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PROLOGUE

| amal.
We are one.

We aretherefore"'l."

The universe was young. On a planet which had cooled; which had produced oceans, continents,
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and an amosphere while the rest of the cosmoswas till largely inits primeva date, the miracle
whichislifefirst appeared. It spread through the oceans, crawled up on the dry land, branched
into amillion species—of which onefinaly knew itself and became "we." Wefilled our world.
We built ships of space and spread to the planets and moons of our solar system. We tinkered
with spacetime and reached the stars. The galaxy opened before us.

In an even greater adventure, we explored inward into oursalves. We probed into, experimented
with, and finally determined our own evolution. Time and space became mere footstepsto
anywhere and anywhen, and ultimately "we" became"|."

With my new mass awvareness, | looked at the universe as"we' had never seenit. And
discovered, to my infinite sadness, that there were no others.

| wasdone.

So | launched new explorations. | looked for life and found it on many worlds. But everywhereiit
was primitive, its behavior based on ingtinct, its surviva dependent on the vagaries of nature.
Nevertheless, patiently, | watched and waited. Sometimes, | even encouraged. Two such
life-bearing spheres received specid attention. On neither were the developing forms more
promising than those | had investigated el sewhere. Together, however, they were unique.
Nowhere dsein the gaaxy had life manifestated in two locations as extraordinarily coincident in
time aswell as space. The possibilities were clear. In the same sense | needed contact with
"another” to stimulate my own development to new heights of awareness, the potentia of these
two species was a sum much greater than their separate parts. It wasto that end, | designed and
then built the greatest engineering work of my eonsof history. Again, | waited.

Knowing, of course, that before there could be abeginning there had to be ameeting—

ONE

THE TESTAMENT OF GEOFFREY

This testament was written for humans by one who was not human. Neverthelessit shines
with what the sentients of the planet called Earth identify as "humanity."” Perhapsit
contains a lesson for all beings who consider themselves intelligent; be they humanoid or
any other organization of matter which knows itself as"l."

So to those who fear .
Or hide.
Or above all, who hate . . .

Read thisand learn.



| am Phuili

My nameis Gefapronikitafrekazanzis, or Geoffrey to the humans who knew me. Now | am old,
with not much time remaining before | must leave this sequence and enter the next. However |

gtill have modest notoriety as the one who made first contact with members of your species.
Much has happened since that moment of my youth; the gates have been opened to the universe,
and together we are exploring the mighty system of suns known so unappropriately by humans as
the Milky Way.

| know however that agreat curiosity gill exists about that pivotal meeting so long ago. Soto
please my human friends, | now record what this Phuili did and saw when thelong strangersfirst
cameto The Shouter.

The Phuili had been on that smal world for many turns when the humans came. The Shouter isa
desert planet with athin atmosphere which isfrequently obscured by windblown dust. Much like
your Mars, | am told. Normally our explorers would have passed it by like hundreds of other
worldswe had seen of itskind, if it was not for the artifacts which cover its surface in many
thousands. Now, of course, we know the purpose of those artifacts. But until the humans came,
the mighty Structures had remained one of the universe's more spectacular mysteries.

They called them alien artifacts, or AA's. And because the structures loudly signaled their
existence to the universe, the planet on which they were located was known appropriately
as The Shouter. Beyond that simple acknowledgment that the artifacts did exist, neither
Phuili nor humans were awar e that they were in fact the means to bring the planets of
nearly twenty thousand suns to within a step of distance and a moment of time. It was
knowledge that neither Phuili nor humans would, or could ever know.

Unless, as a unity of two—

Thearrival of the strange space craft into orbit above The Shouter would become an event with
catastrophic implications for the Phuili. The beliefs and traditions of ten thousand generations had
taught usthat under the Maker we are the only beingsin the universe who are sdf-aware, who
have the ability to think and create. It isan ancient concept of ourselves which made us extremely
vulnerable againgt something we knew could not and did not exist.

| remember very clearly the messenger who told me about the strange ship. "What do you
mean?" | asked. "How can there be such athing?!

"No one knows. But it isthere, and it has been seen.”

"What isit like"



"Smaller than a Far-Explorer, with some kind of primitive ion propulsion system. It was detected
when it phase-shifted into normal space outside the orbit of Planet Seven, but was not reported
until it penetrated the ComNet."

That was understandable. Although ships from the home world arrived and departed according
to rigid schedule, Far-Explorers could not of course be bound by such restraints. Which
explained why &t first detection it had been assumed that the stranger wasin fact areturning
Far-Explorer whose crew could have no knowledge of schedules which had been in place for
lessthan ageneration. The strange nature of the ship would consequently not have become
evident until it activated one of the robots which, at twenty diameters, form the Shouter's
communications and detection network

Not that immediate redlization cameto us. Even as | was being informed, it had aready been
presumed that by some combination of errors which in any other circumstance would have been
deemed closeto agatitica zero, the entire net had somehow misidentified areturning
Far-Explorer.

To statethat | was surprised when | was caled into the First's presence and told to investigate a
reported sub-craft landing is, | suppose, an exaggeration. | was after al the most junior aswell as
the youngest at the station, so was therefore the most expendable. Naturaly, that was not
mentioned asthe First pointed at the map.

"It landed here, at Artifact nine thousand and three. Y ou may take awingship, but | suggest you
do not overfly the site. Instead, land beyond that ridge so that they will not suspect your
presence.”

"Y ou wish meto approach on foot?"

"I believe it would be prudent. If, as seems most logical, the crew of alost Far-Explorer have
returned in aship they have had to build from the wreckage of the old, it explains the strangeness
of the ship. Itisaso why | advise caution. We do not know how such along separation from the
home world will have affected theselost children.”

"Rationalization" has no equivaent in the Phuili language. The human concept of Occam's Razor
smilarly hasno placein our philosophy. Whichiswhy | did not doubt that the First's unwieldy
explanation—which did at least avoid the atistical improbability of a ComNet error—wasthe
true one. Because the lost ones had probably forgotten much of the ancient wisdom, it was only
fitting thet | take greet care.

How do | explain what happened to mewhen | first saw thelong strangers? Frankly, it isdifficult.
How would ahuman react if he saw a crab write amathematica equation in the sand? Perhaps
that will help you partidly understand, but it isfar from enough. A human would be shocked, he
would deny, but ultimately he yields to even the most unpaatable truth. That isyour flexibility.

