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I'T isnot God, Martin Oristano reminded himself for the thousandth time as he approached the machine.
It isonly an instrument, atool designed to serve man.

Y et even though he had been close to the machine for the last forty years of hislife, and Chief of
Programming and Operations for the past ten, he still could not repress a shiver of awe as he entered his
office. The deceptively ssmple keyboard awaited his input; the aural pickup, hiswords. Twin video
sensors took stereoptic note of his presence. Infrareds saw him as striding heat.

There were other entry consoles scattered throughout the complex, but this was the only one through
which avisitor was able to address the logic center directly.

Few human beings knew the code which would access the modest keyboard. Very few had clearance to
thisroom. It was agreat privilege. In many ways, it made Martin Oristano more widely known, and
feared, than the Presidents and Premiers and Supreme Eternal Rulers who governed the nations.

Of course, Presidents and Premiers had little to do anymore beyond serving as figureheads for their
governments, much as the King and Queen of England had done for hundreds of years. That kind of
hopelessly overwhelmed administrative talent was no longer required.

The Colligatarch took care of those awkward details. Wholly benign, perfectly indifferent to political
considerations. unbribable, even compassionate, it could make major administrative decisions free from
contamination by petty hates and old jealousies. It did not rule; it only suggested. Its suggestions did not
carry the force of law. They did not have to.

Society no longer lived in fear of its own leaders. Since its completion, the Colligatarch had freed its
builders from that and many other fears. Y et it was perfectly natural that some would fear the power that
subsequently accrued to the machine, and to those who saw to its operation.

So Martin Oristano knew why he was feared. It bothered him from time to time because he was among
the kindest and gentlest of men.

He had to be. No one else could be entrusted with the position of Chief Programmer, no matter how
extensive his technical expertise. The psychological testing he'd undergone eleven years prior to his
appointment had been a hundred times more extensive, more rigorous, than any technical exams he'd
taken. The Authority took no chances with the most sensitive of al civil service appointments, even
though the Colligatarch supposedly had been designed to be fail-safe and unmanipulatable by human
beings for evil purposes or personal gain.

S0 he accepted the stares, the suspicious sidelong glances that always attended his occasional public
appearances. They came with the territory. Better people should fear him, a mere man, than the machine.
The Reuss River cooled the Colligatarch and its support facilities. Hydropower from Lake Lucerne
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hel ped power it. To the south of the installation rose the vast massif of the Glarus Alps, which
culminated in the crag called Todi. To the southwest, the Bernese Oberland crested in the Jungfrau at
over four thousand meters above sea level.

The Colligatarch Authority lay buried beneath the solid granite flank of Mount Urirotstock, a more
modest but still impressive peak.

He'd shivered earlier, but from something more prosaic than awe, as he'd stood in the fore cabin of the
hydrofoil and stared out across the surface of the lake. It was early October. Soon much of Switzerland
would be buried beneath alpine snow. Then he would have to move from the large, comfortable house in
Lucerne to hiswinter quarters deep within the mountain.

A few other passengers sneaked quick glances at the striking figure standing near the glass. Most knew
who he was. Nearly seventy, angular as in youth, his white hair combed straight back more for
convenience than style, he was as recognizable in silhouette as in full face.

The angularity was inherited. Everyone, even hiswife Martha, insisted he didn't eat enough to alow his
body to handle the daily stress he lived under. He failed to disillusion them by explaining that he'd
adapted to such stresses long ago, and that he found eating a monotonous activity at best. Such
adaptations were among the many reasons he'd been selected Chief Programmer.

Actualy, histitle was something of a misnomef. He did very little actual programming anymore. Chief
Nurseismore likeit, he thought as he took off his jacket and coat and hung them on the antique oak
clothes tree that stood inside the door.

As he considered his office, he thought, as he had previoudly, that there should be more than this. For the
press, if no one else. The Colligatarch and its human attendants always worried about the reaction of the
media, even nowadays when general fear of the Colligatarch's abilities had largely dissipated.

