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              When he was told to turn off the mountain highway and onto a narrow dirt road leading down into a wooded valley, Colgan slowed the car to a crawl. But it was not the rutted and uneven surface that was making him overly cautious; it was simply that, as he stared intently at everything around him, he was no longer in such a big hurry to get to where they were going. The trees and undergrowth and occasional wildflowers, which were lit almost theatrically by the intense orange spotlight of the setting sun, made him wonder why everything looked so sharp and three-dimensional and so extraordinarily beautiful.
 
              Perhaps this was how the French aristocrats had viewed the world on their way to the guillotine.
 
              The man seated beside him had been giving directions in a clipped but not unpleasant voice. His name was Warrender, and his impeccably casual civilian wear could not conceal a high but indeterminate military rank. Now he was communicating nonverbally by radiating extreme impatience. Colgan's family in the rear seat was being unnaturally quiet, too, so that it was Warrender who spoke first.
 
              Diplomatically, he said, "We haven't far to go, sir. But if we shouldn't arrive until after dark, the clearing has been nightfall-ringed with floodlights."
 
              Colgan increased speed, but not sufficiently to worry his wife.
 
              They had driven about half a mile deeper into the valley, when Warrender said, "No offense intended, Professor Colgan, but I'm afraid I've never heard of your work. Linguistics isn't in my line, naturally, but I can't help wondering why you, in particular, were chosen for this operation, and why you brought your —"
 
              He broke off as a sudden scream of complaint came from the rear seat, where young John, obviously bored with the silence and inactivity, had grabbed his three-year-old big sister's hair in his strong, stubby fingers and was trying to make Catherine's blonde pigtail come off. Ann detached the fingers expertly — she had lots of practice at it in recent months — and distributed two brightly wrapped pieces of candy from the store, reserved for such emergencies. While John began the difficult but, to him, engrossing task of removing his wrapping, Catherine held her candy tightly in one fist while her mother told her about the squirrels and deer and bears — small, friendly bears like her teddy at home — which she might be able to see if she watched carefully. She stopped crying.
 
              "It's the wrong area for began Warrender, then obviously decided that peace and quiet were more desirable than zoological accuracy. He went on, "I've kids of my own, you know, but I wouldn't want to take them with me on a jaunt like this. Still, you are the man they picked, Professor, and I expect you know what you're doing."
 
              "They didn't pick him," said Ann, trying to hide the anxiety in her voice. "He jumped up and down and demanded that they send him. Besides, he's done this kind of thing before ... 
 
              Warrender swung around in his seat to look at her, eyebrows expressing utter disbelief.
 
              "... His problem," she added, "is that he can't remember what exactly it was that he did."
 
              "Dear," said Colgan, "if you can't say something reassuring ..."
 
              "I'll say nothing at all," said Ann. She forced a laugh, then returned her attention to the children. It was too dark under the trees for Catherine to see even imaginary bears, and so she had reopened diplomatic relations with her baby brother. She was doing most of the talking, naturally, and it transpired that her purpose was both simple and selfish.
 
              The track became more and more uneven as they descended to the floor of the valley, and the trees clustered so thickly around them that the sky was lost to view for minutes at a time. Colgan switched on his headlights, which revealed a road surface torn up by the recent passage of heavy, tracked vehicles. Twice he saw the shadowy outlines of tanks pulled up under the trees, their hatches closed and no lights showing. He was glad that all of his daughter's attention was engaged in conning her brother out of his Big Purple One.
 
              From experience, Catherine had learned that the candy given to her brother, although somewhat squashed by his vain attempts to unwrap it, was slightly larger and had a much more interesting center than the long, cylindrical, silver-and-red-wrapped one she had been given.
 
              She was enunciating her words slowly and condescendingly, in the manner of an intelligent three-year-old trying to make a stupid baby brother see sense, while at the same time showing off her vocabulary to the grown-ups present, as she pointed out the advantages of her candy over that of John's. The wrapping had nicer colors, she insisted. She could twist it into a bracelet for him, and he could wear it on his wrist, and the candy was hard and chewy and would stay nice and sticky for a long time. While she was speaking, John made enthusiastic noises, ending with several seconds of gibberish spoken in a very serious tone.
 
              "What did he say?" asked Ann.
 
              "He said O.K.," Catherine replied. "But he wants me to take the paper off. He can't take his own paper off. He's a bit stupid."
 
              Her tone suggested that the grown-ups might not be all that bright either, for asking unnecessary questions.
 
              A few minutes later, Warrender raised a hand and turned away from Colgan to regard Ann and the children in the rear seat, but even the back of his neck and ear were registering his disapproval.
 
              "We're nearly there," he said. "You can easily walk the rest of the way to the clearing, if you still want to go. But frankly, ma'am, I think this is ill-advised."
 
