and nost

f ool hardy of the highest ranks&8209;those who are for nmounting an attack on the AAnn hone

wor | d&8209; even they are absolutely terrified by the prospect the discovery of these creatures
opens up. Wiich may, | renind you again, be nothing nore than a clever training exercise conjured
up to test the entire mli-tary caste.”

"If that's the case they seemto be doing a lot of work to keep the test fromaffecting nost of
its intended subjects,” Ryo said.

"But that's part of it, don't you see?" the soldier said earnestly. "The uncertainty adds to the
effect. Besides, the runors are only to test the nmilitary. If the information reached the public,
the test would be ruined because its source would have to be disclosed to prevent panic anong the
general popul ace. "

"Sounds like the “test' might be a runor planted to cover the real runors.'
"The web is conplicated.”

Wiu sounded intrigued.

"Whatever it is, truth or runor, | want no part of it, as you seemto. If they're trying to find
out who's brave or curious enough to cone forth and challenge the runors in person, they'll have
to find someone besides ne."

As he listened to the soldier drone on, for sonme reason Ryo found hinself thinking of Fal. So very
far away now, she was. His thoughts turned to his clanmates, always so supportive and proud of

him He thought of his life assign-nent. It wasn't so dull conpared to npst. Sonetines it had been
downright exciting, even when he had spent nmost of his time deliberating in an office chanber
instead of work-ing in the field.

Aren't there enough challenges in life, he found hinmself wondering, without trying to ferret out
the darker secrets of the universe, without trying to probe regions best left to those appointed
to search then?

What am | doi ng here? cane the sudden thought. He | ooked around the study chanber, feeling the
whol e an-cient wei ght of Hi vehom of endless Daret and its secretive and bustling mlitary
establishnent. What was he doing in that chanber, a sinple colonial agricultural specialist, a
glorified fungus tender who followed in the path of those who'd tended growths in danp tunnels
before the com ng of reason? Perhaps ..

Unexpectedly, the sol di er enphasi zed a whistle, a proper nanme: Sed&38209;Cl ee. It neant nothing to
Ryo, but the force the soldier had put into the whistle and the terror enbodied in his novenents
when he'd said it were enough to shock Ryo fromhis nonmentary uncertainty.

Sonet hi ng was happeni ng here on H vehom Sonething of vast and threatening inmport. It drew him
onward while at the sane tine that damably persistent part of his brain which had tornmented him
since birth pushed himfrom be-hind. He plunged recklessly, hungrily onward. "Wat is

Sed&8209; Cl ee?"

"Nothing," the soldier replied sol emmly.
"Not hi ng?" Wiu sai d.
"Not hing. A great deal of nothing, | think."

"Now you're not only being contradictory, young fellow, " the inpatient poet nmuttered, "you're
bei ng ab-surd."

"Not at all, sir," was the respectful reply. "Wen re-searching, one occasionally cones across
irrelevant but interesting information in the files; “This information destined for

Sed&8209; Clee.' "That report returned from Sed&8209; Cl ee.' But never any details, any exposition
Don't you see? Entirely too nmuch nothing conmes and goes fromwhat is cataloged as a tiny nmlitary
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outpost. The volune is far |arger than a post of such size should warrant, and the information is
directed to and di spatched from sone of the npst esoteric burrows of the military. This one, for
exanpl e.

"When specifics are absent, an efficient researcher can sonetimes glean information from
i nference. Runmors constantly energe about the place. The one you study is not the first.

"There is nore. |'ve never encountered a soldier who's actually been there. |'ve been unable to
find anyone who knows of anyone who knows anyone who's ever been there."

"Secret mlitary burial chanber," Ryo suggest ed.

"Not so secret. After all, the existence of Sed&3209;Clee is known," the soldier went on. "It's
just that it's so obscured. There's so nuch formal indifference surrounding the place, not to
mention deliberately casual obfuscation, that it nakes one wonder if something of real inportance
is stud-ied there."

"You just called it a place,"” Ryo pointed out.

"Statistics characterize it sonewhat. The hive of Sed--Clee itself is small. Twenty thousand
citizens or so support-ing a few srmall industries and a nmilitary base, reportedly of nodest size.
Its exact size is classified above ny level. Cer-tainly the known informati on doesn't point to the
installa-tion's being responsible for anything renarkabl e."

"Yet you believe it may have sonmething to do with the runors we are tracki ng?" Wu asked

"Pardon if | seemsinplistic, sir, but there is nowhere else these runors can be ascribed to, so
it seems to be the logical place to seek out. However, a nunber of other frightening things about
Sed&8209; Cl ee are well known and have nothing to do with runor.

"I am not able nor personally interested in going there. If the runors are no nore than runors
then it would be a waste of time. If they are true then | especially do not want to go there.

"But since you two are interested, and because of the admiration | hold for your work,

Ei nt &8209; Master, and the honor you've done ne in performng here this day, | have told you all
that | know. There is nothing nore&3209;save that | will show you what is known to be intimdating
about Sed&8209; Cl ee. "

They returned to the outer chanber. Under cover of in-nocuous conversation designed to allay the
interest of the soldier's two associates, they proceeded to study his per-sonal desk nonitor

Touches of the keyboard generated a map of Hivehonis northernnbst continent. This nap was then
enl arged and the resolution steadily increased until they found them selves |ooking at a map of a
corner of that continent.

Near its polar crest lay a region of cold where water sonetines never became a liquid, where a
Thranx could survive only with environnental protection barely a step sinpler than that required
for survival in space.

Slightly to the south of the tiny permanent ice cap, just below the thin line of tundra that

mar ked the end of the treeline, lay a tiny hive: Sed&8209;Clee. The military installation it
supported was not revealed until the soldier touched sev-eral additional keys, whereupon a bright
red dot energed to the north of the hive.

A true destination, at last! Ryo stared at the map, at the source of runor. "There nust be sone
transportation if it's an integrated, fornalized hive."

O her keys were touched. A network of green threads appeared on the map. Only one, so thin it was
al most invis-ible, ran fromthe northern city of Ghew&3209;through six smaller hives scattered
across vast undevel oped pl ai ns&209;to0 Sed&8209; d ee.

"If | had a secret | wanted to hide, |'d be hard pressed to find a nore isolated place," Wu
decl ar ed.
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The sol di er glanced up at himand gestured with his an-tennae for themto keep their whistles
down. The other two operatives were staring curiously at them

"Yes," the soldier said a little too loudly. "Now, if you're interested in other worlds on the
peri phery of our current sphere of exploration ... " The other soldiers returned to their
respective tasks.

"I'd agree that this hive," their friend went on nore quietly, "is about as isolated as you can
get and still be on Hi vehom" He scranbled the map and shut down the nonitor. Wen he returned his
attention to them his nan-ner was entirely professional

"I wish you luck and good hunting in your research, gentlesirs.'
up at Wiu. "And special thanks to you, sir, for your kindnesses."

He turned to gaze appreciatively

"Atrifle, ny estinmable young friend."

They nmade their own way out.

There was no doubt now where their hunt was going to take them Ryo nused, but there was a city
stop Wiu in-sisted on naking first.

Though they woul d have no reason to go outside the shielded environs of Sed&8209; Cl ee, the poet
insisted they travel prepared for any eventuality. Even a transport nodul e could break down.

Despite the diversity to be found in the inmmense hive they still had difficulty locating a firm
that sold as exotic an itemas col d&8209;climte attire. It took several days.

The purveyor who provided the clothing asked no ques-tions. However perverse, hobbies were the
busi ness of none but their adherents. So she sinply accepted credit fromWu and did not inquire
what the two oddly natched strangers intended to do with their bizarre purchases.

They checked out of their hotel and took an internal transport to the northernnost main nodul e
term nus. Fromthere they traveled for nore than an hour in line with hundreds of sinilar nodul es,
until they reached the out-skirts of the netropolis.

Soon they had been switched and were accelerating with perhaps fifty other nodules in a train
headi ng due north. At regular intervals modules split off fromfront or back of the colum. Forty,
thirty, then twenty&8209;two, according to Ryo's count, were traveling steadily

nor t h&8209; nor t hwest .

Sone tine earlier the transport train had energed from subterranean concourses to travel on

repul sion rails above the surface. The character of the | andscape had begun to change. In place of
the valley of the Moregeeon and its towering forests of ventilation pipes and air intakes, patches
of steany jungle alternated with cultivated fields and stack clunps marking the | ocation of

under ground manufacturing facilities.

Hi ves were scattered nore widely as they entered the second day of travel. They had al ready passed
t he good-sized cities of Fashnet and Pwel free and hives were far-ther apart. Mst of the npdul es
they had departed Daret in concert with had split off, but they periodically acquired others and,
on bal ance, the train had shrunken by only half a dozen

Wiu' s consi derabl e resources enabl ed themto have the luxury of a private |ong&8209;travel unit,
about a third the size of a normal eight&3209; passenger nodule, with two sl eeping | ounges and
extensive hygienic facilities. The conpara-tively lush method of travel was sonmething of a risk to
their carefully cultivated anonynmity, but one that Ryo was gl ad they'd decided to chance. It was a
|l ong way to Sed--d ee.

Though the nodul e was equi pped with automated food service, fromtinme to time they varied their
diet by pulling out of line to sanple the distinctive regional cuisines of hives scattered al ong
the route. Meal concluded, they would slip back to the main track and link up with the next
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cluster north.

Gradual |y the stack clusters marking the | ocations of subterranean industrial conplexes gave way
to taller, thin-ner pipes belching treated gases, each above a well -devel oped m ne. Haves becamne
smal ler, were set farther apart, and the jungle began to thin out. In clunps and on shady

hill sides grew vegetation Ryo did not recognize

"I't nakes one appreciate WI | ow&8209; wane all the nore," Wiu observed one day as they sat watching
scenery fly past their nodul e's right&209;side port, "when you realize that the nother world
itself is a harsher place."

"I'"ve thought that nany tinmes these past several days.
| andscape.

Ryo didn't take his eyes fromthe passing

Days | ater found them clinbing through a rugged nmoun-tain pass. Jungle assaulted the | ower

el evati ons, but higher up the rocky slopes they could just discern tall, symetri-cal grow hs.
Scrapers, Wiu said they were called. Trees that had thin, sharp excuses for |eaves instead of the
broad, flat variety they were famliar with. The exteriors of such plants were hard and rough, not
Ii ke the smpoth skin of normal vegetation. The covering was tougher and thicker than the bark

encl osi ng the toughest jungle hardwods. Vines and creepers turned thin and sickly, though Iichens
and nosses seened to thrive. It was very strange

Three days before endnonth, they cane downsl ope out of the mountains. On their northern flanks the
jungl e had vani shed conpletely. Plants were still cultivated, but sparsely. Only a few vegetabl es
flourished on the frigid northern plain. Hardship nade |locally grown vegetables terribly costly,
but the price was high enough to encourage their planting.

On endnont h, twenty&8209;two days after |eaving Daret, they reached Ghew, the northern hive city.
But Ryo and Wiu did not pause; as soon as the transport conputer switched themthrough they were
hurrying north toward the first of the six hives that were links in an irregular chain leading to
di stant Sed&8209; d ee.

It was when they were traveling between Wbl ack and Erl &209; 0&8209; | wex, ascendi ng through a
stretch of open hilly country at just forty kiloneters an hour, that Ryo woke to the nightmare. He
was lying on his right side, preferred for sleeping, near the rear of the nmodule. Only two units
trav-eled in tandemw th them now, both ahead of their own. He'd once studied the nightmare he now
lived, but the shock of seeing it&B209;just outside the wi ndow was enough to nake hi mcower on his
| ounge and pull the cocoon wap practically over his antennae. "Wu!" The poet raised himself
sleepily and stared across the nodule at his conpanion. "Wat's the trouble? Wat is? ..." Then he
noticed the direction of Ryo's notionless gaze and turned to stare at the same w ndow.

Wiu clinbed down fromhis sleeping | ounge and wal ked over to the wi ndow. He pressed a truhand
against it, felt an odd tingling sensation which he didn't identify until he touched the tips of
his antennae to the glass: It was Cold. Deep Cold that seeped even through the seal ed port.

Moving to the nodul e's sel f &209; contained climate controls, he turned up the interior heat and
hum dity. Wen the room had warned further, Ryo, not wishing to appear the larva, slid fromhis
own lounge to join Wiu in inspecting the phenonenon dom nating their view

"It looks like rain," he whispered in amazenent. "I re-menber studying it briefly, |ong ago.
During Learning Tine."

"I'"ve seen recordings of clith nyself,"” Wiu said in grimfascination, "but never thought to see in
person. It is rain. Perfectly ordinary, everyday rain such as falls every norn-ing in C ccikal k.
Except &8209;this is frozen."

"Frozen," Ryo echoed, not savoring the nodul ati on of the strange term

Little white flakes continued to beat and snmear them sel ves agai nst the nodul e wi ndow, reni nding
Ryo of noth-ing so much as white blood falling froma cracked and bl eedi ng sky. Cracked w de open
like the body of an un-wary travel er such as hinself, nuch as he nmight be if he were trapped
outside in such a region for nore than a few m nutes.

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20-%20Humanx%20-%20Nor%20Crystal%20Tears.txt (52 of 129) [1/16/03 6:56:29 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20Humanx%620-%20N or%20Crystal %20T ears.txt

The frozen rain continued to fall. Once the i mmedi ate novelty wore off, Wiu rushed to dictate into
his recorder, to record several lines that he intended to incorporate into a long narrative poem
of delicious horror, to be conpleted and refined after their return to WI | ow&8209; wane.

The clinmb | evel ed off and soon they were descending. As they did so the frozen rain thinned and
bl ue sky showed through&8209; not the famliar pale blue of honme or Ciccikalk or even Daret, but a
sharp, terrifyingly brilliant blue that seened only one step renmoved fromthe bl ackness of enpty
space.

Qddly enough, Ryo was nore afraid of such Deep Cold here, on the surface of the nother world, than
he'd been while traveling from WI | ow&8209; wane to H vehom Deep Space was supposed to be deadly.
But to see rain&3209;ordinary, friendly |Iung&209; noi stening rain&209;falling in hard little
chunks on the surface of the center of the Thranx race was far nore horrifying than the cold of
interstellar space ever could be.

The scraper trees continued to grow tall but not quite as thickly as they had on the other side of
the hills; under-growmh was dense and dark. Cdinging to branches and accu-mul ating in nounds and
drifts was the omipresent white, frozen rain.

Ryo stood back fromthe wi ndow. Surely, he thought, even if the runors are true, even if there is
something to the tale of alien nonstrosities being held at Sed&8209; Cl ee, noth-ing could be nore
alien or frightening than this awful, sterile, white |and.

Chapt er Ei ght

The fourth hive in the chain of six was well behind them and they soon humed through the fifth.
Then they were al one save for a couple of passen-gers in the single small nodul e ahead of them

Eventually, with the frozen rain still falling slowy fromthe sky, the nodule mercifully dipped
under ground agai n. Ryo was unreasonably thankful for the familiar warnth of confining earth.
Li ghts soon intensified around themand they pulled into the dirtiest terminal he' d ever seen

Every carrier station he'd ever passed through had cen-tered on a switching circle, a nexus of
repul sion rails that fanned out in different directions. Not in Sed&B209; Cl ee. The track sinply
curved up agai nst an unl oadi ng pl atform be-fore arcing back the way they'd cone.

End of the rail, Ryo thought. No travel, no transport beyond this point. Nothing | ay beyond
Sed&8209; C ee. He hel ped Wiu with their bul ky baggage, whose contents he fervently hoped woul d
never have to be unpacked. They anbl ed out of the nodule into the chill but reasonably confortable
air of the station.

The two who' d occupi ed the nodul e ahead of them could be seen talking with several other citizens.
O her than that the termnal was |argely devoid of activity.

As Wiu and Ryo wal ked past the small nodule -servicing section Ryo overheard terns and words as
unfa-mliar as ancient Thranx hieroglyphs. The | ocals displayed a sl owness of novenent and an
irritability that bordered on the discourteous. That was probably understandable in light of the
harsh life they had here. He wondered at the reason for establishing such a hive.

"Experimental perhaps," he suggested to Wiu. "Surely a formal hive isn't required sinply to aid in
support of the mlitary base.”

"I did sone research prior to our departure, ny boy. A small chromte nmine |lies nearby, and sone
cobalt as well. The ore bodies lie directly beneath the town, of course. Both mnerals are
sufficiently inportant to justify the es-tablishnent of a small hive. Ah, there, you see?" He
pointed to his left.

So snmall was the terminal that the passenger and :freight lines ended in the same chanber. Ryo
not ed the huge hopper nodul es, sone already | oaded with ore. Mchines coul d be heard, working
behi nd the nodul es, though it was hard for Ryo to inagine operators who could function
effi-ciently under such isolated and depressing conditions.
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Wth considerable effort and nuch grace they nanaged to wangle the |l ocation of the hive's two
smal |l hotels froma passing termnal worker. The one they selected was hardly appealing, but at
| east they didn't have to worry about attracting attention by choosing acconmodati ons too

| uxuri-ous&38209; none such were to be had.

The hotel was |ocated on the sixth of the hive's twelve levels. Actually it was the eleventh | eve
because there were five "zero" | evels above the first, a phenonenon neither Wiu nor Ryo had ever
encountered before. The five were of the same dinmensions and were filled not with honmes and work
areas but with insulation, to help shield the confort-able climte below fromthe

heat &8209; sucki ng surface.

Upon inquiring, out of norbid curiosity Ryo thought, Wiu was i nformed that the surface tenperature
was cur-rently &8209;5° C and that even in midseason summer it rarely rose above 15°.

To Ryo, zero degrees, the solidifying point of water, seemed cold enough to freeze the bl ood in
hi s body. The idea of being somewhere where the tenmperature was ac-tually bel ow that was |ike
visiting hell itself.

They settled in, taking the evening neal at the hotel's own snmall restaurant. The fare was sinple,
devoi d of dress-ings or gravies. The neat was pungent and tough, but edi-ble. The follow ng
nmorning they started to explore the hive and ask questi ons.

Seeing no reason to conceal it, Wiu announced hinmself to be the well &209; known col oni al poet, but
was di sgusted to |l earn that none of the citizens they questioned had ever heard of him "W don't

have much tine for poetry or any other kind of entertainnent here," one informed them He was a

m ddl e&8209; aged nal e whose body | ooked like it had been run through the ore crusher a few tines.

"I'"'mafraid what few pleasures we have are of the less refined variety."

Ryo had never thought of poetry as being particularly refined. It was just something any
nmoderately aware intelligence paid homage and attention to. But the princi-pal recreation in
Sed&8209; C ee appeared to consist of various forms of strenuous physical activity, surprising in
light of the hard work required in the two m nes.

Several days' indirect questioning failed to elicit the loca-tion of the mlitary&3209; conpl ex
entrance, so they decided to chance asking one of the citizens directly, rather than risk a fornal
i nformation term nal

"The base?" The stunted, old fenale did not appear sus-picious of the question. "It's sixty
kil oneters north of town, of course."

"Sixty north? ..." Ryo was nonmentarily confused. "But the transport |line ends here in town&8209; at
| east, the one we cane in on did. |Is there a separate, special spur that runs fromhere to the
base?"

The ol d | ady responded with a gesture of second&8209; degree negativity. "No, there's no other
transport rail, youth. Al traffic to the base noves on the surface, in individual vehi-cles."

Li ke ny dependabl e old A24 craw er back honme, Ryo thought, but sonething nuch tougher. "lIsn't
there any kind of general transport?"

"The workers and soldiers fromthe base come into town often enough,"” she told them She didn't
have to. Both Ryo and Wiu had seen military personnel, circles and stars shining fromtheir
shoul ders, wandering around the hive since their arrival

"But they come on military transport at regular inter-vals. Very few hivefolk ever go out to the
base. No one wants to."

"Who does travel out there?" Ryo inquired.

"A few do special work and have pernmits and special clearance. They use the sane mlitary
transportation. | don't know why you' re so anxious to go out there. You don't look like fools. But
if youre determined to try, | can help you a little." She gestured past them back down the
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corridor.

"Third cube, second level, is where the information of-fice is located. Go and speak to them
Per haps soneone at the base will be in the nmood to indulge idiots. Perhaps you'll be |ucky and
they' Il turn down your request." She cocked her head to one side. "Tell me, why do you want to

subj ect yourselves to such a journey?"

"I"'ma poet," Wiu said, not bothering to give his nane. "I'mdoing a |ong spiral poemon the
mlitary."

"Well, | don't think you'll raise rmuch nmaterial out there, if you get that far," she replied
"They' re an uncomuni -cative bunch. Can't say as how | blane '"em | can't inmag-ine a worse pl ace
inthe civilized worlds to be stationed. |1'd | eave here nyself if | could, but |I've two unmated

daugh-ters working in the mnes and they're all the famly |I've got.

Havi ng al ways been surrounded by family and clan-mates, Ryo found her confession particularly
touching. "I amsorry."

"W all have our place," she said philosophically.

"So all nonmilitary visitors have to be cleared through this information station?"

"I would think so." She preened at a badly damaged | eft antenna where sone of the feathers were
m ssing, then glanced around and whistled softly. "If you're as deter-m ned as you are crazy,
however, you might have a flagon of juice in the first&3209;|evel public eatery and ask for an
i ndi -vidual name of Torpl ubl asnet."”

"Why&8209; coul d he hel p us?" Ryo asked eagerly.
"He could if anyone coul d."

Wiu made a gesture of wariness mxed with | ack of conprehension. "I don't understand. Even if this
person were capabl e of doing so, why should he?"

The ancient one let out a delighted, wheezing whistle. "Because he's crazy too!" And she turned
and waddl ed of f down the corridor.

"What do you think?" Ryo asked Wiu as soon as she was out of sight.

The poet considered. "I made up that story about seek-ing material for a poemto allay any
suspi ci ons she m ght have had and to answer her question as to our purpose, but why should we not
continue with that? My credentials can be verified. W are traveling outside official channels
be-cause such interference would inhibit artistic inspiration."

Ryo gestured hesitant concurrence. "I accept that, but will the authorities at the base?"
"A poet's palate can acconplish mracles, ny boy. And perhaps our friend Torplubl asnmet "
"He's not our friend yet."

"&8209;wi || have a suggestion or two."

They anbl ed off uplevel and | ocated the eatery, but two days passed before the enigmatic
Tor pl ubl asnet chose to show hinself. As soon as he did, Ryo found anple reason to agree with the
old matriarch's assessnent of him

Tor was a solitary trapper, one of the few Thranx coura-geous or fool hardy enough to brave the
how i ng, arctic w | derness above ground. He wore the skins of dead animals instead of proper
clothes, and it was sone tine before Ryo could face himw thout experiencing nausea.

Wiu, on the other hand, seenmed to find sonmething kindred in this bucolic spirit, and by prom sing
the chance to see sonething "no one el se even suspects nmay exist," he succeeded in convincing the
trapper to convey themto the distant base
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A faintly voiced hope turned out to have substance when the resourceful Tor did indeed propose a
reasonabl e excuse for their presence. They would be fellow trappers, visitors from far&8209; of f
trappi ng grounds, conme to sound out the opportunities for peddling some nmerchandi se anong the
iso-lated citizens of the base.

Days of wandering on the hunter's |oosp cart through frozen forest eventually brought themto a
pl ace where the last tree shrank to a stunted enbarrassnent and the | and stretched into the
wi ndswept horizon, white and conpletely barren

It | ooked |ike a noonscape to Ryo. He'd never been any-where plants didn't flourish the year
"round. To find such a blasted | andscape here, atop the nother world itself, was shocki ng.

Before long they could see the fam liar silhouettes of ventilators ahead, misty in the cold fog. A
fence seemed to spring fromthe ground before them It was three neters high and ran to east and
west as far as the eye could see. No signs hung fromthe fence, no identification

Ryo forgot the cold, the dry, and the desolation as he struggled to recall the cover story that
Tor had tried to drill into themduring the frigid days of travel from Sed&3209; Cl ee.

I am a hunt er &209; trapper, he told hinself slowy: |'ve marched over fromthe western bul ge of
the Jezra&8209;Jerg to visit ny old friend Torplublasnet. My old associate and | usually sell bur
pelts and rare neats in Levqunmu because it lies in warner territory than Sed&8209; d ee.

We have a few exceptionally fine nossnel skins with us and we mght sell themat the base. CQur old
friend Tor is escorting us over so we can check out the prospects our-selves, as is only right and
pr oper.

Such was the tale that Tor strove to inpress on the hapl ess guard who energed w th great
reluctance fromthe angular entryway. Mist, warmair roared fromthe open-ing like the breath of
a gleast. After nore than a quarter nonth of dry cold, Ryo nearly swooned when the bl ast reached
him He was careful, however, to control his reac-tions |lest the guard notice sonething not in
character for a back&B8209; country trapper

After sone polite exchanges and ninor fornalities be-tween Tor and the guard, they were waved
i nward. "Enough talk of this miserable weather, friends," the guard said disgustedly as they
strolled in. "Cone inside and noi s-ten your spicules.”

As they entered, the door closed quickly behind them the three triangular sections neeting
tightly in the center. The whi sper of the outside vanished.

Fol | owi ng Tor's exanple, Ryo kept his furs on but un-strapped the belly | atches and shoved the
hol | owed&8209; out skull and clith goggles back off his head. He wi ggled his newy erect antennae
gratefully, glad to faz and snell once again.

The hunter |led them down a wi nding ranp. Before long they exited into a nodest, busy avenue. Not
far above themlay the frozen, clith&8209; coated wastes of Hi vehom s hostile arc-tic. For the
monent, though, it was as if they were back in Daret.

Mlitary personnel scurried everywhere, enerald and crinson, insignia sparkling from shoul ders and
foreheads. Only rarely did they espy, a civil worker. The three oddly garbed strangers drew only
occasional stares, testanent to Tor's frequent visits.

Their gui de knew precisely where they were headed. Fromtine to tine he stopped to chat briefly
wi th pas-sersby he knew. Soon they stopped for a drink at a conces-sion. From his observation of
the crowmd and the size of the corridors they'd already traversed, Ryo guessed that the base was
much | arger than Sed&3209;Cl ee itself.

Later they strolled down a corridor that paralleled an i mense artificial cavern filled with
hybrid aircraft and military shuttles. The latter, part of the planetary defense network, were
narrow, round&8209;w nged craft armed with mis-siles and energy weapons. To Ryo's anateur eye they
| ooked al nost new, and, indeed, none had been flown on anything nmore strenuous than training
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Havi ng lived through an of f &209; worl d attack, Ryo felt a, surge of confidence at the sight of the
deadly craft, hiber-nating peacefully beneath the clith but ready to | eap space-ward in defense of
the mother world. Everything required to nmount such a defense was here, safely underground,

ex-cept for the ventilators and the forest of electronic recep-tors that doubtless |ay canoufl aged
sonewher e above

If only we'd had two or three of these warcraft when the AAnn attacked, he thought. Those
br oken&8209; pl at ed i nvaders woul d have received a lot nore than a sinple diplomatic reprinmand!

Dnel ling on the past was usel ess, he rem nded hinsel f. There was nothing constructive in retained
bitterness. He forced the incident fromhis thoughts, concentrated on ad-niring the ranks of

gl eani ng ships. Then they'd passed be-yond the hangar and were once nore nmaking their way through
the warren.

They' d been wal king for sonme time and Ryo's feet were beginning to hurt around the single footpad

and trimred claw, for his feet were still swathed in the fur shoes Tor insisted they wear to
complete their hunter's garb. He noved next to Tor. "I know we rmust be headed sone-where&8209; but
where? If this is a tour, |'ve seen enough."

"It's no tour. Qur roundabout course is intentional. So is our wal king instead of taking an
internal nodule. Walking can't be traced

"There are only two sections of this place |I've never been into. Three, actually, but one of them
is the battle command center and we're not likely to find our answers there. No one's ever told ne
what goes on inside the other two and | never bothered to go there and inquire for ny-self. That's
what we're going to try today. Surely the best place to hide sonething that doesn't exist is in a
section where no one's allowed to go.”

"You say no one's told you what takes place in these two sections,” Ryo said. "Does that mean that
you' ve asked?"

"Of course. Even on this visit&8209;and | nmentioned the pos-sibility of alien nonsters this tine.
Either ny friends are not as friendly as | thought, or their ignorance is genuine. Not one of them
prof esses to know anythi ng about what goes on in the two nmaxi mun&8209; security areas. Even
officers at the level of Burrow Marshal aren't allowed inside with-out special pernission

"As to the possibility they harbor captured aliens, the thought was nmet with derision and
| aughter."

"Then how are we going to |l earn anything?" Ryo nmut-tered concernedly.

"Let us find the sections first, nmy inpatient friend," the hunter advised him "and proceed from
there. "

Gradual ly foot traffic thinned around them and they cane to a turn where the corridor was bl ocked.
No side branches here, only the single dead end.

It was very inpressive, in its understated fashion. Bold and effervescent as ever, Tor sauntered
unhesitatingly up to the low barrier that bl ocked the tunnel. A gate was cut into the left side,
near the tunnel wall. A single officer was seated behind the barrier. Two enerald stars shone on
her shoul der.

There were also two guards, one before the gate, the other behind. They were not resting in
saddl es but stood stiffly at the ready. To Ryo's amazenent, each was arnmed with a | arge

| et hal &8209; | ooki ng energy rifle held in firing posi-tion, tight in both foothands with a truhand
on the trigger stud.

Neit her of the guards turned a head to study the new arrivals. They stared in opposite directions,
one up the cor-ridor and the other down. It seened as if their sole purpose in life was to insure
that nothi ng approached the barrier unseen. They reni nded Ryo of pictures he'd seen of an-cient
warriors standing ready, jaws agape, to defend the prinmitive hive.
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The officer saddl ed behind the barrier, however, |ooked up readily at Tor's approach and favored
himwith a greet-ing noverment of her antennae.

"You're Tor the hunter, aren't you?"

"That | am At your service." He executed a fluid ges-ture of third&8209; degree obei sance conbi ned
with two degrees of sexual admration.

It did not have any visible effect on the officer. "I've heard of you.'
friendly. "I am Bur-row Tacticianary Marwenew i x, tenth level."

She seened open and

Tor took note of her insignia. ."Geetings and warnmth to you."

"What may | do for the three of you?" She was eying their pelts with curiosity and none of the
di sgust Ryo woul d have expect ed.

Movi ng forward, Tor rested his truhands on the barrier as he spoke. "My friends are

hunt er &8209; trappers, as am|. W deal in the skins and skel etons and corpses of those beasts
favored for aesthetic and culinary application, which beasts the hive dwellers would rather avoid
while the fearsone things still live."

"I know that," she replied. "I have a byorlesnath thorax nmuff | bought froma concession in the
service corridor. The proprietor told me you were his supplier.”

"Fourth booth, |evel two?" She gestured in the affirma-tive. "Young Estpl ehenzin, yes, | renenber.
| hope you find the nuff to your Iliking."

"It is quite attractive in its barbaric way&8209;and very warm"

"Then you can understand, as an appreciator of such itenms, why ny friends and | are always on the
search for simlar itens with which to supplenent our stock."

For the first tine she sounded uncertain. "I'mnot sure | follow you."

Tor | eaned closer, his tone turning conspiratorial. "It's come to our attention that you m ght be
studyi ng sone creatures whose pelts would be especially nmarketable. Mre than just the usua
novelties, if you follow ny neaning. Sonmething will have to be done with them when you've finished

your studies. W would be glad to handl e any post -experinment disposal, with mutual profit to al
concer ned. "

"I'"ve no idea what you're tal king about." She added two degrees of politeness and one of
puzzl ement. "No such creatures exist in this section."