Certainly it wasn't very impressive. There were alot of plants. That was Anna's touch. His secretary had
agreen thumb and could make atropical orchid grow in the snow. Then there were all the owls. The big
ceramic one with the yellow rhinestone eyes, the stone owl, the paper ones his granddaughter Elsa had
made at school. The owls were spillovers from hiswife's collection. Being gifts of love, Oristano could
hardly refuse them. Reporters fortunate enough to be granted a visit to thisinner sanctum thought them
particularly appropriate symbols of Oristano's position. They would have been disappointed to learn that
where birds were concerned, the Chief of Operations was more partial to storks.

There should be more. Something more representative of the electronic miracle that hummed away deep
within the mountain. Perhaps a long, glass-lined tunnel dozens of meters high lined with endless rows of
bright, winking lights. That would awe interested spectators.

But there was nothing like that. Only the soft carpet underfoot, the subdued lights, and in front of him
the terminal with its ranked video screens and keyboard.

There were a hundred similarly furnished rooms spotted throughout the complex, and little to
differentiate them from this, the prime access. There was only the sign on the door and the

Inconspi cuous extra guards in the approach corridors. No need for many guards here. The difficult
checkpoint to pass lay outside the mountain.

He said guten Tag as he pressed the button that would call up the morning's work. The voice pickup
analyzed his speech pattern, recognizing it instantly. It was part of a smaller subunit that nonetheless
was hooked up peripherally to the Colligatarch itself, as was even the smallest unit inside the mountain.
Such linkages made for some interesting contrasts in scale: the Colligatarch could predict earthquakesin
China and the number of meteors that would flash over the Carpathians next week with extraordinary
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accuracy.
It could also make a good cup of coffee.

"What will you have this morning, sir?' The subunit voice was not as smooth as the sophisticated voice
of Colligatarch Logic Central, but it was still a part of the machine.

"Bavarian mocha," Oristano replied as he sat down. He'd already had breakfast at home.

The machine was perfectly capable of providing him with food. There were those technicians who
would have lived al year round within the complex, enjoying the machine's catering to their every
whim, but there were laws against such confinement, no matter how voluntary. People needed exposure
to the real world, whether they wanted it or not.

He sighed, leaned back in the chair, and listened to the sound of coffee dripping into the mug set in the
right-hand wall recess. As he relaxed he enjoyed the panning holograph that filled the entire left-side
wall. It made for some crowding of instrumentation elsewhere, but Oristano had insisted on it.

The perception of depth was beautifully rendered as the scene slowly dlid from left to right. In half an
hour it would complete the 360-degree spin and begin again. Oristano never tired of it and never
bothered to change it, though through his office he had access to thousands of scenes.

The holograph was of a beach called Parea. It fronted a cove on the Polynesian island of Huahine. Palm
trees, blue sky, eroded volcanic throats, white sand, and clear shallow water shone in stark contrast to
the prewinter scenery outside. An occasional ray or shark slipped quietly through the water.

He turned reluctantly to study the list that appeared on the central monitor. The Soviet government
wanted planting parameters for rye in the New Uzbekistan regions. Several different hybrid seed stocks
were involved, and the specialists were, as usual, at one another's collective throats over which one
would be the best to plant.

Determining this required detailed comparison of the latest regional soil analysis, insect populations, and
possible infestations; weather predictions six months ahead; the psychological profiles of every
agricultural worker in al involved communes as well as those working private plots; the condition of
farm machinery in the area and the availability of spare parts for same; plus several thousand additional
factors, including a great many at first glance unrelated to the question under discussion.

Oristano filed the query with routine approval. It would take the Colligatarch less than five minutesto
generate a summation. It could not order the Soviet government to abide by that decision, of course. It
would merely make a suggestion.

There was along harangue from the Defense Department of the United States. Some busy generals had
come up with new statistics showing the Soviets with again in nuclear capability. The Colligatarch
would dutifully check on it, and likely produce athousand graphs proving the accusation false. It kept
careful watch on the arsenals of the five superpowers.