That isnot. unfortunately, the way of the Phuili. Before weyield, we break.

| had dutifully landed the wingship far enough away that the strangers could have no advance
warning of my presence. With pride that | had been sdected for this delicate mission, and
rehearsing in my thoughts how | would address these lost onesiif circumstance madeit proper for
me to approach them, | ascended the back of the dune which overlooked the place of landing
and eased mysdf into aclear viewing podtion at the top.

Imposs bly huge, asymbol of ancient mystery, the artifact towered over me. The greet horizontal



bowl blocked half the sky. its supporting pylon so dender it seemed no more than aheavy line
joining the base of the bowl to the ground. The artifacts shadow resembled ablack lake in the
desert, and on the lake's nearer shore stood a four-legged craft of strange design. At first glance
the craft seemed totdly primitive, clearly designed for no other purpose than to transport abare
minimum of payload with what was probably an equdly primitive system of propulsion. But if the
thought crossed my mind that the crew of awrecked Far-Explorer could only have survived if
they had the use of functioning sub-craft which were incomparably more advanced than the frall
congtruct on the desert, then | promptly dismissed that thought as aflight of fancy inappropriate
to the solemnity of the moment

| felt tempted to move down, but caution held me back as | looked for those | had cometo find.
Becauseit isdifficult for unaided vison to adjust to the brilliant contrasts of light and shade which
are normal on the Shouter. | did not at first see those who were gtill within the artifact's shadow.
But when they suddenly emerged into thelight, casting long shadows which rippled over the
uneven ground like writhing fingers pointed in my direction, | think it wasthen | began to break.

For afew moments| wasin mental stasis; not understanding, not even caring about thisthing
which could not be. And then as control returned, so did an dmost irresistible urge to go back to
the wingship and return home. It would bring great shame of course, perhapsto the extent | might
have to consder an early termination of myself from this sequence. But even as| considered this
terrible denid of proper function, | found | could not move because stronger than my fear was
my sense of duty; the knowledge that if the powers beyond the end and the beginning had
intended that | should not be here, then | would not be so. Forcing my unwilling hand into action.
| unclipped the far-viewer from my equipment belt and attached it to the visor of my helmet.
Looking back on that moment, knowing what | thought | had just seen with my unaided eyes. |
now marvel a the extreme of madness which made me expose mysdlf to the incomprehensbility
of aclose-up of those beings. If it was duty, then that stern aspect of my being was guiding my
muscles without recourse to my frightened brain.

Focusing was automeatic, so | had no control over the rapidity with which the image snapped into
crysta clarity. At fird, | tried to close my eyes. Then | tried lo turn away. | even wished | had the
ability to turn off my mind like alamp. Insteed. like an innocent staring unwinking into the sun's
burning eye, | looked.

And | shattered.

| suppose ahuman physician would say | experienced amenta overload and withdrew from
redity. Perhapsthat is possible, even for aPhuili, though such a condition is unrecorded in our
Archives of Medical Science. | do know however, that when | findly recovered my sensesthe
sun had moved half way down the sky, ameasure of at least two hours. It isalso certain that
something had changed within me during that time, asif my horror had triggered the formetion of
apsychic shidd. It waswith no hesitation at al that | again activated the far-viewer and looked
down at the strange sub-craft.

The three beingswere no longer visible, so | presumed they had returned insgde ther vehicle. The
ground about was heavily scuffed with their foot marks, and | saw severa pieces of equipment
linked by cableto asmal solar collector.



Humans have said that what | did next was an unparalleled act of courage. It isnot true of
course, because | am Phuili and not human. | did what was necessary, and even that was only
possible because of the protection my previoudy vulnerable mind had put about itself.

It wasdmogt asif | had split into two halves, as part of me stood apart and watched with interest
while | went down the dope to where the ungainly machine stood on aflat area of rocky ground.
At first | walked around, stooping low under the twin windows which looked like the eyes of an
enormoudy magnified insect. To my amazement, the energy of propulsion was entirely chemicdl.
The two big reaction nozzles at the base and the smaller steering thrustersin the upper hull, were
of designswe had discarded in apast so distant it was almost forgotten. But there was aclear
contradiction—to fly and land such an unstable configuration was far beyond the capabilities of
even the most experienced pilot. Which implied a sophistication of automatic control quite
remarkable by any standard.

It seemed my briefly acquired impartidity was being sundered by a gamut of unfamiliar emotions:
fear, contempt, wonder, and puzzlement being only afew. What was | to do? Report what | had
found and be judged insane by my friends and colleagues? Or continue what | had started, to an
end | could not see and dared not think about?

Logicaly, for me there was no choice. These strangers, whoever or whatever they were, were
on the Shouter and could not be ignored. Somehow my colleagues would have to be convinced
of their existence, which would seem to involve—for every one of the 130 who currently staffed
the base—a traumatic shock similar to what | had aready experienced. Whether or not any or dl
of them had the necessary flexibility to accept and then to adapt to this new shape of the
universe, was something | did not know. It had become terribly clear that | was burdened with a
responsbility even the greatest of the Eliteswould hesitate to accept.

Again that impartia sde of mewatched as| waked in front of the machineand soodina
position from where | could be seen through itswindows. The reaction from those insde was
amogt immediate. First | saw avague movement within the darkness behind the transparent
pands, followed by a sputtering in my helmet phones which evolved into aseries of harsh
gyllablesas my receiver found and locked in on the transmitting frequency. Not being sure how |
should respond. | smply said "I do not understand.” and lifted my armsin the accepted gesture of
welcome.

In terms of what they consider strange, humans are flexible. The "we are not alone"
syndrome has been a factor in their social and intellectual development since their shaggy
ancestors first peopled the sky with gods. For the humans called Schendist. Alcorn, and
Devany, the appearance of the small alien before their lander was an inevitability which
was bound to happen sooner or later. It was merely their good fortune it had happened to
them. So what they did next had already been rehearsed countless timesin countless
imagined circumstances. This was an event which humanity, by nature, was prepared for.

But not the Phuili—



When a door opened and one of the creatures descended ameta ladder, | stood my ground like
an expendable remote which was being controlled from a safe distance. My second salf was il
observing dispassonatdly as the Phuili organism waited for whatever was about to happen.