"Conme now, tacticianary," he urged softly, "we've all heard the runors. Since no such creatures
are being stud-ied anywhere el se on the base, they have to be back there." He gestured past her,
down the corridor. "Or else over to the south in Section W right? Those are the only two pl aces
in the installation tight enough to hold them as well as the runors.”

"They are not here, nor in Section W because no such things exist," said the officer. "The cold
has weakened your reason while stinulating your imagination, hunter. | can enlighten you no
further.”

"It's not that |I'm doubting your word, tacticianary. It's only that the tales |'ve been told have
been so persistent and inconsistent. If we could have a quick | ook for our-selves, why then we
could | eave easy in mnd that we're not m ssing out on a special opportunity. Just a quick | ook
We wouldn't tell a soul. Don't but rarely neet anyone else to tell anyway, Qutside." He forced a
| augh.

"I can't allow you past this point." She was not anused. "You know that."
"Wl | then, what goes on back there, anyway?"

"Research. "

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20-%20Humanx%20-%20Nor%20Crystal%20Tears.txt (58 of 129) [1/16/03 6:56:29 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20Humanx%620-%20N or%20Crystal %20T ears.txt

"Real secret research, hmP"

"Conme now, sir. Enough badinage. Surely you realize that if | nmust turn away nilitary personnel |
could never let one of you past this station, any nore than | amable to relate what kind of
research takes place here. | can say that nost of the time | do not know nyself."

"Then |l et us pass," WIu interjected, speaking only be-cause he saw chance slipping rapidly away,
"and upon our return we'll enhance your store of know edge from our own."

She eyed himintently. For a monent Ryo thought that Wiu's instinctively el egant speech had
betrayed them

The officer's nmandi bl es noved and Ryo feared she was about to ask the first of nmany unanswerabl e
questions, when sonet hing whooned! fromthe far end of the corri-dor. Even the fossilized guards
unbent, whirling with their rai sed weapons. Flakes of sealant fell fromthe corridor ceiling.

Tor had clung to the desk for stability. Ryo and Wiu barely managed to keep their own bal ance.

There was a di squieting pause as the officer took a step toward the source of the explosion. A
second bl ast shook them This tine snmoke and a brief flare of orange flame filled the far end. The
fl ane di sappeared, the snoke began to di ssipate, and shouts and whistles sounded from unseen

Thr anx.

Several appeared from behind the snoke, running to-ward the barrier. They gestured urgently.
Wthout a word the two guards rushed to join themand the little group hurried around the bend
that had produced the snoke and fire.

The officer had hesitated before turning back to face her inquisitive visitors.

"I"'mafraid | nust ask you gentlesirs to return to the central sector, preferably to the
concession area." An inter-comvideo console was built into the barrier. The status indicators on
it were going berserk. Fromdown the corri-dor they could hear the shrill blare of warning

whi st es.

"W won't get in the way," Tor said with adnmrable calm "Maybe we can help, if you'll allow us
t 0&8209;" He broke off suddenly, speechless with amazenent.

The of ficer had produced a pistol, which she held in a foothand. It displayed not the civilized
snout of a stinger or of an energy weapon, but that of a charged&8209; projectil e de-vice whose
tiny explosive pellets could bl ow a person's chi-ton to splinters. "Please return the way you
came," she in-structed them brusquely, w th maxi num&8209; degree assurance, "or | will be conpelled
to kill you here."

"Kill?" Wiu repeated stupidly. It was the first time Ryo had ever heard the poet at a |loss for
appropriate words. "W haven't done a thing. W&8209;"

"You have five seconds. One ... two ...

"Enough. W can argue later." Tor turned and started running. Ryo did not need further urging. As
he ran he turned to gl ance back over his shoulder. The officer had resumed her saddl e, her hands
flying over the console's con-trols. The ugly projectile weapon lay close at hand atop the
barrier.

"Qutrageous!" Wiu was nuttering. "Whatever trouble they are experiencing is no excuse, nho excuse.
Such a breach of common courtesy, of farewell custom They can-not &8209;

"This is arestricted nmlitary installation,
they wish."

Tor inter-rupted himfirmy. "They can do anything

"Surely she woul d not have shot us with that thing?" Ryo said wonderingly. They turned down a bend
in the tunnel

"Did you not see her posture or note the inflection in her voice?" Tor asked. "No question in ny

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20-%20Humanx%20-%20Nor%20Crystal%20Tears.txt (59 of 129) [1/16/03 6:56:29 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20Humanx%620-%20N or%20Crystal %20T ears.txt

m nd. She woul d have bl own us apart as we stood there gaping at her; bang&8209; bang&8209; bang,
one&8209; t wo&8209; t hree. Go0d&8209; bye hunter and his curious friends, just like that."

"But why?" Wiu wanted to know. "What trouble could have provoked such a threat? It's unthinkabl e,
a throwback to the primtivismof the hive wars."

"She woul d have done it because she'd been ordered to," Tor told him "I can see that neither of
you has spent nmuch tinme around the mlitary. W can consider her reasoning later." He turned
sharply to his right.

"We did not cone this way, | think." Ryo | ooked back-ward again. They were al one now. "Do you
think it's pos-sible ... those explosions ..."

"l don't give a damm what's possible,” snapped their guide. "W're not going to ask questions
until they put away projectile weapons and such. | want no part of any-thing that's got them so

junpy.”
"Don't you see, though? This may have sonething to do with the nonsters,” Ryo told him

"And rmaybe it has something to do with a top&8209; secret weapon that's going haywire," Tor
responded. "We'll find out later, when mysterious explosions aren't going off and attractive
officers aren't threatening to shoot us. For the monment | think the sensible thing for us to do is
foll ow her advice and relax with the other nonnmilitary back in the concession area."

By this tine they were running through a particularly narrow corridor |aced with conduits and
pi pes. "Mainte-nance tunnel," Tor said, stating the obvious. "There's going to be a | ot of

confusion in the nearby corridors. This way, we'll nmiss the traffic and cone out close to the
concession level. | could use a cylinder of hot cider right now, as well as a little calm If
there's been a general nobilization, we'll learn about it just as fast and a lot nore confortably

while we're drinking."

"Two expl osions,” Ryo was nuttering. "I heard at |east two."

"l also heard them ny boy." Wu was breathing hard and havi ng troubl e keeping up with his younger
conrades. "I thought the second closer but smaller than the first."

"I'd give a great deal to know exactly what's going on," Ryo said.

"Perhaps we'll encounter personnel in the concessi ons who know sonething and are nore willing to
talk about it," the poet replied. "Confusion and excitenent can | oosen the tightest of throats."

Ryo noved on as Tor dropped back to assist the slowing Wiu. Noi se sounded from ahead.

"They're probably trying to shut down power and so forth to the affected area," the hunter
decl ared. "Maybe the mai ntenance workers can tell us something. | may be nore cautious, but I'mas
curious as either of you as to what' ,s happening.”

"I"ll ask." Ryo sent a greeting whistle toward the hidden work crew. "Greetings, friends! Do you
know what is happening? Did you hear the explosions? Can you tell us? ... He turned the corner and
st opped.

The work crew he'd expected to find was not there, but sonething el se was.

The horrors that turned to confront himheld Thranx energy rifles in pul py, pale fingers. Ryo
coul d not under-stand how anything so soft&8209; | ooking could hold even a drinking tankard. Each
of the two upper linbs ended in five digits instead of the normal four, and only one was
opposabl e.

They stared at each other, Thranx and nonster equally surprised. Ryo wondered if the two were a
mat ed pair. There were sone superficial differences between them but that was no assurance of
mati ng or even gender. Certainly neither displayed anything |ike a pair of ovipositors, but then,
he rem nded hinsel f, nost nammals practice live birth.

Despite the presence of fur he couldn't be certain they were manmal s. Their bodi es were heavily
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clothed and what fur he could see was restricted to their heads. So star-tled was he by the
unexpect ed sight, he forgot to sound a warning.

It wasn't necessary. "Wiat is it, boy?" Wiu called. "Is sonmething the matter?"

"Yes, do they know&8209;" Tor pulled to a halt down the corridor. They did not round the bend as
Ryo had in his haste, but remained out in the main tunnel

One of the nonsters nade a throaty, gargling sound and raised its rifle. Tor and Wiu i nedi ately
turned and bolted back the way they'd cone.

Whet her out of desire to protect the elderly poet or from sone unconscious urging (he never really
knew), Ryo stepped in front of the rifle and dropped all four arns. The nonster glared down at him
out of tiny single&8209;|ensed eyes and hesitated. Ryo had confused it.

It did not run after the retreating Thranx. Ryo noticed that the energy rifle was sinilar to those
the two barrier guards had wielded. Its tip dropped away fromhim but as he took a step backward
it came up again.

Ryo stood quietly, staring up at the nonster, his anten-nae working furiously as he exam ned the
creature. There was not hing renarkabl e about their snell. It was oddly fa-mliar, in fact.

For their part, the nonsters seenmed puzzled by Ryo's calm They continued to make the strange
gargling noises, clearly their nmethod of conmunication

There were other differences besides the amount of fur they displayed. One was slightly | arger
than the other and they had different shapes. The latter could be due to cloth-ing as rmuch as
physi ognony, Ryo rem nded hinself. They displayed the flexibility of |euks. Their outer skin was
mostly bare of fur but was not hard and conposed of jointed plates as was that of the AAnn. The
softness fasci-nated him The creatures had outer coverings as thin as paper.

They seened to fit no known |ife grouping. As endoskel e-tal beings they probably belonged to a
| ower order, though the AAnn were an exception to that otherw se universal rule. If their
physi ol ogy foll owed Thranx norns then the larger of the two should be the fenale.

They appeared to be tail &209;1ess. Their faces were flat and they had external nostrils instead
of antennae; it was likely they could not faz. Wen they conversed they showed only four canines,
two upper and two lower. The rest of their teeth seened relatively flat and blunt. That suggested
they were herbivores, but they didn't act |ike plant&8209;eaters. Onnivorous |ike us, perhaps, he
nmused.

Since they were clearly bipedal the lack of a substantial tail puzzled him Such an arrangenent
seenmed designed for instability, yet they appeared to bal ance thensel ves without difficulty in the
awkwar d upright position.

There were only two upper |inbs and he wondered if they could double as another pair of legs |ike
the Thranx foothands. He doubted it. Both upper and | ower |inbs ap-peared too specialized for such
duality of enploynent.

The energy rifles were designed for use with three hands. The nonsters managed by hol ding the
stock of the weapon in the space between arm and body, thus freeing one hand to work the | ower
grip and the other the trigger. They seened to know exactly what they were doing and he had no
doubt they could fire the weapons whenever neces-sary.

Al'l these observations registered on his brain in seconds. As he'd hoped, by stepping between
their weapons and his conpanions he'd prevented shooting. Now they were prob-ably trying to decide
whet her he was sacrificial by nature or nerely insane.

They were neither as terrifying nor as famliar as he'd hoped. If it cane to physical conbat, he
t hought he had a good chance. They were each twi ce his nmass, but that skin | ooked terribly
fragile. He hoped there would be no blood-shed. It was only a matter of time before they were
recap-tured anyway. Surely the hunt had al ready begun.
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Hi s thoughts returned to the two expl osions and he won-dered if anything besides property night
have been hurt. As he considered that unnerving possibility the taller non-ster tried to stand
erect, bunped its head hard against the corridor ceiling, and nmade sone | oud nouth noises. Its
ri-fle's nmuzzl e dipped and Ryo took a step back

I medi ately the smaller one swung its weapon to cover Ryo. He halted. Cearly this was an escape
attenpt, and just as clearly it would soon cone to an end. Before that happened he hoped to
acquire some interesting informa-tion.

He was quite calmas the taller nonster prodded himwith the rifle nuzzle. Evidently it desired
that he nove. Ryo responded with a second&8209; degree gesture of negativity. Keeping the trenor
fromhis voice, he politely whistled that he had no intention of going anywhere and that it didn't
matt er because they woul d be recaptured any no-nent.

There was no way of telling if the creature understood. In any case it prodded himharder with the
rifle and nmade a | oud mouth noise. Not wishing to tenpt their instincts further, he turned
resignedly and wal ked in the indicated direction.

The nonsters paced him the | arger one taking the | ead and the other wal ki ng behind Ryo,
occasionally gl ancing over its shoulder for signs of pursuit. There were none as yet.

The mai ntenance tunnel ranbled on and on, but they encountered no one. Ryo used the opportunity to
study at close range the nonsters' renmarkable method of |ocono-tion, narveling continually how
they kept their balance on only two legs and with no tail as counterwei ght. They | ooked very
agile. Being nore primtive, they were proba-bly capabl e of good speed over a short run

The conceal ed feet tantalized him Though larger than his own, the pad design did not seem al
that dissimlar, hinting that each foot probably forned a wi de base ending in a single claw. That
woul d make them efficient diggers.

They turned still another corner in the dimy lit tunnel and found thensel ves facing a sl oping
ranp. Unhesitat-ingly, the taller monster started up the ranp. Ryo followed, noticing with
interest how the creature automatically | eaned forward to conmpensate for the sl ope.

As they ascended, new noi ses sounded faintly fromfar down the corridor. Distant whistles and
clicks grew no-nmentarily louder, then faded as a search party turned in a different direction

Ryo derived perverse pleasure fromcontenplating the panic that nust exist anobng those responsible
for insuring the isolation and security of these creatures. For all their nightnmarish appearance
they seened sensi bl e enough. These were not ravening, bloodthirsty beasts.

Still, there was the nagging matter of the two substantial explosions and of how this pair cane to
be in the possession of a set of energy rifles whose original wielders did not likely surrender
them wi t hout contest.

The ranp continued to ascend, turning a gradual spiral. Soon the |ead nonster halted, put out a
hand that woul d have forcibly stopped Ryo had he not slowed willingly.

"l beg your pardon," he said, slightly out of breath, "but this really is a waste of tine, you
know." At that point the creature did a remarkable thing. Showing that it had done sone studying
of its own, it reached out with a single flexi-ble hand and clanped all five digits around Ryo's
mandi - bl es. Ryo instinctively tried to pull away, but the nonster was quite strong and did not

| oosen its grip.

Slowmy the nonster released its hold, put one digit across the two soft fleshy mandi bl es t hat
bordered its mouth. It had no horizontally opposing nmouth parts, Ryo noted. He had no idea what
the movenent signified, but the grip on his own jaws was cl ear enough. He kept silent.

The creature di sappeared ahead, was back in seconds. It nade a wonderfully fluid gesture to its
conpani on, who prodded Ryo forward. They enmerged froma tiny exit no | arger than an encl osed
saddl e, the nonsters barely squeez-ing their bul ks through the opening. Only their astonishing
flexibility permtted it.
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They were standing in a storage conpartnent filled with ventilator cleaning material. To the right
was an unguarded doorway.

The taller nonster noved unhesitatingly to the door and worked the controls with a confidence that
hinted at care-ful preparation. There was a hum dith was falling heavily outside. lcy w nd
poured inward and Ryo instantly flipped down the headpi ece of his skin and the protective goggl es.

"Surely," he told the smaller nonster, "you don't intend for us to go outside? Neither of you has
proper clothing." Though extensive, their attire was not nearly as thick as his byorlesnath pelt,
and they had no head covering what-soever.

The second nonster prodder &209; Ryo forward. After a brief pause during which he thought he m ght
prefer a quick, hot death fromthe energy rifle to a slow, freezing one out-side, he opted to
survive as long as possible and started into the driving clith.

They staggered through the frozen rain. Ryo did not no-tice when they crossed the boundary fence.
He was certain, though, that they'd |l eft the base well behind because before |ong they were making
a path through the forest.

That they'd been able to slip out undetected did not shock him After all, the weather was
dreadful and as slimas the thought was that someone mght try to break into a mlitary base, the
concept of breaking out of one verged on the absurd. He had no doubt the search for the escaping
nmonsters was continuing nore intensively than ever, just as he had no doubt that it was stil
confined to the interior of the burrows.

Clearly these creatures were better adapted to cold than his own kind. They noved steadily through
tenperatures that would have killed an unprotected Thranx in mnutes. Or an AAnn, he told hinself,
taki ng some encouragenent fromthat thought.

Fromtime to tine one would sinply wi pe accunulated clith fromits face, ignoring the freezing
liquid that ran down head and neck. This redoubled their alienness in Ryo's eyes.

Yet they were not immune to cold. Onrushing night brought a further drop in the tenperature. The
clith had ceased falling, which was sone relief. At that point the nonsters did the first sensible
thing since |leaving the base. They | ocated a considerabl e holl ow beneath several fallen | ogs and
beckoned himinside. One of themrenoved a tiny, thin netal tube fromits clothing. Ryo did not
recogni ze the tube, but he was famliar with the faint aroma of the parti-cles the nonster
sprinkled fromit.

These fell on a pile of reasonably dry wood, which i mmediately burst into flanme. Ryo edged as
close to it as he dared, not wanting his pelt to catch fire. The nonsters ex-tended their bare
hands toward the warmi ng flanes. The cold was deep enough now to trouble even them

"Listen, | don't know what you intend to do with me,"'
val uabl e hos-tage."

he said softly, "but I won't make you a very

This brief speech caused themto begin nmaki ng strange nouth noi ses at each other. Ryo tried to see
how they formed the sounds, and it did not take long to figure out that they enployed air from
their lungs, or at least frominside their bodies. Mdul ation probably canme from nove-nents of
their flexible mandi bl es and the peculiar fleshy organ soft creatures sonetines possessed inside
their nouths. They did not comuni cate by nmaki ng word&38209;tones with their nandi bl es. Soft as the
creatures were, that was not surprising.

They nmade the sounds in their throats, not at the mandi-bles. He did not have that internal nouth
appendage, but he thought he coul d approxi mate sonme of the sounds.

A first try produced a mldy surprising little bark. He was not nearly as startled by the attenpt
as the nmonsters were. The snaller one, after a brief pause, |ooked straight at himand repeated
the noise. He tried again, forcing himself to keep his mandi bl es apart and utilize, only noving
air.

This had an interesting effect on the creatures, for they once again set to gargling furiously
anong t hensel ves.
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He made the sound a third tine. The nonster responded with a different one. Wen Ryo tried to
imtate it, he failed conpletely. Hi s initial confidence evaporated. H s nout h&8209; parts sinply
could not duplicate that volume and pitch.

As an alternative, he responded with a whistle and click of his own. The nonsters did not nmake any
nore noi ses. Instead, they huddled close to each other

Ryo gave a nmental shrug and pushed hinself into a cor-ner. He lay on his |left side, watching them
It was dark outside now. The nmonsters still cradled their energy rifles, and they watched him
intently.

It suddenly occurred to himthat they mght be afraid of him That was a |udicrous thought. They
were twice his size, twice his nunber, and heavily arned. The only thing he had in his defense was
the fact that they were strangers on his world.

| suppose that's frightening enough, he thought sadly. Poor nonsters. | mean you no harm and
hope you can feel the same about ne.

One of them cl osed both eyes and he wondered what it might be like to have eyelids. The creature
was going to sleep, and it was another relief to learn they had that in common. The taller one
remai ned consci ous, watching Ryo.

Watch all you wish, he thought. | amgoing to sleep nyself. He let his vision dim his thoughts
weaken. He was very tired.

He was so tired the dimrealization did not rouse him | thought their snell was half famliar, he
t hought exhaust-edly to hinself. Now | renenber what it renmi nds ne of.

The aliens snelled very nuch like the yaryinfs ... Thranx&8209; eaters.

Chapter N ne

Search parties canme close the followi ng day but did not find them By the third day Ryo and the
monsters were so deep into the forest Ryo doubted anyone ever woul d.

Qccasionally, search aircraft would slowy pass over-head. At such tinmes the nonsters conceal ed
thensel ves and their hostage beneath tree roots or overhangi ng rocks. Once they even buried
thenselves into the clith, which badly strained the tenporary truce between nonster and Thranx
because the thought of imersing himself in that nunbing cold was nearly too much for Ryo to bear.
They settled for his remaining notionless against a small rock, trusting to his pelt to canoufl age
hi m

The next day one of the nonsters denobnstrated its fa-mliarity with the energy rifle by using it
to kill a snmall emib. The furry herbivore jerked once and was still. Ryo watched with interest as
the creature drew a small Thranx knife froma pocket and neatly butchered the carcass, which was
then roasted over an open, |largely snokeless fire.

The | arger nonster offered a piece to Ryo. Wiile he nor-nally would have di sdai ned so uncivilized
a neal, he knewthat if he didn't eat hunger would kill himbefore the cold did. He accepted the
meat, holding it under the head of his pelt as he bit off snmall chunks with his nandi bl es and
swal | owed them whol e. Sone veget abl es woul d have hel ped, nixed together with the nmeat in a proper
stew, but he was thankful enough for just the protein.

It was conparatively warmthat night. The next day, they crossed ground that was nostly devoid of
clith. As they wal ked Ryo was startled when one of the nonsters suddenly began to whistle. There

was rhythm but no sense to the sounds. It was very sinmlar to the crude speech of a newy hatched
| arva.

Perhaps it was sinply their node. He tried imtating the sound, managed to match it al nost
perfectly the first tine. It was sinple conpared to the nonsters' npre conmopn conmuni cati ons
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noi ses.

The nonsters | ooked pl eased and whistled back at him At that point Ryo wondered if the
researchers who'd stud-ied these creatures had concentrated only on trying to learn their guttura
| anguage instead of trying to teach them Thranx. If so, they probably tried to use

el ectromechani cal interpreters. And for various reasons the nonsters night not have been
interested in cooperating with the study.

St oppi ng, he pointed inportantly to the nearest bush. "Slen," he whistled. He gestured again,
addi ng novenent indicative of third&209;degree inportance. "Slen." He repeated it several tines,
much sl ower than nornal, drawing out the whistle comcally.

The nonsters hesitated. The | arger seened to argue with the snaller. That was only Ryo's
i npression. For all he knew they m ght have begun a mating ritual

Turning to Ryo, the smaller nonster hesitated a nonment |onger, then formed its pair of flexible
mandi bl es into a circular opening. The sight was so disgusting Ryo had to force hinmself to watch.

But it produced a fine whistle. "Men," it said, also pointing at the bush
"No, no," he said. "Try again." He touched the bush. "Slen."
"Zh ... slen," it said.

Ryo agai n touched the bush, said "slen," and added the novenent for affirmation. The nonster
repeated the word, but left off the gesture.

At that point Ryo glinpsed part of the trouble and was further amazed. These creatures spoke only
with their lungs! They apparently never utilized their whol e bodies.

W t hout thinking, excitenent conpletely overwhel ming normal caution, he wal ked up to the nonster
and took hold of one of its upper linbs. Both reacted sharply, but the smaller one did not pul
away. Ryo pointed to the bush, said "slen,” and nade the affirmati on gesture again.

This time, after the nonster repeated the word, Ryo noved its linb in the gesture of affirnmation
The Iinb noved freely, but the feel of it made hima little ill. He fought to retain his
conposure. |If the researchers studying these creatures had thought to try the same thing it would
not have surprised himto learn that the |arger nonster had thrown its inquisitor into the nearest
wal | .

Soneti mes physical contact nmeans nore than nental, he nused. Fal had told himthat. It was an
inportant rule to remenber while teaching | arvae.

He et go of the arm stood back, and made the click sound signifying "do you understand?" The
monster stared at him He repeated the sound.

The nonster slowy nmade the gesture for "yes," then pointed at the bush and whistled "slen." He
was about to try the word for clith when the | arger nonster, which had been watching intently
whi |l e keeping the nuzzle of the ri-fle pointed at Ryo, suddenly wal ked over and touched the bush
It | ooked at Ryo, nmade a gargling sound, then pointed at Ryo and used sone part of its interna
nmout h&8209; parts to click, "Do you understand?”

Ryo was so overjoyed he al nbst forgot to nake the ges-ture of affirmation. Then he said "slen" and
tried to im-tate the nonster's own nouth noi se

At that point the nonsters nmade a whole series of very |oud nouth noi ses acconpani ed by a great
deal of rmutual touching.

The whistles, he knew, were produced by forcing air past those soft mandibles. It took hima while
and the pa-tience of the smaller nonster to di scover how they produced their clicks. These sounds
were softer than his own. Instead of grinding nmandi bl es together as Thranx did, the nonsters
apparently utilized their peculiar nouth appendages agai nst the upper parts of their jaws. The
resultant words were sloppily executed but, if one paid attention, quite conprehensible.
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The point of communicati on which had el uded themthe | ongest, that of gesturing and posture,
turned out to be the sinplest for themto duplicate, once they began to under-stand that civilized
speech was nore than nmerely a matter of atnospheric nodul ation

By the fifth day Ryo was imtating sonme of the non-sters' terns fairly well. As they nmarched they
all engaged in an orgy of identification, beginning with the bush and working up to nore conpl ex
term nol ogy. Trouble was had with certain gestures because the nonsters were short the correct
nunber of linbs. They solved this by using one of their legs as an armor sitting down to use all
four linbs if a quadruple conplicated novenent was required

By midnonth they were carrying on crude conversations. By the end of the nonth and yet another
meal of carbonized emib Ryo was convinced the authorities had given both himand the nonsters up
for dead.

The nonsters were not nenbers of different species, which was one thought he'd given sone credence
to. Like the Thranx their kind had two sexes, but the larger turned out to be a male, the smaller
a female. Ryo readily ac-cepted this mld perversion of the natural order. They were not, however,
a mated pair, but sinply nenbers of the same ship's crew. Their nane sounds were "l oo" and
"bon-nie." They did not have clan or hive names, only personal and famly. Ryo allowed themthe
unusual familiarity of calling himby his personal name al one, since his full nane verged on the
unpronounceabl e for them

He | earned that their skin color and slight difference of eye shape were due to internal racial
variations. O her things he already knew by observation, such as the fact that they were
ormi vor ous.

"Qur ship," the larger nonster Loo was expl ai ning one day, "hurt by other ship." The term hurt
required a double click. Ryo took personal pride in the nonster's tol erabl e pronunciation

"VWhat different ... other, ship?"

The nonster stopped. In danp nmud he sketched the out-line with one digit. Ryo recognized it
imediately. It only confirmed earlier thoughts.

"AAnn ship," he said. As he repeated the word he picked up a rock and threw it forcefully at the
drawi ng, sending nud splattering. That was one gesture that did not require el aboration

"Bad. Not good," the nonster agreed, making a gesture of fifth&38209; degree and maxi mum
affirmation. Cumsy and un-subtle, Ryo thought, but a | east they are | earning how to get their
thoughts across. The nonster emitted a long, rip-pling whistle. "Very bad."

At | east we have one thing in conmon, Ryo nused. Nei-ther of us has any | ove for the AAnn. These
creatures were not allies of the Thranx's hereditary eneni es.

"Wy we inprisoned?" the nonster suddenly asked.
Ryo thought, constructed a sinple reply. "My people afraid you AAnn&8209; friends."

The nonster nmade a funny noise that Ryo had not |earned how to translate. He asked for an
expl anat i on.

"Funny. Very funny."

So that was nonster |aughter, Ryo thought. Mst peculiar. "Understand." He then denonstrated the
gestures and whistles for first&38209; through fifth&8209;degree amusenent. "No |ike AAnn, ny
people," he said. "My people afraid you and AAnn friends."

The snmall er nonster said, "Funny. W afraid you Thranx people and AAnn friends. Very funny."
"Big mistake," Ryo agreed.

"Very big mstake," the |larger nonster agreed. "All you Thranx people afraid of us peopl e when
capture us. Wy afrai d? Because afraid we AAnn&8209;friends?"
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"Partially,"” Ryo said. That required further explanation. Understanding was com ng quicker to both
si des now. "Al so another reason."

"What reason ot her?" the nonster asked.

" "Other reason,"' Ryo corrected it&8209;no, him he re-ninded hinmself. He hesitated, then decided
that if they were offended there wasn't nmuch he could do. It would have to be brought out sooner
or later.

"My people, the Thranx, certain type." He tapped the chiton of his thorax, then a leg, then his
head. "On this world, on other ny people Thranx worlds, many creatures like you." He pointed to
each of themin turn. "Such crea-tures eat Thranx."

It took thema nonent to digest this. Ryo had | earned to recogni ze sone of their enptions, which
were transmitted not by distinctive gestures but by certain positioning of their flexible face
parts. He saw that instead of being angry they were confused.

The she&8209; nonster said, "On our worlds, ny people afraid of creatures |ike you Thranx peopl e,
only much smaller."

"Eat your peopl e?" Ryo wonder ed.
"Not people. Eat our people food. For long tine. Very long tine. History."
"M ne also, all history fear of your creature kind."

They wal ked on in silence. After a while he thought it safe to continue. He touched his antennae
with a truhand. "Qther things, too. You people snell not good."

The smal l er nonster nade the gesture of apol ogy, with-out addi ng degree.
"Not your fault," said Ryo.

"You," she replied, "snell not like little Thranx kind all history trouble our people. You snel
very good." She halted, drewin the mud. Ryo did not recognize the species, but the flower outline
was unmi st akabl e. "Like that."

"Your color also," the he&209; nonster added. "Very pretty."

"Thank you," he replied. "Your colors not so pretty but not so bad as your snell."

"Your feel The small er nonster reached out slowy. Ryo flinched, forced hinself to hold his
ground. He'd touched them while denonstrating proper gestures, but neither of them had touched him
since Loo had cl anped five massive fingers around Ryo's nandi bl es.

"Just want to touch,"™ Bonnie said.

Feeling Iike a nuseum exhibit, Ryo stood notionless while the nonster ran its fingers under the
byorl esnath fur and al ong his body.

"My turn now," he said.

The nonster opened its clothing, exposing itself to the air. The sight made Ryo shudder, and he
had to remnd hinself of the creature's extraordinary tolerance for cold. He ran a delicate
truhand al ong the exposed surface, won-dering how closely their bodily divisions and interna
or-gans would match up. Too nmuch botany, he told hinself, and not enough zool ogy. Though alien
desi gn woul d not necessarily conformto simlar WIIow&8209; wane shapes, he re-m nded hinsel f.

The nost remarkabl e thing about the body was its flexi-bility. He pressed in lightly. The nonster
did not conplain or pull away. Fascinated, he watched the tip of his finger sink into the flesh
When he pull ed his hand away the cov-ering sprang back

Such a reaction was normal for plastics and artificial fibers. On the exterior of a living
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creature it was stonmach -turning. He pressed again, a little firner. The exoderm changed col or
slightly. He could even see bodily fluids noving beneath it. Utterly remarkabl e, he thought. The
nmore so when one realized that the beings inhabiting that thin envelope were intelligent.

"Strange, so strange," he murnmured. "Skeleton inside, flesh outside."

"We find you same,"” Bonnie said. "Skeleton outside, flesh inside. Very different."

"Yes," he agreed, "very different."

The nonsters ate three tines a day instead of twice. As they were finishing their odd mi dday nea
Ryo thought to ask a question that had been lost in the excitenment of nu-tual education.

"Where are you goi ng? What are you going to do?"

They | ooked at each other. "I do not know, Ryo," Loo said. "W thought you were those who had
attacked our ship. W thought you enemies. W were treated |ike pris-oners."

"Remenber," Ryo reminded them "ny people think you are allies of the AAnn. How t hen shoul d they
treat you but as enem es?"

"But we're not,’
our ship."