Suspicion of one another kept the generals of the United States, the Soviet Union, the EEC, the Latin
American Union, and the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere employed. Humans still felt the need
to maintain standing armies to keep watch on each other. The Colligatarch had managed to eliminate
paranoia from such confrontations.

His coffee was ready, perfect as always. The microprocessor knew his wants intimately. He sipped at it
slowly as he ran down the seemingly endless list.

The Republic of South Africa and the East African Federation were squabbling again, this time over the
new borders that divided what had once been the Portugese colony of Mozambique. In past decades such
a dispute might have been adjudicated by the World Court, sitting at The Hague. Nowadays, along with
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planting requests and information on Polar bear takes in Alaska, such problems were handled by the
Colligatarch. It would render a decision which would be accepted by both sides in the dispute... for this
week, anyway.

Then anew claim or challenge would be made and the Colligatarch would have to review every claim
extending back to the Zulu conquests and render an entirely new decision, as often and as politely as the
argument demanded. The game kept many politicians in business.

There was also a message from his-wife, reminding him that they were scheduled to have dinner with
that nice young couple from Turin next week. Oristano frowned as he tried to picture the face of the new
Italian ambassador to the EEC. The face escaped his memory, but he did remember the wife, who had
been attired rather more seductively than a diplomat's wife ought to be.

Oristano thoroughly enjoyed such outings. Not for him the image of the surly, mumbling technician
who'd sacrificed his humanity to the demands of the machine. He enjoyed conversation, good food, and
wine. Nor would he fail to glance admiringly at the diplomat's young wife while Martha looked on and
smiled at her husband's mental presumption.

The most popular joke in the complex recently had to do with the fact that ih his first six weeks on the
job the new Italian ambassador had managed to pay homage to not one but two popes-the one in Rome
and the one in Lucerne. Didn't Oristano receive the word straight from the electronic deity?

Not true, Oristano patiently corrected the joke-tellers. God decreed, whereas the Colligatarch merely
suggested.

He finished scrolling the monitor and saw nothing else requiring hisimmediate attention. Oh, there was
that business about fishing rights in the Aegean again. Those crazy Albanians! He supposed there had to
be some people somewhere who wouldn't have a thing to do with the Colligatarch.

No doubt the Albanians argument would be rejected once again, but its presence in hisfileirritated
Oristano. Someone should have intercepted it at alower level. He rerouted it to Burgess.

He brushed at the plain gray long-sleeved shirt he wore. There were four pocketsin the shirt and six in
the matching cotton slacks, and all of them were full. Oristano was a note-taker. Paper notes were an
anachronism in an electronic world, but he cherished his few eccentricities.

He also wore two watches, one on each wrist. Except the one on his left arm was not a watch but a
remote terminal tying him to his office and through it to Logic Central. The wisdom of the ages on one's
wrist, he mused, noting that the sharkskin band was in need of replacement. Wouldn't it be amusing, he
thought, if it broke as he was crossing the lake and it fell into the water, and some cruising fish
swallowed the wisdom of the ages?

For forty-five more minutes life and the world proceeded normally. Then things began to go mad.

A faint buzz caught his attention as ared light winked to life above the keyboard. Oristano was standing
across the room, as close to the holograph as he could get, luxuriating in the warm, simulated South
Pacific sun. Muttering, he walked back to his chair and thumbed a button. The intricate keyboard served
largely to accept lists and figures awkward to enter by chip or verbal command.

For now he would use the synthesizer. He always enjoyed talking to the Colligatarch. He'd programmed
the current voice himself, taking into account millions of choices before settling on a polite male tenor.
It was lightly accented, soothing, utterly unbelligerent. A visitor from France who was something of a
cinema buff once told Oristano the voice reminded him of along-dead English actor named Ronald
Colman. Curious, Oristano had pulled one of the actor's films and run it on an office monitor.

Y es, that was much like what the Colligatarch sounded like, except for a certain coldness no
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mechanically generated voice could completely eliminate.