              Firmly, Colgan said, "We have discussed what we would do in these circumstances a great many times, and we still want to go." As the other began to get out of the car, he added, "Alone."
 
              Ann did not reply, and the mouths of the children were otherwise occupied.
 
              Warrender closed his door again and rolled down the window so that the antenna of his handset projected beyond the shielding effect of the car body. He said crisply, "Check their lapel mikes and earpieces. Check recorders. Hold the floodlighting until they request it. They're leaving the car now."
 
              There was enough light filtering through the branches and from the clearing fifty yards ahead to show the track clearly enough for them not to stumble. As they moved slowly forward in line abreast, and holding the hands of the children between them, Colgan tried very hard to remember the first time something like this had happened to him.
 
              Instead of the dusk and chill of a temperate-zone mountain valley, that hillside had been covered by a bright green jungle steaming under the near vertical, equatorial sun. His parents, who had recently completed a spell of duty in a New Guinea hospital, and anxious to see a little more of the country than the neatly barbered hospital grounds, had accepted an invitation for the whole family to spend two weeks on a trip up-country. The young couple who had extended the invitation were responsible for the preliminary research and planning of a TV natural history program, and wanted congenial company of their own age as well as assistance with driving one of the two station wagons carrying their equipment and camping gear.
 
              The accident had happened above a nameless village hugging the lower slopes of the Owen Stanley Mountains. The Colgans had been in the leading car, when some native children ran suddenly across the wet, muddy road, causing his father to brake, swerve, and lose control. Their car had ended up on its side facing back the way it had come, forcing the vehicle following closely behind them to drive around rather than crash into them.
 
              But the road on that side fell away sharply into the narrow river valley containing the village. The other car skidded, went over the edge, rolled to the bottom of the slope, and ended upside down in the river. In spite of being more than a foot deep in water, it had exploded and burned, killing the TV people and scattering wreckage and glazing fuel from their reserve tanks over a large area of the village.
 
              When the Colgans had climbed out of the car's sunroof, badly shaken but unhurt, they saw that several of the grass and mud shelters were on fire and there was a lot of confusion, shouting, and children crying. They did not see any casualties, but a growing crowd of villagers was encircling the toppled car, shaking fists or spears and screaming at them.
 
              The natives were in an ugly mood, his father had told Colgan later, and at the time he had been uncomfortably aware of the fact that a generation earlier, these people had been headhunters and cannibals.
 
              He could see it all in his mind's eye, Colgan thought as they approached the clearing, but he could not be sure that it was a true childhood memory or the product of imagination supported by adult stories heard repeatedly in later life. He simply did not know what had actually happened that day, but he had spent the greater part of his professional life in a vain attempt to find out.
 
              The going was much smoother over the last fifty yards because the tanks had turned off into the trees before coming this far, and suddenly they came to a clearing lit in blue-gray monochrome by the late-evening sky.
 
              "You've stopped, Professor," War-render's voice whispered in his earpiece. "You're there. Can you see it?"
 
              "Yes," said Colgan, wondering where his saliva had gone. "We're moving closer."
 
              "Mammy," said Catherine suddenly. "You're holding my hand too tight."
 
              Catherine's other hand was holding her baby brother's, who did not like his hand being held by big people, preferring, as now, to hold his father's index finger in a tiny, tightly clenched fist. Walking abreast and holding hands, they moved farther into the clearing.
 
              "Is it an airplane?" asked Catherine.
 
              "A sort of airplane," said Ann. Even in the dim light, she looked pale.
 
              A sort of spaceship, Colgan thought, with a feeling of great fear and even greater wonder. Aloud, he said quietly, "Lights. I want to be sure they can see us coming."
 
              As the floodlights mounted in the surrounding trees came on and slowly brightened, Colgan wondered why they had not reacted when the lighting was being rigged. Perhaps they already knew that there was nothing harmful to them in the simple lighting circuits. But if they had instruments capable of telling them that, did they also know of the many tanks and other forms of military frightful-ness in the trees all around them, and of the outer cordon of heavily armed surface and air patrols sealing off the area within a twenty-mile radius from the news media, and of the ring of missile launchers intended to deal with whatever was there if it made any move that could be construed as hostile?
 
              And if they knew all that, they would also know that the amateur photographer who had filmed their ship landing and the four aliens who had appeared briefly outside it — before he had become too nervous to focus and had run off — was in custody, along with everyone else to whom he had spoken or shown the photographs.
 
              But that was giving the aliens credit for being omniscient, for being some kind of extraterrestrial gods. Colgan was no Stone Age aborigine whose island had been visited for the first time by a strange vessel containing beings who looked even stranger, and who therefore had to be deities. If the truth were known, they were probably as anxious about him as he was about them, and the sooner the fears on both sides were allayed, the better.
 