Bonnie said. "Especially if you tell truth when you say it was AAnn who attacked

The challenge to his veracity was cause for conbat. He cal ned hinsel f. Renenber, he told hinself,
these crea-tures have but primtive notions of courtesy and common etiquette. They will for some
time be as clunsy in their perceptions as they are in their speech

"Big mstake," he said. "Cosmc mstake. You nust do something. Qut here," and he gestured at the
surrounding forest, "you will die." He did not include hinmself in that prediction. It was
sel f &8209; evi dent .

"Better to die here," Loo said roughly, "than in captiv-ity, poked and prodded at |ike an exhibit
ina zoo."

"No need for that," Ryo said encouragingly. "Silly ms-take. Silliness in proportion to size. W
must go back. | can explain everything. | can interpret for you. Wen mni stake explai ned by ne,
will be clear to all. W will be friends, allies. Not enemes."

"l don't know ...

Loo made a gesture of third&38209; degree indecision. "The way we were treated

"Were you killed? Are you dead?"

"No, we're not dead. W've been reasonably well fed." He made a face gesture of nild disgust.

"More m stakes. Miust return and explain all mstakes.'
I will explain everything."

Ryo inplored themw th gestures. "Trust ne.

"W woul d wander this place forever to keep our free-dom" Loo told him

"Not a logical end of itself,” Ryo countered. "Also an-other factor." Mybe, he thought, it wasn't
sel f &8209; evident. "I ... ny peopl e&8209; Thr anx&3209; cannot tolerate |ong cold weather." He'd felt
his circulation slowing the past several nights. "I will surely die. WII you kill ne to preserve
your freedom which has no logical end of itself?" There, he thought as he | eaned back agai nst the
log. There is the real test. Now he would | earn just how civilized they were.

"Most of what you say is truth,” Bonnie declared fi-nally. "W would not |like to be responsible
for your death. W have been careful not to kill. Yet. You have been friend. There are

m sunder st andi ngs here, on both sides." She | ooked up at Loo and for a nmoment Ryo thought they
m ght al so be tel epat hic.

"Friend speaks truth," she restated. "W'I|l go back with you."
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"Next problem" said Loo. "Can we find our way back?"

"I think so." Ryo gestured skyward. "In any case, if we nake our presence known when a search ship
flies over, we will be found."

The hoverer set down nearby. There was a tense con-frontation between Ryo and a group of net &38209;
and stinger-wi el ding soldiers. Disbelief gave way grudgingly to guarded astoni shnent. The two
monsters were conducted to the base under watchful eyes instead of netting. There they de-scended
via a heavily sealed entryway to a section Ryo had visited before. The gestures of conplete
amazenent per-forned by the officer who' d previously refused himad-mttance were lively to

behol d.

Tor pl ubl asmet was not present to greet him having been questioned and allowed to return to his
burrow, but Wiu was. "My boy." He spoke while | ooking past Ryo at the two nonsters towering
nearby. "I'd given you up days ago. |'ve been asked many questions, which | answered sorrowfully
and freely. How we canme to be here, and why. But you appear whol e and healthy. | thought they
woul d have consuned you by now "

"Not at all. That would have been inpolite, and these are civilized creatures. They can't help
their appearance. Their ship was attacked by the AAnn. They thought we were responsible.

"If we can overcone the unfortunate begi nning our re-spective species have nmanaged to nmake, they
may prove to be strong allies. There has been nutual m sunderstandi ng of col ossal proportions."

"What are you saying, Ryo?" Loo asked.
Wiu and the other Thranx | ooked properly shocked. "By the central burrow, they can talk!"

"Sonetimes situation and precedent can conmbine to blunt, rather than facilitate comrunication,"”
Ryo ex-plained snmoothly. He | ooked up at Loo. "This friend of mine," and he pronounced the alien
nane, "is a he, the other a she." He then gestured at Wiuzel ansem gave his name, and tried to
expl ai n what a poet was.

The nonsters soon deci phered the gestures and clicks. Then they shocked the assenbl ed researchers,
guards, and Wiu ali ke by sinultaneously gesturing at the poet with a novenent indicative of
thi rd&8209; degree respect mxed with mld admration

"They may be nonsters," Wu decided, "but they dis-play an unarguable ability to recogni ze higher
intelligence when it is presented to them"

"Conme, let's go in," Bonnie said to Ryo. "W want you to neet our conpanions."

Ryo foll owed, Wiu hangi ng back just a trifle. The guards hesitated but the Thranx scientists and
researchers in the group gestured them asi de.

The party passed t hrough several corridors, the nonsters having to bend to clear the ceilings.
Eventually they en-tered a | arge chanber. The saddl es inside appeared unused, for obvious reasons
of physi ol ogy.

Si x nonster nmales and four fenmales lay alone or in small groups on the floor. To Ryo's untrained
eye, half of them | ooked damaged.

As he watched, the aliens suddenly recognized Loo and Bonnie. A great deal of noise and physica
contact resulted. Alien greetings, he explained to the enraptured scientists, who stood clustered
in the open doorway, recorders run-ning at maxi num speed.

When the greetings were concluded, Loo and Bonnie turned to Ryo. "Well, it was good to be outside
for a while, anyway," said Loo.

Ryo responded with a gesture of mld negativity. "Good to be back inside." He added a whistling
| augh while the two nonsters nmade their own |aughter noises. It was difficult to tell who was nore
fl abbergasted; the Thranx scien-tists or the other nonsters in the chanber.
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"Different preferences,"” Bonnie said, running a hand through her cranial fur.

"Yes," Ryo agreed. He gestured past her. "How are your friends?"

"Pl eased to see us alive," Loo said. "D sappointed that we could not do nore. | explained to them
that we now have a friend. This they understood, for a friend can often be worth nore than
freedom"

"I amsure it will be so," Ryo replied confidently. "I will explain all to these authorities." He
i ndi cated the rows of busy Tbranx crowded around them "This mistake will be strai ghtened out
soonest. There is nmuch to do between our peoples."

"Yes," Bonnie said. "There is nothing Iike a nmutual en-eny," and she nade the gesture for the
AAnn, "to produce understandi ng among potential friends."

One of the officials was gesturing urgently to Ryo. He turned back to his friends. "They want to
talk to me now and | amequally anxious to talk with them WII you be well?"

"Wl enough,” Loo replied.

"Then all is calmfor now | will return as soon as | am able. Burrow deep and warm" He inclined
his head slightly and extended his antennae.

"Be warm " Bonni e said, reaching out to touch the tips of the delicate organs.

Several of the Thranx guards turned away or otherw se indicated their disgust. O sterner stuff,
the researchers and scientists sinply recorded the exchange with cool de-tachnment. Then Ryo turned
and joined Wiu and the little cluster of specialists gathering around him The two aliens rejoined
their own conpani ons, who crowded excitedly around them

Ryo was escorted to a nearby chamber and pronptly sat down in a confortably padded saddle. The
scientists who'd packed in around himimediately threw a barrage of questions at him

"What was it like? ... Wihat did they do out there? What did they do to you out there? ... How did
you |l earn the | anguage so quickly? ... How did they |earn

ours so quickly? ... How did they avoid the search par-ties for so long? ... How? ... Wy? ..
When? ... "

"Slowy, gentlesirs. | wll&209;" He paused, suddenly dizzy.

Wiu stepped close. "Leave the youth alone for now. Can't you sense his exhaustion? Doubtless he is
weak from hunger as well."

Ryo | ooked gratefully up at the poet, nmade a third-degree gesture of assent. "I amfar from
starving, though it would be wonderful to have a good soup. |'ve had little but nmeat and raw
greens for a nonth."

"Then they are omivorous |ike us?" one scientist in-quired anxiously. "It seemed thus because
they ate much of what we supplied them but it is helpful to have it con-firned by nonl aboratory
experience."

"l said, no questions," Wiu broke in firmy.

But Ryo gestured his confirmation. "Yes, though they take their neat largely in burnt chunks and
not in proper soup or stew "

There was muttering anong the assenbl ed researchers at this fresh assurance of alien oddity.
"They don't boil it or cook it with any other |iquids?"

"Not that | saw. "
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"But they eat soups and stews here," another pointed out.

"It may not have been by choice,” Ryo told her. "Wen one is in prison, &8209;o0ne eats what is
supplied." There, let them ponder that one, he thought.

After a few additional questions Wiu began to shove of-ficials fromthe chanber. A hot neal was
delivered that was anong the finest Ryo had ever enjoyed. Upon devour-ing it he had a second and
then a third serving. Following that he lay down on the sl eeping | ounge provided, the warmfeeling
i nduced by the food overpowering his excite-nent, and fell into a deep sleep fromwhich he did not
awaken for over a full day.

Chapter Ten

After rising and perform ng hygi ene he was ready to face his interrogators. Ap-parently sonmeone
had decided that it would be better not to swanp the unfortunate wanderer with a hundred
questioners at once, so only a half- dozen assenbl ed opposite Ryo in the discussion chanber. Each
brought audi o and video recorder units integrated with autoscrolls. Two were not mnmuch ol der than
he, while the other four were clearly experienced elders. Wiu was present at his own insistence.

"I't's not necessary," Ryo had argued. "I can handl e things."

"If not for me you wouldn't be here,’
that you are not intimdated.”

the poet had re-plied. "I feel it ny responsibility to see

"If not for me, you wouldn't be here."

"l have acquired sufficient material to keep nme conpos-ing for the remainder of ny life," Wu
decl ared. "Such heady rhythns and coupl ets and stanzas as have never been heard. They will shock
the civilized worlds. | owe you that. Tinme enough to work later." He gestured toward the saddl ed
group. "These sirs and ladies wait patiently, yet their brains fester with curiosity." A couple
shifted uneasily at the poet's words but waited their turn. "I would not |let them wake you."

"For which | amvery grateful,” Ryo adnmitted. "I am awake and ready now, so |let them ask what they
will."

Ryo accepted the questions slowy, sharing his know -edge of the aliens freely and inparting it
with as much pleasure as the scientists seenmed to feel in receiving it.

"The busi ness of communi cati on came about al nost ac-cidentally,"” he informed them "Furthernore,

if you use lungs, mandi bl es, and spicules carefully, you can duplicate their |anguage quite well."
He denonstrated with a few words that he was especially good at, and was rewarded when a coupl e of
the researchers who' d been inscribing in-formation suddenly | ooked up as startled as if one of the
aliens had just strode into the room

"Do that again," one of themrequested.

They listened while Ryo repeated the phrase and added several others. "It is difficult, but by no
means inpossible,” he said. "They do seem however, better able to naster our |anguage than we
theirs. Yet | venture to say it can be done. |1've no doubt an experienced |inguist such as

your-sel f," and he gestured at the Thranx who'd asked himto repeat the sounds, "could do far
better."
"Let me try." The researcher listened. On his second at-tenpt he nmade the noi se conprehensible. It

had taken Ryo many nore attenpts than two to voice the termthat clearly, but comunication was
the elder's specialty. He should have thrown away his machi nes.

The others had to break in or the discussion wuld have qui ckly been nonopolized by an inpronptu
| anguage | es-son.

"Pressure of circunstances,” the elder commented. "Foolish of us not to realize it."

"They are manmal i an," said one of the younger scien-tists, whose nanme was Repl eangel. "W've
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al ready estab-lished that. However, they are al nost conpletely bare of fur. Mst extraordinary."

"W thought at first," one of the other scientists said, "that it mght be due to a seasona
variation."

"I don't think so," Ryo said. "I saw no evidence for it. Devoid of fur or not, their ability to
wi t hstand extreme cold is unarguable."

"From our point of view, not necessarily theirs," said Rep

"They were always col d, but never dangerously so," Ryo continued. "I often saw themrenove
portions of their ex-tensive clothing to expose their naked, furless bodies to the air while they
cl eaned thensel ves. | would guess that the clinmate they woul d consider ideal nust average sone ten

to twenty degrees cooler than our own. Furthernore, they seemto have no need what soever for
nmoi sture in the air. They nust therefore find the environnment you have pro-duced in their room
both overly hot and humid."

"Are you certain of this lack of need for hum dity?"

"All | can say is that in this polar region ny lungs woul d have cracked w thout the noisture pack
I wore. The non-sters had no such device and seened to thrive. | still shud-der to think of their
breathing that untreated air. | venture to say they could even survive on the worlds of the AAnn,

which are notoriously dry if pleasantly warm That is an-other factor which nakes t hem val uabl e
allies."

As he said the last his gaze went sideways to the sixth questioner. So far the nmlitary
representative had asked nothing. He did not react visibly to Ryo's |last conment any nore than he
bad to any of the previous ones. He sinply sat in his saddle and nonitored his instrunents.

Ryo let it pass. At least the thought had been pl anted.

The questions went on and on. "How many sexes do they have?"

"Two, |ike us."

"Mal e and femal e?"

"Yes."

"Do they lay eggs or bear their young alive?"

"l have no idea. That wasn't a question that entered into general conversation.”
"Do they have sexual taboos?"

"Your |ine of questioning strikes nme as peculiar, elder."

"They cook their neat by burning it over an open fire?"

"Their cooking facilities were restricted. Maybe they re-quire the additional carbon. O it mght
be purely a ritual thing. | never asked."

"I's their vision conparable to ours? They utilize only those two sinple single&209;|ensed eyes."
"It seenms to be. They can see nuch farther, | think, but not as well up close or in the dark."

Then came the voice of the mlitary observer, speaking for the first time, in a soft whistle.
"They took energy ri-fles fromtwo of the guards."”

"Something | nmeant to ask," Ryo said quickly. "WAs any-one injured during their escape?”

"Injured, yes, but fortunately not killed. As you've no-ticed, they are physically nore nmassive
than we. Their bal -ance is unexpectedly good."
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"Yes, | noticed that right away," Ryo admitted

"They are not as vulnerable to a severe blow as we are,” the mlitary elder went on, "but they are
far nmore suscepti-ble to damage fromcuts and scrapes. Their thin exodermis incredibly fragile.
However, if it is torn it heals far nore rapidly than a chiton break. There are pluses and m nuses
to such a structure.”

"Beauty is not one of the pluses,
of third&8209; degree di sgust.

comment ed one of the two younger scientists, adding a gesture

"The two guards,"” the tenth&8209;1evel officer continued, "were nerely stunned during the escape,
when their rifles were taken. The planning was adm rable. They set off two expl osi ons&3209;"

"We heard them both," Wiu said.

"They were set to create a diversion. This was accom plished. Those who m sinterpreted the
situation have al -ready been disciplined. The creatures took, as | said, two energy rifles, yet
did not use them" He shifted in his sad-dle, putting a little urgency into his tone. "You said
you observed themin use?"

"Yes," Ryo replied. "I'msure they studied the weapons around them before settling on the rifles.
Despite having only two arns and hands, they seened to nmanage quite well. | have no doubt that had
the circunstances required it, they could have enpl oyed them agai nst soldiers as effi-ciently as
they did agai nst gane."

The officer did not seemsurprised at this, sinply en-tered it into his recorder. "Did they talk
at all about their honme world or about their vessel s?"

"Not hi ng about their planet of origin save that it was col der than Hi vehom seened to be. Little
about their ship except that the principles behind its nmethod of propul sion seened sinilar to
ours. Neither of themis an engineer."

"Anyt hi ng about weapons, nilitary strength, or pos-ture?"

Ryo had been waiting for that question fromthe time the officer had taken his saddl e.
Nevert hel ess, he was sur-prised at the resentment he felt when it was finally asked.

"Not hi ng what soever. They are explorers. Their sole concern and principal subject of conversation
was survival. Mlitary matters were not nentioned."

The officer munbl ed sonet hing hal f audi bl e. couldn't expect much ..." Then | ouder, "For your
own information, we found nothing during our study of their ship to hint they are especially
advanced nmilitarily. What we have been able to glean of their social structure indicates they are
not, for exanple, organized in a paramlitary society like the AAnn."

"l could have told you that," Ryo said confidently.

"However, they display certain worrisone characteristics of both social and individua
t enper anent . "

"l don't understand, elder." Ryo was uncertain howto interpret the officer's |ast statenent.
"I'"ve already told you that they thought we were the ones who'd attacked them They are nore than
ready&8209; 1 woul d even say anxi ous&8209;to forman alliance with us against the AAnn. This
despite unfortunate differences of shape. They find us only slightly |less disconcerting physically
than we find them"

"That is difficult to believe," the second young re-searcher nurnured.
One of the elders scolded him "That is not a scientific attitude, Drin."

"I know it's not, but |I cannot so easily w pe out thou-sands of years of nmental conditioning. They
are mammal s, no matter how simlar their mnds mght be. Soft of exte-rior and flexible of form
My insides turn whenever | have to look at them" He swiveled to eye Ryo.
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"l understand you actually engaged in physical contact with them even to the point of extending
formal farewells.'

"They are not at all that repulsive," Ryo insisted. "It's merely a matter of seeing them as
people. As |'ve men-tioned, they feel the sane way about the tiny arthropods on their own worlds.
We are each the stuff of the other's nightnares. These are primtive attitudes that both races
must fight to overcone. There is no logic to them"

"Al'l of which | understand,” Drin admtted wi thout of-fense. "Still, thousands of years of
nightmare ... W are professionals here, used to dealing with the incredible and outre." He
surveyed his coll eagues. "How do you think the populace will react to the existence of these
beings? And if what you say is true," he said to Ryo, "these nonsters will have simlar problens
on their own world of Earth."

"Qdd, " one of the elders commented, "that they should nanme their home planet after the ground when
in fact they live above it, exposed to the open sky&8209;or so you tell us." He turned to Ryo.

"There are many such fascinations awaiting us," Ryo told her confidently, "as soon as forma
contact is opened." The words of the officer returned to haunt him "You said certain
characteristics worried you. What characteristics?”

Silence reigned in the chanber. Ryo studied his ques-tioners curiously. "They are allies, you
know O wll be soon."

More silence. Several of the scientists | ooked away. The others did not.

"W can never |let them | eave here, of course,"” one of the elders said finally. "Surely you realize
that."

"l do not. That's absurd. How do we open negotiations with themif they are not allowed to return
hone to begin di scussions and nake introductions. ?"

"There will be no introductions,
Not with this group."

the mlitary observer renmarked quietly. "Not for a long tine.

"But ... these are the people who can nake us so strong the AAnn will not dare prow anong our
colonies. Their presence here is indication enough they are a tech-nol ogically advanced race."

"OfF that we never had the |least doubt," the officer in-formed him "That is one of the things that
troubl es us."

"You have to let themgo. It's indecent to keep inpris-oned those who've done you no harm 1've
tal ked with them&8209;two of them anyway. | know them They are ready to be friends."

"So they have told you," said the elders. "Are you a qual-ified xenopsych then, that you can
positively interpret their notives?"

"They were telling ne the truth.” Ryo struggled to con-tain his anger and frustration. Wat was
wong with these elders? At least two of themwore the black star of Eint. Did that stand for
not hing here? "They had no reason to lie to nme."

"No reason by your reasoning, perhaps, but what of their own?"

"l spent quarter nonths with them in a difficult sur-vival situation. Once comunication was
opened they were no nore than cautious toward nme. There was no continuing hostility. After a while
there was honest friendship. So nuch so that they allowed ne to persuade themto return.”

"W are aware of that," Drin said, "and very grateful to you for doing so. Not only was their
escape scientifically disruptive, but had you sonehow made your way south into nore popul at ed
regi ons, your conpanions could have precipitated a panic."

"I still don't see what you're all so afraid of."

"We've had a chance to study themfor sone tine, in a closed environment," the el der spokesman
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said. "The re-sults," he hesitated significantly, "do not hold out much prom se for interspecies
cooperation."

The nmilitary observer was nore direct. "Wen they were first settled here and pl aced under
conti nuous observation, it was i mediately evident their social relationships are- well,
di sturbing."

"What woul d you expect,"” Ryo argued. "They thought you were the ones who'd attacked their ship."

The officer nade a gesture of denial. "W treated themkindly, realizing they might not be allies
of the AAnn. It was their reaction to one another that was so unexpected, not their reaction
toward us." His tone filled with remem bered anmazenent.

"They fought anong thenselves. It's still hard to believe. Here they were, twelve aliens trapped
by possibly hostile creatures, yet their anger was vented not so much toward us as each other.
Though we coul d not understand their |anguage, battering a conpanion into unconsci ousness can only
be interpreted in one way.

"One actually damaged a conpanion so badly that it re-quired nedical treatnent. Wen that was
provided their attitude toward us softened visibly, but they continued to act in an unrelentingly
hostil e manner toward one anot her

"It is the opinion of the behavioral psychs who have had them under surveillance that their
actions suggest a racial paranoia of heretofore uni nagi ned di nensi ons. Conpared to these
creatures, the AAnn are nodel s of harnoni ous cooperation. Do we really want to ally oursel ves
closely with such a race?"

"But they showed no such tendencies with me," Ryo said, bew | dered.

"It is a fact that certain mamuals act far differently in clusters than they do when isolated,"”
Drin said sonmberly. "They are rather |ike subcritical fission nmasses&8209; harm ess when kept
apart, explosive when brought together. W do not know what the nental “critical nmass' of these
creatures might be, but | would not like to be around when it is reached."

"It is the considered opinion of the xenospsych staff that the entire race may be collectively
psychotic," the el der spokesnan said.

"There may be other expl anations,"
their confinenment underground when they prefer the surface ..

Ryo protested. "The pressure they' ve been under as prisoners,

Drin was nmaking a gesture of negativity. "We've allowed for that. The signs are still there."

"You see now," the officer said gently, "why we cannot possibly |et them go. They now know t he

| ocati on of Hi vehom These are a sophisticated, space&8209;traversing folk. This group is conposed
of specialists in exploration. Surely sone of themwould be able to find their way back here. W
cannot possibly let so dangerous and volatile a race return hone knowi ng the | ocation of our

nmot her worl d while we know nothing of theirs. They destroyed all their records and charts during
the AAnn attack, you see. Further evidence of their paranoia."

"No nore so than you've just admitted to," Ryo noted.

"Perhaps." The officer was not offended.
"But | tell you, gentlesirs, that | know t hese people."

"You know two of them" Drin pointed out. "That is hardly sufficient evidence by which to classify
an entire race."

"Maybe not. I'mno statistician. But | know true friend-ship when it is offered to ne, and | have
received that fromtwo of these beings. | can probably gain the confi-dence of the rest of themif
you'll give ne sone freedomwith them"

"I woul d hope so," the elder spokesman said. "W ear-nestly desire your help, Ryozenzuzex. Your
conpani on," and he indicated Wiu, "has expl ai ned your history."
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"Better to provide voluntarily what will becone known anyway," the poet said. Ryo saw no reason to

argue that.

"W can notify your famly and clan,"” the elder contin-ued. "It will be explained that you are
wor ki ng on a gov-ernment project of great importance. No lies will be told. W will nerely
exerci se judicious conceal ment. They should be quite satisfied. Meanwhile, you will be given as

free an antenna as possible to work anbng these creatures.”
"Then why not let ne tell themthey can return hone?" Ryo wondered.

"I aminterested in a species of carnivore called the pro-dubia," one of the elders said. "It
lives in the jungl es of Colophon. Wiile | amfascinated by its eating habits | have no desire to
explore its nmethod of digestion fromthe inside. W will remain friendly with these creatures, but
cau-tious."

"I would rather,” the mlitary observer interrupted, "risk the loss of a potential new ally than
expose Hi vehomto the attentions of a race that cannot even control its nost prinm-tive
instincts.”

Ryo's initial reaction to these conments was barely con-trolled fury. This gave way gradually to
rationalization. The attitude of the governnent, as represented by the six questioners in the
chanber, was dreadfully wongheaded. But there was nothing he, Ryo, could do about it. The al-iens
woul d never be allowed to |eave.

That woul d mean that the Thranx woul d not gain the benefits of interspecies cooperation. Neither
woul d the nonsters. As to the business about their being subject to racial paranoia and homi cida
tendencies, he sinply re-fused to believe it. The xenopsychs were nisinterpreting their data.
Machi nes again, he thought bitterly. Statistics.

No readout woul d ever convince himthat the time he'd spent in the wilderness with Bonnie and Loo
had been filled with deceiving data. But for now all he could do was be patient and try to nake
friends with their associ ates.

"Yes, I'lIl help you. It's ny duty, of course.”

"W knew t hat woul d be your reaction.” The el der spokesman was nost gratified as he checked his
chronone-ter. "I had not realized we'd been so long. W do not wish to strain you."

"I amfine," Ryo adm tted honestly.

"No. Enough for now," one of the other elders said. "W can reconvene tonorrow. "
"I need to neet the other nonsters," Ryo said.

"OfF course. As soon as you wish,” Drin told him "Quar-ters have been prepared for you. You will
have all the assistance you need. | envy you. | too would like to be able to study these creatures
and interact with themat first hand. For now, however, we have to rely on you to interpret.”

Not only because | can comunicate with themso well, but because |I'mthe only one they trust, Ryo
thought bit-terly.

That evening, Wiu di scovered himresting on his sleep-ing lounge in front of a viewer. The poet
had been working hard and had filled nearly a whole chip with prepoetry. His pleasure was danpened
by something in Ryo's atti-tude. He'd conme to know the young agrononist quite well during their
travel s and he was concerned about him He'd been subjected to unusual pressures for one of barely
m d- age and those pressures would intensify in the nonths to cone.

"Greetings, Wiu." Ryo | ooked over as he switched off the viewer. "How is your conposing com ng?"

"Extraordinarily well. The guild will be well pleased. And what of you, ny young friend? | worry
about you. You have been thrown into a situation few are prepared to cope with."

"I seemto thrive onit," Ryo replied, "although at first contact | think | reacted nmuch as a
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| arva woul d. "

The poet slid onto a saddl e opposite the | ounge and sighed deeply, the air whistling out his
spicules in a long gasp. "I will remain if you wish ne to, although they have no need of ne here."

"I would like that. | need sonmeone famliar nearby, for a while, at least."

"That is understandable. These scientists are a little bet-ter than bureaucrats, but not nuch.
suppose the nature of their positions does not encourage individualistic thought."

"It certainly doesn't," Ryo agreed. "For exanple, anyone with a nodi cum of hive sense would see
that we have to | et these people return to their home world so that fornal ex-changes between us
may begin. Don't you agree?"

The ol d poet stared back at him "Certainly not, and it's about tine you started purgi ng your own
head of such ad-dled notions. They are the major reason | worry about you."

For a nmonent Ryo sinply could not reply. "But ... these will becone our allies, our friends
agai nst the AAnn."

"Did you not hear the findings of the researchers, the opinion of that officer?" Wu asked. "As an
i ndividualist, | can enpathize sonewhat with these creatures. Naturally they would like to return
hone. | would want the same were | in their position, | would al so understand our position." He

| eaned out of the saddl e and added a gesture of fourth&8209; degree enphasis. "The safety of our
entire race is at stake here, Ryo. These are a powerful and dangerous people."

"I"msure the Aann will think so."

"Are you such a master diplomat?" Wwu snapped. "Are you then conpletely confident they would ally
thensel ves with us because of a single incident involving one ship and its crew?"

"There is always sonme risk in such a situation," Ryo ad-nmitted, "but it nust be chanced. W cannot
hi de ourselves fromthem forever. Eventually contact will be established. If we take the
initiative now we can avoid a potentially disastrous m sunderstandi ng. Future contacts m ght not
be-gin so auspici ously.

"And what of the AAnn? They are as nasterful at diplo-macy as they are at slaughter. Wat if they
were to realize their error in attacking this first ship and contact these people before us and

i nstead of attacking them again, forge an alliance with them agai nst us? What woul d be our
posi-tion then?"

"All unlikely and all a problemfor the future,”" Wu replied, though it was obvious the scenario
Ryo presented concerned him "For all we know they may lie on the other side of the gal axy and we
may never encounter them again. The universe, ny boy, is vast."

"If, as the nmilitary observer says, their ship's propul sive systemis not very different fromours
then they cannot dwell very far, in interstellar terns, fromH vehom"

"We know nothing of their life spans,” the poet pointed out. "lIndeed, we still know little about
them That ignorance is yet another reason why we cannot let themleave."

"Such a position is norally indefensible,” Ryo insisted.

"I beg to differ with you, ny earnest young friend. It is enminently defensible, froma noral as
well as military standpoint. You would feel differently if you had seen them fighting anong

t hensel ves, nmuch as our distant ancestors used to do. A group of Thranx placed in a simlar
position would be mutually supportive and calm not hys-terical and violently conbative." He nade
a gesture of disbelief. "It is quite unbelievable. They possess dom nant-internal traits they are
not even aware of. Such ritualized conbat is a part of their basic nature. How could we possi-bly
be allies? Mentally as well as physically we are nothing alike."

"Don't you see," Ryo argued, "doesn't anyone see that that is precisely what nmakes such a union
wor t hwhi |l e? The differences woul d conpl enent each other. What is there to be gained from mating
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with sonmeone exactly like yourself? There is never anything new, never any surprises."”

"Surprises are delightful,"” the poet agreed, "in art and music. Surprises are wonderful ,in
sci ence. Wen the des-tiny and survival of your entire race are at stake, | amnot so sure that
surprise is wel cone. Even were what you say to be so, what of their psychoses?"

"Every race has its distinctive problens,” Ryo admtted. "W are not perfect, either."

"No, but neither are we inherently homicidal, as these creatures appear to be. Wile they night
act quite sanely as individuals or even in snmall groups, it is en nasse that we would deal with
them through treaties. There is sinply too much at stake to take such a chance.

"Besides, | disagree with you when you say they have something worthwhile to offer us. From what |
have seen, an alliance between us would work largely to their advan-tage. They are a cl unsy,
primtive people whose technol og-ical achievenents have outstripped their noral evolution.”

"They are being treated as prisoners, |ooked upon by many with disgust. That is hardly an

at nosphere conducive to cultural understanding," Ryo argued. "They nmust have all sorts of things
to offer us, fromthe arts through the sci-ences. This in addition to mlitary alliance against
t he AAnn."

"I amsorry, nmy boy. The only thing |'ve noticed about themthat has made nuch of an inpression on
me so far is their violence and their snmell, both of which I believe we could survive without. |
am surprised you cannot see this."

" Per haps&8209; perhaps you're right. Perhaps |I've been de-luding nyself. The days out there in the
clith ..."

"The strain is quite understandabl e,
for."

Wiu said synpa-thetically. "You have nothing to apol ogi ze

"I guess you're right. Surely all the specialists cannot be wong. | need ... just sone tine. The
excitenent of the nonment of contact, of nutual supportiveness out there ..."

"I know it is discouraging, but this is the tinme for cal mconsideration of all the facts, not just
those you may have been exposed to personally, ny boy. You were not al one in your thinking, by the
way. Many of the scientific study group favored expanding contact with these people. But at the

| ast, when time came to nmake the actual decision, they too realized it was better to err on the
side of caution. En-thusiasm al ways gi ves way under the assault of reason and good judgnent.

"You have conme a long way fromthe fields of Paszex. It nust be discouraging to see the adventure
come to an end, but eventually youthful enthusiasns nust give way to real-ity. The reality is that
such contact is not regarded as advantageous by the majority of elders here. | am pl eased you have
mat ured sufficiently to realize the truth of this."

"What you say about my enthusiasmis undeniably true," Ryo quietly confessed. He sighed and his
thorax pulsed. "At least | will be permitted to remain to study these fasci-nating creatures
further."

"It is not a question of perm ssion, as you well know. The authorities actively solicit your
assistance. It is con-ceivable that had you not agreed to do so, they mi ght have invoked security
edicts to keep you here. Your experiences are unique, as is your relationship with the nonsters.