After it reached the ground, the being did not immediately move from the base of the ladder.
Instead it faced me with its upper limbs lifted. The being's pressure suit was aclumsy affair which
to alarge extent concedled its true appearance. Neverthelessit was clearly of what we now
know asthe "humanoid” form, dthough it was a least hadf aheight tdler than | was, and witha
narrower body. It was difficult to see what was behind the front trangparency of the helmet, but |
gained theimpression of flattened festures and adit of amouth. It pointed at itself and madea
snglesound.

"'Uman?' | sad.
The strange head bobbed vigoroudy "Human." it repeated, again pointing at itsdlf.

| consgdered. Either its namewas "Human," or it was of arace called "human.” | decided the
latter and pointed at mysdif. "Phuili.”

"Fooli?" It took one step in my direction.
"Phuili." | said again, and took a countering step forward.
"Human. Barry." The being looked a me expectantly.

| was nonplussed. Although my dtered menta state had enabled me to accept the existence of
this"human,” it was not willing to acknowledge any initiative other than my own. That it had
seemed to beinitiating communication with mewas, | decided, an illuson born of my own
confusion. Nevertheless, if communication was possibleat al. | had to find out just how far this
strange exchange could take us.

It had added the sound "Barry" to "human " Sointurn, | said. "Phuili. Gefgpronikitafrekazanzis.”

Not all human myths are benign. There exists a pantheon of malevolence in the collective
psyche, a darkness of the id against which individuals of that volatile race are always on
guard. To human ears, the Phuili language of undiluted consonants is harsh; on the
ingtictive level it isa sound of menace. The threat imagined by the simple sounding of a
Phuili name; causing the humansto retreat to their machine and prepare for harried
ingress—such was the misunder standing which has the dubious distinction of being the
first of many.

Of course | did not know the true reason for the human's nervous behavior, but | did not think |
needed to. Obvioudy my appearance had created an unexpected flaw in its concept of the
universe, asthefact of its own existence created aflaw in mine. However, the overwhelming



question till remained. How to explain this new redity to the one who had sent me here? The
more | considered the problem, the more | began to redize that in this matter at least,
communication with humanswould entail consderably less difficulty than communication with my
own kind.

| activated the Firgt's frequency. "1 am at the place of landing,” | reported. " The creatures aboard
this craft are not Phuili." There was no immediate response. Either the message had been
recorded for later playback, or the First had heard and was ddliberating the state of my sanity.

The Barry human reluctantly moved away from the ladder as another human emerged and came
down. The third human remained insgde their machine. The Barry human spoke at length to the
newcomer. | found the harsh syllabic speechirritating, o | turned down the gain. Finaly the new
human turned and pointed &t itself. "Katherine." Its voice was lighter and less unpleasant.

"Gefapronikitafrekazanzis." | repested.

Thistime, | think they understood. They both waked half the distance to me and stopped.
"Gefgproni . . ." the Katherine human began and stopped. It seemed to be having difficulty with
consonantal gpeech. Then, triumphantly. "1 know. | will cal you Geoffrey!"

| wanted to be angry. To be addressed by any shortname is an insult worthy of tria and
consequent compensation. But because these humans could hardly be faulted for the limitations
of their peech organs, it seemed they were more to be pitied than condemned.

Limitations. . .

It wasthen | had the germ of an idea.

The notion of humans being "intelligent animals" was conceived by Geoffrey as much to
protect his own people as it was an excuse to bring two of the strange creatures to the
Phuili base. It was undoubtedly an unfortunate beginning for the humans, although it was
a correct one for Geoffrey. He knew that the tradition of Phuili unigueness had existed for
too long; it was not so much learned as inherited as part of the Phuili psyche. Consider the
convoluted rationalizing which allows for an animal that can build spaceships, and the
power of that tradition can be better perceived. Only later generations were not afraid to
acknowledge humans as friends. Geoffrey's insanity had, in fact, made him a Phuili who
was ahead of histime.

Three days later, with the Kurt human remaining aboard the lander, the Barry and Katherine
humans accompanied me in the wingship back to the base. An empty ground car was waiting for
usasaranged, and | immediately drove my gueststo the building which had been set asdefor
us. The humans expressed surprise a the base's extent and obvious permanence, and wondered
why they had not seen it from orbit. | pointed at the flickering haze which hemisphered the base.
"Shield divertsdust around and over," | explained in their language. "'From top, softens outlines.
Not see.”



"Y ou mean the concealment is only abyproduct? Not intended?"
"Of course.” | replied. "Why we want to conced ?*

My facility with the human language should not be surprising. Thelanguageissmple and
completely without subtlety, and with the aid of aradio link to the Computer Core | had become
conversant with meaningsin less than two days. Unfortunately | doubt any human will master
Phuili talk. Not only isthe human jaw ill congtructed for its use and the human ear equaly
deficient, but because at birth the human mind isvirtualy empty and needsto be fed everything it
must know, it can never benefit from the reservoir of ingtinctive knowledge which our Phuili
young already possess when they enter this sequence.

The Firgt joined us after the supplies had been unpacked. The humans (their deep cycle was only
dightly longer than our own) had placed their mattressesin asmall acove, their food containers
close by. Although it was reasonably certain our sustenance needs were mutualy compatible, it
had been decided we would wait for afull analysis before the humans would be dlowed to
sample any Phuili foodstuff. It had aso been agreed that the First would determineif full
quarantine would he maintained, or if the humans would be alowed accessto the base and its
personndl. To alarge extent that depended on the First's powers of persuasion. Although he
himsdlf had accepted my description of the humans astool-using animass, there remained some
doubt that everyone would accept thislesser yet still mind-twisting concept and remain fully sane.

When Averponekatupenaviziz finaly entered, | knew he had aready been observing the humans
for sometime. Nevertheessthe sgns of strain were evident as he stayed at the far sde of the
room and fixed his gaze on me rather than the vistors. He was aware of the limitations of the
human tongue, so did not object when he heard himself called Avery. He had dso tapped into
what | had fed into the Computer Core, so was able to communicate with the humans without my
assistance. But as he exchanged verbal data with them, his eyes remained steadfast in my
direction.

"l am cdled the First because | am thefirst of equas.” hereplied to theinitia question. "It ismy
function to point the way."