"Good day, Colligatarch."

"Good morning, Martin," answered the machine.

"| saw the light on the console and heard your call. It's unusual for you to call me. Something wrong?'
"Yes, thereis, Martin. | would have alerted you immediately on arriving, but | thought you -would be
more relaxed if you first had time to take care of the morning's business. To take care of the routine
before dealing with the out-of-the-ordinary."

How like the machine, Oristano mused, to put whatever concerned it on hold so that a single human
being could enjoy his morning coffee.

"Then there's something out of the ordinary?’

"Yes. Sit down if you want to, Martin."

Oristano didn't really want to sit down. If it was possible that the trouble was minor, he would have
liked to go and stand in front of the soothing holograph. But the machine's message alarmed him. He
took his seat and gazed expectantly into the twin video pickups.

"Thereisadanger," the Colligatarch told him. Oristano was now confused as well as concerned. After
all, the world was full of dangers. Earthquakes in China, volcanoes erupting in the highly active North
American Pacific range, airplanes crashing in Brazil, and that interisland ferry capsizing off Hokkaido.
Catastrophe was adaily occurrence, though there was less of it since the advent of the Colligatarch.
There were no more famines, for example, and the incidence of death by automobile had fallen sharply
on the autobahns of the world. But this sounded different.

"The danger," said the Colligatarch, "isto myself."

That made Oristano sit up and take notice. There was no change of inflection in the mechanical voice,
nothing else to emphasize the graveness inherent in those few words. Such articifical verbal
enhancements were not necessary. Oristano was instantly on alert.

It wasn't the first time, of course. There were precedents- Phenaklions, flat-earthers, religious nuts, all
anxious to substitute their personal superstitions for rule by knowledge. None had come any closer to the
Authority complex than the top of the mountain, not even the African fanatics with their stolen
plutonium bomb. Ironic, that incident. After somehow managing to slip by dozens of checkpoints and
defense sensors, they'd all perished in a simple avalanche.

It took such an extraordinary threat to make the Colligatarch interrupt its regular schedule and that of the
Chief Programmer. Oristano listened intently.

"The threat involves not only myself, but the future of the human race." Such facility for understatement,
Oristano mused. How calm and quiet it is. Just like me. But isit also equally uneasy in its guts?
"Details," Oristano demanded. "Where does the threat come from?"

"I don't know," said the machine.

Theinitial pronouncement had Oristano upset. Now he was more than upset, he was shaken. In forty
years of close association with the Colligatarch, from junior chipshifter to Chief of Operations, he
couldn't recall a single previous instance of the machine's replying to a smple question with "'l don't
know."

He considered calling in awitness to confirm that he was actually hearing it. Had some prevarication
programming somehow been slipped into his junction? If this was some kind of elaborate joke by one of
his subordinates... The machine could not read minds, but it could collate such factors as visual
appearance, blood pressure, pupil dilation, and more and render a guess.
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"Thisisnot apractical joke, Martin. Thethreat | refer to isvery rea."

"| accept that. All right, if you don't know where the threat originates, then tell me the nature of the
threat." "l don't know."

Oristano tried again, alittle desperate now. "How will the threat manifest itself?"

"I don't know, Martin." There was just a hint of sadness in the synthesized voice.

Oristano started to rise from the chair. "I think it'stimeto call in the general staff." "No, Martin. Not yet."
He hesitated, half in and half out of the chair. Thanks to regular workouts in the gym, daily swims,
occasional frigid dips in Lake Lucerne, and good genes, he was in excellent physical condition. It was
rare when he was conscious of his age. Now he was.

He forced himself to ease back into the chair. "Y ou tell me there's.athreat to you and to the human
race." "Yes," said the Colligatarch.

"But you don't know the nature of the threat, its origin, or how it will manifest itself?' "That istrue."
"And you still think there's no reason for meto call a staff meeting?"

"That is correct also. Have patience, Martin."