"At least you will have one non governnent friend here while |I renmain, though flexible and
ingratiating as you are, |'ve no doubt you will soon have many friends anbng the staff."”

"I't will be conforting to know you are around,"” Ryo told him "Such discussion as we have just
concluded is exhilarating as well as enlightening."

"For me as well. More material for the massive volune | intend to conpile that will detail our
entire journey. An arduous work, but one which | | ook forward to conpleting. It will be a
monunent . "
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They continued the discussion, arguing animtedly and enjoyably, as they made their way down the
corridors. Their roons were |ocated close to the |arge chanber where the aliens were being kept.

As Ryo learned nore of the layout of what was called X Section he was able to see how t he
authorities had managed to conceal the aliens. The xenol ogy section was conpl etely independent of
the main installation. It had its own supply and power facilities, its own staff, even its own
entrances and exits.

Only three narrow corridors connected it with the rest of the base, which had been built as part
of the planetary defense system Those Thranx who staffed the |latter pre-pared for an attack that
they hoped woul d never cone, blissfully ignorant of the sensitive research being carried out close
at hand.

Ryo rel axed in the hygienic corner of his conparatively luxurious quarters and cl eaned hi nsel f
with the danp scented cloth.

Wiu had i mredi ately accepted Ryo's conversion to the majority opinion. The old poet was clever,
even brilliant, but his brilliance did not nake hima master of deception. Ryo was certain others
were assigned to watch him

Poor Wiu, he thought. A conposer of the Eint order. For all his inagination and abilities he could
see no further than his own specialty. Wiu was a poet, and a nmasterful one. He was al so an el der
whose t hinking had becone as pre-dictable as the mdseason rains. Petrification of the

i magi na-tion seened to have infected everyone of any authority. Ryo was coming to believe he was
the only one able to spark a new thought, a fresh idea.

That was only natural. That had been his talent since |arvahood. Yes, that's ny profession, he

t hought excitedly. That's what | was intended to do&8209;to initiate newness, to break convention
Al this tine, all these years, he'd subli-mated his real profession by breaking jungle ground,
when the topography he shoul d have been attacki ng was that of conventional w sdom

If Wiu was convinced Ryo had cone around to the ac-cepted way of thinking, then there was no
reason to sup-pose the staff scientists would think otherwise. But Ryo would still have to be
patient, would have to bide his time. He smiled inwardly. |I've done that before. This tine,
how ever, the unknown territory | have to cross is somewhat greater then the distance between
Paszex and Daret.

This time he would al so not be fleeing by hinself.

Chapter El even

Arranging a private conversation with Loo and Bonnie was less difficult than he'd i magi ned. Wen
the nonsters 'understood what was wanted they sinply organi zed a group singalong. The rest of the
nmonsters generated suf-ficient noise to drown out the npst sensitive directional pickup. In

addi tion, the new phenonenon of collective sound kept the fascinated researchers busy at their
instru-nentation. The volume was much greater than an equal nunber of Thranx coul d have produced.

"This is a trenendous burden you' ve taken on yourself," Loo told Ryo softly. "You' re going agai nst
t he consi dered opinion of all your superiors."”

"They're not mny superiors."”

"Your elders then," Bonnie said. She | ooked away fromhim a gesture he'd | earned indicated
general uncertainty of approxinately the third degree. "It may be; Ryo, that they are correct. |
realize I'mhurting our own cause by saying that, but this is not the tine for prevarication
Thr oughout hurman history, we've often questioned our own notives for fighting anbng oursel ves.
Many tinmes we cannot cone up with satisfactory explanations for what we ,do. It may be that, as
your psychtechs insist, we are inher-ently honicidal."

"Then this alliance will be of nmore benefit to you than you can imagine," Ryo told her. "W Thranx
are not very excitable. W are very good at reasoning things through and seeing to the heart of
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m sunder st andi ngs. Perhaps what you've always needed are friends who will not fight with you, but
who are ever available to explain and to soothe."

"Perhaps." She | ooked back at him "I do know one thing. Regardl ess of what our governnments decide
to do, we three have consummated our own little alliance." She reached out a hand to touch one of
Ryo' s truhands.

He grasped it firmy, having | earned the significance of the gesture nmany days ago. There was
consi derably nore power in her fingers than in his, though with a foothand he coul d have mat ched
her grip. She was careful not to bruise the nore delicate upper digits.

"Qur ship," Loo whispered, "is still functioning. It's in a synchronous orbit above us right now "
"How do you know that?" Ryo asked, a little startl ed.

"Because while Bonnie and | were free, they ferried some of our friends to it to answer questions
about design and function. Certain queries were answered. OGthers were not. There was no coercion.”

"Naturally not." Ryo was upset at the very thought.

"Qur people are different,"” Loo nurnured. "Anyway, our shipmates report no dismantling of
components. Not yet, anyway. We'd nearly conpleted repair of the damage the AAnn had done t® the
drive when your own explora-tion ship stunbled into us. Qur engineers are confident they can
finish the fewrepairs 'remaining in sufficiently short tine to make an escape feasible."

"How are we to reach your ship? I'man agricultural expert. | know nothing of astrophysica
matters. "

"But that's not a problem" Bonnie told himexcitedly. "They wanted to study our nechanics and
design with ad-vanced di agnostic equi pnent, so they induced Al exis and Elvira," she pointed to two
of the wailing nonsters; "to bring one of our shuttles down. It's right here, in the base."

"Separate hangar," Ryo muttered, "to conceal it fromthe general personnel."

"Qur friends argued about it. Eventually Al exis agreed because they threatened to take the shuttle
apart inside our ship. Getting to the shuttle will be the problem |I'msure it nust be under heavy
guard.”

"Not necessarily."
Loo made the frown gesture with his rubbery nouth-parts. "I don't understand. Wiy wouldn't it be?"

"What reason is there to guard a shuttle? There is only need to guard its pilots. You are here,
the ship is el sewhere. Keeping you apart is security enough. No Thranx, of course, would think of
assi sting a bunch of nonsters.™

"Thanks," Loo said drily. "Except you, of course."

"And | am possibly mad. By hel ping you, | will becone sonething of a nonster to my own people." He
paused reflectively, added in a different tone, "You realize, of course, that if there is no
resultant alliance, that if friend-ship does not materialize between our races, then | wll be

effectively dead."
Nei t her of them said anything.

"Excuse ne," he said apologetically. "That was inpolite. Those are not thoughts to be inflicted on
others. This is ny own free decision. Nothing conpels nme to do this.

"I demand only one thing in return for ny assistance. That if our escape should be opposed, under
no circumstances will you or any of your hivemates kill to facilitate it.

They | ooked unconfortable. "W can pronise for our-selves," Bonnie agreed, "but | don't know about
the others. If we're close to making it back to the Seeker, I'mnot sure one or two woul d not
hesitate to use any nethod to insure our successful boarding."
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"Precisely such traits," Ryo noted solemly, "have con-vinced Thranx scientists that it would be
unwi se to expand contact between us. You nust inpress this on your companions. Opinion is stil
uncertain anong sone menbers of the research staff. Killing would forever solidify the feel-ings
agai nst you and woul d nake further contact inpossi-ble."

"We'll do our best," Loo assured him "We' Il try and convince the others."

"Who is clannother anmong you?" He nmade a quick ges-ture of enbarrassment. "I amsorry. | forgot.
You have nei-ther clan nor hive organization. You go fromfamly to sonme sort of |oose triba
federation. It rmust nmake you feel very alone sonetines. | think that may be part of your problem™

"Maybe we are |loners compared to the Thranx," Loo said, "but I think we have nore individua
freedom Your own experiences are proof of that."

"Fromthis undisciplined freedom cones perhaps your tendencies to&8209; but enough phil osophy." He
was concerned that their |long conversation mght attract the attention of the hidden researchers.

"I shall try to divine the |ocation of your shuttlecraft, ascertain the difficulties involved in
reaching it, and decide on a propitious tinme to attenpt an escape. Since your first successfu
attenpt, security nmeasures have been strength-ened, | amtold. You are all closely and constantly
watched. It will be nore difficult this tine."

"That's only to be expected," Loo noted, "but we didn't have an ally working for us outside
before, either.”

"Very true." A strange feeling rippled through Ryo, a conbination of the way both nonsters had
stared at himout of their vitreous single&209;|ensed eyes and the way Loo had pronounced the
word "ally."

Days passed, stretched inexorably into nonths. Eventu-ally Ryo was allowed to comunicate freely
with his family. FromFal to sire to clanmates, all were pl eased but puzzled. They'd been told
that he was engaged in very important, serious work for the government. This had been openly
accept ed.

For his part Ryo was pleased to learn that his initial perfidy in ignoring famly and clan
directives had been put aside. Al were content to accept that he was doi ng useful work and that
he woul d return horme when feasi bl e.

As the days rolled on and the nonsters were nore tran-quil and cooperative, the authorities

rel axed their surveil-lance sonewhat, but not even Ryo's continued assurances that the nonsters
had come to terns with their fate was enough to convince every nenber of the observati on&8209; and-
study staff.

Most of the nonsters could now speak sone Thranx. A few Thranx were struggling to acquire fluency
in nmonster speech, though this was deliberately and subtly di scouraged on Loo and Bonnie's orders.

Ryo was given a formal position with the research teamand the title of assistant consultant. The
i nconme nonentar-ily took his breath away. It was considerably nore than he accumul ated as board
menber for the Innot Conpany's Paszex operations. He felt guilt at accepting such position and
conpensati on when he was spending nost of his tine planning to contravene everything he was being
paid to do, but he accepted it all with apparent grateful ness.

A time carne when even Wiu was ready to return to WI I ow&8209; wane. The ol d poet assured Ryo that
once his af-fairs were back to normal he would take the tine to travel to Paszex so he coul d neet
with Ryo's famly and assure them of his good health in person.

In addition to his research work and mastering the hu-man | anguage Ryo al so casually acquired a

t horough know -edge of X Section and all security neasures. The monsters' shuttlecraft was |ocated
in a small hangar nearby. It was subject to intense study by Thranx engi neers. COccasionally
several closely guarded nonsters woul d be all owed aboard to explain design functions and Ryo woul d
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acconpany them as interpreter

During such visits security surrounding and on board the shuttle quadrupled. G ven such
precautions, it took Ryo some time to fornulate a plan promising even a slight chance of success.

The fugitives would ignore the corridors save for one. Since Loo and Bonnie's escape, everything

| arger than a water pipe was constantly nonitored. This tine, all would flee quickly topside, then
cross to another exit and use it to reenter the base as close as possible to the hangar. Ryo hoped
the authorities wouldn't consider the possibility that once outside, the aliens would then try to
escape back in-side.

It was difficult to be patient. Ryo's pleas for tine were backed up by the burrow
mast er &8209; " Capt ai n" &3209; of the al-iens, Elvira sanchez. She did not tal k nmuch, but her words
were |istened to.

Eventual |y Fourth Season came to an end with the festival of Teirquelot, a cause for cel ebration
anong the base personnel. At an outpost as dreary as Sed&3209; Cl ee, holidays were taken seriously.

Canni sters of sleep gas had been installed by security personnel around the aliens' chanber, which
precaution was intended to prevent any alien ranpage. Ryo planned to turn the security nmeasure to
his friends' advantage.

Many nont hs had passed since Loo and Bonnie's escape. Rel axed security conbined with the holiday
allowed Ryo to slip fromroomto roomw thout question. No one saw hi mreadjust the cannister
control valves, even though several tineparts of nerve&B8209;racking activity were required to
complete the job. Now, when the cannisters were activated, they would spew their soporific
contents not into the non-sters' quarters but into the surrounding areas.

Only one corridor was to be left ungassed because it led to an energency escape ranp that ascended
to the surface. Ryo worried some about the aliens' tolerance, but the hu-mans assured hi meven
Deep Col d woul d not prevent their nmaking the short run to the next exitway.

Using ventilation towers, Ryo had triangulated the position of the hangar hol ding the nonsters
shuttlecraft, then he selected the closest exit port visible. Once inside again, their precise

| ocati on would determine their next noves. To his unpracticed eye, the exit port seened quite near
to the shuttle hangar.

He woul d wait until the guard had been reduced to its nininmum which would probably coincide with
the height of celebration. The nonsters woul d feign sound sleep inside their chanber. Then,
appropriately nmasked, Ryo would cir-cle the surrounding roons, opening the gas cannisters
everywhere except in the chosen corridor

If standard procedure held, two guards would be sta-tioned in that corridor, and Ryo woul d sonmehow
have to neutralize them It should be easy, for they would not be expecting trouble. But it was
still the part of the plan that worried himnost.

Once he'd bypassed the instrunents that nonitored the nonsters' body heat, oxygen consunption, and
so forth, the escapees would race to the ranp, shut down the warn-ing unit that would indicate it
was in use, exit, and run across the frozen | andscape to the exit above the hangar. There they
woul d descend, overwhel m whatever guards might be present, and power up their shuttle. The hangar
doors woul d be programmed to open and several mnutes after entering the hangar they would lift

cl ear.

At least, that was how the escape was envisioned. Ryo and his friends studied it repeatedly,
refining novenents, trying to shorten the necessary time. Wiether the plan would work or not
remai ned to be seen. There could be no trial run

It was a particularly dark and cold night. Ryo hurriedly retreated fromthe observation post,

t hough his presence did not surprise the indifferent guard, who attended to his fiction chips and
ignored the consultant. Ryo's peculiar af-fection for the surface was well known throughout X
Sec-tion, confirnmed by those who' d researched his past.
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Omi ck, the | arger nmoon, was new and bl ack. Oxnuick, the smaller, was only half full. That should
aid conceal -nment as they made the dangerous run fromone exit to the next.

He made his way back toward the study sector, occasion-ally greeting cheery celebrants. Not all of
them were drunk, but all were involved in season&8209; end celebration and little else. A quality
that may not facilitate intellectual ad-vancenent, he nused, but one which both races shared.

No one questioned Ryo's presence as he anbled fromroomto room checking instrunmentation. Mst of
the study chanbers were enpty. A few were tenporarily occupied. He waited in those until their

i nhabi tants departed, then quickly activated the altered cannister controls. The sleep gas was
odorl ess and colorless. If you knew it was present you had seconds in which to flee. If not, you
qui etly suc-cunbed.

He did not have to use the small filter mask he carried in his vest except once when he thought to
check a roomoriginally enpty.

A young researcher was preparing a report on the con-jectured premating nocturnal habits of the
nmonsters. She was having a difficult time because the aliens were not cooperating nuch in that
area. Ryo watched fromthe cor-ridor as she started to enter her observation room halted, swayed
for an instant, then toppled onto her right side.

Retreating, he closed a corridor barrier, shoved several wads of expanding plastic against it to
insure a tight seal. He repeated this with doorways on the opposite side of the corridor. Then he
hurried inward, steeling hinmself.

Only a single guard was, nounted where he'd expected two, but this advantage was mitigated when
the guard turned and recogni zed him

"Good evening, Consultant."

"Good evening." Ryo fought to recall the guard' s nane. Tinme was ticking away. "How are they
behavi ng, Eush?"

"Quiet, as always." The guard held his energy rifle |loosely as he | ooked past Ryo. Was sone
hal f &8209; gassed sci en-ti st staggering down the corridor toward them waving frantic al arm
gestures at the guard?

The corridor was deserted save for the two of them The guard was gazing |ongingly, not
specifically. "Sounds |ike everyone else is having a fine tine."

"An energetic celebration," Ryo agreed tensely.
"I wish |l could join them"

"Way don't you? |'ve nothing to do this evening. This far fromclan and friends | don't feel nuch
like celebrating.- I'mqualified to assume watch for you."

"That's very gracious of you." The guard wavered. "But it would be nmy star for deserting ny post.
I couldn't possi-bly, not even on the pernission of one so highly regarded as yourself. | thank
you, however, for your generous of-fer."

"As you wi sh. A shane." He stepped past the guard. Just ahead | ay the monsters' hol di ng chamber
and the bar-rier with its multiple&209; sensor |lock's. Behind it, twelve non-sters feigned sl eep.
They retained their personal chronone-ters. Though their time markings and splits differed from
normal tinme, they had been able to coordinate themsuffi-ciently with Ryo's for themto be
stirring uneasily by now.

"Those two lovely femal es waiting back there, for example," Ryo said snoothly, "have acconpani ed
me this far and are anxious for cel ebratory conpani onshi p. See them whi spering, the one with the
turquoi se chiton and her com panion of the gilded ovipositors?"

"Where?" The guard stepped cautiously to one side and tried hard to see up the darkened corridor
"Perhaps they mght join us here? Nothing was said about my not cele-brating at ny own post.
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"Hello," he called out. "My nane is Eushm nyowot, friends of the consultant!" He said nothing nore
because of the weighted cloth that Ryo brought down hard agai nst the back of his skull. The guard
fell as silently as those who'd inhaled the sleep gas. Hi s chiton whacked sharply on the hard
floor.

"Rest and celebrate in your dreans,"” Ryo said. Then he hurried the | ast steps down the passageway
and ran the conbi nati on of the sensor |ocks. For a few seconds not hi ng happened and he wondered
frantically if someone had changed the conbi nation without notifying him Then the door slid
slowy into the wall. Standing behind it were a dozen anxi ous aliens.

For just an instant the sight of their horribly flexible masks | oom ng over himin the dimlight
sent a stab of fear through Ryo. Then the inherited fears faded as Loo and Elvira stepped out into
the corridor, bending lowto clear the ceiling. A couple of the nonsters exchanged words when they
saw t he notionl ess body of the guard.

"Quickly now, we've no time to waste," Ryo said ur-gently.

"Lead the way. We'll be right behind you." The captain was tall even for a human, Ryo noted.

As they emerged silently into the corridor, Ryo noticed the aliens had arned thensel ves with
pi eces of furniture. He said nothing about this because there was no tinme for arguing.

Ryo staggered slightly as they passed one of the door-ways he'd hurriedly sealed. Sleep gas was
seeping frombe-hind it despite his work. His head cleared as they rushed past. The nonsters did
not seemto notice it at all. A nmuch stronger dose was required to affect them

Anot her couple of turns, up two levels, and They were at the emergency exit. They net no one.
Bl essed be the celebrants, Ryo thought gratefully, for they shall remain pure in spirit and devoid
of know edge.

It took hima mnute to bypass the warning unit. He could only hope that no backup al arm sounded a
warning on the central security console as the first was discon-nected.

The hatch flipped up and out. There was a soft flune as it |anded on accurulated clith. Then the
party was on the eerie treeless surface that roofed the base. In the distance the treeline was
visible, its ghostly ranks marching silently away in the hal f&209;1ight. Only a single shadow
mar ked his energence. Cith crystals sparkled |ike genms in the light of Qi ck.

Ryo marked their position and pointed the way. The nonsters said nothing as they started for the
correct exit marker. The hangar |ay a nodest distance away.

They were perhaps hal fway there when the obvi ous sud-denly intruded on Ryo. They had prepared for
so many things; speed of progress, the sleep gas, the holiday night, the phases of the
nmoons&8209; he' d forgotten only one thing. H s col d&8209; weat her gear

He sl owed, the nunbness already beginning to overcome him "You go on," he told Bonnie and Loo as
they hung back with him "You know where the hangar entrance is now and |'ve told you how to
programthe cover. |'Il wait here."

"Permanent |l y? Not a chance, Consultant,"” Loo said.
"W need you, Ryo," Bonni e added.

The two nmassive creatures bent and lifted himbetween them they ran with an extraordi nary
jouncing notion, and he thought for certain he would be sick. H's body felt like a vibrating
spring by the end of the short run

They set himdown next to the hangar exit. Despite the increasing nunbness in his hands he managed
to set the second bypass.

If the alarm had been raised it had not yet reached above ground. No hi gh&B209;intensity |ights
swept the frozen surface in search of them The hatch cover clicked and flipped open. Wth the
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monsters flattened agai nst the ground and watching him he started down.

The smaller hangar was dinmy lit. Ryo paused at the bot-tomof the ranp and |l et his dangerously
chilled body soak up the warnth. Wen he was confortabl e again he noved forward and peered
cautiously around the opening at the end of the ranp. Nothing noved inside the hangar, but he

t hought he coul d di scern voices far away. They nust be on the far side of the hangar, he thought.
That meant they could not see anything at this end.

Ahead of himstretched ranks of planetary defense craft. The hangar was a mniature of the vast
cavern located in the nain base. Arned shuttlecraft were visible farther away. To his right, just
beyond the first of the aircraft, was a bul ky, awkward shape that had to be the nonsters
shut-tle.

Hurrying back up the ranp, he confronted a circle of anxious alien faces.

"There are guards about, but so far away | can only hear them Your shuttle is close by. From what
little | could see it seens intact."

"Be our luck," grunbled one of the nonsters, "we'll get down safely, get aboard and be all set to
bl ow, and find out they've defuel ed the engines."

"Rel ax," Loo advised him "You said they broke the chem cal nmakeup of the solid fuel conponents a
nmont h ago. They know the stuff's inert until ignition. They've no reason to di sassenble anything."

"I"'mnot tal king about reason," the pessim stic nonster continued, "I'mtalking about luck.. W're
going to need both to get out of this."

"Let's nove," Bonnie said sharply. She started down the ranp.

Ryo caught up and passed her, halted once nore at the bottom There was still no one in sight, but
he fretted be-cause the idle voices seened slightly louder. "I will go first," he announced. He
noticed how tightly the nonsters were gripping their nmakeshift weapons. One carried Eush's energy
rifle. "And pl ease, no violence."

"Did you tell that to the guard in the corridor,"
cl obbered hi n"

sai d the engi neer named Al exis, "before you

"It was a careful blow, intended only to incapacitate, not to kill." His tone was sharp, but the
engi neer was not of fended.

Ryo stepped into the open and wal ked around the single aircraft. Up close, the nonsters' shuttle
was clearly larger than a conparable Thranx craft, but not unduly so. It fit with roomto spare
beneath the vaulting ceiling of the hangar

At first he could find nothing aniss. It was near the end of his check that he discovered a | arge
metal plate dangling fromthe vessel's stern. Returning to the rampway, he re-lated what he'd
seen.

"Sounds |ike they've been studying the coordinated feed and firing controls,” said Javier the

engi neer. She was a dimnutive female not nmuch taller than Ryo.

"We'll just have to fix whatever's been tanpered with," Elvira added huskily. "Hopefully it's not
serious. W've conme this far." She eyed the hangar opening hungrily. "W're not going back to that
cage. "

Murmurs of assent rose around her.
"l concur. W nust take our chances now," Ryo agreed. He led themsilently onto the floor

The boarding ranp was down. Most of the nonsters started up but a few technicians, |ed by Javier,
hurried to-ward the stern where they began working inside the open hatch

Ryo nervously stood guard nearby. The voices cane nearer still, then began to fade again. After
what seened like an eternity a loud nmetallic click sounded from behind him The nonsters had
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finished their work and were clos-ing up the hatch. Loo and Bonnie waited to greet themat the
base of the entry ranp.

"All set," Javier whispered softly. "It |ooked like they'd just been testing. Nothing seemed out
of place." She shrugged, another gesture Ryo had cone to recognize. The nobnsters were incorrect in
stating they communicated only with their voices. "W'll have to try it anyhow. W don't have the
time to run a detailed inspection.”

"Right. Get aboard.”

The three nonsters clinbed the ranp. Loo turned un-confortably to Ryo. "W don't know how to thank
you. You know that. There's really nothing appropriate any of us could say."

"You haven't even reached your ship yet and you're a long way from junping to Space Plus. It's
premature to think of thanking me."

"No, even if this is as far as we get we owe you nore than can be put in the words of either

| anguage. We'll be standing by for the overheads to open. Are you certain you won't be harnmed? You
told ne it would take thema while to determne for certain that it was you who reset the

sl eep-gas canni sters, but that guard recogni zed you."

"I't doesn't matter anyway," Ryo replied. "I'"mconming with you. The overhead doors have already
been pro-grammed. | did that when | first checked your ship for damage." He indicated a nearby
conmputer terminal. "There's no lock or guard on them No one would expose hinself to the air here

Wi t hout orders."
Loo and Bonnie were nmomentarily speechl ess.

"Way should | not go with you?" He fought hard to con-tain his excitenent and his nervousness. "My
entire life sonething has pushed me onward, to seek extrenes, to |learn the unknown. It pushed ne
into extending friendship to the both of you and then to your conpanions. It has pushed ne to
commiting an act of Eint&B209;denial. Wiy should | not carry it to its next extreme as sonething
inside is forcing me to do?"

"I don't know. " Loo | ooked uncertainly at Bonnie. "'l don't have the authority. I ..."

"Talk to your captain, Elvirasanchez. It will take only a nonment. W have no formal contract, but
it might be said that you owe ne this."

"I"'mstill not sure&8209;"

A piercing whistle punctured the resulting silence. Single&209; and nultipl e&8209; | ensed eyes
turned. Three guards stood between an air&8209; defense ship and a shuttle. They were ges-turing
frantically while whistling and clicking at the top of their range.

Li ghts wi nked on inside the nonsters' shuttlecraft, blinked several tines. A slow whine started
fromits stern. Somewhere a horn hooted violently and confused whistles rose fromall around the
hangar .

No tine remained for argunment. Loo nade a gesture Ryo did not recognize, then shouted, "Cone on!
W' |l argue about it later!"

Even as they hurried up the boarding ranp, it was start-ing to retract. |nside, everything was
confused and out of place to Ryo's eyes. Monsters noved rapidly around him through corridors far
too high and narrow. Everything seenmed backward, distorted, an inmager's nightmare vision of what a
real ship should | ook |ike.

He stayed close to Loo and Bonnie, afraid of losing himself in that distorted interior. Loo threw
hinsel f into one of the tiny saddl es and began exchangi ng conpl ex words w th anot her nonster
seated nearby. Despite months of study the phrases' meaning el uded Ryo.

"They' ve just seen us," the other nonster told Loo after concluding the barrage of technical talk.
"What about the hangar doors?"
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"No tinel" came the word fromover the internal com nunicator. Ryo recognized the captain's tone.

Alien words flew around the chanber. "Wat's the bug doing here? ... Wants to cone with us ..
What, but why? ... Wants to ... worry about it later ... No tinme ... How do we get out of here?
One way, hang on! ... Open and cl osed! " And other exclanma-tions Ryo had neither the

wherewi thal nor the tinme to transl ate.

Thunder rattled the shuttle and Ryo found hinself thrown to the deck. The sudden novenent was not
taken out of disregard for his safety, several nonsters were |ike-w se dunped on their abdonens.

Sonet hi ng under Ryo's feet went rhooom and for a no-nment every light in the chanber went out. He
fought to regain his balance. It sounded |like the ship had been hit. In fact, the opposite was
true.

The guard in the fringe tower had reacted to the base -wide alarm but no one had bothered to tel
hi m what the al armwas about. He thought it likely to be another drill.

This illusion was violently and unexpectedly dispelled by the geyser of netal and plastic
fragments that erupted fromthe far side of the base. Wthout warning, a ship hung in the center
of the falling shower of splinters. It was big-ger than any shuttle he'd ever seen and showed only
two wings. A bright glow emanated from one end.

Then the roar reached himand that at |east was faml-iar. The ship junped as if kicked, rising
skyward at an extrene angle. So stunned and enthralled was he by the sight that he forgot to
activate his own alarm Sonmetines it is not planning but inspired confusion that is the best aid
to escape.

The light of half a nmoon shining down on it, the Seek-er's shuttle rapidly accelerated into the
cold, cloudy night air of H vehom

Chapter Twel ve

There was not hing aboard |ike the ac-celeration saddles he'd lain in on the shuttles that had
lifted himfrom WI | ow&8209; wane and dropped hi mdown to Hi vehom Hunman saddl es were short and
angl ed in on thensel ves. He could not possibly straddl e one.

The nonsters were hastily strapping thenselves into their own units except for one who staggered
forward. For-gotten, Ryo chose a place on the deck where two walls joined and spread hinself as
flat as he could. Wth foot-hands he grasped the support pylons of two nonsters' sad-dles.

He worried overnmuch. No radi cal maneuvers were per-formed and the steady accel erati on was not
difficult to bear. Soon the shuttle was coasting in free space.

That did present sone problens. The nonsters' shuttle-craft was not |arge enough to retain
artificial gravity, so Ryo went floating past several of the securely strapped&8209;in crew. Loo
unbuckl ed his upper torso and reached up to grab one of Ryo's flailing hind |l egs, then pulled him
down to where he could obtain a grip on the back of the non-ster's saddle with all four hands.
Fromthere he was able to, nmanage reasonably well

The voices of the pilots reached themvia the communi-cators. Again Ryo recogni zed that of the
capt ai n.

"l don't see a thing," she said. She paused, then, "There's nothing up here. Not a danmm thing, not
even a shuttle.”

"What about the Seeker?" an unseen questioner asked.

"Coming up on her." A |onger pause, broken by a third voice.

"She | ooks untouched. | don't think they' ve tried taking her apart."
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"Why shoul d they?" Elvira responded. "For all they knew it could be booby&8209;trapped.”

"I don't know," the second voice began. "They don't strike me as a suspicious people. Though I
don't see how they could be anything else after years of sparring with the AAnn." A brief silence.
"God, she's beautiful. | never thought 1'd call her that."

"l never thought you'd call anything that if it wasn't female," Elvira responded. This was
fol l owed by human | aughter

I nmust begin thinking of themas "humans" and not as nonsters, he told hinself firmy. D plonmacy
must be done.

"Hey, | wonder if any of them are on board?"

"I don't know," the third voice commented. "We' Il find out soon enough. In any case, we've got our
weapons sys-tem back now. |'msure as hell not going peacefully back to that hellhole. If they try
and stop us there'll be bug juice over half the stellar objects between here and Centaurus space."

Ryo stiffened nentally, forced hinmself to shrug the comnent off. The speaker doubtless did not
know Ryo was on board. Nevertheless the viciousness in the human's state-nment unsettled him He
began to wonder if he might not have overreached hinsel f. Perhaps these creatures were as
duplicitous as the AAnn. Morally he was still confident he'd done the right thing. However, there
were a few con-cerns that overrode even norality.

There was a dull thunp. Hanging as he was, Ryo could not obtain a decent view through one of the

i ndecently rounded ports, but humans were unstrapping thensel ves. Using guidelines, they pulled
thensel ves toward the rear airlock. Wth his four hands Ryo was able to maneuver on the guidelines
even better than his compani ons. Bonnie conplinented himon his agility.

"I'"ve only been in space twi ce before," he told her as they pulled thensel ves down the narrow,
circular docking tube toward increasing gravity and the alien nother ship, "but |'ve always been
dext erous. "

"I've often wished for an extra pair of hands," Loo re-marked from ahead of them "but | think I'd
settle for a few nore brains and a lot nmore |uck."

"There is no such thing as luck, according to the philoso-phers,” Ryo replied. "They insist it is
an out noded nyt hol ogi cal concept."

"We' Il debate that one later," Bonnie said, interrupting them "W're still not out of it."
" TQut of it'?" Ryo murmured. "I misunderstand."
"Safely away. | don't think your presence on board woul d be enough to prevent your government's

attacking us if they decide on that course of action, do you?"
"Most certainly not. The contrary mght be true."

Then he was in the alien ship. The humans were vanishing to different posts |like so nmany
m na&8209; bugs. Soneone called froma distance, "Detection reports nobody on board. Not a guard in
sight."