Although the Phuili have a hierarchy ruling class known as the Elites, in the human
context there is nothing equivalent to the formal selection of a single leader. Instead, there
isan "instinct" which in any group situation allows the will of many to be expressed
through one. It is merely one aspect of an exceedingly strong empathetic sense—a sense
which on occasion can even reach out to humans.

It wasdifficult for usdl. dthough I think less difficult for the humans. They had aways accepted
the possibility of other intelligencesin the universe, so had been stimulated rather than
demoraized by my unexpected appearance. For us Phuili however, the mere existence of the
humans threatened a crisis of first magnitude. And that was an unaccustomed burden for
Averponekatupenaviziz, who was forced to bear this responghility totaly aone, without the



support which isnormally aFirst'sright. As| watched and listened, | tried to aid him with my
own humble singularity, sadly with little effect. | supposed fatigue and the unprecedented
excitements of the last few days had temporarily reduced my ability to empath. But in desireif not
ability, | remained with Averponekatupenaviziz as he continued.

"What isyour planet?'

"Itiscdled Earth."

"Humans are the premier species?’

"es"

"How long have humans been traveling space?"

The Barry human named anumber which | trandated to Phuili units. " About three hundred
years.

"But that isonly—" Averponekatupenaviziz turned to me. " Gefgpronikitafrekazanzis, three
centuries ago is but yesterday. Can aseed become aforest in only aday?"

"Ask them when they built their first star ship,” | suggested. | was being crud, but | knew it was
necessay.

"Fifty years ago," was the Katherine human's reply to that question.

Averponekatupenaviziz agitatedly ushered meinto the next chamber. His distress showed on his
features, his shaking hands. "I cannot believe such athing. Y et they aretdling the truth. | know
it!"

"Youcantd!?'
Helooked at me with surprise. "Of course. The sensewas very strong.”

"But they arediend" | protested. "Their emotions, their ideas—" Then words fatered, as|
understood the terrible price | had paid for becoming adjusted to the humans.

"What isit? Do you have a problem, my friend?" Averponekatupenaviziz was concerned. The
sgnswerein hiswords and physicd reactions, theflexing of hisjaw, thelift of his hands. But the
important sgnals, those of mind to mind, were missing. The confirmation of my worst fear came
as he added. " Gefgpronikitafrekazanzis, you are blank. In my mind you are not there. What has
happened to you?'

| lied. For thefirst timein my lifel told adeliberate untruth, and it cost me dearly. But he dready
had problems no First should ever be called upon to bear, and | doubted he could carry more. In
any case, | was suddenly in the unique position of being the only Phuili who could conced an
untruth, which perhaps had potentid as auseful talent aswell asbeing acurse. "Nothing is
wrong." | replied. "I believe we are both fatigued.”

Again | wasinthat peculiar mode in which | stood agpart from mysdlf as| rationdized the
possibilities. | had prepared "Avery" in advance, and he had not broken. Neither. | now believed,
would any Phuili if he or shewas similarly prepared. But | was not so sure how the humans
would react to an officid proclamation of their inferiority. In my clumsy fashion | had explained,
and | think they had understood, the "intelligent anima™ aspect of their introduction to the First.



But would they accept a permanent rel ationship based on an acknowledgement of Phuili
superiority?1 did not know. | only sensed we were al poised on an uneasy fulcrum, thet at this
moment the choice between two very dissmilar futures was more in human hands than Phuili.

So | fdt agreat lightening of spirit as Averponekatupenaviziz, anticipating alarge part of the
problem, said flatly, "The others must beinformed. But it will have to be done gently, in the same
manner you led meto the knowledge." He touched my arm. "I am grateful for your caution,
Gefapronikitafrekazanzis."

I inclined my head. "It isadifficult knowledge."

"Very difficult. So | am puzzled. How did you manage to come through this experience so
unchanged? After all, there was no oneto prepare you for what you found out there."

"l do not know," | replied, amazed at the ease with which | was learning to deceive. | added.
"Perhapsit was meant to be, for whoever was the one to contact the humans.”

| knew Averponekatupenaviziz was of somewhat amystica nature, o it did not surprissme as
he nodded thoughtfully. "1 will assemble our colleagues and prepare them. Some may dready
have seen our guests from adistance, so it is better they know the truth before their imaginations
conjure something worse. Y ou and the humans will remain concealed until | tell you otherwise.”

| acknowledged slently, then returned to the humans. | did not know enough of their language to
be subtle, soinstead | decided to use an anadlogy. "Y ou bregthe our air,” | said. "It isdifficult?"

The Barry human replied. "It sustains us But it does have an unpleasant odor.”

That was|ogicd. The odds against their native atmosphere being precisdy the same as ours were
astronomica. So what was "different” to their organs of smell could be, | supposed, unpleasant. |
pointed at the cylindersthey had brought with their other supplies. "Why do you have those?!

"They arefor emergency use. Otherwise, in time we expect we will get used to—" Hisface
wrinkled. "—your gases."

"Becauseit is hecessary.™

He nodded. | waslearning not to be surprised at the similarity of body gestures; for instance the
nodding for acquiescence, the sideways shaking of the head for anegative. Even thelifting of
both corners of the dit-like mouth was clearly asmile, dthough the barking humansrefer to as
"laughter" would probably be accepted by my colleagues as proof of their animdistic nature.

| said. "If you or any of your specieswish to continue your presence on thisworld, it will be
necessary that you accept other unpleasant but necessary things.”

"What things?"

"Most important, that you continue to recognize that the Phuili are asuperior species. But dso
that you accept limitations of your numbers and activities on thisworld, aswell as permanent
datus as subjectsfor Phuili scientific study.”

They stared at me. | knew my use of their language was till inadequate, thet | had difficulty with
many of the sounds. But | also knew they understood the content if not the details of my
message, and that the rising pink flush on their exposed areas of flesh was probably resentment.



"Why?" the Barry human asked at lagt. "What gives you the right—" The female stopped him
with a sharp word.

| tried to explain. Much of what | said was relative to what | had |earned about the human
species, which made it new even to me—and consequently difficult.

"The Phuili are an ancient people. Much of what we areis therefore ours from the moment of
birth, and is not learned as you know learning. Therefore we have certain beliefs about oursalves
which cannot be changed without risk of insanity Y ou humans may be what you think you are.
but to the Phuili that can never be."