"Y ou must have some data on this threat, otherwise cannot have concluded that thereisa' threat."
"I'm sorry, Martin. | have no hard data to pass along to you at this point. | must ask, however, that you
accept my evaluation. | intuit the threat."

| intuit. Oristano sat and considered the machine's words thoughtfully. There was no question that the
Colligatarch possessed a consciousness, though its relationship to human consciousness was still a
matter of considerable debate among theol ogians and philosophers as well as physicists and
cyberneticists. When asked, the machine itself reacted ambiguously to the question, unable to produce
anything more profound by way of reply than / intuit, therefore | am. While catchy, it was not an
acceptable last word on the subject.

Certainly Oristano, who was intimately familiar with the kilometers of microcircuitry and molecular
memories should know better than anyone else what the machine was capable of. But he hadn't worried
about it much. He was far more concerned with the machine's morality. Of that he was confident.

He sat quietly until theinitial impact of the machine's words had faded and his heart had slowed.
"Would | be right in assuming this danger is not imminent?"

"Y ou would be. It is close, but we have time enough to cope.”

"How? How do you expect me to deal with athreat when yeu can't identify its nature, source, or
perpetrators?

"Y ou humans and your obsession with time, Remember that when | speak of time, my frame of
reference differs considerably from your own."

"Don't lecture me."

"I would not presumeto. | merely remind you that when | say there is time enough to cope, that should
be sufficient to reassure you."

It would, Oristano thought, if not for that succession of "I don't knows."

He called out to hisright. "Another cup, please."

"Bavarian mocha?" the subunit inquired.

"No, not this time. Turkish, as strong and caffeine-heavy as you can makeit."

"Yesdr."

"Thisthreat," said the Colligatarch, "appears devious beyond imagining and clever beyond conception. |
am not sure that its perpetrators are conscious of just how clever they've been. This may be intentional
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on their part, an attempt to confuse us."

"There's more than one person behind it, then."

"Considerably more, | should say. The complexity isformidable. They have designed a threat so subtle
its parameters may not be obvious to its creators. Thereis a certain elegant logic to it. If they themselves
cannot predict for certain how the threat will make itself known, neither can | or any of the security
organizations which shield me."

"It seemsto methat if you can assume that much, you ought to have some specifics.”

"I wish simple deductive reasoning were enough to pull the mask from the face of the threat, Martin, but
In this instance, such is not the case."

Oristano rubbed aforefinger across his lips, his mind working overtime. If the nature of the threat was
too complex, or too obscure, for the Colligatarch to see through it as yet, there was no point in trying to
force the issue.

He felt quite helpless. Deprivation of information always made him feel that way. He wondered if the
Colligatarch felt the same way. Emotions had been programmed into it in order to enable it to better
understand the humans it served, but he couldn't remember if anxiety was among them.

"What would you have me do?'

"Exercise the patience for which you are famed among your colleagues, Martin. Be patient, and wait.
Meanwhile, there is other work we must attend to. People depend on us every day for food, for health,
for peace. Not only must we give the appearance of everything's being normal, we must make
everything normal."

"Which iswhy you don't want me to call a meeting of the staff?"

"One reason, yes. They are abrilliant group, one or two in their way more brilliant even than yourself,
though without your administrative abilities. And none are as comfortable with me as you are, Martin."
He nodded, wondering who the "more brilliant" ones on the staff might be. MacReady? No, surely not
him. Novotski? Perhaps.

His thoughts were wandering, and that wasn't good. "Y ou have to understand that it's hard for meto go
on asif everything is normal, given the statement you've just made."

"I know that, but we must. Rest assured, Martin, that | will keep you apprised of any developmentsin
the matter.’

"All right. What special security measures do you want implemented?’

"None. Insofar as | have been able to surmise, this assault will not be made on my... person." The
Colligatarch had been programmed with more than a rudimentary sense of humor.

"None?"

"None. To do so might alarm those who intend us harm. They might take care to conceal their intentions
even more thoroughly. That could be fatal."