"Why shoul d there be?" another, nore distant voice yelled. "Wio's going to try and steal it?
Besi des, they haven't been able to figure out howto run it yet."

The final checks Bonni e had spoken of took even less tinme than Ryo had expected. Then all of a
sudden he was standing in the corridor all by hinself. Loo and Bonnie had rushed to their
stations. In the haste to conplete final re-pairs the crew of the Seeker had forgotten there was
an alien in their mdst.

That was fine with Ryo. He strolled around the peculiar vessel unchallenged, touching nothing
because nothing was familiar. The corridors were generally identical; high, narrow rectangl es
instead of the conforting low triangles or arches. It was nost disconcerting, as if his whole
wor | d of perceptions had suddenly been squeezed from both sides.
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Sone of the chanbers he inspected were evidently living quarters. Their contents remined a
mystery to him Al except a single itemof furniture that, save for being hi gher and | onger,
closely resenbl ed a proper |ounge. He won-dered if they were intended for sleeping or sonme as yet
unknown function

Since no one was around to stop himhe tested one -overly soft with a slightly irritating nushy
movenent to its insides, but otherwise quite suitable for resting. He had to haul himself onto it.
Once there and as soon as he got used to the rolling sensation, he succeeded in naking hinself
confortable for the first time since they'd boarded.

"What do you think, Captain?" The cocontroller was studying the activated screens that showed the
greené&8209; white mass of Hi vehom and the space surrounding it. Several mnoons appeared as graphic
representations, as did noving points of light too large to be dust and too near to be
satel-lites

"Shi ps," Sanchez noted tersely. "Have to be. Orbital. No, there's one noving." She checked a
readout, announced with satisfaction, "Mving away fromus. Standard commercial traffic. It
squares with what the bug told us. This is a busy world."

"H's name is Ryo," Bonni e announced fromthe other side of the cabin.
"Al'l right&8209;it squares with what Ryo told us. This is their capital world. Traffic's to be
expected. | don't think we could mask ourselves with it, though. Ship signature is too different."

"I"'msure they're marking us right now," said Taourit, the cocontroller. "They' ve kept us well
away fromthe other ships. Probably a restricted area."

Sanchez nodded, spoke toward&8209; her pickup. "Engineer-ing? Status?"
The speaker replied. "Engineering checks okay."
"Thanks, Alexis. W're set, then."

Bonnie leaned a little closer to one screen. "Lights coming up," she declared. "Small nass,
moving fast. Too small for a ship. Mlitary shuttle maybe."

"That was fast," Taourit nurmured. "Sonmebody down there's good at deduction.”

"And so we bid farewell to the vacation world of H ve-hom" Sanchez nmuttered. "Qur stay was
pl easant but over-long, | think. Let's get out of here."

A slight vibration ran through the room and the Seeker began to nove. It was still too close to
the world bel ow for the Supralight drive to be engaged. In normal space the tiny shuttle com ng up
behi nd woul d be just as fast. For a while it seened to be gaining.

Eventual ly the captain issued additional commands. Far out in front of the ship a deep&8209; purple
gl ow appeared, the visual manifestation of the inmensely concentrated artifi-cial gravity field
generated by the ship's projectors.

The Seeker | eaped outward. As it did so it pushed the growing field, which pulled the ship, which
pushed the field. Acceleration was rapid. There was a nonent of nau-sea and utter disorientation
The field and the ship within passed the speed of light and entered the abstract universe known as
Space Plus. Stars went wavy and streaked around the ship.

Everyone was about to rel ax when Bonnie's screens dis-played three new marks, behind and to one
side of the Seeker's course through Space Pl us.

The Seeker's conmputer went to work. Bonnie studied the resultant readout, but did not try to
conceal a sigh of relief. "Not a chance of intercept&8209; not unless they're a |ot faster than we
are. O course, they could track us all the way back to Centaurus, but | don't think they' Il risk
that."
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Still, one of the pursuing vessels continued to follow as, its conpani ons dropped fromthe
screens.

"Maybe they think they're faster than we are.”

Bonni e shook her head. "If anything, the reverse is true&8209;unless they've tried to fool us into
thinking that."

"Anderson, you're a detection specialist, not a psychol o-gist," Taourit observed.

"We all have our hobbies."

The conputer interrupted to announce the result of stud-ies begun when they'd reentered the ship.
It declared that the air was breathable, gravity was operational, and in general all was right
within the enclosed netal gl obe that was the Seeker

The single light on Bonnie's console continued to hold position as if its crew was determined to
follow all the way across the galaxy, if need be. Twice it dropped fromthe screen, only to craw
slowy back into view. Once it nmade up sone distance on its quarry.

"What do you make of that?" Sanchez asked the cocon-troller.

Taourit studied the nonitors and readouts, punched a query into the conputer, and received fresh
i nformation.

"They're fiddling with their drive. Probably pushing it to the linmt." He | ooked over at her. "It
woul d be detrimental to future relations if this bunch were to blow thenselves up trying to catch
us."

"W can't be held responsible for that," the captain re-plied calmy. "W nmade no hostile gestures
toward them and they still kept us prisoners&3209; woul d have kept us per-manently if we hadn't
escaped, according to this Ryo indi-vidual."

"Yes. According to it," agreed Taourit.

"I't's a him" Bonnie rem nded t hem

They both turned to glance at her, then resumed their conversation. "According to him and exactly
who is "him? Could he be a cleverly planted spy?" the cocontroller won-dered.

"I don't think so," Sanchez said. "Qur escape clearly was not engi neered by them"

"You sure?" Taourit asked. "Maybe they felt they'd | earned as much about the ship and about us as
they could." He gestured around the room "Just because every-thing's in place doesn't nean they
m ghtn't have taken the Seeker apart and put it back together again. |'d bet they could. Did you
noti ce those upper hands, the ones they call truhands? They can do detail work finer than the best
hu-man arti san.

"So why couldn't they al so have engi neered our escape? Not one of their people was harmed. That
could be due to surprise&209;or conplete lack of it. | don't think there's any surveill ance
equi prrent on board. Qur diagnostics would have found it by now and it could hardly report back
over interstellar distances, anyway. But they've got a better re-cording instrunent on board in
this Ryo."

"Farfetched. How could he get his information back hone?"

"I don't know, Captain. But then, there's quite a lot we don't know about these bugs. Sure, it's
farfetched&209; but not inpossible."

"No, not inpossible,"” she admtted.

"Maybe they were right,"” Bonnie put in fromacross the control room
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"Ri ght about what?" Taourit asked.
"About our racial paranoia. Qur history supports them about as nmuch as your current conversation.”

"It's only a possibility that ought to be considered," San-chez argued. But she did not resune the
di scussion with the cocontroller. The inplications of the detector's words were unpl easant.

They were twelve hours out and a good di stance from H vehom and Al exi s Antonovi ch was exhaust ed.
He had been glued to his drive nonitors since they' d retaken the Seeker. The ship was perform ng
beautifully. The repairs continued to hold and there wasn't a hint of oscillation in the field.
She shot through Space Plus snugly wapped in her convoyi ng envel ope of nmathematical distortion
Now t he engi neer just wanted to rest.

He stopped in front of the door to his conpartment, touched the switch that slid it aside.

Bl ear y&8209; eyed, he noved to the wash basin. After cleaning his face he felt nuch better. A
glance in the mrror showed a scraggly grow h of beard that had acctznrzlated can the bug wctrld.
Depil atory cream was one of many itens they hadn't had tine to bring dowmn fromthe orbiting
Seeker .

Sonething else was reflected in the mirror: a pair of bul bous, gleam ng, nmulticolored eyes stared
at his reflec-tion. Wiirling, he was confronted by the Sight of a five-foot&8209;1ong arthropod
lying on its left side on his bed. It held his pillowin one blue&209; green arnored hand.

"Sel f &8209; i nspection," it comented in whispery but quite understandable Terranglo. "That's
interesting." It gestured with the pillow "Perhaps you can explain the function of this soft
device to ne?"

"It's called a pillow," Alexis responded automatically to the polite question. "W rest our heads
onit while we sleep."

"But why would you need sonething else to rest your head upon,
pillow closely, "when this |lounge is already too soft?"

the Thranx inquired, exam ning the

"That's because&8209;" Al exis broke off the reply, suddenly conscious of what was happeni ng. He
nmoved quickly to the wall communi cator, activated it, and tal ked wi thout taking his gaze fromthe
creature on his bed.

"Captain, Alexis here. | just went off duty. I"'min ny cabin. | think perhaps there are sone
matters we have to clarify.”

Despite Taourit's suspicions, Ryo was given the run of the ship. He was full of questions that he
knew sonetines irritated his human hosts, who were concerned only with their own safe return.
Though he was still |earning about facial expression, a radical new concept to a being with an

i nfl exi bl e exoskel eton, he was convinced sone of them|ooked at himin a less than friendly
manner. That dis-turbed him but he told hinself firmy that it was only natural

H s first request for access to the Seeker's conputer bank was turned down. Only when the |ast,
persistent Thranx ship finally faded fromthe screens did the captain relent. Ryo could find
not hi ng harnful w thout special coding. The general files were nore entertaining than dan-gerous
and Ryo's desire to learn nore about his hosts seemed devoid of ulterior notive.

He was also able to study the crew at their stations. of the twelve surviving nenbers of the
Seeker's crew, at |east four were openly, even enthusiastically friendl y&209;Loo and Bonnie, the
engi neer naned Alexis, and the ship's environ-nental nonitor. Another six, including Captain

El vi ra-sanchez, were politely neutral. Only two remained overtly hostile, despite Sanchez's orders
for themto act courteous in Ryo's presence.

Their hostility troubled him After several unsuccessful attenpts to win them over&8209; one even
becane physically ill in his presence&8209; he decided not, to press the nmatter and sinply avoi ded
t hem whenever possi bl e.

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20-%20Humanx%20-%20Nor%20Crystal%20Tears.txt (91 of 129) [1/16/03 6:56:30 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20Humanx%620-%20N or%20Crystal %20T ears.txt

A study of human history reveal ed an antiarthropod bias exceeding the hereditary Thranx fear of
manmal s and ot her soft&8209; bodies. In addition to groundl ess but very persis-tent phobias, actua
events such as plague and the nassive destruction of food supplies | ent support to such a bias.

Smal | arthropods such as insects sonmetinmes ate Thranx food, but not to the degree they had
devast at ed human sup-plies throughout history. It was not surprising, then, that in unguarded
monent s even Loo and Bonni e | ooked at himw th unconsci ous expressions of fear and disgust. It was
hard for themto overcone a lifetinme's conditioning.

As it was for him Their warm snelly bodi es pressed constantly around himand he had to struggle
to suppress his own instinctive reactions.

At | east that was not a reciprocal problem Even the two who actively disliked himconfessed that
his natural odor resenbled a cross between lenon and |lilacs, whatever they were. Mre than once he
caught a crew nenber inhaling with obvious pleasure in his presence. Their sense of snell was

|l ocated in twin openings |ocated just above their nouths, which struck Ryo as a particularly

i npractical ar-rangenent.

How odd it would be, he thought anusedly, if under-standing should be reached between our species
not on the basis of nutual interests or intellectual discourse, but be-cause one of us snells good
to the other.

He spent the days in Space Plus devouring everything the conmputer would feed him Its controls
were unnecessarily bulky and easy to nani pul ate. Hi s know edge of nobnster-- of hunman | anguage and
customs increased.

The engi neer Al exis had shown Ryo how to use the ter-minal in his burrow Then he noved in with a
compani on so his living quarters could be given over to the Thranx. Since each burrow had

i ndividual climate controls Ryo was able to alter tenperature and humdity to suit his own

tem peranent. As the humans found the hot, sticky climate in the roomdistinctly unconfortable, he
had a good deal of privacy in which to pursue his studies.

Few visited himexcept for Loo and Bonnie and, after a while, the captain. Sanchez did not warmto
Ryo as they had, but her conversation was al ways absorbing. Ryo knew she was in a difficult
official position because, as she sawit, the Thranx were the first intelligent race manki nd had
en-countered and the circunstances under which contact had been nade were not covered by officia
pr ocedur e.

"No," he corrected her. "W're the second intelligent race you' ve encountered." Ryo then gave her
a conpl ete rundown on the AAnn, admitting fromthe first that it would be biased. The Seeker's
remai ni ng science staff was brought in and they listened raptly to the |ecture.

The at nosphere on the Seeker was never completely re-laxed. No one knew if her repairs would hold

to the end of the journey. If the drive were to fail, their sublight engines could still get them
back to Centaurus in a couple of hundred years or so. Her arrival would be of interest, but not to
the desiccated corpses crew ng her.

But the repairs continued to hold and the drive contin-ued to function. The air grew foul and thin
for several days, but that was as close as internal elenents cane to a serious breakdown.

Activity intensified on the day designated for emergence into nornal space. The count down
comenced with no nore than the usual tension, the faniliar wenching sensa-tion was felt, severa
of the crew lost the contents of their stonmachs, and then it was done.

Ryo nmoved hurriedly to the main port in the ship's con-trol room A planet drifted bel ow and,
above it, a distant and to himvery di msun. Though no astronomer, he thought the world beneath
must be far too cold and harsh to support life. Surely it was not their intended destination

"You're right," the cocontroller informed him wi thout taking his eyes fromhis instrunentation
"There are eight planets in this system of which the third and fifth have been col onized." He
smled. "M stakenly, too. The colonists who first arrived here thought they'd reached an entirely
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different star."”

"If this is not our destination, then why are we stopping here?"

"Standard precautions regulating returning exploration craft,"” Taourit told him He pointed to the
port. "See that bright spot just ahead? That's where we're going."

The orbital station circling Centaurus' seventh planet was an enornous wheel ed conpl ex, mankind's
farthest out-post. It inpressed Ryo. The world it circled was cold and dead.

A large and, Ryo thought, too well &3209;arned cluster of hu-mans net himand his conpani ons when
they energed fromthe station airlock. They were polite, but he could read enotions other than
wel cone in sone of the faces.

The official who nade the short speech and greeted himin a mldly patronizing manner was
court eous enough, however. Ryo was conducted to a spacious burrow on the skin of the station. A
sweeping port offered a view of the stars and the icy gl obe rotating bel ow.

The tenperature and humidity had been set to his speci-fications, and plants had been provided to
give the burrow a honel i ke atnosphere. Someone had gone to a great deal of effort to insure his
confort.

After the expected argument he was all owed a conputer termnal, one slightly nmore conplicated than
the one he'd used on the Seeker. The engi neer who instructed himin its use watched with nore than
alittle envy as Ryo utilized sixteen digits and four hands to input requests far nore rapidly
than any human coul d have managed.

Days of conversation followed. As long as the station authorities allowed himaccess to
informati on, Ryo was reasonably happy. The percentages of humans who openly liked him were
uncertain, or unremttingly inimcal re-mained about the sane as on board the Seeker. But his
visitors were nostly scientists and researchers, he rem nded hinself. He doubted he woul d be as
wel | accepted anong the general popul ace.

Cccasionally he was visited by nenbers of the Seeker's crew. They were undergoi ng debriefing
el sewhere on the station and did not try to conceal their pleasure at once nore being with their
own ki nd.

Ryo's guests included one group of three that spent an inordinate amount of tine with him There
was one |large elderly male and a smaller elderly femal e who both sported white fur. The third
menber of this teamwas a consider-ably younger male.

At the noment Ryo was stretched out flat on a saddle that the station shop had hastily cobbl ed
together for him The alien fabric was gently gripping against his abdonen and thorax, the head
brace decently curved. He crossed his hands over his front and let his legs droop lazily over the
sides of the saddle. In addition to the three scientists, Loo was present, not to act as
interpreter, since Ryo's mastery of the human | anguage was now extensive, but sinply to be a
fam|liar go&8209; bet ween shoul d the need ari se.

After several hours of discussion concerning Thranx cul -tural habits, Ryo had a question of his
own.

"You know, | have an interesting proposal | would like to make. |1've given it a good deal of
thought." He studied his visitors as they waited for himto continue.

On the right was the elder male naned Rijseen. Ryo had deci ded he was the equival ent of an Eint,
for he was often deferred to by other inquirers. Next to himsat the elder femal e Ki bwezi, whose
skin was nearly as dark as the space surrounding the station. Nearby was the youngest of the
three, the dimnutive male call ed Bhadravati .

Since they'd first come to question himmany changes had been nade in Ryo's burrow, at his
request. The ceiling had been | owered nearly a neter. A human of nore than average hei ght was
therefore conpelled to stoop when wal king. Al the right angles had been renoved through the
addition of sprayed pol yfoam The lighting had been re-duced. The heat and hunidity renai ned at
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W11 ow&8209; wane nor nal .

By way of partial conpensation a changing room had been installed between the station corridor and
the burrow proper. There visitors could discard whatever clothing they wi shed so they m ght speak
with their alien guest in conparative confort.

Despite the fact that he was sitting practically naked, the sweat was pouring fromRijseen's face.
Hi s conpani ons seened nore at hone in the tropical climte of Ryo's quarters

The phenonenon of sweat fascinated Ryo, but he led his thoughts away fromit to the question he
intended to ask. "During ny studies | have learned that there are regions on several of the worlds
you have settled which you nmake little or no use of. This includes your home world of Earth."

"You aren't supposed to know details like that," the younger man interrupted sharply. Then he
blinked as if he'd nmentioned sonething he wasn't supposed to. The woman threw hima | ook of
reproach. It didn't pass Ryo, who'd becone adept at recognizing the meaning of such flexings. He
| et out a short whistle of amusemnent.

"When a society becomes sufficiently advanced techno-logically it becones very hard to concea
sonet hing from soneone who knows how to ask the right questions. Wiile we are considerably
different in shape, our information nmachines generally obey the sane |aws. Do not be sur-prised
that | have circunvented certain restraints. | do so out of curiosity, not nalice

"On your Earth there are areas such as the Ml ay penin-sula, the Congo region of the continent
called Africa, and in particular the Arazon basin that are to this day thinly inhabited and
inefficiently utilized, though you have made extensive efforts to exploit them™"

"They're likely to remain that way," Ki bwezi com nmented

"That is not necessary. For exanple, you have left the Amazon basin |l argely untouched because it
was found sone tinme ago that extensive devel opnent of the region would result in catastrophic
deforestation. This woul d upset the production of oxygen and possi bly unbal ance your atnosphere.

"We .are not only experienced at nmaki ng use of such areas, we prefer to |ive beneath them The
humi dity and tenperature would be |like home to me. W can tunnel through and live in alnost any
ki nd of ground, the result of thousands of years of sophisticated excavating. Although it is a
little cool during certain seasons, ny people could live quite contentedly in such a place, which
can be only for-ever inhospitable to your kind." He hurried on

"Lest you think me making a subtle suggestion of inva-sion, | nmust also tell you that there are
compar abl e regi ons on our own worlds that you would find quite pleasant, though | would not |ive
inthemfor all the credit in the universe. Sone of themare greater in proportion to their

pl anets' surface areas than this Amazon basin is to your Earth's.

"For exanple, the extrene polar regions of our capital world of Hivehomare lethally cold to us,
yet according to nmy studies no worse than nmuch of your northern hem -sphere continents."” He
gestured at Loo. "Those who were held there can attest to its climate during our col dest sea-son

"There is also an extensive plateau that rises two thou-sand nmeters above its surroundi ng country.
Many of the trees you call softwoods thrive up there. Rainfall is noder-ate by your standards and
tenperatures too cool for Thranx confort. There are no mneral resources but the soil is suitable
for the kinds of farming | have studied." Alittle pride crept into his tone. "O that | can

promi se you.

"I woul d guess that the climate there approxi mtes what is average around your Mediterranean Sea.
So you see, we could greatly benefit each other by trading off such territo-ries: Devel opment of
these regions could proceed easily, since they are | ocated not on new worlds but on highly

devel oped ones. Al would benefit."

"W are hardly enpowered&3209;" Rijseen began apol ogeti-cally.

The fenmal e took over for him "You nust understand, Ryo, that we are sinply scientists, observers.
We are here to study and learn and to teach. W do not set policy, though we may nake
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recommendat i ons.

"I amnot a bureaucrat, but | think | can say with confi-dence that your proposal is nore than
simply premature. There has not been even prelimnary formal contact initi-ated between our
species. Yet you sit there and calmy pro-pose not a nere alliance or expression of friendship,
but an actual exchange of territory and col onists."

"Let nme try and put it nore graphically," the younger man said, "and excuse ne if | use
term nol ogy that seens indelicate. The idea of perhaps a mllion of your own kind, a mllion

gi ant, arnor&8209; pl ated, gl ow&8209; eyed bugs, actually set-tling down on Earth, is one that would
be very hard for its general population to accept."”

"No nore so," Ryo responded, having anticipated the objection, "than it would be for the people of
the H ve of Chitteranx, who dwell directly below the plateau | told you of, to gaze every day up
its cliffs knowing that hundreds of thousands of giant, fleshy, flexible aliens were building

ma- chines and lives up there."

"Then you are as subject to the racial paranoia your psychtechs accused us of as we may be," said
Ki bwezi .

"Not at all. We are discussing now deeply ingrained cul-tural fears and ancestral enotions. You
may | oat he ny appearance, ny people nay | oathe yours, but unlike you, we do not |oathe each
other's. W have not fought anpong ourselves for thousands of years. Your history, which |I have
studied, is full of devastating internal conflicts of appall-ingly recent date."

"We're getting away from your proposal," Rijseen. Put in. "I don't see how&8209;"

Ryo risked censure by interrupting, though, he rem nded himself, that did not carry the

di sapproval here that it woul d have anmong his own people. "Think of the know -edge to be gai ned by
bot h sides, the advances that would surely be nade, not to nention the necessity of striking a
mlitary alliance agai nst the AAnn."

"That may not be as vital as you seemto believe," Bhad-ravati noted. "You insist it was an AAnn
vessel that at-tacked the Seeker, but we have no way of confirmng that. You could be trying to
snoot h over a m stake by your own governnent."

"The AAnn exist. They attacked your ship and killed your people and are every bit as dangerous as
I"ve told you.

"You've told us that these AAnn once attacked your own home town,'
killed your friends and relatives."

Ki bwezi said softly. "That they

"That is also truth."

"Then your own personal &209; not to nmention racial &209; bi as agai nst the AAnn would naturally

i nduce you to seek an alliance against them Even if they did attack the Seeker, it may have been
in error. They nmight, for exanple, have thought it a new design of your own. Wiy should we ally
ourselves with you agai nst them when we m ght befriends with themas well as with the Thranx?"

"A neat trick," Ryo replied, controlling his tenper. "There is one difficulty. The AAnn believe
they are a cho-sen species, designated to rule the entire galaxy. O her, infe-rior races are to be
exterm nated or enslaved. They are very patient and careful to conceal such feelings in the
pres-ence of diplomats. This patience nmakes themall the nore dangerous.”

"So you say," Bhadravati responded.

Ryo's conposure slipped just a little. "Wiat reason would | have to lie to you?"
"l just enunerated," began the woman, but Ryo hardly heard her now.

He had innocently thought his carefully prepared pro-posal would be accepted instantly and
approved. Its |logic was unassailable. Instead, it had been casually brushed asi de as unworkabl e
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and premature. Another aspect of hu-man behavior to be filed for later dissection

"They m ght indeed offer you apol ogies and alliance," he told them "Deceit is their refined
weapon, deception their nost prized characteristic. These attributes are sup-ported by an advanced
technology and mlitaristic society."

"So you say," the younger man repeated with infuriating sel f&8209; assurance.
"We digress again," Rijseen pointed out. He tried to reestablish the atnosphere of cordiality with
whi ch they'd begun the questioning.

"As you've heard, we are only researchers. W can only pass your proposal al ong&8209;as we do all
i nformati on&38209;to others better positioned to act on it."

"You will do that for ne?" Ryo asked

"Of course. We are collectors of information, not inter-preters. Now tell us again," he said
eagerly, "about the higher inplications of the filian cerenony."

Ryo sighed inwardly, deternmined to raise the issue again and again at future nmeetings until he
recei ved sonme kind of positive response.

Chapter Thirteen

A quarter&3209; month | ater Ryo had an informal visit from Bonnie and Loo. Like the rest of the
Seeker's crew, they were still sequestered at the station, subject to nedical as well as menta
study. They were answering nearly as many questions as was Ryo.

Nei t her human was as unconfortabl e as Ryo's question-ers. They were nore accustonmed to the climate
of his bur-row. The | ow ceiling and rounded corners did not trouble themat all. They had endured
such surroundi ngs for nonths on H vehom

Conversation consisted largely of pleasantries and reni-niscences. Eventually the matter that had
troubl ed Ryo for sone days could be ignored no |l onger. He escorted themto the wall where his
private term nal had been install ed.

Since the neeting with Rijseen and his two conpanions he'd found that tighter blocks had been
pl aced on certain channels of inquiry. Nothing had been said about it and the conputer had been
programed to be evasive rather than specific, but he recognized the establishnent of channe

| ocks.

He' d di scovered the other alnbst on a whim in a no-nent of boredom It presented a challenge and
he attacked it nore for the entertainment it offered than out of any desire or need to knowits
contents. They had turned out to be sonething other than entertaining, however.

"I was working here several days ago," he explained to them sliding into the saddle, "trying to
research your con-tacts with other life."

"l thought you were an agricultural specialist,’
screen ran informa-tion

Bonni e said, staring over his shoul der as the

"So | am but the question of other intelligences has in-trigued ne since |arvahood. If it were
not for that | doubt we three woul d ever have net."

"That woul d have been a loss," Loo said with a smle.

"Yes." Ryo worked the keyboard with two hands. In ad-dition to the central screen the two
peripherals on its right pronptly winked to life. Patterns flashed across the glass. "It was while
hunting for evidence of such contacts that | stunbled into a block. 1'"mused to that now. Normally
I file their location and ignore them That is the polite thing to do, since your superiors
evidently feel there is certain material | should not have access to."
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Bot h humans | ooked a little unconfortable despite Ryo's adm ssion that such bl ocks did not bother
hi m

"W have no control over such matters," .Bonnie said finally.
"I amaware of that. | was not accusing you. This block, however, tenpted ne to try to circunvent
it, since it con-cealed information of particular relevance to ne. | have conme to believe the

bl ock was placed not specifically against nme but to prevent general access by the majority of the
staff at this station.

"In ny years as nenber of nmy Conpany's local council | have had anple opportunity to nake use of
information-retrieval technol ogy. Though your systemdiffers fromours, | have applied nyself both
on the Seeker and while here, and have succeeded in learning a great deal. Al so, Thranx are
naturally proficient at |logic and aesthetic inference.

"Briefly then, | nmanaged to bypass the bl ock that had been placed on this particular |ine of
questioning. | was in fact surprised that a stronger bl ock had not been placed on it. Sometinmes in
their eagerness to conceal vital informa-tion bureaucrats nmay overl ook the trivial."

He returned to the console and his fingers noved across the keys. The flow of information on the
three screens slowed, stabilized. The words MAXECRET&8209; ALI EN CONTACT and THRANX appear ed.
Demand was made for a second in-put, which Ryo supplied.

The words vani shed, were replaced by a conputer- generated di agram of Ryo's body. On the
peri pheral screens information began to unroll, acconpanied by snaller diagrans and appropriate
comment ary.

"That's your file!" Loo blurted in surprise.

"Indeed," Ryo replied. Behind himthe two humans | eaned cl oser. Evidently neither had seen the
i nformati on now appearing on the screens.

Ryo let it unspool at its own leisurely pace for a while, then touched a control. The text and
graphi cs becanme a nmulticolored blur on the screens. A beep sounded from sonewhere inside the
console and the information slowed to a near craw .

"This is the section | would like you to pay attention to,’
interesting.”

he said drily. "I found it mast

Bonni e's eyes travel ed through the paragraphs, slowed at a particular line. and it is
therefore concluded, that additional questioning beyond the prescribed date can gen-erate only
m ni mal new i nformation. Urgent requests con-tinue outstanding from Xenophysi ol ogy and ot her
bureaus for further material on internal construction and in particu-lar cerebral makeup and
capability of the specinen in question."

Behi nd Ryo, Bonnie flinched at the |ast phrase. The in-formation continued to roll up the screen

"The mlitary branches in particular are interested in all aspects of the aforenmentioned with view
toward future nethodol ogy for confusing such functions as vision and feel. Particular inquiry is
desired into the physiol ogy of the faz sense, which is not duplicated in humans and whi ch presents
unique mlitary difficulties of its own.

"It has therefore been decided by a vote of twelve to ten by the senior planners of Project Thranx
that, since the specinen in question appears to occupy only a mninml status anong his own

hi erarchy and that since his where-abouts are in any case unknown to them postnorteminter-na
studi es shoul d commence on the date indicated.

"Psych Staff sees no problemin creating suitable excuse to explain the specinen's deni se should
the need arise. This also supported by a vote of 12&8209; 10 by the senior plan-ners.

"Note is nade of the closeness of the decision and the vehemence of those voting in opposition
Revote recon-firnms the decision to proceed with the aforenenti oned. Eu-thanasia will be perforned
the evening prior to the an-nounced date and di ssection and study will comrence foll ow ng.
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Fresh informati on continued to appear. Neither Bonnie nor Loo paid any attention to it. Their
single | enses seened slightly glazed. Wile he recognized the phenonmenon, Ryo could not interpret
it sufficiently to correlate it with his conpani ons' feelings.

"Did | not tell you it was nost interesting?" he finally said into the silence. "Apparently your
superiors are so busy keeping know edge of ny presence here unknown to the station personnel, they
neglected to guard it suffi-ciently fromne."

"It's nonstrous,”" Loo nuttered. "They want to cut you up to see what nakes you tick."

"They have no grounds, no reason ..! Bonni e began, so angry she could hardly speak

Ryo's reply was couched in phil osophical tones. "There is no nore know edge they feel they can
gain fromny aliveness, and much fromny death. | have already nmade ny peace with eternity. | am
prepared to accept the inevi-table."

"I't's not inevitable," Loo objected.

"Is it not?" Ryo turned the saddle and stared up at him H's ommatidia sparkled in the light from
the console. "Among ny people such a situation calls for resignation. | can synpathize with the
desires of your superiors. They wish only to further their know edge."

"There are sone things nore inportant than furthering know edge," Bonni e countered.
"l woul d disagree with you, Bonnie."

"Don't," she&8209; snapped. "You may be willing to go calmy to your death, but I'lIl be damed if
I"'mwilling to let you do it." Precipitation oozed fromthe corners of her eyes, another hunman
phenonmenon Ryo found fascinating. It was astonishing that any creature could generate
precipitation in so nmany different ways and for so many different rea-sons.

"What could you do?" Ryo nmurnured. "The decision has been nade."

"Only on a local level," Loo noted. "The order could be countermanded by higher scientific bodies
on Earth. I'msure that's why they' ve set the date so soon, so they can comrence their little

vi visection party before any response could be returned. Ch, they know what they're about, al
right. They're very clever." He seenmed to slunp in on himself.

"W can bloody well go to the council and offer our own objections,” Bonnie said.

"Yes, and you know how nuch weight they' |l give to that."

"They have to listen to us," she objected. "Contact and fol |l ow&3209; up i s our profession."

Loo was nodding. "They'll tell us we did a marvel ous job. That our work is finished. W'll all be
pronoted and gi ven hugs bonuses." The irony in his tone was clear even to Ryo.

"We've got to try.'
hopef ul whi sper

Loo's relentless reasoning had re-duced her initial angry determ nation to a

"l cannot say that | do not wi sh you luck," Ryo admt-ted, adding a gesture of mld amusenent.
"You did find the information interesting, as | thought you would. Don't worry about ne. | am
content.