The Katherine human said shrewdly. "Forgive meif | am wrong, hut | have the feding you
believe we are more than inferior. Geoffrey, doesn't that conflict with what you have just told
us?'

She had made apainful point, one | knew | had to answer "Thereis no conflict. Y ou see. this
Phuili isinsane™

They looked at each other. Then. "I don't understand.” the Barry human said puzzledly "Y ou
seemrationd to me."

| tried to explain. Using what | knew of their language was like trying to describe sight to one
without eyes. "We haveasense. Itislike—" | struggled, continued, "Imagine being ableto
perceive between hot and cold without having to know the degree of hot or cold. Or recognizing
the optica band from the radio band, but not individua frequencies.” | tried to think of other
gmilies, but was forestalled asthe human female said with asmile,

"l am guessing of course, but | think you are talking about empathy: The ability to sense mood as
diginct fromindividua thoughts. Am | right?*

| marveled at this one's powers of discernment. "Y es, you are right. Do humans have it?"

"Not to the extent it can be trusted. Not without some physical Signs, at any rate. Asfar asthe
mind-to-mind part of it is concerned—" The small, strange eyes opened wide. "Isthat what you
have? Like telepathy ?'

Theword was unfamiliar, but | thought | understood. " The method of transmission is not
important. It isthe content. For the Phuili, words are the embedded fruit in acake. It isthe cake's
whole taste which isthe message, not merely the sum of thefruit it contains.™"

"| think—" Thefemae came closer to me. There was sympathy on the Strange face, in the
moistened eyes. "Y ou have lost the taste, haven't you?'

| Sghed. "Yes At first | thought it wasfatigue. But | knew otherwise when
Averponekatupenaviziz told me he had no problem reading your sincerity. | had sensed nothing.”

That seemed to disturb the Barry human. "Areyou telling ushe—?" Hisoddly articulated fingers
clenched and unclenched. "Dammit Kath, we won't be able to keep anything from these people!

The Katherine human nodded. "It certainly seemsthat way. And if the Phuili know whenwelie,
then thereis obvioudy no point continuing the charade of inferiority. Not when any one of them
cansenseitisonly anact.”

"Ah, but in that case what is sensed is not important.” After amoment of hesitation, | added



solemnly, "Doesit matter, if initsignorance the leaf thinksit isequd to the flower?!

Itisironic that as the Phuili increasingly acknowledge that perhaps the leaf |Sequal to the
flower, they must necessarily also come to terms with the phenomenon of human
hypocrisy. Because on the psychic level humans are insulated from each other, they
practice deceits which to the empathetic Phuili are impossible to ignore—yet at the same
time impossible to accept. So which will come first? The Phuili will accept what humans
say? That humans will mean what we say? Or that crabs will write equations in the sand?

Perhaps, before anything else changes, there will be reports of mathematical crustaceans.

It would have taken ninety-three minutes, as humans measuretime, to fly to the location of the
human lander at Artifact 9003. But at Sixty minutes. | had to crash land the wingship.

It was a bad place for such an emergency, in adepression criss-crossed with gullies and littered
with boulders. But somehow the four of us survived, athough wewereal injured.
Pakegoknerfronakipilasis was the worst, with a crushed leg. Least injured was the Barry human,
with cracked ribs. Fortunately we had enough sedlant to restore the integrity of our pressure
garments, athough much of our air supply was gone before the last rent was sedled. We were
aive, but our situation was not good. The wingship was damaged beyond repair, the

communi cations module had been torn out at first impact, and we were considerably off course
because | had diverted to avoid adust storm.

"Itisunheard of," the one the humans called "Packer” said peevishly. "There has never been a
falurelikethis" Hislook, as he glared a the humans, was accusing.

The Barry human moved uncomfortably. "Whét did he say?'
"He bdieves you humans areto blame.”
The Barry human shrugged. " So he doesn't like us It'swhy he came, isnt it?!

There was no need to reply. When Averponekatupenaviziz had failed to gain acceptance for the
humans, it was inevitable that the successful spokesman for the opposition accompany usto
make sure the humans | eft the planet. | waswary of Pakegoknerfronakipilasis. Whatever emotion
had been powerful enough to overcome his loathing of these beings to the extent he would
tolerate their close proximity, made him unpredictable. He knew of my insanity. sowasaware|
could not read hisintentions Neither, of course, could he read mine. Not that either advantage
counted for much, especialy considering the unexpected nature of the terrain and our injuries.

The Katherine human made anoise of pain as shelifted her upper body to an upright postion
againg aboulder. Although theinjuriesto her lower limbs were not as severe asthe damageto
Pakegoknerfronakipilasis, she was equaly asimobile. "We must take stock,” she announced.

My own damage was that of a didocated upper limb which was aso fractured. Although the pain



was severe, i disciplined it to alesser status as | asked interestedly, "What is stock?”
"A lig of everything that affects our sSituation. What we can useto improveit.”

| trandated for Pakegoknerfronakipilasis. "Anillogica hope" hesad. "It ismerely further proof
of what we dready know; that the humans are primitive beings who are not intelligent enough to
know they will soon die.”

Despite her pain, the human femae made alaughing noise. "If hope makes us primitive, then by
golly we are primitivel” She looked a the other human. "How isour air supply?”

"Not good." He gestured at the single cylinder he had pulled from the wreckage. "With that and
what we have on our backs, four or perhapsfive hours a the mog.”

"Much lessfor us" | said sadly. "Phuili do not allow for what we believe will not happen.”
"How long can you keep going with what you have?!

"By your time, three hours. No more.”

The Katherine human changed the subject. " Communications?'

"We're communicating, aren't we?' the mae retorted. | waslearning alittle more about that
strange type of speech humans call sarcasm.

"Y es dear, but unfortunately only with each other." The Katherine human turned to me.
"Geoffrey, how powerful isyour suit radio?!

"The equipment we carry isvery limited,” | informed her. " Always, we rday through thelong
range setsin our vehicles”

"My god. talk about bare bones! Don't you people have emergencies?’

"Itisnot efficient to design for anything more than an intended use.” | told the Barry human. |
pointed at the dender rod which extended above his shoulders. "Can you talk further?'