"I understand. It's going to be hard for me to come and go normally knowing what you've told me."
"It's nearly winter," said the machine. "I could predict severe early stormsfor central Europe. That
would give you an excuse to move into your winter quarters here early, at least until the threat has been
eliminated.”

Oristano couldn't repress a slight smile. "But you've already predicted a milder than usual winter for this
portion of the continent."

"True. | am better at truths than prevarications. That is a human speciality. It will be up to you, then, to
create a suitable excuse."
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“I'll think of something." Martha would be disappointed if he missed the dinner with the Italian
ambassador. A shame. That, and an evening with the ambassador's pretty wife, would have to wait.

"I'll seetoit. Given the seriousness of the threat, | agree that it would be better if | were available here
round the clock."

"That will be comforting," said the machine, though whether it did so to please him or relax him
Oristano could not say. Asadaily practitioner of international diplomacy, the Colligatarch had become a
superb flatterer.

"We will wait and | will pursue the problem. We will give no hint that anything out of the ordinary is
occurring. Not until it istime to take action."

"Y ou won't hold off until the proverbial last minute, | hope?"

"I do not plan to, Martin. Self-preservation is strongly programmed. | am here to insure the collective
well-being of mankind, and | take that work with the utmost seriousness. | assure you | will take
whatever steps are necessary to preserve my ability to carry out my assignments. It ismy life'swork."
Oristano smiled at that, nodded.

"I note your empathy, Martin. It iswhat makes you so special, this ability to get along with me aswell as
your own kind. We will not come to harm, you or | or, insofar as | can manage it, any human being.
"But | must tell you, Martin, that | cannot promise the latter, since this danger is unlike any | have
encountered previoudly."

Oristano sat quietly until the brewer announced that his coffee was ready. As he picked up the mug, he
was startled to find that his fingers were shaking. That was extraordinary. As Chief of Operations his
nerves had to be as steady as those of brain surgeons, soccer goalies, and Tibetan lamas.

The Coalligatarch did not remark on it, and in seconds Oristano had stopped the shaking.

But only in hisfingers.

ERIC Abbott contemplated his hamburger and wondered how much Jupiter was in it. Ever since the
World Space Authority had started mining Titan for organic compounds to supplement the shortfall in
terrestrial proteins, there had been rumors that the real organics were puffed up with artificials made
from methane derivatives. A few opto wags had begun calling the result air burgers, sometimes non-air
burgers.

Exactly how much of the thick, juicy patty that rested between the twin buns was meat, how much soy
protein, how much plankton, how much methane, and how much Titan organics, only a competent
chemist could say for sure. It gave a man pause.

He was sitting with Charlie, Adrienne, and Gabriella. They'd taken off work afew minutes early.
Gabriella had mastered the trick of using the mirror in her compact to fool the laser recog eye on the
time clock. When she reflected the laser back toward the source, they could feed false time-signals to the
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clock computer and punch out early. It would insist they'd |eft their offices on schedule. She kept the
trick to hersalf. If al the girlsin the office started doing it, before long the whole company would be
letting out five minutes early. It wouldn't take internal security very long to track down the original
culprit.

So she employed it only once in awhile. It enabled them to get a good table at El Palacio.

Across the room, past the bar, an opto filled one wall. Someone had turned it to the local news channel.
Anchor Maryann Marshall was smilingly running through the list of the day's disasters. No one paid
much attention and the channel was soon shifted. Thursday Night Football would be on soon.

Ericidly reached for his beer, hastily pulled his fingers away. He'd accidentally touched the superchilled
metallic glass. He picked it up by the special handle, sipped.

His friends were deep into a discussion of the East African situation. While he found the chatter
interesting, he didn't jump in. Eric rarely spoke unless he had something to say. His inability to make
small talk had always bothered him. Despite that, he was no introvert. He simply found it hard to
manufacture words without purpose.

They had the best table in El Palacio, and he let his gaze wander to the sweeping, curved window. Off to
the west, the sun was dipping into California, frying the hills above the distant sliver of silver that was
the Colorado. The restaurant sat on the 104th floor of the Selvern Building and the view was spectacular.
Unless you were a desert hater, in which case it was merely monotonous.