"I have learned that intelligence exists in yet another corner of this stellar forest we call our
gal axy. That is suf-ficient revelation to die for. | shall return ny conponent elenents to Nature,
with dissolution already begun."” The attenpt at hunor evidently failed; neither human re-sponded
as he' d hoped.

Sonet hi ng soft and pul py was caressing his neck. The burrow was eerily silent. At the sane tine
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his antennae twitched at the presence of a malignant, nusky odor cl ose by.

He awoke with a start, terribly frightened, wondering where Fal was and if the nonster that was
gazi ng down at him had al ready devoured her.

"Be quiet," urged the nonster in a quiet, famliar voice. "I don't think we've set off any alarns
yet. There nay not be any to set off. After all, there's nowhere for you to escape to, is there?"

Slowy his sleepy mnd cleared, recognized the frag-nmented shape of Bonnie standing over him He
lifted his head and | ooked past her. Several other human silhouettes stood in his burrow Qhers
were outlined by the light of the distant corridor, visible through the open entryway.

"VWhat's wong?" he nuttered. "Wat's the trouble?" He was still too sl eep&8209; drenched to think
in Terrangl o.

Bonni e's Low Thranx answered him "Some of us retain fragnents of civilization." Her tone was
bitter. "W owe allegiance to standards not incorporated in official man-uals."

"l believe | understand what you are saying." He slid off the | ounge and funbled for his neck
pouch and vest.

"What | amsaying is that a good friend is not a candi-date for the butcher block."

"It's not at all like that," Ryo protested. "As a question of scientific expansion of
know edge&8209; "

"As a question of scientific expansion of know edge," she interrupted in Terranglo, "it sucks.
Have you got all your things?"

He cl osed the last snap on his neck pouch. "I think so."

"Then let's go." She started for the doorway. He fol-lowed automatically, still drowsy and
i ncreasingly bew | -dered.

"Where are we going? This is not a planet. You cannot hide nme on this station for nore than a
short tinme."

"W have no intention of trying to hide you on the sta-tion."

They were out in the corridor. Ryo dimed his percep-tion to conpensate for the bright human
lighting. Loo was waiting for them and Elvirasanchez. Wth them were the cocontroller Taourit,
the engineer Alexis, and soneone Ryo didn't recognize as a nenber of the Seeker's crew. Six in
all. Greetings were exchanged quietly and in haste

"We're all commtted to this,” Sanchez informed himsolemly. "You risked your life for sonething
you believed in, believed in enough to risk condemmation fromyour en-tire people. Wll, there are
a few of us who are capable of equally strong beliefs."

"The shortsighted will always be anong us," Ryo replied philosophically. "Those who try to reach
out with their mnds are nore often restrai ned from behind than from ahead."

"I know." The captain gestured around her. "These are the only ones who agreed."
"WIl the others not betray you?"

Sanchez smiled. "They're convinced we're all talk and no action."” She | ooked past him "I think
you know Dr. Bhadravati."

Ryo turned, was surprised to find the young scientist who had questioned himso many tines. He had
considered himthe least friendly of the three and confessed his aston-ishnent at seeing hi mnow.

"I"'mnot here because | think this is reasoningly or le-gally the right thing to do," the young
human said, "but norally | don't see how | can do anything else. | believe that you are one of
CGod's creatures, that you have a soul, and that what they intend doing to you is wong both in the
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eyes of man and of God. | don't know if the termis one you've |earned, but prior to ny

matricul ation as a xenolo-gist | was a theology student. | draw support for these ac-tions tonight
fromthe Bible, the R g&8209; Veda, and the teach-ings of Buddha. What | do here nowis part of ny
journey down the noble Eightfold Path."

"I do not understand all of what you say," Ryo replied, "but I welconme the result of your
reasoning. | believe you woul d consider me a Theravadist."

"That is inpossible to reconcile with belief in&209;"

Sanchez stepped between them spoke to Bhadravati. "You can try converting himlater. Qur searches
turned up no nonitors, but sooner or |ater soneone's going to nmake a personal check of our guest's
condition."

They hurried down the corridor. The station was big and the Seeker was docked a consi derabl e
di stance away. It was general sleeptine for the humans.

I have done this before, on a nore famliar world, Ryo nused suddenly. It seens | am desti ned
forever to be es-caping to soneplace or from sonewhere

They were running down a narrow service way where the Iight was subdued and Ryo was grateful for
the respite fromthe usual glare.

"That's far enough!"

The humans runni ng ahead of Ryo cane to a halt. He peered around Sanchez. Bl ocking the corridor
was a single human male. Ryo recogni zed the object he was hol ding as a weapon. After a nonent Ryo
recogni zed the figure. It was one of the Seeker's crew. One of the two who' d sneaked hostile

gl ances in Ryo's direction when he thought no one el se was | ooki ng.

"Hel l o, Weldon," Sanchez said easily. "I bad a hunch you mi ght have suspected. You al ways were a

sharp one."

"Shove it, Captain." Sweat was pouring down his cheeks and his thinning hair was in disarray. "It
wasn't hard to figure that you were planning sonething. So | listened.”" He smled, but there was

no humor init. "I listen well."

"Ckay, so you listen well. Wat are you going to do, turn us in?"

"I don't care what you do. | don't have anything agai nst you, Captain. Against any of you. You've

been under a strain. We all have. It's clouded your vision, but not mne. Not Renstaad's, either,
but she isn't up to this. Soneone's got to do it."

"Do what ?" Sanchez.

"What needs to be done. My God, don't you people real-ize what's happened here? Wat these filthy
creatures por-tend? We always knew it might come, but not with such subtlety, not with such
devi ousness. "

"What m ght cone, Wl don?"

"The invasion, of course. Al these centuries they' ve been watching us, waiting. Now they' ve duped
us into bringing one of 'emback with us. He's the advance scout. Sonehow he's even managed to
hypnoti ze you all into tak-ing himback. Back with the vital information they need. Centaurus wll
be the first. After that, they' Il probably go straight for Earth itself."

"Wl don, you just said yourself we've all been under a strain. Ryo is-"
"Don't call it that!" he screaned. "Don't give it a nane.
Thi ngs don't have names!”

"He's a friend. W're the ones threatening him not the other way around." She took a step toward
himand the nmuzzle of the gun noved ever so slightly to one side.
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"Don't try it, Captain. | said |'ve got nothing against you, and | don't, but by Heaven I'll shoot
every one of you down to save the rest of us if you force nme to." H s gaze, wild and fanatic,
turned to the one who' d been standi ng behind her.

"I't will only take a second."” His finger started to tighten on the trigger. "Messier than a spray,
but just as effec-tlve&3209;"

"Don't do it, Weldon!" Loo stepped sideways, waving his hands. "W can!-*

The gun made a slight hissing sound. Something struck Loo in the chest and knocked hi m backwar d.
H s arms, already disconnecting fromhis brain, flopped |loosely in the air. Bonnie screaned.
Taourit pulled sonething fromhis jacket pocket. Weldon turned to face him brought his pis-to
around as the dart fromthe little gun struck himin the forehead. H's eyes glazed instantly and
his body went as rigid as if he'd been frozen. He made a | oud thunp when his head hit the floor.

Bonni e was kneeling next to Loo. She was not crying. Alexis was pulling at her.

"Come on. It's too late." He put a hand over the man's chest. There was a very large hole in it.
"It's too late, Bonnie." The others were | ooking down at them

Ryo touched his antennae to the back of Bonnie's neck. She jerked at the airy caress, |ooked back
at the sharp mandi bl es, the great faceted eyes.

"I amsorrowed, friend Bonnie. He was ny friend too. The minute of lastlife is gone and cannot be
recaptured.”

For a monent sanity |left her gaze. Then reason and reality flooded back in. "W're wasting tine
here." She stood, disdaining Alexis' offer of assistance. "Let's not waste everything."

They started up the serviceway, stepping over the still rigid body of the nman named Wel don. No one
stood guard over the airlock |leading to the Seeker. People did not steal Supralight&8209;drive
ships. It was alnmost comically easy. No one was in a hunmorous mood, however.

The hatches were unseal ed. For a second tinme the crew of the Seeker prepared to flee with their

ship. Only this tinme they were running not from anot her people but fromtheir own. How Wiu woul d
| ove this situation, Ryo nused, thinking fondly of the old poet and w shing he were pres-ent to

of fer advice and conpani onshi p.

I had two equally fine human conpani ons, he reninded hinmself. Only now one of themis dead,
because of ne.

It was true there were no alarnms to set off, no traps to trigger. But when the Seeker's
maneuveri ng engi nes were engaged and the umnbilicals connecting it to the station power system were
jettisoned, portions of the orbiting city's instrumentation cane alive rapidly.

Ryo stood in the control room watching his friends. Bonnie threw herself into her work, becom ng
an enotion-|ess appendage of her station. Dr. Bhadravati paced and fidgeted as if he did not know
what to do with his manipulating digits. Not being a nenber of the crew, he was at that noment as
usel ess as Ryo. Unlike Ryo, however, he was dying to do sormething.

Fromthe first, there was nothing .ordinary about the in-quiries that sounded over the console
speakers. "You there, aboard DSR Seeker, acknow edge! You have di sengaged and your engi nes are
functioning. DSR Seeker is not au-thorized to di sengage. Wio is aboard, please? Acknow -edge, DSR
Seeker!"

"This is Captain Elvira Manuel a de | oa de Sanchez. | acknow edge for DSR Seeker. Received and
acknow edge orders to check out sublight engines and |ife&8209; support prior to boost to
C&8209; 111 for overhaul prior to next EX flight. Al okay here. Sorry about any confusion." She
clicked off. "That ought to keep them busy for a while."

I ndeed, by the tinme the speakers squawked again the sta-tion was just a disk against the
reflective side of Centaurus VII. The voice that cane this tinme was deeper and nore enphatic than
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that of the station's duty conmunicator

"Seeker, this is Colonel G R Davis, Centaurus Station commander. You are ordered to return to
base forthwith. W have checked with both station comrand computer and EX Control on C&8209;V. The
Seeker is not due for over-haul for another six weeks."

“I know,” Sanchez replied calmy. "W thought we'd start her out early and bring her in slow so we
could give her systens a thorough run&8209;through in case there are any on&8209;t he&8209; ver ge
problenms. |I'manxious to be rid of her."

"You will be rid of her pernmanently&8209;and all other pos-sible commands if you don't return her
to dock inmmedi-ately." Voices could be heard arguing in the background.

Anot her voice cane over the speaker. Ryo recognized this one as belonging to the Ei nt el der hunman

"Seeker, this is Dr. R jseen, in charge of the direct con-tact branch of the special xenol ogy
project here at the sta-tion. W have discovered that the alien is absent fromhis quarters. A

t horough search has been nade of the station. Wiile it nmay be that he is hiding somewhere, we have
ev-ery reason to believe that he is on the Seeker, and not as a stowaway. W will continue to
operate on that assunption unless we can be persuaded ot herw se. "

The young xenol ogi st noved forward. Sanchez gave hima stare, then nodded sl owy. Bhadravati spoke
toward the pickup.

"Ryozenzuzex is aboard, Marten."

"Japan, is that you? | wondered where the hell you got to when the alarns went off. Wat's going
on?"

"Well, you know, it's a funny thing," the young re-searcher began. Ryo could see that he was very
nervous and uncertain. No hint of this surfaced in his voice, but it was evident in his posture
and novenents, to which Ryo was nore sensitive than nost hunans. "But the bug, as nmany refer to
him once saved the lives of every crew nenber on this ship."

"All that's well known. What has it to do with the crew s unauthorized action?" The el der spoke
with feigned igno-rance that woul d have been admirable to an AAnn, Ryo thought.

Taourit | ooked over at the captain. "There's a ship de-taching fromthe station."

" Supral i ght ?"
The cocontroller shook his head. "Too small. Intersystemcapability only."
She nodded once, listened as Bhadravati replied to Rij-seen's question

"I't's not right to dissect an intelligent being, no matter that he m ght be understandi ng about
it. That's the remark-able thing about this, you know. Ryo synpathizes with the staff's ngjority
Vi ewpoi nt. He knows about your intentions, you see."

"You didn't have to tell himthat," Davis' voice said.

Bhadravati | aughed. "You're quite right, Colonel. W didn't. He already knew. Found his file in
the station bank."

"That's inpossible!™ The col onel sounded upset.

"You didn't put a strong enough block on it. He was rummagi ng through and came across it hinself,
did the necessary bypass all by his | onesome. The Thranx are su-perb | ogicians and excellent with
computers. That's in his records too."

The channel was silent for a while. Wen Davis re-sponded it was in a gentler, nore reasoning
tone. "Bhadra-vati, there is nore at stake here than you know. | admt that this Ryo individua
seens friendly enough, but you cannot positively deny the possibility that his “escape fromhis
honme world m ght sinply have been a ploy to get himto a human system"”
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"If it's a ploy, Colonel," Sanchez said into the pickup, "it's working damm well. Better than
yours."

"Captai n Sanchez, you and everyone operating al ongside you will be conpletely pardoned if you wll
just return the Seeker to dock. Otherwise you will be classed as crinmnals, and treated as such.”

"Ship is beginning to nove outward, straight for us," Taourit whispered.

She nodded again, her attention on the pickup. "Don't threaten me, Colonel. | react real nervously
to threats."

"Where do you think you're taking that ship?" Davis de-manded. "Centaurus V? Three? Earth, maybe?
The word will precede you. The services will be |ooking for the Seeker at every established
station and every shuttleport on all the civilized worlds."

"Blot all the civilized worlds," Sanchez informed himas-suredly. "W considered every alternative
before embark-ing on this, Colonel. If we're conpelled to, we'll take Ryo hone."

"Then what ?" Davis' voice was nore curious than threatening. "Once you return himto his world,
where do you expect you can return to?"

"W don't expect to," was the quiet reply.

Dead silence cane fromthe speaker. It was matched by the atnosphere in the control room Since
the col onel apparently could not think of a suitable response, it was Rij-seen who finally resunmed
t he conversati on.

"Very well, then. W will drop the plans for the dissec-tion. The vote was cl ose enough to allow
that. Guarantees will be drawn up so that no one can override. Not even the mlitary."

Davi s' voice, in the background: "You don't have that authority, Dr. R jseen."

"I'f you will check your records," the distant voice of the staff head advised him "you will find
that | amin complete control of this project, sir. That authority extends to anything bel ow a
direct mlitary threat to the civilized worlds. Human civilized worlds," he added, with just a

ti nge&8209; of anusenent. "I do not regard one isolated and avowedly friendly alien as
constituting such a threat."

"How do we know you'll do what you say?" asked San-chez.
"Ask Dr. Bhadravati."

"Cbviously, Dr. Rijseen and | have disagreed on a number of nmatters. O | wouldn't be here at
this nonment." Bhadravati flashed a bright snile. "I believe he is trustwor-thy. | have never known
himto break his word. | believe it once cost hima substantial scientific prize and acconpany-ing
honors. He is one of the few scientists | know whose word is as sound as his studies."

Bonni e spoke toward her own consol e pickup. "I believe you, sir. If Dr. Bhadravati trusts you,
then I"'mwlling to trust you. But can you vouch for your associates? And can you guarantee the
cooperation of Col onel what's&8209; hi s- name?"

Muf fl ed sounds issued fromthe speaker. Then, "I will go along with whatever Dr. Rijseen and the
science staff advise. My sole concern is for the safety of the civ&3209; of the
human&8209; i nhabi ted worl ds, and for governnment property, of which you are presently in unlaw ul
possession. If that is returned undanaged, then | amperfectly willing to stay out of this." Hs
voi ce dropped to an irritated runble. "I would far rather stay out of this. Wuld you people

pl ease nmake up your m nds?"

"l believe you, Colonel," Bonnie continued. "There's just one problem W're not dealing solely
with scientific decisions anynore." She glanced at Sanchez, who returned a conforting snile.

Bonni e took a deep breath. Her voice trenbled slightly. "In Service Corridor Twoé&38209; Four Dee
you'll find ... you'll find ..." She hesitated, forced herself to go on. "You'll find the bodies
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of Loo Hua&8209; sung and Seeker nai ntenance consultant Richard Wl don."

Ri jseen's voice did not change as he asked, "Bodi es? Both dead?"

"Yes, sir.
"Weren't you and engi neer Hua&8209; sung engaged to be nmar-ried at one tine?"
"There was&8209; we tal ked about it, yes.”

Ryo was staring at her. Finally he understood the rela-tionship that had exi sted between his two
cl osest human friends. They were, not quite premated, but living in sim-lar status. It explained
a great many things.

"Wl don suspected our intentions," Bonnie rushed on. "He managed to foll ow one of us, nmaybe nore.

| don't know. "
"I wonder why he didn't sound the alarm if he knew, " said Col onel Davis.

"He had other plans,"” Bonnie told him "Plans of his own. You know how restricted access was to
Ryo. O the Seeker's crew, generally only Loo and | were allowed to see himonce he'd been
established in his own burrow&8209; his quarters.

"When Wl don becane suspicious of our actions, he bided his tine. He was waiting for us in the
service corri-dor. He didn't have the slightest interest in stopping us. All he wanted was to kil
Ryo. L00&8209; Loo stepped between them ™

"Cocontroller Taourit here," said the man on Sanchez's right. "I'mthe one who shot Wl don. For
the record.” He said it proudly.

"l don't understand," Davis was nuttering. "Two nen dead. Way did this Wl don want to kill the
al i en?"

"Because to Wl don, Ryo was an ugly, stinking, hard-shelled, snmelly sliny bug. That's why,
Colonel. That's the attitude we're going to have to contend with and that's why we have to be
all owed to establish formal contact with Ryo's race before word of their existence is | eaked to
t he general popul ace.

"By the way, you ought to put a seal on environmental specialist Mla Renstaad. She felt the sane
way as Wel don and coul d cause trouble.”

"I''"l'l handle that," Davis said curtly.

"If we don't make successful, friendly contact," she went on, "then any chance our two peoples
have for understand-ing each other will be drowned by the initial outpouring of visceral,
ancestral loathing for creatures of Ryo's appear-ance." She broke off suddenly, as if anazed at
the I ength and passion of her unintended pol enic.

"That's all | have to say about it, sir. |I've already | ost a&8209;a very good friend. As you said,
two men are dead. That's only a portent of what could come."

"No di srespect intended, Colonel Davis," Sanchez said, "but you can only speak for your imediate
staff. The sane is true for you, Dr. Rijseen.”

"I will enter the revised staff recommendation in the conputer,”" Rijseen said, not offended. "You
can check it, through your on&8209; board system All points about keeping this quiet are well
taken and will be properly acted upon

"As to whether this incident will be foll owed by your suggested establishment of formal contact
with the Thranx, that remains to be discussed. On that | really do not have the authority to make
prom ses. Such a decision requires the blessings of at |east three of the five acting nenbers of
the ruling board of the Terran Society for the Advance-nent of Science and Exploration, plus

perm ssion fromthe appropriate governnental agencies and elected authorities. The politica

ram fications are explosive."
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"Then if you cannot prom se, you can at |east promise to try," Sanchez said.

"I will do ny best. O course, if you do not return there can be no discussion. Wiat do you say?"

"It's not for ne to nake the decision
preening his |l eft antenna.

She | ooked back at the large arthropod who was carefully

"Ryo, | don't know you as well as I'd like to. Not as well as Bonnie does, or Loo did. This is
your choice to make. If you insist, we'll nove out to five planetary diameters and head for your
honme. | know what awaits you there, but it's up to you to decide." She didn't smle. She rarely
did. "I wouldn't blame you after all this for wanting to return to your own kind."

"I really amnot sure what to do. | aman agricultural expert, not one prepared to deternine the

course of future relations between two species."”

"Like it or not," Bonnie said, "you' ve been put in that position."

"Put your trust in God," Bhadravati urged him
“Yours or mnine?"
"There's only one God, by whatever name you call him" the scientist said.

"Theol ogy student, yes? | can see that you and | are going to have many | ong conversations, Dr.
Bhadravati. There is a friend of m ne&8209;at least, | left himas a friend -whom | think you
woul d enjoy talking to nore than me, but he is not with us right now | hope soneday you have the
privilege of meeting him"

"So do |I. Like everything else, though, that's up to you."

So while the hunans waited and watched their instru-ments, Ryo thought. O Fal waiting on

W1l ow&8209; wane. Or was she? O his confortable and unpressured position with the I nnmot, which
had once seenmed so dull and pointless and which now seenmed unbearably inviting. O his sisters and
their famlies.

What woul d Il venzuteck advise me to do? he wondered. Wat woul d the hivenpt her say? He wi shed
desperately he could consult with both those wise matriarchs. But there was no one to consult; not
a clannmot her, not a poet, not a larva. He stood alone in an alien ship, surrounded by five
monsters who meant himwell and who would do his bid-ding.

That trust was not to be exploited. And what of the hu-man Loo who had died protecting hinP Wich
woul d be the best way to insure that no additional deaths would re-sult? Wich way, which way, to
allay the mindless hate that festered anong the less intelligent nmenbers of both species?

Sanchez was right. He badly wanted to return hone. But to what? To prison and reconditioning? Hs
own kind had left himw th no pronmi ses. Here at | east he had gai ned sonething of a conmitnent. As
to whether that commit-nment woul d be honored, well ... If he returned honme, five humans whom he'd
cone to like very nuch would return here to suffer. If he remained to work and cajole and fi ght
for contact, only he could | ose.

As so many things did, it came down to sinple mathe-matics.

Captai n Sanchez's hand was poi sed over the control con-sole, he noticed. A screen showed the snall
ship that was coming toward them fromthe station.

He executed a nmultiple gesture indicative of fifth&8209; degree sardonicism with
fourth&8209; degree resignation and just a flavoring of irony. No one, including Bonnie, was
sufficiently well versed yet in Thranx to interpret it. Perhaps soneday they would be.

"Let us return. If all of you are willing to trust this Dr. Rijseen, then so aml:"

"I''"l'l be sure to tell himthat," Bhadravati said. "I'll nake it a point to tell himto his face."
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"You can tell himyourself, Ryo." Sanchez's fingers danced on the controls.

The Seeker pirouetted gracefully on its latitudinal axis. Systemwise it was facing i nward once
again. The thoughts and spirits of its inhabitants were soaring in a different direction entirely.

Chapt er Fourteen

"'*You don't change the destiny of an entire people that quickly. It takes tinme."

The man in the azure junpsuit was waving his hands as he spoke. Ryo thought he could be very
fluent in Low Thranx. The human was short and corpulent. His hair was conpletely white. It
descended in waves down his collar. H's pink forehead gleaned in the |ight, al nost shiny enough to
pass for stained chiton. If | were to press on it, Ryo renm nded hinself, nmy finger would not slide
off as is normal but would nove inward until encountering bone. He shuddered slightly and doubted
he woul d ever grow used to the idea of wearing one's body outside one's skel eton

Though he possessed only half the requisite nunber of linbs, in his netallic attire the man | ooked
very nmuch like a Thranx. He was a part of the hierarchy of the human governnment, a Secretary of
sonmet hing. Hi s position was not as high as they'd hoped for, but Sanchez and Bonni e had assured
Ryo that it was substanial enough. His arrival on Centaurus V, though at night and in conparative
secret, had caused sonething of a stir on that world.

Several others had come with himor ahead of him trav-eling the Iong way fromdistant Earth to
C&8209; V and then out to the system border station slowy orbiting C&209;VIlI. Fromthere they had
been escorted by shuttle to the wardroom of the Seeker. Sanchez and her associ ates, despite
repeat ed assurances of noninterference fromDavis and Dr. R jseen, had chosen to remain on board
and in free space. It hel ped, the captain explained, their peace of m nd.

Ri j seen was al so present. So were Sanchez and Bonnie. The others were nonitoring ship
functions&8209; and other itens of interest. Qutside the observation port that dom -nated the
wardroom | ay the cold dark mass of Centaurus VII, the faint disk of the station itself, and two
much smal l er spots of light that Sanchez and Taourit had assured Ryo were warships.

They did not seemto worry the Seeker's captain, who was confident the ship could engage its
Supralight drive before either of those notionless warcraft could do her any danmage. The warcraft
were present nostly to make an i mpression, though whether on Ryo, his human friends, or the
visiting dignitaries was hard to say. They could not engage their own drives in their present
position without destroy-ing the C&209; VIl station and its five thousand inhabitants.

Debat e proceeded in the wardroom of the Seeker in an atnosphere of cordial uncertainty.

"COF course, | have no authority to commt ny people to any kind of formal treaty," Ryo was sayi ng.
"I admt that as a representative of ny species | stand here unappoi nted and unanoi nted. But from
all 1 have observed, all | have experienced, | believe an alliance between our peoples not nerely
to be desirable but vital."

One of the human officials spoke up. He was ordinarily silent and said very little. Nor did he
seemgifted with un-usual intelligence. Yet his conments were always rel evant and to the point.

"l can understand your use of the termdesirable. But 'Vital'? |'ve been informed that your
command of our |an-guage is quite good, and fromwhat |'ve seen so far | wouldn't dispute that.
But are you sure of your use of the word?"

"Yes. Vital." Ryo added a gesture of maxi mum enphasis that was |lost on his attentive |isteners.
"Vital for our sur-vival because of the increasing depredations of the AAnn and because our
culture badly needs a kick in its gestalt, vital to you for your nmental stability."

Several of the officials stirred uneasily, but the white -haired man in their midst only |aughed.
"I'"ve studied the clains you' ve nade for your psychtechs. Alliances are not made by
psychol ogi sts. "
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"Maybe that woul dn't be such a bad change," Sanchez suggested softly.

The man glared at her. "I understand M. Ryoz-ryiez ..

"Just Ryo," the Thranx said.

"l understand your reasoning." He bent to exam ne pa-pers on the table in front of him spoke
while reading. "It is your contention that a close alliance between and associ a-tion of our
peopl es woul d be beneficial to the nmental health of the human species."

"l have reasons to believe that to be so," admtted Ryo.
"So you think you're better than we?"

"Not better, just different. As | just stated, | believe there are many things you have to offer
in return, though doubtless nany officials of the governnment of H vehom would dispute that."

"You nmentioned a “kick' of sone kind," put in another official

"Qur culture is inmensely successful. We have enjoyed interspeci es peace for thousands of years.
This stability has bred technol ogi cal success. It has also led to sterility in other areas. Mny
of your art fornms, for exanple, |I find delightful. Your nusic, your forns of recreation ... there
is great energy there, reflective of your racial hys-teria. These are outlets for your cerebra
furies. W could be another. It would benefit us both."

"Then you want to channel us?" the fat man said dan-gerously.

"No, no!" Ryo struggled to convey his exasperation as best he could in human terns, wthout the
use of gestures. It was a constant struggle to talk only with air and not with your |inbs and
body. "I don't want to channel you, don't want to see you directed. There is nothing of dom nance
inthis. | don't want us to do anything for you, or to you. Only with you."

"Wth us." The official considered. "A fine sentinent, but by your own admssion it will be
difficult to convince your own people of that."

"They will be frightened of you at first, as they were of the crew of this ship. As | was. W nust
overcone old enotions, all of us. Shape nust not interfere with reason. Nor nust your psychotic
tendencies. "

"W do not have psychotic tendencies.” The official was unconfortable.

"Talk to your own consultants," Sanchez advised him "Study human history. W should not be afraid
of admt-ting that we are what we are"

"Consi der your own state of mind right this mnute," R jseen added. "Then look at this alien
across fromyou. He is far from hone and anong what are to himcreatures of surpassing ugliness.
See how cal mhe is, how rel axed and at ease."

That wasn't entirely true, Ryo thought, but he wasn't about to step on the scientist's hypothesis.

"Wul d a human placed in the sane situation react this way? W know he wouldn't. W know it
because Captain Sanchez and her people did not, and they were trained for such confrontation. They
ki cked and screaned and acted |i ke&8209;well, |ike humans. Fromny studies | am convinced that
Ryo's nental stability is the result not of racial or indi-vidual weakness or fatalism but of a
better understandi ng of hinself."

"l can see that he's convinced you, at least," the official said.

"Facts," Bhadravati said softly, "can be nmpbst persuasive, sir.

The official rose and wal ked toward the |arge port. He stood and stared silently at the vast dead
wor |l d bel ow. The star Centaurus (that was not Al pha because of a great ms-take) was a dim
distant point of light. Ryo could see his fingers twisting and entwining in sone secret ritual
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"It's difficult,” the man murnured, "very difficult. For exanple, we have only your word for the
supposedly re-lentless hostility of these AAnn."

"They' |l give you anple proof thensel ves soon enough,” Ryo noted.

"Qur records show that the ship that attacked us is dif-ferent fromany Thranx vessel we saw, "
Sanchez told him "If half of what Ryo says about themis true, they will present a real danger."

Ryo tried to divine the man's nood by |looking at him but failed utterly. He tried to believe that
the continued silence was a sign that the man's indecision was weakening, that despite his
uncertainties he was coning around to the side of reason

He turned, his fingers still working, silhouetted by a dead world. "I nean no of fense&8209; dam,
don't know how to put this. There are problens here that logic will not solve. It's sinply
t hat &8209; "

"That if | were of a different ancestry,” Ryo told him "everything would be sinpler. If | did not
|l ook Iike a big, icky, cramy insect."

The Secretary | ooked distinctly unconfortable as Ryo continued. "I have had anple tine to study
t he phobi a nbst humans have regarding nmy tiny relatives on your world. W are not properly
i nsects, by your classification system"

"The general public," the Secretary replied, "is not interested in scientific niceties. You | ook
i ke sonething out of many of their worst nightmares."”

"And what about you, M. Secretary?" Ryo slid off his saddl e and approached. "How do | look to
you?" He reached up with both tru&8209; and foothands and grasped the | ower edge of the man's
shirt.

"Does ny touch make your skin crawl ? An intriguing phenonenon, by the way. Do | make you want to
vonit? Does ny snmell nake you ill?" He let |loose of the material. The Secretary hadn't noved.

"As a matter of fact," he replied calmy, "your smell, of which | was apprised prior to mny
arrival, is quite as lovely as reported. However, our nedia systens are not suffi-ciently advanced
to convey odiferous stimuli. Only sight and sound. I'mafraid that when it comes to the question
of contact, sight will predom nate in determ ning responses.”

Ryo had turned and retaken his saddle. "So you are not optimstic."
"You have already had an unfortunate encounter with one fanatic, | understand?"

"Yes. It cost the life of a very dear human friend of mne. | believe the incident proves not the
adverse reac-tions ny people mght provoke, but the opposite. A human has sacrificed his life for
m ne, grotesque quasi &209;insect though I am"”

"A singular, isolated exanple involving a man who was a trai ned explorer. The sane reaction cannot
be expected fromthe average human."

"Or for that matter, the average Thranx," Ryo admitted. "Somehow a sol ution nust be found."

"l can't see one." The Secretary was not encouragi ng. "W would have to denonstrate beyond a doubt
that our two species could live side by side in harnmony and under-standi ng despite thousands of
years of mutual conditioning to the contrary.

"The best | can realistically offer is a chance to open tentative comunications via Deep Space
transm ssions. Even then |I'Il have to conbat the bigots and paranocids in ny own departnent. But if
we exercise caution, with luck and sone social maturation we mght during the next cou-ple of
hundred year s&8209;"

"Apol ogies for interruption, sir." Ryo cut himoff sharply. "The AAnn will not wait a coupl e of
hundred years. They will extend their m schief&8209; naking to include your people. They know j ust
how far they can push, how deeply they can wound. They will try to bleed you to death. Wen you
are weak enough, they will attack. Each day they grow nore powerful, nore confident. For the sake
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of both our species we nust strike an alliance now. That can-not be done through cauti ous,
| ong&8209; range transm ssions.”