              This was the first known contact with visitors from another technologically advanced and, hopefully, civilized world. It had to be handled carefully, without misunderstandings, but with minimum risk to the human race. When Colgan's advice as one of the country's foremost linguists had been sought regarding possible language structures, and he had seen the photographs of the aliens, he had demanded that they try it his way first.
 
              He had been riding his particular hobbyhorse — considered to be a minor insanity afflicting an otherwise eminent and much-respected linguist — across the pages of the professional journals for a great many years, and they had allowed him to put his ridiculous ideas to the test.
 
              No great harm could come of it, they had decided, except possibly to Colgan and his family.
 
              Naturally he was worried about the presence of his family, but he was fairly certain that they had nothing to worry about. The presence of a family unit showed trust, he had insisted, and remembered one of his colleagues telling him angrily that there was no fanatic like a quiet, gentle, academic fanatic. His pace slowed but did not stop.
 
              The spaceship was wedge-shaped — a lifting body configuration, according to Warrender — and had no external projections or transparent areas that might have been viewpoints. In spite of the shaky hands holding the camera, the cinefilm left no doubt that the ship had dived steeply and force-landed in the only patch of level ground for many miles around. The brightening floodlights showed additional evidence of that. The treetops at one side of the clearing had been snapped off short, and the ship had left a peculiar landing track on the ground.
 
              The technical people were intensely interested in how that track had been made. For the ground had not been torn up by direct contact with the vehicle's underside. Instead, it occupied one end of a long area of flattened grass and underbrush that was more than twenty times the width of the ship itself. Some kind of repulsion field, or perhaps gravity control, had been used during the final seconds of flight to brake the ship, and they were all most anxious to find out how it was done.
 
              Colgan, as they walked slowly over the compressed vegetation, wanted only to find out if what he had done once could be done again.
 
              They stopped about five yards from the ship's side, and within a few minutes a tiny aperture appeared in the area facing them and opened like a metal iris until it was more than two yards in diameter. A warm orange light fanned out from the interior, interrupted by the moving shadows of the creatures who were emerging.
 
              John mumbled something incomprehensible, and Catherine said, "He wants another candy, Mammy. Me, too."
 
              "La-Later," said Ann in a high, unsteady voice. The first of the four aliens, clearly visible now, was stepping onto the crushed grass.
 
              The film, taken with a telephoto lens at extreme range, had not done the extraterrestrials justice — they looked much more alien and visually horrifying close up. Their bodies were cone-shaped, covered by oily, frond-like organs or perhaps clothing, and supported by four stubby legs. Four tentacular arms were mounted equidistantly around the waist, and another four tentacles — shorter and more slender and terminating in wet, bulbous swellings that had to be eyes — grew from the apex of the cone. All of the eyes were looking at Colgan as the first alien moved aside to let its companions come out. There was a faint, not unpleasant smell that reminded him of ammonia.
 
              He stared anxiously back at the alien for several seconds, and suddenly his mind seemed to be playing tricks on him. For an instant he was seeing, not the extraterrestrial, but a naked Papuan hunter — thin, bearded, and with the animal bones in his hair held in place with dried mud; then the memory overlay faded. At least the alien coming toward him was not clutching a spear.
 
              The other extraterrestrials emerged and lined up opposite the humans, the adults facing Ann and himself, and what had to be the large and small children facing Catherine and John respectively. The one in front of Colgan made a few deep, gobbling, incomprehensible sounds, then stopped. The larger and smaller children, in a higher register, followed suit.
 
              Suddenly, John let go of his sister's and father's hands. He began waving his arms about in excitement and making incomprehensible noises of his own.
 
              "What ..." began Ann.
 
              "John says they're saying 'Hello,' Mammy," said Catherine. "All of them."
 
              Colgan cleared his throat nervously and murmured, "I think it's working."
 
              Warrender's tone was guarded as he replied, "I don't know, Professor. Sometimes youngsters can let their imaginations run away with them. After all, hello is what one expects strangers to say."
 
              Colgan did not reply because the memory overlay was back, hiding the four extraterrestrials behind a picture of the Papuan hunter, his mate and two young children at the forefront of the crowd of villagers surrounding the overturned car. Colgan saw the two naked, potbellied children. One of them was his own age, and the other his big sister's. Colgan's father had told him later that he had wanted to play with the other boy. Both sets of parents were too nervous to allow this at first, so they had talked instead.
 
              The children had prattled away incomprehensibly to each other while the tensions all round had eased and the crowd became less threatening. It was by sheer accident that they discovered that the older children could understand what their baby brothers were saying to each other, and were able to pass it on to the parents. After that the grown-ups found that they were able to relay messages, very simple messages, via their children.
 
              It had been easy, then, for the elder Colgans to apologize for the fire damage to the village — nobody had been injured, fortunately — and to get help in righting their car so that they could go back to report to the TV people what had happened.
 