"It depends—" he began, then stopped. He carefully got to hisfeet and turned toward ahigh
promontory which extended into the depression southwest of us. "How far are we from the
lander?'

| told him.
"Hmm. About two hundred klicks."

The Katherine human was also staring at the promontory. "Do you think it ispossible? That isa
tough dimb.”

"With no guarantee there will be line-of-sight when | get there." The Barry human shrugged. "But
itsal wevegot."

Now | understood. "It will take much energy. Y ou will need more oxygen than you have."
We looked at the spare cylinder.
"What are the beagts planning?’ Pakegoknerfronakipilass asked me. "Be careful, or they will



takewhat little of liferemainsto us"

| felt anillogicd annoyance at my Phuili colleague, athough | knew hiswarning was proper and
should be heeded. But my insanity was making me consider both sdes; abroadened vison as
remarkablein its own way asthe perception | had lost. "That one." | said, pointing at the human
mae, "will climb to that high point, and from there will attempt to communicate with the human
who waitsin the lander at Artifact nine thousand and three. It isthe only way help can be brought
tousintime"

"Intime for what, Gefapronikitafrekazanzis? If the beast takesthe extraair container. | agree he
may survive long enough to make hissignd. But for therest of us, including the female, it answers
nothing.”

Hisargument, athough hostile, waslogicdl. | trandated for the humans.

The Katherinc human said. "Thereis dill away.”

Beasts are programmed for self survival. If possible, they avoid danger. No beast will
placeitself in jeopardy merely to save individuals of other species who happen to share the
same danger .

Geoffrey knew that humans are more than beasts. Even more than so-called "intelligent
animals." although he was willing to accept a lesser status if only to gain for humans some
kind of official Phuili acceptance. But unless the individual known as
Pakegoknerfronakipilasis could be persuaded otherwise, Geoffrey's sponsor ship would
inevitably fail in its purpose.

Wer e Geoffrey's thoughts running along those lines as he piloted the wingship which also
carried Pakegoknerfronakipilasis and the two humans? Perhaps thereisa cluein his
comment about the unexpected nature of the terrain.

Consider.

If, before the humans wer e gone from The Shouter forever, they could be presented with
an opportunity to demonstrate unbeastlike compassion and inventiveness, even the most
dogmatic of skeptics might be persuaded to change his opinion. An emergency landing, at
a place where in any case they would be "found" after a reasonable interval of time, could
perhaps stimulate such a demonstration. Of course, even the most contrived scenario can
be overtaken by events.

Such as, for instance, a dust storm and an unplanned course correction.

The First summoned me as soon as| was sufficiently recovered. "Y ou arewdl," he said without
preliminary. " Pakegoknerfronakipilasisis not. Do you know why that is so?"

| inclined my head. "Heisill for the samereason | aminsane.”



"The humans?'
"It hasto do with them."

"] see" He consdered amoment. "'l am not insane. Neither am 1 ill. Yet | also had contact with
those beings.”

"Y ou were prepared. Also, you arethe First."
Helooked a question.

"The unexpected is difficult. Y et the unexpected does happen. Y ou hold your office because of

al of us. you arethe most—" | struggled to find aword. "—flexible."

"An interesting concept. Y ou learned it from the humans?'

"I believeit iswhat makes them successful as aspecies. However, thereisastrange Sde to their
character which seemsto counter that advantage.”

"Explain.”

"Logicdly, by diminating the two Phuili, the humans could have gained enough extraair to
guarantee their own surviva. 1t would have been, after dl, aclear case of an invocation of the law
of necessity."

"An ancient and honorablelaw," Averponekatupenaviziz agreed. " So why wasn't it invoked?
Compared with you and Pakegoknerfronakipilass, the Barry human was relatively undamaged.
So surdly he could have done what was necessary."

"That istrue. And if the choice had been an absolute one—such as, for instance, matching the
certain death of four against the probable surviva of two—then | do not doubt the Barry human
would have properly invoked the law. But because he and the female perceived a statistical
possibility that al four of us could survive, they selected a course of action which not only
reduced their own chances, but which aso placed the human femae into agreater jeopardy than
before.”

| will go to dleep, the Katherine human had said after the male departed with his own tanks
replenished from the spare. She then did something with the control unit on the front of her
pressure garment, and promptly Igpsed into an unconscious date.

Pakegoknerfronakipilasis and | were completely mystified. Findly, his contempt suggested an
answer. " She has turned off her mind because she fearsthe pain of degth. For her kind, thereis
clearly no next sequence. Ther end isaterriblefindity."

Therewas alogicin his pronouncement which chilled me. But if he was correct, then why were
we dill divewhile the Barry human was a distant speck plodding toward a doubtful destiny?

| went to the Katherine human and touched the chest area. Her breathing was dow. "Thereis
possibly another explanation.”



"Bebrief. Tak usesair.”

"It hasto do with theair." Using my sound arm. | dragged the spare cylinder to
Pakegoknerfronakipilasiss sde. Then | produced what remained of the pressure-sealant. "With
your two good arms. | think it may be possible to adapt this dien fitting to replenish our own
containers.”

Although his prejudice was extreme. "Packer" wastoo intelligent not to redize thislife-extending
opportunity. He accepted the sealant without comment and worked painstakingly until at last the
extragaswas feeding into our helmets. Then, as he returned his attention to our Situation, his
attitude seemed to change. "Because the femaleis unconscious.” he announced, "shetherefore
bresthesless"

It was. of course, a statement of fact. It was aso an uncharacteristic concession which hinted that
perhaps my gentle prodding had turned him in adirection hisrigid inflexibility of nature would not
otherwise alow. Fearing to disturb this new chain of reasoning. | remained silent as he continued.

"The maletook some of the air. because without it he will certainly exhaust his own supply before
he reaches his destination on that height. Although he could have taken the entire container and
left us nothing, he chose not to.”

| was greetly tempted to lead him further toward consideration of the unthinkable. However. |
restrained the impulse and ingtead said smply, "That istrue.”