A successful politician knows when to be tactful and when to be truthful. The Secretary was very
successf ul

"Unfortunately, the facts exist. W cannot alter our shape any nore than you can alter yours. |
can see no quick way to prove species conpatibility."

"l have given nmuch thought to the problem"” Ryo re-plied. "I had hoped not to have to nmke the
proposal | will nowlay before you all. It is a bit&209;well, theatrical. My friend Wuzel ansem
woul d approve the formif not the content. It is all | can think of, however. It will settle the
question of conpatibility permanently, | should think

"If the operation becones known, it will be condemmed with many expressions of outrage and horror

by both our peoples. | fully expect all of you," and he gestured around the room "to react in
simlar fashion as | explain. | entreat you to let ne finish, and to consider what | say calmy
and reasoningly. | ask you to put instinctive passions aside while considering the |arger issues

we are dealing with here. Wth success will conme admiration and vindication. Failure would nean
di shonor and rmuch worse for all in-volved."

"I don't like choices that offer only extrenes. | prefer to remain in the mddle,’
nmur nur ed.

the Secretary

"There is no mddle here, sir. Are you not risk&209;takers? Do you humans not |ike to dance with
the |l aws of chance?"

"W've been known to do so now and then," one of the other governnent officials conmented drily.

"Then | shall detail mnmy thoughts. | request only that you do not reject until | have finished." At
| east, he thought, | have gained their full attention. Having acquired consider-able w sdom during
the past years, however, he was not sangui ne about the chances for acceptance.

"Now then," he began briskly, "if | have studied your custons efficiently |I believe | amnot wong
in saying that you | ook unfavorably upon kidnaping and infanticide ..."

The worl d that hove into view on the screen was so ach-ingly famliar that Ryo found hinself
shaki ng.

"Are you all right, Ryo?" Bonnie stared back at himfrom her seat.

"I am It's only that | hadn't expected so powerful a reaction." As he stared the m sty

whi t e&8209; green gl obe swelled to fill the entire screen. They were diving at it very fast, as was
pl anned. "I thought mnyself sufficiently detached, re-noved to a point where such nundane instincts
woul d not affect me. That is clearly not the case. | feel rather nunbed."

"l understand." She watched himsynpathetically. "W are subject to the sane enotions. W call it

honesi ckness." She lifted her gaze to the small screen. They were in Ryo's quarters on board the
heavily screened Seeker. She w ped the ever&8209; present sweat from her forehead. She'd been
sit-ting with himfor over an hour now and her clothing was soaked. "It's a beautiful world, your
W1 ow&8209; wane. Your hone."

"Yes. Mdst of the. settlenent is on the opposite hem -sphere.”

"Don't worry, Elvira knows what to do. She'll hold this dive and veer back to Space Pl us range at
the first sign of a probe. Though if what you say is true, that's unlikely to happen."

"I thinly we will be all right. The additional screening equi pment your people installed should
give us the elec-tronic appearance of a tiny neteor temporarily drawn into low orbit. Inside five
pd's of H vehom or WArm Nursery we woul d soon be detected, but there are many dead zones above
W1l ow&8209; wane. | believe the Seeker will be able to or-bit undetected | ong enough to all ow us
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to ferry our material to the surface."

The door admit chimed and Ryo called, "Enter, please.” It slid aside and a gust of cold air from
the corridor beyond nomentarily chided him Bonnie nmoved her arns grate-fully in the brief breeze.

A small human wal ked into the room Ryo studied it with his usual fascination. Humans knew no
| arval stage, did not experience the terror and wonder and gl ory of neta-norphosis. Like many
manmal s, they were born into the shape they woul d have for their whole life.

They did not have the benefit of an extended |learning period in which to rest and absorb
know edge. Instead they were thrust immediately into a highly conpetitive adult en-vironnent.
Though no psychtech, Ryo believed this un-happy arrangenent had nuch to do with the species
par a- noi a and bel |i gerence.

The | arva&8209; no, he corrected hinself, the male child- was named Matthew. He stopped next to
Bonnie, lifted his hand instinctively. She took it in her own.

"I's that where we're going, Ms. Thorpe?" Ryo noted that though he held his other hand in his nouth
he was not using his nandibles to clean the fingers. The habit, he'd been told, had a
psychol ogi cal rather than practical pur-pose.

"Yes, that's where we're going, Matthew. Isn't it pretty?" She bent over to put her face at his
| evel . Both regarded the viewscreen

"I't |1 ooks kinda |ike home," he said.

"Most inhabitable planets | ook alike."

"What's “inhabitibitible nean?"

"I nhabitable," she corrected him "It nmeans we can usually live there."

"I't looks like a linme sundae. How long will we be there?"

"Not so very long."

Matt hew t hought a noment, squinted at the screen. "Wen will | see Mormy and Daddy agai n?"

Bonni e hesitated, then smled maternally. "After school is finished. They know you're away, you
know. "

"Yeah, sure."
"Do you like this school so far?"

"Ch, yeah!" Sudden excitenment suffused his face. "There's lots of neat things to do and tapes to
study and neat food and friends! | like it a lot better than ny old school. And it's on a
starship, too." He screwed his face into a thoughtful frown. "Too many girls, though."

Bonni e sm | ed.

"But it's lots of fun. | never thought school could be so nuch fun. 1'd Iike to go outside,
though. 'Course, | know | can't do that in space, and | don't have a envirosuit."
"We'll be landing real soon now," she inforned him "and you'll be able to play outside. You'l

have new | essons to learn.”
"Ch, that's okay. | don't mnd studying. | |ike school."

"l know you do, Matthew " She reached out, runpled his brown curls. "That's one reason why you
were chosen to come on the ship for this special term"

"Yeah. It's sure fun." He studied the |ine sundae a while longer. Then his attention shifted to
the figure sprawed on its right side on the high bed. He still held onto Bonnie's hand but his
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other fingers were no longer in his nouth. That was a baby habit, he knew, and he wasn't a baby
anynore. He was determined to stop it.

"H, Ryo. "

"Hell o, Matthew "

"WIl you wordwhistle for ne again?"

"Anytinme," and he made the Thranx word for happy.

Matt hew s brows drew together. H's face twisted and his nmandi bl es pursed tight. At first nothing
happened when he bl ew through them The second tine a soft whistling energed. He smled. "How s
t hat ?"

"Very good, but it needs to be higher at the end. That's the whistleword for happy."

"I know that. You think I'mstupid or sonethin'?" He tried again. The sound fl oated through the
room |ouder this tine.

"That's better. Mich better. Want to try the word for sun&8209; up&38209; nor ni ng?"

"Naw, not now." He | ooked up at Bonnie, then back to the figure on the bed. It was a funny bed, be
t hought, but then Ryo was funny&8209; shaped, so he supposed it nmatched up okay.

"Want to play horsey?"

"Sure." Ryo slid off the | ounge. Horsey was a young- human gane, in which one partner assuned the
part of a donesticated animal. It was all part of a much greater and far nore dangerous gane.

He i mediately lowered hinself to the floor so the boy could clinb aboard. It enbarrassed him
whenever one of the children asked to play the horse.

Chapter Fifteen

It doesn't matter who or what you are, Ryo nused. Wherever hone is, there is sonething about its
smel | that distinguishes it fromany other world.

He inhal ed deeply, his thorax expanding with a rush as he gazed around the little clearing. Of to
his left, nuldringia vine grew thick and close until the unscreened sunlight turned them pal e and
weak at the clearing's edge. Tall grass wore a corona of bright little yellow flowers. Snuff bugs
whi zzed through the norning air. H s antennae waved through the pollen recently di spersed by an
overri pe bom bush. The heady aroma threatened to upset his bal ance on the ranp.

"My hone." He turned to the open | ock and those stand-ing there. "Is it not wonderful ?"

Li quid was already materializing on Bonnie's exposed skin. Bhadravati and several other friends
crowded around her, testing the air.

"Very lush,"” Bhadravati agreed. "But to us, very hot and terribly humd."

"A mld second&3209; season day," Ryo noted. "I doubt the humdity is nuch nore than 80 percent.
Wth luck it will top a confortable 90 by m dday eve."

"Wth luck," Elvira Sanchez muttered gloom |y as she | eaned through the | ock and gazed across the
treetops. Her concern was for what mght appear fromthe clouds.

"If we had been detected on approach,” a voice said frominside the ship, "search craft would be
overflying this area by now. "

"I know. I'mjust a natural worrier," the captain called over a shoulder. Hands on hips, she
turned to | ook past Ryo. "A good place to |ose weight, anyway."
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Ryo made a gesture of puzzlenent. "Wiy would you want to | ose wei ght &209; and how?"

"Cosnetic reasons," she replied. "Wien we nove around in very hot weather, our bodies sweat water
and we can | ose weight."

"Extraordinary." Ryo shook his head to indicate amaze-nent, a gesture he had picked up fromthe
human physi cal vocabul ary. "Being constrai ned by our exoskel etons we are considerably |ess
flexible in such matters."

"A world without obesity," Bonnie murnmured. "That woul d be enough to induce some humans to visit
here. ™"

"But not enough of them" Bhadravati squinted into the heat. "Hence our illegal visit."

H ghly illegal. The Secretary had provi ded covert assis-tance and | aundered funds, but had nade it
quite clear that if the project was di scovered he woul d denounce it as vocif-erously as anyone

el se in the governnent. Only trenmendous pressure from nenbers of the scientific community,
in-cited by Rijseen and Bhadravati; had enabled the expedi-tion to literally get off the ground at
all.

Clattering and shouts sounded from bel ow the ranmp, where humans and their machi nes were westling
with the contents of the shuttle's hold.

"We should have the first portion of the shelter set up by the tinme you return,” Bonnie told Ryo.
"OF course, if you're not back within the prescribed tinme period&209;"

"I know. You'll disappear, leaving me with quite a lot of explaining to do. Assunming | am given
time to explain.”

"l thought you said your people were highly civilized about such matters."

"Fear of the unknown, while exaggerated anobng Hono sapiens, is not conpletely unknown anong the
Thranx," he responded. "It is such attitudes we are battling to over-cone."

"I hope you're back in time." She reached out to touch one of his antennae. "Don't get yourself
bl own apart. You're inportant. It's not the Thranx we're friends with, yet. It's YOU."

"I will endeavor npbst strenuously to preserve nyself," he assured her as he started down the ranp.
Bonnie and the others followed to the bottom There they turned to aid in the unloadi ng and
setting up.

Peering up at the shuttle he could see nunerous faces pressed against the glass of the tiny ports.
Sone of the faces were snaller and |l ess well defined than others. Soon, Matthew, he thought at the
faces. Soon you'll be able to cone out and play. Soon | hope to have a new ganme for you and your
friends.

Movi ng through the jungle on foot was slow and awkward, even though he remenbered the area
reasonably well. That was one of the principal reasons it had been sel ected. And he had nade his
way through far wilder and nore hostile flora. Oh, so | ong ago!

Days passed. Anxiously he kept watch on the frond- shrouded sky for signs of search craft. After a
hal f &8209; nont h had passed he was finally convinced the shuttle had set down unnoti ced.

Bef ore nmuch nore tinme passed, Ryo found hinself standing anong the first row of tettoq trees.
Across the orchard to his |left should be the nachi ne shop where bro-ken field equi prent was
repaired. He'd energed fromthe jungle slightly to the south of the Innot hol dings, but he stil
recogni zed the | andscape. The jungl e had not been pushed back that far since his hurried departure
so | ong ago.

It was very hard to renmain concealed in the trees at the jungle's edge. He wanted nore than
anything to skitter shouting and yelling down the nearest entryway, but that was not to be, not
this night and not for some tinme, if ever again.
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He waited until sleeptinme was well along and the stars were high up behind the cloud cover before
| eaving the shelter of the jungle. Sonmehow, as he nade his cautious way through the carefully
cultivated vegetation, he ex-pected things to be nore different then they were. In ac-tuality he
hadn't been away that long. Mentally, he'd been absent for years.

There were no patrols to avoid, since there was nothing to patrol against. Twi ce he encountered
premates or cu-rious youngsters out for a nocturnal stroll. No one recog-nized him That was
fortunate, because only total darkness would have been sufficient to hide his novenents
completely.

It would be sinpler if they were humans, he thought as he increased his pace after successfully
slipping past the nost recent pair. Humans were practically blind in weak |ight. They really are
an amazi ng species, he nused. Con-sider what they have acconplished with poor vision, poor
hearing, a weak sense of snell, no faz ability at all, and half the sensible nunber of |inbs. Not
to nention the bur-den of wearing their skeletons inside out. Quite remark-able.

He knew that a great deal was riding on his little night-tine stroll. He hurried on a little
faster.

The machi ne shop had not been nobved. No one was guarding the tools or heavy equi prent parked
out side. Theft was not unknown in the larger hives, but bulky mate-rial was quite safe in a
community the size of Paszex be-cause there was no place to steal it to.

Such trust did not extend to leaving the ignition controls activated, however. Foolishness was
present anong the ir-reverent in Paszex in proportion to the popul ation. Ryo had a busy
hal f &209; hour jimying the controls of one harvester so it could be started with ease.

The nmachi ne was used to transport bulk |loads fromfields to processing chutes. Wth the
famliarity of long practice he started the engine. The harvester slid snoothly forward on triple
rows of balloon wheel s.

There was an awkward nmoment when he parked the harvester outside the particular entryway he
intended to use, for sone night stroller mght think to question the pres-ence of the big machine
so far fromany agricultural sta-tion. No one appeared, however.

After altering the internal tenperature of the harvester's cargo bay to suit his intentions he
slid fromthe control cab and entered the hive. Nothing unfamliar assaulted his sen-ses. Yet he
didn't feel quite as at hone as he'd thought he would. Nothing was di fferent, nothing had been
changed. He'd spent nobst of his life in the very corridors he was now wal king. Yet there was a
difference, and he feared it was pernanent.

Most of the citizenry were asleep, but some were still hard at work. The regul ar nai ntenance
crews, for exanple, were preparing the corridors for the next workday. He had to exercise a little
care.

He descended several levels, turned at a famliar corner, then into his destination. Wrkers were
busi er here than just about anywhere el se in Paszex. That was no surprise. He knew it would be so,
but he could not avoid it.

"Good evening, sir," the nonitor said.

"Good evening."

"It's very late, sir.

"I know, but | had difficulty sleeping and thought | would admre our new cagin." Thranx did not
have ni eces and nephews. A new birth was relative to all in his clan. The rel ati onship was
sufficiently general that Ryo believed he could gain admittance nerely by claimng it. Every clan
had a new cagin or two in the Nursery.

The nonitor did not question him "Very well, but be quiet. They are all sleeping soundly."

"I know. | will be."
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He entered the Nursery proper. The long rows of curved study saddles lay in two orderly rows
agai nst the glazed walls. Partitions forned individual cubicles. About three -fourths of the
saddl es were occupied by larvae in various stages of maturation

How many years ago had he lain in one such saddl e? he thought. Immbile, thirsting for know edge
and food, whit-ing away the days in idle study with his Nurserymates while anticipating
met anor phosi s.

Now he was in the Nursery again, with a different pur-pose. A glance fromthe doorway showed only
three Nurses present. Even that seenmed cause for concern. They noved busily about their tasks.

None of them di sturbed himor thought to question his presence as he made his way casually down
the central aisle. The saddl e designs had not been altered in his life-time. Al were portable,
each equipped with a tiny notor enabling it to be easily nmoved should an occupant require a shift
to surgery or another departnent.

He pretended to gaze admringly at an infant near the end of the aisle. The energency exit shoul d
be nearby. These were not sinple holdovers fromancient tines when every Thranx Nursery possessed
them but served as i mportant escape routes in case of fire.

The exit should lead to a ranp at the outskirts of the hive. One who used such a passageway for
nonener gency purpose was subject to substantial penalties, but then, so was a ki dnaper. The
confluence of crines and antisocial behavior in general anmong hunan and Thranx is one of our |ess
obvious sinmlarities, he nused.

The | arvae he chose were neither newborns nor those on the verge of metanorphosis. Al were
approxi mately at m dl arval stage.

Hi s patience was rewarded when not one but two of the Nurses working up the aisle nade their way
out of the Nursery. Wen they did not return he quietly started work. Two, three, five of the
saddl es were linked by couplers. Al could now be steered by a single Nurse. or anyone else. A

gl ance up the aisle showed that the | ast attendant had di sappeared. The cubicle partitions
conceal ed hi mrea-sonably well and. would do so until he had to nove his little train out into the
open for the short dash to the energency exitway. He would be quite satisfied if he could slip
them t hrough wi t hout being noticed. He did not have tine to worry about how | ong he woul d have
until they were mi ssed.

He was linking the sixth and final saddle to the others when a shockingly fam liar scent reached
hi s antennae. They jerked backward in reaction. The scent was foll owed by a querul ous and equal ly
fam liar voice

"Ryo?" He turned. It was Fal

She wore her uniformvest and neck pouch and was star-ing at him How nuch she'd observed he
didn't know, not that it mattered now. She raised all four hands and ges-tured at the little |line
of linked saddl es. Their notors whis-pered, their occupants slept on, oblivious.

"Where did you conme fromand what do you think you're doing?"

Ryo di scovered that he was breathing in quick, short gasps. H s gaze went past her to the Nursery
entrance. The other two Nurses still hadn't returned but he daren't count on their absence rnuch
| onger.

"I haven't tinme to explain," he told her. "You nust help ne get these children out of the Nursery
and up to the surface. Everything depends on speed now. "

She took a step away fromhim "I don't understand you. You told ne you were involved in sone kind
of govern-nment project. Then that same agency told us you'd turned crinminal." She nade a gesture
of consi derabl e confusion and uncertainty. "I don't know who or what to believe any-nore."

"Bverything you were told is true, in its fashion," he said, unfailingly honest. "To a point. |
was wor ki ng on a government project and I am now somet hing of a | aw breaker. Probably worse than
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that, according to sone. In the opinion of others, | am doubtless regarded as a grand hero.
Actually, I'mneither. I'mjust ne, doing what | think necessary. You can make your own deci sion,
Fal. But | don't have tine to explain things. Not now "

He touched a control and the lIine of saddl es nmoved to-ward the emergency corridor. She hurried
around to bl ock the | ead saddl e.

"I don't know where you've been, Ryo, or why you haven't been in touch with me or what you've been
doing. | don't nmuch care. | do care to see you again. It's good, | think, in spite of what you
did. W have many things to talk about. In the neantine and for whatever personal rea-sons of
yours, these |arvae are going nowhere. This is the Nursery. This is where they belong and this is
where they remain. Unless you can explain what you're doing, which | sincerely doubt."

"l doubt it myself," he told her, stepping close. "It's nore conplicated than you can inagine.

| ove you, Fal. You are a wonderful, intelligent, insightful, enjoyable fe-male and ny opinion of
you wi Il never change regardl ess of what you cone to think of me and | hope you will excuse this,"
and he brought clown two fists with what he fer-vently hoped was carefully gauged strength between
her ant ennae.

She did not even have time to gasp. Her arms went out in a gesture of shock and she coll apsed to
the floor. He bent quickly over her. A glance up the aisle showed a still enpty Nursery. Hs |uck
cont i nued.

Her thorax pulsed slowy but steadily as he lifted her onto an enpty saddle and linked it to the
ot her six. She would be unconscious for a long tinme while her body heal ed the cerebral bruise.

The ki dnapi ng woul d confront the Hive Council with a great mystery. It would be natural for them
to concentrate on Fal's background in the hunt for notives. Wth luck they might never make the
connection between a cluster of mssing |arvae and a | ong&8209; absent nental defective naned
Ryozenzuzex. |f the humans had done their part and thor-oughly canouflaged their shuttle and the
new structures, they might have a great deal of tinme before the alarmwas rai sed and anyone

t hought to do sone studi ous deduction

Wth |l ess luck and preparation he m ght be very dead in a day or two, along with the six innocent
| arvae, Fal, and all his human friends. He preferred not to think about that. In any case, now was
not the tine.

He met no one in the energency corridor. No one chal -1 enged hi mwhen he energed on the surface
with his un-likely cargo. in tow.

Getting the seven saddl es and their occupants into the harvester was difficult work even with the
aid of the ma-chine's autol oading apparatus. Still he was not interrupted. Wen the |ast saddle
had been positioned and | ocked in place inside the climte&8209;controlled hold he nmounted the cab
and gunned the engine. The harvester runbled off down the nearest access path.

He was careful to stay on the designated roads, even though it cost himsome tinme. The | ast thing
he wanted was to | eave a clear track behind him Soon he was in anong the jungle trees, however,
and he had to programthe har-vesting equi pnent to carefully replace the vegetation the machine
bashed through. In a few hours the sun would be up and a prelininary search of Paszex and its

i mmedi at e environs woul d be under way.

Confusion woul d be his nost effective shield. They would inspect the inmediate belt of jungle
surrounding the hive fields, but since there was no reason for the m ssing Nurse to take her
charges farther afield he didn't think .a deep hunt would commence for several days. By that tine
he woul d be well beyond any sensible search pattern

He' d entered the mssing harvester into the nmachi ne-shop program as of f&209;line, on its way to
Zirenba for exten-sive overhaul. Mnths woul d pass before anyone thought to check on its status.

Fal presented a nore substantial problem He did not think she would remain calmat the sight of
his horrific human conpanions. If she awoke it m ght be best to keep her sedated. He would worry
about that later. If the project failed her opinion of himwuld not matter. If by sone chance it
succeeded&8209; wel |, he would worry about their re-lationship at that tine only.
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When the sun rose, so would his young charges. Ryo had spent tine in the Nursery only as an
occupant. Very shortly he would have to deal with six confused, unhappy, and hungry youngsters. He
didn't know exactly how he was going to cope with that, although the past nonth had taught him
somet hi ng of handling youngsters and their needs. If he could manage infants of another species,
surely he could deal with those of his own kind.

He managed to do so. The presence of the "sleeping" Nurse, whomthey all recognized, helped to
cal mthem When she didn't wake up there m ght be new probl ens, but Ryo was grateful for the
respite.

The harvester continued to performadmrably, sloshing its way through the rain forest while
automatically covering its own tracks. To assist it he tried to choose paths that were
particularly watery, but he was positive he nust be leaving a trail behind himw de enough for a
dozen Servi-tors to scan

H s only confrontation, however, came not froman an-gry cluster of Servitors or any of the
jungl e's omi present carnivores, but from several arned humans who material -i zed magically from
anong the trees and surrounded the harvester. It was interesting to note that they had shed the
majority of their clothing.

Greetings were exchanged and weapons | owered. A cou-ple of the humans gazed dunbly back into the
jungle along the path restored by the harvester. They could not believe Ryo had brought off the
nmost difficult part of the experi-nent.

"You're sure no one's followi ng you?" a beefy nmale asked. His body fur was black and full of tight
curls.

"It proceeded with adm rable snpothness,"” Ryo said. He was gl ad no one chall enged him He was not
ready to ex-plain about Fal. That incident was still painful to recall

They escorted himto the glade. As the harvester energed fromthe trees Ryo had to struggle before
| ocating the exquisitely hidden shuttle. It seenmed to have sprouted grass, bushes, and yell ow
fl owers.

O her hills marked the sites of the portable buildings the expedition had brought with them There
woul d be the sec-tion for housing his six inmobile charges, there one for their human
counterparts. Mst of the adults woul d bi-vouac aboard the shuttle.

Since shuttle and structures were nearly invisible fromthe ground, Ryo had no doubt that fromthe
air the illusion would be complete. In addition to confusing any visual search, the humans al so
possessed sophisticated instrunents for harm essly dispersing heat and restricting sound. They
woul d have privacy and time. That was nore than he'd hoped for.

A violent squalling in the formof a rising and falling whistle sounded fromthe rear of the
harvester. Ryo brought it to a halt. Several other humans had joined the intercepting forest
guards and were peering into the cargo hol d.

Ryo nearly broke a |l eg as he rushed to get there. In the excitenent of the nmonent the humans had
not considered the effect their appearance m ght have on his intelligent and inpressionable
passengers.

He had not intended that the children confront their nightmares so soon

Matt hew renenbered the first tines.

He wasn't sure why he'd been chosen, but he was gl ad that he had been. The world they were
visiting was a neat place, full of brightly colored bugs and flying things, and interesting
creepy&3209;craw ies to poke sticks at through the clear surfaces of shall ow ponds.

He didn't have nuch tine to do that, since they kept himand the others playing with the
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funny&8209; shaped ki ds. They were nice, so he didn't m nd not being allowed out-side so rmuch.

Bonni e and the big bug, Ryo, had told himthat his new friends were children just like him only
of Ryo's people. But they didn't |ook anything like little Ryos at all. In fact, when Matthew
first sawthemhis initial reaction and that of his friends had been one of pity. They had no arns
or legs. How could anyone play w thout arnms or |egs?

They had huge wornli ke bodies. That was kind of icky at first, but they also had pale colors
running just under their skins that were awmful pretty. It was funny to see these col ors change
fromgreen to blue, fromred to yell ow and back again. Mtthew wi shed he coul d change col or |ike
t hat .

They snelled real nice, too. Like a field of cut grass, or the hemof his nother's dress, or the

| aundry when it was new. The grown&8209;ups were afraid at first that he and his friends would be
frightened of the larvae, as they called them That was silly. How coul d anyone be afraid of sone
one who snelled so nice and didn't have arms to hit you with or legs to kick you with? The |arvae,
like his best friend Moul, were a lot nore afraid of Matthew and the other human children than the
hurman chil dren were of them

On the ship he'd | earned to recogni ze a | ot of the funny whistlewrds and click&8209;tal k. That
was good, because the Thranx kids didn't know any real speech at all. Matthew was the best of the
bunch and he was proud when the other kids asked himto translate. As the weeks went by, how ever,
both groups |l earned fromtheir counterparts. Because the |arvae had flexible mandibles, it turned
out they could tal k human even better than Ryo.

This seenmed to surprise the grown&8209; ups as nmuch as it pleased them Matthew shook his head.
Sone grown&8209; ups were just plain dunb. After all, a stick is a stick whether you call it a
stick or a whistleword.

It surprised himto learn that Mul and the other larvae felt sorry for him Sure, Mul didn't
have arnms and | egs, but he didn't run into things, either, or stick hinself with thorns. That
enbarrassed Matthew and nmade hima little bit angry. Sometimes he thought of hitting Mul to show
hi m what hands were good for.

But no matter what he said or how he said it, neither Mul nor his compani ons ever seened to get
mad. Pouty sometines, but never mad. You couldn't go around hitting soneone like that. And when
Moul explained things to him Mtthew lost a ot of his own nads, too. It was funny the things
gr own&8209; ups got excited about.

Matt hew had |l ots of friends back in school on Earth. A couple of themhad also qualified for the
trip. One was a bi gger boy naned Werner, and Matthew coul dn't under-stand how he'd made it. He'd
beaten Matthew up a couple of tines.

Moul was sorry to hear that when Matthew told himabout it.

"l betcha Werner wouldn't try and beat you up," he told Moul one day as they were sitting in what
the grown&8209; ups called the Interaction Room "You're too big."

"For now," Mbul agreed, "but as he matures he'll out-grow ne, and after netanorphosis I'll be
slightly smaller than I am now. "

"That's weird," Matthew said. "Getting snaller as you becone a grown&8209; up. But getting a whole
new body; that sounds neat. | wish | could netanorphose."” He added an-other nmagnetic span to the
bui |l di ng he and Moul were de-signing. It was a curved one this tine. Mul might not have any
hands, but his suggestions were swell.

"Anyway, " Mul wondered aloud, "if Werner is bigger and stronger than you, then why does he feel
the need to beat you up? If he's bigger he ought to be smarter and realize how counterproductive
such antisocial activity is."

"Yeah, well," Matthew nuttered, "just once I'd like to pop himback a good one." He brought one
fist into an open palmto produce a snacki ng sound.
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"But why, would you want to do that?" the studi ous Mul asked.
"To get even with him" Sonetines even Mul could say the dumbest things.
"For what ?"

"For beating nme up." Matthew put his hands on his hips and then nade the Thranx sign for mld
exasperation. "Boy, you're awfully smart nost of the time, Mul; but now and then you're awful
stupid, too."

"I"'msorry," the larva replied. "I'mjust ignorant of your ways. It all seens so silly to ne.
Wuldn't it be better for the two of you to be friends?"

"Well, sure it would, | guess,
beat people up."

Matthew reluctantly ad-mtted, "but Werner is a bully. He likes to

"Larvae who are snarter than he?"
"Well," the boy thought a noment, "yeah, | think so."
"That's what a “bully' is&B8209; sonmeone who beats up sonme-one physically weaker than hinsel f?"

"That's right, | guess." Actually Matthew hadn't given the subject much consideration. To him a
bully was sone-one who beat Matthew Bonner up. The definition need ex-tend no further than that.

"Then he doesn't seemvery big to nme at all. It sounds to ne |like he has a very small mnd."

"Yeah, | guess he nust. Yes, that's it." Matthew smled hugely. "A small mnd. Asnmall mnd" He
burst into de-lighted |aughter at having di scovered a gratifying corollary. At the sane tine he
pi cked up another span

"No, not a curved one this tinme," Mul advised him "A doubl e&8209;straight. It will give nore
support to the tower there."

Matt hew studi ed the growi ng nonument only briefly. Mul was rarely wong. "I think you're right."
He set the span in place, watched as it annealed to the nearby side panels. The structure was over
a meter high and still growing. The two youngsters had been working on it off and on for severa

days. The adults found it nost interesting.
He selected a ridge ellipsoid, noved to enplace it.
"Al'so on the top, don't you think?" Mul asked.

This time Matthew objected, holding it over the w ndow panes two&8209;thirds of the way up the
| eft &8209; hand tower. "Don't you think it would | ook better here?"

"Look better." Moul considered. He envied his friend's ability to see in colors nore than he
envied himhis linbs. "Yes. Yes, | think you are right, Mattheeew. That is a npbst intriguing
conposition."

"W can use two of them" The boy chose a second, matching ellipsoid. "One here and one up top,
where you suggested."

"An excel |l ent suggestion, Mattheeew. Then | really think we'd better start working on the other
side again or we'll overbal ance the towers."

"Yeah, that's right." Then he frowned and set the two units back in their box.
"I's sonething wong?"

"I'"'mbored,” Matthew announced, sighing deeply. "I wish they'd |l et us go outside by ourselves. |
get tired of having grown&8209; ups around."

"I don't," said Moul. "In any case, you know | couldn't go out with you."
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"Why not? Oh yeah, your skin would burn.”

"During the day it would," the larva adnmtted nmourn-fully. "Anyway, | think the adults don't want
us to go out-side nuch."

"They sure don't. | wonder why."

"I"'mnot sure,"” Mul said thoughtfully. "I respect adults, of course, but sonmetinmes it seens to me
they are capabl e of m stakes as obvious as our own."

"Yeah, they're not as snmart as they think. | bet | could get you outside at night." H s voice fel
to a conspiratorial whisper. "W could fool '"em Your skin wouldn't burn at night."

"No, it wouldn't," Mul agreed. "I can't get around by nyself very well, though."
"Aw, we'd figure sonething out. I'd help you."
"And 1'd help you. | can see alnpbst as well at night as | can during the day," the larva told him

"I was informed that you cannot."
"You can see in the dark?" Matthew s eyes went wi de
"Quite well. Not as well as my ancestors, but well enough.”