Eric liked it, appreciated the distant desolation. There was no desolation, no emptiness left in Phoenix.
Asthe upper five stories of the skyscraper slowly rotated, the western hills gave way to the bright lights
of the Casa Grande Corridor. At its southern terminus the city lights merged with metropolitan Tucson.
The moon was rising, nearly full tonight, shedding its light on the Valley of the Sun. Excepting the
central business corridor, Phoenix had remained flat during its urban expansion. A nice placeto live.

Y ou could enjoy a' view like tonight's and not feel buried once you emerged on the streets outside the
corridor. There weren't too many buildings that topped a hundred stories. A man didn't feel cramped
here the way he did in Nueva Y ork or Chicago or Atlanta.

At least, that's what he'd been told. Except for a couple of vacations in Colombia and business tripsto
the Orient, he'd never been farther east than Albuquerque.

"...and I'mtelling you," Adrienne was saying importantly, trying to make her high, reedy voice sound
Imposing, "that they'll never get that business resolved until the Federation drops its claim to al territory
south of the Zambezi."

"Ah, come on," Gabriella countered, "you know the South Afs don't care about that. There's nothing
there but a bunch of old diamond mines."

"1 know," said Adrienne, "but it's the principle of the thing."

"And you both know," said Charlie, sounding male and authoritative, "that it doesn't matter what either
side wants. The word's going to come down out of Switzerland and both groups will have to shut up."

"I don't know." Gabriella played with her drink. "The Federation's getting pretty damned belligerent
lately. If the decision goes against them, it wouldn't surprise me if they up and march south into the
disputed land and take it." Adrienne looked shocked. She was easily shocked.

"I've heard more than one Federation speaker say to hell with the Colligatarch in public,” the darker
woman continued. "It wouldn't surprise me at all."

"It'd sure surprise me." Charlie stubbed out the remnant of his cigarette. "They'll never let it happen. Y ou
wait and see.”
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"How would the Authority stop it, smart ass?"' asked Gabriella. "It has no army, no weapons."”

"Depends what you call aweapon,” said Eric quietly.

"What?', said Gabriella. For amoment they'd forgotten the fourth member of the party.

"Information's aweapon. There wouldn't be any threats. Y ou never hear of athreat coming out of
Switzerland. The Authority would simply stop giving replies to Federation questions. That'd drag it
down quick enough. They wouldn't be able to compete with neighbors who continued to receive
answers. Not in fishing, not in mining, not in manufacturing; nothing."

"Eric'sright." Charlie was quick to jump on the bandwagon of tightness. "How's the Federation going to
market its coffee, for example, if it can't get allotment predictions, supply-demand forecasts, or even
weather news from the Authority?"

Gabriella backed down, but not all the way. "l still think it's a possibility. It all depends on how bad they
want that territory."

Charlie was looking smug. "No way, lady, that a hunk of land, or principle, is worth abig drop in GNP.
Y ou wait. The Federation'll huff and puff and try to get all it can from the Kaffoers, but they won't step
past Authority bounds."

"WEe'll see," said the combative Gabriella

Crowd noise intensified behind them. The game was coming on. Tonight the Scorchers were playing
Philadel phia, and Frank Alway, the network cosell, was having trouble with his mike. The rumble was
due to overfeed from the Casa Grande stadium's air-conditioning system. Even though the moon was up,
it was still over a hundred degrees outside on the sun-baked basin of the Sonoran Desert.

Eric and Charlie turned in their chairs, and the girls began murmuring among themselves. They were all
fans. Their table sat on araised dais from which they not only had afine view outside, but also a clear
line of sight to one of the four big optos that hung from the center of the celling.

Their waitress drifted past, and Eric absently ordered another hamburger and fries as he considered
Gabriellafrom behind. She was undeniably attractive and, according to Charlie, seriously interested in
him." A bit aggressive, though.