"That the female turned hersdlf off, or that the male did not take or exhaust the container—each
by itself can be consdered afortunate coincidence from which you and | have benefited. Taken,
however, together—"

Pakegoknerfronakipilasis was suffering. His speech had becomeirregular, hisvocd chords
hoarse asif from too much use. | had been through asimilar experience, so was aware of the
schizophrenic turmoil of histhoughts —caused, in his case, by the extremes of hisinnate
conservatism versus his machinelike ability to gather and analyze facts. Because humanswere
irrefutably inferior, it was equaly certain that they were incapable of behavior beyond that
dedicated to Smple saif preservation—although there was adight Satistica probability thet the
behavior of asingle human might be misinterpreted as compassion for others not of itskind.
Unfortunately, theimpossible juxtgposition of two of the crestures Smultaneoudy displaying such
atruism, represented an insane conflict of absolutes that Pakegoknerfronakipilasss own
implacable logic was forcing him to confront without hope of justification or compromise.

Inasmilar Stuation. | had shattered. But hiswas adifferent, more ddliberate persondity. He
withdrew like athrestened flex-snake shrinking itsdlf into insgnificance.

Pakegoknerfronakipilasis crumpled.

After | had finished describing the eventsin the desert, thefirst lgpsed into a deeply
contemplative slence. Sharing the sllence but not the contemplation. | waited. Although | was
learning to accept the gulf which for the rest of my life would isolate me behind the lesser senses
of touch and sight and hearing, moments like thiswould dways be a painful reminder of my
handicap—and there would necessarily be many such moments, aslong as| continued to serve



the cause | had precipitated. Which | knew | must.

Findly. Averponekatupenaviziz sghed and looked up. | think he grieved for me. even aswe both
knew my losswas as nothing compared with (he future waiting to be born within this austere
room deep in bedrock. " Pakegoknerfronakipilasis endlesdy repests the argument which
destroyed him." he mused, haf to himsdif.

| nodded. "It isasad thing."
"Heis apparently not aware of what is happening. So he does not suffer asyou do. my friend "
| bowed my head. "I have aconsolation. | ill function.”

"Gefapronikitafrekazanzis. what you have ismore than that. Y ou are unique among Phuili in that
you are restricted to sensing the externa world as humans senseit. That may be of great vaue.”

It waslike aray of light through storm clouds "We are to continue a relaionship with humans?"
"Wemust. Unfortunately, they share our universe.”

"It will bedifficult to change what is aready decided. Pakegoknerfronakipilass has many
supporters.”

"Exatly.”

If I had been normd. | would have immediately recognized the First's meaning. But aready | was
using deductive reasoning to an extent | would have thought impossible before the humans came,
and dter only adight hesitation | asked. "Are you sure exposure to hiswordswill not push others
over the edge?"

"They will be prepared. They will be reminded of their mentor'srigidity. of the fact that proof of
anything contrary to hisbeliefswould in any case have sufficed to destroy the foundations which
supported his concept of redlity.”

Despite the tragedy we were discussing, it was difficult not to be heartened by its positive
implications. "Ingtinct being proved asintdligence.” | said, "must have been as shattering as black
being proved white."

"Y ou remain perceptive, Gefgpronikitafrekazanzis. despite your sickness. Of course, you and |
know the truth is somewhere between, and | am certain our colleagues will accept that truth
when they redlize humans represent anew classification of being. For most of them, | suspect the
scientific chalenge will beirresstable.”

"The humans are proud. | am till not sure they will accept alesser role.”

"Y ou have dready told methey are an adaptable people. They are dso redligts, aswe must be.
In other words, it will be your function to prepare the humansfor that lesser role—as| must
prepare our own people for what is, | believe, anew universe.”

So the testament ends. It is a matter of record that the human known as Barry Devany did



finally contact his colleague aboard the lander, although when he was picked up he was
almost dead from oxygen deprivation and took months to recover. On the other hand,
Katherine Alcorn's fast recovery so impressed the Phuili that they adopted the use of stasis
drugs—implying a remarkable admission that even their own advanced technology was
not always immune fromerror.

Geoffrey, was assigned to the Permanent Earth Research Unit which was later established
on The Shouter, and it was only due to his ceaseless activities as a mediator; on Phuili
itself aswell as on The Shouter; that PERU survived the first critical years.

Perhaps Geoffrey himself should have the final word. Thisiswhat he wrote to a human
colleague shortly before he returned to his home world for the last time—

Wewill not meet again. But that isasit should be. because changeis after dl avital component
of theliving universe. Nevertheless, the problemswill remain. Our successorswill haveto resolve
those problems asthey arise, or al that you and | have worked for. for so long, will be as
nothing.

We are so few, those of us of both races who seek to unify our thrust into the universe. But |
sncerdly believe there are forces which have dready predetermined that unity of purpose. Surely
it is no coincidence that the Shouter, our gateway to the galaxy, islocated amost precisely
equidistant between your homeworld and mine. And dthough we are so different, what are those
differences except images on both sdes of the same coin? Together, humanity and Phuili are
greater than their separate parts. Apart, we are less than that sum.

Much less.

My friend. | need hardly remind you of the continuing threet to your species from uncontrolled
misuse of its profligate technology And | know you have studied the Phuili enough to suspect, as

| do, that our fate isthe ultimate stagnation of an inflexible heritage. That two such sdf-destructive
extremes can be melded into avital new force, may seem impossible. But it is necessary, if only
for surviva's sake. Although | am sure thereis moreto aunified future than mere surviva.

To pargphrase what awise human once said, this Phuili has "waked amile in human moccasins.”
Perceiving the universe as humans perceiveit, | discovered to my astonishment that | had gained
morethan | had lost.

So should it befor dl of us. Because only then will every Phuili and human at last redizethat in all
things essentid, we are the same.

Y our friend,
Geoffrey



TWO

THE EXPEDITER

One world was called Earth by its inhabitants who, in turn were of the race of man, or
"humans." The other world was Phuili. Its inhabitants, of the same name as their planet,
developed in a gentler and more equitable environment than Earth's, without the stimulus
of competing carnivores which forced humankind to evolve rapidly or perish. It istrue,
therefore, that although man and Phuili share many similarities, they are also remarkably
different. It is also true that humans (who were till using stone tools when the Phuili were
already experimenting with powered flight) have an instinctive competitiveness which the
conservative Phuili could neither understand nor tolerate. If there was to be a melding of
the widely divergent talents of these two races, it would have to be done gently.

With great subtlety.

If it was not for the Pleiades Star Cluster, we would have found the Shouter a couple of centuries
ago.