"Ww. " Matthew could not conceal his awe. "I sure wish | could. Sonetines back horme | wake up at
night and can't find the light panels in the floor and bunp around in the dark trying to find the
bat hr oom "

"Bat hr oon?" Moul echoed, and the conversation shifted easily fromthe aesthetics of architecture
and plans for nocturnal excursions to another tack altogether

Weeks passed. The adults were delighted at the chil-dren's progress, much of which originated with
the experi-nental subjects thensel ves.

"Want to play Cowboys and | ndi ans?" Matthew asked his friend. It was raining hard outside the
Interacti on Room There could be no thought of venturing outside, even by oneself.

"I don't know," Moul said curiously. "Wuat's ~Cowboys and I ndi ans?

"Well, once upon a time on Earth there was a noble, intelligent, handsome, and just generally sort
of neat people called Indians." Mtthew enjoyed being the one to explain for a change. He didn't
for a moment doubt that Mul was smarter than he was, but sonehow the usual resentment he felt
toward smarter kids didn't apply to the larva. After all, Mul had received a | ot nmore education
and was perhaps a Terran year ol der than he.

"Anyway, their |ands were invaded one day by a bunch of people called the Cowboys. The Cowboys
were real nasty. They burned and sl aughtered and stole and lied and all kinds of bad things unti
finally there were only a few Indians left. Eventually, though, the Indians got even be-cause
times changed and the Iife force that kept the Cow boys going faded away fromtheir econony and
they all died out. But the Indians kept their traditions and beliefs and lived happily ever after
in the end."

"That doesn't sound like a very nice story," nurnured Moul doubtfully, "despite the happy ending.
I"'mnot sure | want to play ... but if you really want to ..

"Yeah, sure." Matthew clinbed to his feet.

Moul rippled back fromthe human. "It sounds awfully violent, Matthew. | don't |ike violent
ganmes. "

"I't won't be bad," the boy assured him "Now, |I'mgoing to be the Indians and you can be the
Cowboys. "
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Moul considered. "I think I'd prefer to be the Indians."
"No. | suggested the game," Matthew was a mite bellig-erent, "and |'mgoing to be the Indians."
"Al'l right. You can be the Indians."
Matt hew frowned at him "What do you nmean, | can be the Indians? Just |ike that?"
"Wl l, of course. Wiy not?"
"But you said you wanted to be the Indians."

"I do," Moul admitted, "but you obviously want to be themnore than | do. Therefore, it is only
sensible to Il et you be the Indians."

Matt hew nul | ed over this devel opment, which tunbled around in his brain like a rough gemin a
polishing unit. "No," he finally decided, "you can be the Indians."

"No, no. | understand thoroughly your desire, Mat-theeew. You can be the Indians. I'll be the
Cowboys. "

"I've got an idea," the boy said suddenly. "Wy don't we both of us be the I|ndians?"

"Then who'll be the Cowboys?"
Matt hew turned and call ed across the room "Hey Janie, Ahling, Chuck, Yerl!"

They entered into involved negotiations, but it devel oped that no one really wanted to be the
Cowboys. They all wanted to be Indians.

In the observation booth behind the one&8209;way, Dr. Jahan Bhadravati turned to his compani ons,
who at that monent included Bonnie, Captain Sanchez of the Seeker, and a | eading representative of
Earth's government. Handshakes were exchanged all around, but the children in the room beyond
woul d have found the adults' enthusiasmat a dis-play of the commonpl ace very puzzling.

Chapter Si xteen

Bonni e was chatting with Ryo as they strolled fromthe shuttle toward the | aboratory conpl ex when
the first rising thunder reached the canp fromoverhead. It arose in the north and grew steadily
| ouder until a pair of quadrupl e&8209; wi nged ships roared by, rattling the trees fringing the

gl ade and scaring hell out of the arboreals.

The two wal kers pressed thensel ves back beneath a can-opy of chanelo cloth. So did the other
humans who' d been out in the conparative cool of early norning.

After a decent wait Bonnie | eaned out to squint toward the southwest. "Think they saw us?"

"I don't know," said one of the shuttle's crew from be-neath the overhanging |inbs of a nearby
tree. He too was staring worriedly southward. "They were awfully | ow and noving damm fast." He
energed fromconcealment. "I'd better get to ny station, just in case."

Bonni e was about to join himwhen she felt restraining pressure on her arm

"I do not think we were observed," Ryo told her. "You see, | am al nost positive they were not
| ooking for us."

"Then what were they doing out here, at that altitude?" She noticed his oddly rigid posture. "Is
somet hi ng el se wrong?"

"Very wong." Menories rose up, threatened to sub-nerge all other thoughts. Fear and anger m xed
inside him "Those weren't Thranx ships. Those were AAnn warshut-tles. | know, because |'ve seen
t hem before."
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"W've got to help." Sanchez glared around at the hast-ily assenbl ed conference. They were in the
shuttle's cargo hold, which had been converted to a conference chanber, anong ot her things.

"It's not our business to get involved in |local squabbles,” the mlitary attache rem nded t hem
perfunctorily. "We're here uninvited. Qur presence constitutes a dangerous pro-vocation to the
Thranx governnent. There is also the Pro-ject to consider. W could not assist the | ocal colonists
wi t hout revealing our presence, and that in turn would surely spell an end to our highly pronising
experinments here." He gazed coolly down toward Ryo.

"Personal feelings nmust not be allowed to divert us fromour principal reason for being here. W
have no formal relations with the Thranx. The sane is true for the AAnn. | have no basis for
initiating hostilities against a neutral and uncontacted alien race."

"You'll pardon me if | disagree with that." Sanchez gave hima wan smle. "l've established to ny
satisfaction that it was the AAnn who, deliberately and unprovoked, attacked the Seeker. | had
many killed and several wounded. |1'd call that anple provocation for, at the m nimum an

instructive reprisal."

"The attack on your ship could have arisen from m sun-derstanding," the attache argued. He didn't
enjoy the posi-tion he was forced to take, but he defended it adnmirably. "W could be jeopardi zing
any future relationships with the AAnn race."

"Your pardon, sir." One of the xenologists at the far end of the roomraised a tinorous hand. "If
these AAnn con-formto the psychosocial pattern diagrammed by ny pro-grammng, then we stand the
best chance of naking a peace with them by showing a willingness to fight."

"That's crazy," the attache snapped.

"An apt AAnn adjective," said Ryo, whose know edge of Terrangl o speech had progressed to an
appreciation of alliteration.

"Their profile fits, however," the quiet specialist said with sone conviction

The attache, outgunned, withdrew into silence.

"You nust, of course, nake your own decision based on the know edge you have and your own
custons," Ryo said gently. "I amunder no such restraints. | nust take ny harvester and render
what ever assistance | can, regardl ess of personal risk. Besides, there is little you could

accom plish. For one thing, you have no satisfactory ground trans-portation. For another, you do
not have-'

"I"'mafraid that we do, Ryo," Sanchez informed him The Thranx made an instinctive gesture of
fourth&8209; degree astoni shnent.

"I know this was designed to be a wholly peaceful ms-sion," she continued, "and it should remain
so with regard to human&8209; Thranx rel ati ons. But considering our former imprisonment, surely
you can understand that we woul dn't set down on a Thranx planet unarned."

"No." Ryo tried to conceal his considerable upset. "I do not understand that."

The captain shrugged. "lI'msorry. Regardless, it remains that we have weapons." She gazed around
the room "I propose that we use themto denonstrate our nental con-stitution to the AAnn, and to
aid our newfound friends. Informally, it would seem" She focused her attention on the attache.
"of course, | cannot give the order to rel ease weaponry for use here."

The attache drumred his fingers on the armof his chair. "I still haven't heard a strong enough
reason. It's insane to take up arns agai nst one race on behalf of an-other that we have no
relations with."

"The whol e experinent sounded i nsane when Ryo first proposed it," Bonnie rem nded him "There's
sonet hing el se you haven't thought of. None of you." Her gaze in-cluded Sanchez. "Wat of the
| arvae we've borrowed fromthe Paszex Nursery? Their parents and clanmates are all back there. If
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they're killed we'll have relations of a differ-ent sort to deal with, far nore conplicated
rel ations.

"Al so, by assisting the locals we have a chance to insin-uate ourselves into their good graces.
That would greatly aid the Project."” She | ooked hard at the attache. "Not hinder or finish it, as
you claim | feel it's time to take the next step, according to the Project programmng. W can't
stay hidden here forever."

"A npost succinct summation." Bhadravati smled pleas-antly at the attache. "I should very nuch
like to have a gun, please. In the interest of furthering the Project." This sentinment was echoed
strongly by nost of the others in the chanber.

Ryo's feelings were confused. It was marvelous finally to have conmitted the humans agai nst the
AAnn. He woul d rather have acconplished it under different circunstances, in a different place,
but the web of existence had dictated it be in Paszex. He woul d cope.

At the same tinme, the presence of weapons on board the shuttle was a disconfiting revel ation. Not
one had see fit to come forward to tell himabout it. Perhaps, he nused, because ny reaction was
anti ci pat ed.

In spite of the successes and acconplishnments of the past nonths, had Wiu in the final analysis
been right all along? Wre these strange bi peds he had befriended really incur-ably warlike and
violent? O was the presence of arns here nerely an understandabl e human reacti on and precaution?

Di ssection of phil osophies would have to wait. Al that mattered now was getting to Paszex as
rapidly as possible. The harvester could rush there faster than the humans' shuttle, which had
been nmade a part of the |andscape.

O course, the AAnn ships mght not be heading for Paszex. That would spare hima lot of trouble.

Per haps three dozen arned humans were ready and it was inpossible to fit themall inside the
harvester. The ex-cess sat on top, clung to the sides. Ryo thoughtfully set the interior
thernostat at near freezing, which his passengers found delightfully refreshing.

How | ong ago had he runbl ed through the jungle in a survey crawler on a simlar mssion, to try
and di srupt an AAnn attack on his honme? Surely, if the AAnn were intent on Paszex again they woul d
renmenber and post guards around their shuttles. But they woul d be expecting only a possible charge
by agricultural machinery, not a heavily arnmed force of aliens.

The nmilitary attache was present with his several asso-ciates. As trained soldiers, they easily
and i mmedi ately as-sumed command. Ryo noticed how alert they appeared, how intense in posture and
speech. That worried himas much as the presence of weapons had.

He' d observed humans in a warlike state nonths ago, when Bonnie and the | amented Loo had escaped
fromtheir mlitary prison on northern Hivehom That he could under-stand. Then they'd been
nmotivated by fear. He wasn't sure what was notivating the humans now.

Wth the hunmans on top and sides hanging on tightly, Ryo gently put the versatile harvester on
lift. There was no point in trying to hug the earth now, and they didn't have days in which to
slog through the jungle. On full hover he set the craft for Paszex.

They set down into the trees at a sufficient distance to keep them off AAnn detection equi prment.
It took as long to negotiate the final short stretch of jungle separating themfromthe hive
fields as it had to hover all the way fromthe gl ade.

The invaders had set down in a different orchard. As in the previous nightmare, snoke was rising
fromruined ven-tilators and intakes. For sonme perverse reason the AAnn seened to have sel ected
Paszex as a test hive for their in-imcal soirees. Ryo had no idea how many small, isolated hives
on W1l ow&8209; wane and ot her colony worlds had suf-fered simlar repeated attacks, but it was
obvious that an alliance with the humans was nore necessary than his own governnent was willing to
adm t.

Di stant expl osi ons sounded fromthe direction of the hive. "W w |l approach stealthily at first,"
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Ryo was telling the mlitary attache, "and try to slip close to them | found that if you threaten
their shuttles' engines they will &8209;"

But the attache was al ready maki ng | oud mouth noi ses which even the know edgeabl e Ryo coul d not
interpret. Then the humans fell like lice fromthe sides and rear of the harvester, and were
runni ng remarkably nobile zigzag patterns through the field of shoul der &209; hi gh weoneon and
asfi.

It's doubtful that their nunbers would have overawed the wel | &209; trai ned AAnn soldiery. On the
ot her hand, the sight of several dozen alien creatures waving alien devices as they charged from
supposedly enpty jungle shrieking at the tops of their lungs and generally conporting thensel ves

I i ke dangerous nental defectives would be enough to unset-tle the nost sel f&8209; possessed warri or
of any race.

The AAnn guards fired wildly and often blindly while the humans picked their shots with surprising
accuracy. Bonnie, Captain Sanchez, Dr. Bhadravati, and all those whom Ryo had cone to think of as
peaceful, gentle schol-ars were blasting away with an enthusi asmthat nmade Ryo feel very sad for
them He was no |onger frightened of the possibilities they presented. Fear had becone pity.

They need us, these poor bipeds, he told hinself. He watched as an energy bolt seared the wi ngtip
of &8209;one shut-tlecraft. They need us far nore than we need them They are the ones who should
be crying for alliance.

The earth erupted and he ducked bel ow the harvester's roof for protection. A shot had struck
sonet hing nore than volatile within the body of the farther AAnn ship. It disin-tegrated in a
stormof flam ng plastic and flying netal shards. The expl osi on knocked the other shuttle over on
its side, crunpling | anding gear and one of the four wi ngs.

Several of the humans had been shot, but the damage had been done. The startled AAnn who had not
peri shed grouped themselves into a surrender formation, threw down their weapons, and |inked arns
in a gesture of de-fiant subnission. They glared through slit pupils at the pe-culiar beings
surroundi ng them

Ryo wat ched and wondered what the commander of the AAnn base ship orbiting somewhere above nust be
think-ing. He did not know if the AAnn suffered from panic. O her AAnn were staggering fromthe
intact shuttlecraft. Those returning hastily fromthe underground corridors of Paszex took note of
the submi ssion cerenony their fellows were performng and joined in.

It was not until evening that it dawned on the invaders how greatly they outnunbered their
captors. By then it was too |late to organi ze any resistance. Besides, they had per-forned the
submi ssi on cerenony. Regardl ess of their an-ger, they had commtted thensel ves. So they contented
thenselves with much internal grunbling, intense study of the alien victors, and disparaging
comments about their of-ficers, who'd m staken strangeness for superiority.

By then the inhabitants of the stricken conmunity had begun to energe. The local Servitors were
joined by ordi-nary citizens who'd arnmed thenselves with utensils and nmanufacturing inpl enents.
The captured AAnn regarded them w th unconceal ed disdain, their tails twitching list-lessly as

they shuffl ed about under the watchful gaze of the humans. Meanwhile the hivefol k kept their

di stance, their curiosity focused nore on their fearful saviors than on the belligerent AAnn.

Eventual | y soneone noticed Ryo standi ng anong and conversing with the bipeds. He reluctantly made
his way to the strangely garbed Thranx, striving to get no nearer the nonstrous aliens than was
absol utel y necessary.

"I am Kerarilzex," the Elder announced. H s antennae were wi thered, but not his voice. "I am Six
on the Hve Council of Ei ght. W would give our thanks to these pecu-liar visitors"&8209; he'd been
about to use the Thranx word for nonster and at the last minute thought better of it "but | would
not know how to do so. It appears you can converse with them" Then he nmade a sl ow gesture of

t hi r d&8209; degree uncertainty coupled with one of rising anazenent. "I believe&209;1 believe

may know you, youngster. Can it be that you are of the Zex?"

"I am cal | ed Ryozenzuzex, Elder."
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"The young agricultural expert who vanished so long ago. Truly do | remenber you!" He paused,
thinking fu-riously. "Wrd cane to us all the way from G cci kal k that you had beconme sonet hi ng of
a dangerous renegade."

"Somet hi ng of that, yes. | am a renegade from and dan-ger to the blind, the callous, and the
reactionary. No one el se has anything to fear fromne." Now that the AAnn had been neutrali zed,
ot her probl ens&209;in their own fashion nmore serious&3209;were beginning to resurface.

"Rest deep and warm Elder. Neither | nor ny friends," and he indicated the nonsters, "are any
threat to the hive. The contrary is true. All will be explained." | hope, he add silently. "All
that matters is what | have accomplished in ny absence."

Bonni e had wal ked over to stand next to him She was gazing with interest at the El der, who found
the attention very upsetting.

"Who are these ... creatures, and how have you conme to be anobng then®?" he asked.
"It's a long story," Bonnie said via the appropriate whis-tles and cli cks.
The El der was fl abbergasted. Reflexively, he threw back a stream of questions.

"l don't understand," she told himpatiently. "You'll have to speak nore slowy. |I'mnot very
fluent yet."

Ryo translated the rough places for both of them The Elder's active mnd was homing in on anot her
unsettling thought.

"W thank you for our hive's salvation. | think we will be safe from AAnn depredati ons from now
on. Wul d you by any chance know what happened to six children who were taken fromthe Nursery
several nonths ago? Their Nurse vani shed with them A heinous crine."

"And a necessary one, |I'mafraid." Ryo was past caring what |ocal Elders thought. Having broken so
many inmpor-tant laws in a conparatively brief span he had no com punction at mentioning yet
anot her perfidy.

"The Nurse Fal m ensazex had nothing to do with the di s-appearance.” He had to hesitate before he
could go on. "She lies in a conasleep. That was ny fault. It was al so neces-sary."

The El der was watching himshrewdly. "You call it nec-essary, yet you show signs of renorse."
"She is&8209; was&8209; ny premate."

"Ah." The council nmenber was trying to sort events in his mnd. "And the |arvae?"

"Al'l are well, healthy, and maturing." In areas you can't begin to i magi ne, he added silently.
"There will have to be an adjudication, of course,” mur-nured the Elder.
"Of course."

"What are they tal ki ng about?" Bonni e asked him
"My nost recent crines. | will have to surrender nyself soon to confinenent."

Bonni e hefted her rifle. "Not if you don't want to, you won't. You're too valuable, too inportant
to the Project to languish in sone cell while we try and nuddl e through first contact wi thout you,

Ryo. "

"l assure you everything will turn out all right." He put first a truhand and then a foothand on
her arm "A society functions because its citizens choose to abide by its laws."

"That sounds funny comng fromyou."

"So | amselective." There was no acconpanyi ng gesture of hunor. Bonnie wondered if that was for
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the benefit of the watchful Elder
"The matter nust be discussed, Bonnie. It will take time."
As it turned out, it did not.

An echo of the thunder they' d hidden fromearlier now rose out of the south. It grew to deafening
proportions as half a dozen sleek shuttlecraft passed | ow overhead. They conmenced a wi de turn
that would bring themcircling back toward Paszex

Bonni e and the ot her humans had a bad nmoment until they noticed the |oud and clearly cel ebratory
reaction of the hivefolk. "Qur ships," Ryo told her in response to the unasked question

"Late again," nuttered the El der Kerarilzex, "but at least in force this tinme. | hope others
caught the command ship before it could flee orbit. Words will be conposed,” he added darkly.
"This is the fifth time in the last seventy years. O her hives endure worse. | do not believe the

peo-ple will stand for it much | onger."

"And well you shouldn't," Bonnie agreed in passabl e Low Thranx.

The Thranx commandi ng officer, of the fifteenth rank, had stared through his conpensating vi ewer
as his nodest armada passed | ow over the site of Paszex. He made nental note of the two ruined
AAnn warshuttles, the cluster of AAnn prisoners, the arned hivefolk, and the astonishing aliens in
their m dst.

There was no i mredi ate way of ascertaining which side the horrific bipeds were on. He could not
fire on themsince they were mxed in with the hivefolk. It was very frustrating.

The nmilitary of both species were livid. The bureaucrats were nost upset. The politicians were
confused and angry. The scientists were disturbed.

Each group had dreanmed of holding center, stage when an intelligent, space&8209;traversing race
was contacted. Instead, the nonment of glory had been usurped by sone secretive researchers, a
mut i nous human crew, and an outcast alien agriculturalist.

There were pains and problens. The parents of the boys and girls who'd traveled to

W11 ow&8209; wane as part of the Pro-ject did their best to nuster a feeling of betrayal. True,
they had agreed to commt their children to Project control in return for a year of free room
board, and education, but to sone of themthe whol e business still seened |ike kid-naping. None
had thought to inquire as to the precise loca-tion of the Project school or its distance from
their hones.

The idea of lifting a group of inpressionable youngsters and then plunking them down anong a bunch
of pale worm ike nonsters grated agai nst the public conscience. No one, of course, gave a thought
to the effect the children mght have had on the inpressionable Thranx | arvae.

The Thranx popul ace had an advantage because it had al ready been exposed to two

sem &8209;intelligent species and the AAnn. It was their highly devel oped sense of propriety that
suffered nost. Events had not unfol ded according to care-fully prepared procedures. \When procedure
was violated- well, the Thranx were very strong on organi zation and rather |ess so at

i mprovi sation, and you sinply did not improvise first contact with an alien race.

There was also the matter of |arval abduction. Unlike the humans, Ryo did not have the permi ssion
of parents to enroll their offspring in the Project school. H s action was ki dnappi ng, whatever
the notives.

Ryo didn't care. He agreed with everything the adjudica-tors said. Al that nattered was the
Project. Its apparent success was vindication enough for him None of the |arvae had been harned,
physically or mentally, by their experi-ence. The Nursery supervisors who attended them coul d
attest to that.
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It's very hard to rouse public opinion agai nst soneone who politely agrees with everything his
prosecutors say while patiently awaiting nmartyrdom

Hi s strongest condemnati on carne not from government or public but from Fal. Under proper care she
recovered rapidly from her comasl eep, whereupon she laid into himfar nore devastatingly than any

hi venot her. Against her list of outrages he could offer only one thought in his de-fense: the fact
that he had succeeded.

As to the avowed success of the Project, even the nbst jingoistic nmenber of either species could
not deny the evi-dence. Not only did the Thranx | arvae and human children tol erate each other,
they had grown nearly inseparable. Mnster played happily al ongsi de nonster

Recor di ngs showi ng human children ganboling with their Thranx counterparts rapidly dispelled the
initial out-cry that had arisen on Earth and her col onies. How can sonething be considered a
monst er when a seven&8209; year &209;0ld girl with pigtails can ride it bareback, or a couple of
boys can tussle with it in a sandpile and all three are obviously having a wonderful tine?

Reacti on anong the Thranx was, in accord with their nature, somewhat slower in form ng. Gudging
accept ance began to appear when chips revealed that the horribly flexi-ble alien adol escents had
no intention of butchering and barbecuing their |arval conpanions.

A major ticklish problemwas partially resolved when the Radi cal Agnostic theol ogians of Earth
di scovered their ex-act counterparts anong the Aesthetic Phil osopher sect of Hi vehom They
answered the nervous and awkward ques-tion raised by many as to which side the Deity m ght be on
by proclainmng that he was nost likely sitting back and watchi ng the whol e business with
consi der abl e anusenent .

Twenty years woul d pass before the first treaties were drawn and nore than that before the bol dest
anong both speci es brought up the specter of Amal ganmation. For the tine being, prelimnary
agreenents were sufficient. They were attested to and duly recorded by wary officials on both

si des whose hands had been forced, not by strength of arns or superior intellectual power, but by
children cavort-ing in a playroom

Ryo was formally relieved of his | ong&8209; negl ected agricul-tural duties and assigned to the

per manent contact group. This was pl aced outsi de Paszex, which now assumed an i nportance beyond
the export of vegetable products and handicrafts. Many of the latter, incidentally, were traded to
the humans of the Project. Once again the pioneers had stolen a march on the official planners.
Trade had begun.

The airfield was hastily enlarged so it could handle shut-tlecraft. First official visitors were
exchanged, and as a few handicrafts and nechanisns traversed the gulf be-tween the stars, it was
di scovered that the profit notive was another characteristic human and Thranx shared.

So it was that contact was not forged so nuch as hastily cobbled together. But it was a begi nning,
the nost inpor-tant part of understandi ng.

Even Fal eventually reconciled with her now fanmous premate, though he was still regarded as a
traitor among sone of his own kind and an eneny spy in certain unre-|lentingly paranoid human
circles. Wiuzel ansem was brought from G cci kal k, still suspicious of humanki nd but nore flexible

than most Thranx. Hi s conversion canme rap-idly when sonme of the humans becane fluent enough to
admre his poetry.

"l don't know how we did without themfor so long," he once nuttered to Ryo after a recital
"Their appreciation of true art seens as boundl ess as their enthusiasm The gov-ernnment may
acquire an ally, but | have acquired sonething far nore val uable."

"Wi ch is?"

"A new audi ence!” and Wiu returned to the display chanber to acknow edge the humans' peculiar form
of ap-pl ause.
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Ten years passed. A day arrived when several of the original Project menbers had to return to
their homes. Two would travel to Centaurus, one to New Riviera, and several to Earth.

Jahan Bhadravati was one of them Bonnie was another. They stood next to the Paszex shuttleport's

human&8209; service area, still clad in WII ow&8209; wane duty uniform which was to say practically
not hing, and waited for departure call. It was a lovely rnidseason day. The tenperature was 35° C
and the hum dity hovered near 92 percent.

No officials saw themoff with speeches. In the inter-vening decade the coning and goi ng of hunmans
at Paszex had ceased to be worthy of special notice. There was a fare-well party, however.
Ryozenzuzex was there, acconpa-nied by a young Thranx adult naned Qul and a tall, skinny human
naned W1 son Asanbi. They were working together to help develop gentler strains of a hybrid fruit.

Bonni e took a last | ook around the surface of WIlow -wane. The distant lines of orchard and
jungle, the little thickets of air&8209;intake stacks, the shuttleway, all were old friends to be
| eft behind but retained in nenory. She | ooked much the sanme as she had when she'd first set foot
on WI | ow&8209; wane ten years before. The world was a fine place for keeping fit. There was gray
in her hair now, and contentnent in her expression

"l suppose you'll continue at your post," she said to Ryo.

He shrugged, a human gesture that was beconing quite popular anong Thranx, and uttered a
confirmatory whistle of agreement. He reflected on the gesture and its neaning. W give so nuch to
each other, he thought. Gesture as well as science, habit as well as art. Especially poetry. He
smled inwardly. Two years ago, old Wiuzel ansem had fled to wherever it was old poets retreated
to, fighting and ki cking and di sparaging the state of the universe all the way, but not before
he'd seen his poetry wildly praised by the very nonsters he'd once sought to avoid contact with.

Ryo missed Wiu. Even if they hadn't seen ommatidia to ommtidia all the tine.

A hi gh&8209; pi t ched whi stle sounded from behind. Fal was waiting near the entryway to Paszex: She
still would not have close contact with humans. Her trauma was under-standabl e, since they'd been
responsible for luring her pre-mate away and forcing himto strike her. She would barely tolerate
t hem

Toleration first, he told hinself. Friendship later. If any-thing, progress on the latter was
ahead of schedul e.

To his surprise, he noticed that Bonnie was maki ng eye noisture. Ryo waited to find out whether it
was significant of happiness or distress. Water of delight, water of depres-sion, Wiu had called
it in one of his poens.

"I"'mcrying out of both,"” she told him "I'mglad that things have turned out so well and |I'm sad
that after all these years it's finally tine to leave. | just can't turn down a university
position on Earth. Loo&8209; Loo woul d have |iked the way things have turned out."

"There's still a lot of work to be done," Ryo said. "I'll retain ny position as long as |I'm able
to help."

Bhadravati shuffled his feet and said nothing. Conversa-tion had never been the scientist's strong
point, Ryo knew. He felt a great sadness within hinself at the conming depar-ture of two of his
ol dest hunman fri ends.

"There is no reason to cry, nmy friend," Ryo told Bonnie. "W have nothing but reason for
happi ness. W shall neet again soneday."

Bonni e was too much of a realist to believe that. Cir-cunstance and di stance, the anci ent enemn es
of acquai n-tance, would conspire to prevent it.

Nevert hel ess she replied with a smling, "I hope so, Ryo," as she reached out both hands to touch
the tips of his proffered antennae. The interspecies gesture was now as automati c as a handshake.
Ryo repeated the gesture with Bhadravati .
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"These youngsters here," he said, indicating Asanbi and Qul, "will be taking on the truly
i nportant work now. Nothing can prevent the deepening of our friendship." She was still crying and
he made a gesture of gentle third-degree adnoni shnent.

"Please, friend, let there be no nore tears at this parting. Not water tears fromyou nor crysta
tears fromne, would that | were able to manufacture them It's a gesture | envy you. A snall but
i ntriguing physical difference."

"The only significant differences between us anynore are physical," said Bhadravati .

"Only physical," Ryo agreed, "and that neans | ess each day. Shape and conposition nean nothing
when understanding is present."

"l thought old Wiu was the poet and not you," Bonnie said.

"Alittle of everything you admre eventually rubs off on you. I'msure you'll be happy to live
for a while nowwith | ess weighty matters on your mnd."

"Well, | will have ny classes," she admtted, "and Jahan his research and his books to conpose."
Fromthe way they gazed at one another Ryo thought Bonnie might nmate after all. The soft beeping
sounded from around them O her passengers began to nove toward the waiting shuttle. Not all of
t hem wer e hunan.

"W shoul d board." Bhadravati put a hand on her shoul -der. She nodded, didn't&8209; speak, | ooked
back down at Ryo. Then she reached out and hugged him Bl ue&3209;green chiton slid agai nst soft
flesh. It was another gesture Ryo had | earned but which he'd al ways observed performed by two
humans. It was nuch too rough to be civilized, but he po-litely said nothing.

As they noved toward the shuttle he made the human gesture of farewell, waving two hands at them
He followed with the far nore conpl ex and subtl e four&8209; handed gesture of Thranx good&8209; bye.
At the base of the ranp Bonnie in-tated it as best she could with only two hands. Then they

di sappeared into the ship.

He started toward the burrow entryway that |led down into the busy ternminal. The inpatient Fal had
withdrawn into the conforting confines bel ow.

Bonni e and Dr. Bhadravati appeared content, and that thought made hi m happy. Everyone deserved
contentment. They'd worked hard and | ong and deserved their share of nental peace.

The fruit he'd struggled so hard to plant had taken root. It had done nore than survive. In ten
years it prospered enornmously and now showed signs of flowering into sone-thing far nore than he'd
ever dreaned of, nore than nere friendship. The rel ationship between human and thranx was becom ng
nore than deep. There were signs, signs and portents, that soneday in the far future it could
becone truly synbiotic.

And there was another benefit, one Ryo had not con-sidered. One he hadn't thought nuch about
during the last busy, exciting ten years. The realization came as a shock

He found something useful to do with his life after all.
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ALAN DEAN FOSTER was born in New York City in 1946 and raised in Los Angeles, California. After
receiving a bachelor's degree in political science and a master of fine arts degree in notion
pi ctures fromUCLA in 1968&8209; 69, he worked for two years as a public relations copywiter in
Studio City, California.

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...%20-%20Humanx%20-%20Nor%20Crystal%20Tears.txt (128 of 129) [1/16/03 6:56:30 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20Humanx%620-%20N or%20Crystal %20T ears.txt

He sold his first short story to August Derleth at Arkham Col |l ector Magazine in 1968, and ot her
sal es of short fiction to other nmagazines followed. His first try at a novel, The Tar &209; Al ym
Krang, was published by Ballantine Books in 1972. Since then, Foster has published many short
stories, novels, and fil mnovelizations.

Foster has toured extensively around the world. Besides traveling, he enjoys classical and rock
music, old films, basketball, body surfing, and weightlifting. He has taught screenwriting,
literature, and filmhistory at UCLA and Los Angeles City Coll ege.

Currently he resides in Arizona.
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