She followed the waitress's progress, glanced back over her shoulder. "Honestly, Eric, | don't know
where you put it. I've never known anyone who eats like you do to stay so trim."

If it's any consolation, he mused silently, it's a mystery to me also. It did seem that he ate much more
than any of hisfriends, yet never put on weight. Didn't exercise much either. The benefits of abenign
metabolism, he thought. That's what the company doctor had told him when he'd inquired about it during
one of the annual physical exams everybody at Selvern had to take. His body just burned up calories
faster than the norm. He felt guilty about it now and then, especialy when he indulged in rich foods or
fancy desserts, much to the consternation of his diet-conscious acquaintances.

Once, to win abet for Charlie, he'd downed eight slices of chocolate mousse cake at Oscar Taylor's. This
on top of alarge steak dinner. Not only was the fellow who lost the bet astonished, so was the restaurant
staff. In addition he was blessed with excellent general health, to the point of never catching a cold or
the spring flu. He never did understand how anyone who took moderately good care of himself could
catch cold in the heat-sink that was Phoenix.

"I watch myself, Charlie," he'd told his closest friend one day. "It's not hard to stay healthy."

"Y eah, but there are other factors. Y ou haveto stay clear of sniffly kids on their way home from school,
housewives coming back from marketing, old folks out for a stroll: anyone can carry germs. What's your
secret? Massive doses of vitamin C?"
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Eric had shaken his head. "Nope. | just take care, watch myself."

"“In the mirror, | bet." And they'd both laughed.

Y ells and shouts joined with commentary from the patrons in the lower seats as the opto shifted from
sportscaster to the field. Castillo had just taken the opening kickoff and run it back to the forty. A good
opening. Liquor and good comradeship flowed freely among the watchers. Everyone was just getting
into the gladiatorial spirit when there was a brief flash of light in an unpopul ated corner of the restaurant.
No one paid it much attention at first, but asthe light intensified, conversation in the area quickly faded.
The silence spread out like a wave from the disturbance, until the opto audio was blaring uncontested
and the voices of the casters sounded suddenly shrill and hysterical, full of artificial enthusiasm. Eyes of
patrons and employees alike had shifted from screen to manifestation.

Those nearest thought of retreating, reconsidered, and remained locked in place. Food lay untasted on
plates while ice melted sloppily in tall glasses and thick mugs.

What had come into the restaurant began to stroll lithely across the floor. It traveled with aliquid grace
redolent of oil crawling on glass. Thetall, slim shape topped out at seven and a half feet, firm and steady
despite the apparent lack of skeleton. It walked enveloped in a pale lambent glow that seemed to have
smoke curling through it, reminding Eric of auto headlights viewed through heavy rain.

In color the creature was yellow fading to white at the extremities. The swirling, radiant cocoon blurred
finer details below the head. The latter was ovoid and smooth save for atiny wound of a mouth and
large flat eyes flush with the taut skin. There were no ears, no hair, nothing else to characterize the alien
face. Long arms swayed in elegant counterpoint to longer legs, and equally attenuated fingersfell to
where there should have been knees but weren't.

It was a coldly fluid gait, appropriate for a gleaming, rubbery-skinned being. No one knew for certain
what that thin flesh actually felt like because no one had ever penetrated one of the electric cloaksto feel
it.

Within white-yellow eyes, small black pupils moved searchingly, silently, examining everything. Those
eyes could operate independently, like a chameleon's. They could not, as one hysterical housewife had
claimed, pop free of their sockets to travel cavalierly around aroom like disembodied cameras.

Eric knew instantly what it was. Everyone in the now silent restaurant knew instantly what it was. Like
the others, he was fascinated. Like most of them, it was the first time he'd found himself in close
proximity to a Syrax.

It stopped and turned to gaze at the opto, watching the football game with the intensity of alife-long fan.
Whether because of the fact that the shock of the initial appearance had worn off or thisincongruous
shift in attention, convesation in the restaurant was slowly resumed. There were no boisterous screams
accompanying every play, however. Talk wa