              He still could not remember how the one-year-old Colgan had done it — the memories were all secondhand from his parents — but now it no longer mattered.
 
              To Catherine he said, "Ask John to tell them that we are pleased to meet them. Ask if they are having trouble, and can we help them in any —"
 
              "Tell them our intentions are friendly," Warrender broke in, "so long as theirs are."
 
              Impatiently, Colgan said, "If either side's intentions were hostile, we would hardly be facing each other with children present! All four of them left their ship shortly after the landing, but stayed inside when your volunteers came close, so maybe that is normal procedure among star travelers in this kind of situation to demonstrate trust and friendship. And the business of using the very young as translators must also have general application, and we have just now found out about it."
 
              "Out of the mouths of babes," said Warrender. "But how does it work?"
 
              "I don't know," said Colgan absently. A large part of his attention was on the noises being made by his son and the younger alien. "There must be a linguistic mechanism by virtue of which very young minds can impress meaning onto nonsense sounds, from whomever they originate. But the ability is gradually lost with age and the acquisition of a disciplined spoken language. You must have noticed with your own children, if there was only a couple of years' difference in age, that the older one could frequently understand what the baby wanted better than you or your ... Excuse me, I think an answer is coming back."
 
              Catherine was frowning in concentration as she said, "John says we look funny. Car broke down. Can't fix. Mechanic fix it now. Go away."
 
              The first part of the message was probably an innocent remark by John's counterpart, not by its parents. But the final part, even making all possible allowances for translation, did not appear to be friendly.
 
              "A mechanic!" said Warrender excitedly. "That's probably the closest your kids can come to saying the ship's engineer! We have to talk to him ... it. Dammit, think of the things it could tell us about... ."
 
              The request was passed to Catherine, who gave it, greatly simplified, to John. Gently, Colgan suggested to Warrender that, even if the alien engineer was willing to give such information to the Earth natives, the secret of interstellar flight and their other technological marvels would be of little use after being filtered through the mind and limited vocabulary of a one-year-old interpreter. But John wasn't doing too badly.
 
              "Mechanic can't come out to talk," Catherine translated. "Big box, with lights. Go 'way."
 
              "It sounds as if the fixing is being done by some kind of repair robot," Colgan translated for Warrender's benefit. "But why do they want us to go away?"
 
              After all, they were communicating, albeit in a limited fashion. It was the first time in recorded history that any such contact had been made between the human race and an off-planet intelligent species. Colgan was deeply hurt and bitterly disappointed that the aliens wanted to break off so quickly. Perhaps they considered the humans too unintelligent to waste time over.
 
              Catherine had passed on the question without being asked. This time it seemed to be causing great agitation as the gobblings moved up and down the line between the young and adult aliens. Their tentacles threshed about, sometimes pointing back at the ship or toward the sky. The oily, frondlike growths covering the conical bodies were twitching, proving that they were not clothing after all; and even John was being bothered by something — when he turned to his sister, he seemed ready to cry. And while Catherine was speaking, she did not sound very happy either.
 
              "He wants to stay and play with his funny friend," she translated. "But they said bye-bye. All fixed now. Maybe not fixed. Maybe a big bang. Go away. Please."
 
              Warrender did not need a further translation. He said, "I wanted to know a lot more about those people, dammit. And now they're taking off with what sounds like a jury-rigged power plant, which just might go bang, and they don't want us to be caught in the explosion. But how big an explosion? The size of a car bomb, a megaton nuclear device? I don't suppose your boy could... ?"
 
              Without waiting for a reply, he went on, "No of course not. A big bang is difficult to quantify for a child. Return to the car at once, Professor. We're getting out of here."
 
              Colgan hesitated as he turned away. The only sound was the quiet, urgent voice of Warrender in his earpiece as he ordered the tanks to pull out, the remote camera to be put on automatic, and the air surveillance to be maintained. When the alien ship went up, in either sense of the word, he wanted it recorded.
 
              The extraterrestrials were shepherding their young ahead of them into the ship. He put his hand on Catherine's shoulder.
 
              "Tell them good luck," he said.
 
              This time the reply was simple enough for John to handle his own translation. Screwing up his face with the effort, he annunciated carefully, "Hank-oo."
 
              "Thank you! That's very good, John," said Ann. There were more alien gobblings being directed at him, but she grabbed both children by the arms and hustled them away before Catherine could translate.
 
              The possible catastrophic malfunction did not occur, and the ship took off shortly after they reached the mountain highway. It was only then that Colgan remembered to ask
 
              Catherine to repeat the final message.
 
              She was kneeling at the rear window, watching the big shooting star that was going up instead of falling down. Without turning, she said. "Thank you, friend. We'll come again."
 
 
 
The End