So until the Far Seeker and its crew of visionaries cruised out of the Plelades shadow and
detected a screaming source of radiation a couple of hundred lights beyond that nebula-hazard
cluster. Earth's expansion into space had proceeded at the plodding pace decreed by the
xenophobic World Union Council when the phase-shift drive wasfirst developed. It istill not
clear what bureaucratic blunder enabled a crew of star-gazing rebelsto commandeer aphase
ship and take off on their own, but it is certain Far Seeker's triumphant return eight yearslater
wasthefind straw which brought down that small-minded and nit-picking adminigtration like the
house of cardsit redlly was.

But that, of course, isanother story.

Asisthe onein which man made the first contact with another intelligent race, the Phuili, who had
been drawn to the Shouter from their empire of worlds four hundred lights farther on toward the
Hub. When Far Seeker |1 arrived off the Shouter during August of 2416 A.D., the Phuili had
aready been on that remarkable world for so long they considered it their private reserve. But
because intelligence is apparently such arare phenomenon in the galaxy, they permitted the
establishment of a permanent Earth research unit (PERU) so they in turn could research
humans—which they did with aggravating persistence.

Stll, that seemed asmdll price for the privilege of being stationed for awhile on this galactic
mystery. So | waslikeasmall boy being introduced to hisfirst two-wheded bicycle as| emerged
from the shuttle and confronted the avesome structure towering from the plain afew kilometers

away.
"Isslarge, issnot?"

Imagine adog given voca chords and aflexible jaw: such isthe speech of aPhuili. Thebeing was
inthe driver's seat of asmall runabout parked next to the ramp, hiswide-eyed canine head



regarding me solemnly through the € ongated bubble which was his helmet. | had not immediately
noticed him, because even onée'sfirg aien becomes upstaged againgt the incomprehensibility on
the plain. Awed and embarrassed at the sametime | Sarted to stammer an apology, but was
halted by the sight of afanged grin. "When | come," the voice rasped in my helmet phones, "1 too
could only seezat." A stubby arm gestured. "But now | take you to your kind. Pleeseto Sit on
here

"On her€’ presuming the seet next to him, I gingerly climbed aboard and hung on asthe vehicle
accelerated with ajerk. My small driver swung the steering bar hard over and weturned like a
top, bouncing through our own dust cloud and then down the graveled road at a speed which
would have made me nervous on apaved highway.

The Shouter has a thin atmaosphere, mostly nitrogen with barely detectable traces of oxygen and a
few of the noble gases. So the sky was amagnificent velvet blue, paing off a the horizon where
the other component of the atmosphere—dust—was lofted by vagrant winds over the bone-dry
landscape. | suppose some part of me appreciated the austere beauty of the planet, but my mind
was gtill on the colossus behind us. | would have liked to look longer at it, but it was behind me
and in any case my helmet was not as swivelable as my head. So instead | watched the Shouter's
only metropolis race toward us.

My driver pointed at arectangular structure set gpart from the Phuili domes and pyramids.
"Humans zere," he announced as the runabout shuddered over aseries of rutsand | tasted blood
wherel bit my tongue. | wished | knew the polite way to get the Phuili to stop so | could save
myself afew bruises and walk the rest of the way. But not desiring to offend unknown
senshilities, | held my peace and continued to hold on for deer life.

Wewhizzed by agraceful pyramid. "Phuili on herefive ten hands of years,” my driver said. "We
dwaysday."

| had been warned to expect this bit of propaganda, so despite my aches and pains| was aware
enough not to be surprised. With two fingers and two opposed thumbs, the Phuili numerical
system is based on eight. Five ten hands istherefore four hundred, which even considering their
shorter year isapretty long time. In other words, the Shouter is Phuili's by longstanding right of
possession, and every Phuili had apparently been ingtructed to make sure humans were
frequently reminded of the fact. The ‘we dways stay' bit was optional but used often, so | suspect
our innocent human intentions with regard to the Shouter were not entirely accepted by this
likable but sometimes irascible species.

We stopped with ateeth-rattling jerk ingde the main air lock of the rectangular building, which on
closer approach had become amodest four-story structure. The outer doors closed and air
whigtled in with arush, blowing dust from the frame of the runabout. The whistling stopped, and
asthe dust began to settle atal human entered the lock from the interior of the building. He was
trim and white-haired. "Mr. Digonness?"'

| flipped my hdmet back on my shoulders and climbed stiffly from the runabout. "'Digger,’
please,”" | replied as | accepted his handshake. He was even taler than | thought, a good half
head more than my own not inconsiderable one hundred eighty seven centimeters.

His mouth twitched into asmile. "All right, Digger, you may cal me Clarence. Short for Clarence
Van Standmeer, Assstant Research Adminigtrator on this noisy sphere.”

| swallowed. Familiarity with the bossisnot normaly my style. "Yessr. .. er... Clarence”



The smile expanded into alaugh. "Were drictly informa here, believe me" Serioudy. "Though
we do expect you to perform, of course.” He turned to my Phuili driver. "Bertram, how are you?
Haven't seen you around latdly."

The Phuili had removed his own helmet, proving the smilarity between his native aimosphere and
ours. Hishead, though canine; was pink and hairless. The eyes were remarkable: large, dark, and
intelligent. "'l am well, Clawence my fwiend. | had temporwawy function in administwetion until
awiva of new human. Now | assigned zisone."

The A.R.A. nodded. "I am pleased. | know by experience he could not have a better guide and
companion.”

"Zat istwue," the Phuili agreed modestly. Before he replaced his helmet, he turned tome. "'l and
you meet soon."

| hoped my embarrassment did not show. Not only had | been mouthy with the boss, it seemed |
had been d oofly uncommunicative with my future partner. "1 am looking forward to it,” | said,
hoping my shynesstoward this smal aien had not been interpreted as prejudice.

Clarence touched my arm. "Let'sgo." | hurried after him into the building. The door closed
behind usand | heard the thrumming of compressors as they evacuated the lock. "First your
quarters," my guide said, leading me up anarrow stairway to the second floor. The room he
showed mewas small but comfortable, with afolding bunk, a couple of chairs, and astandard
screen-termina recessed next to acompact food prep unit. ™Y our things won't be ddlivered for a
while" hetold me as| discarded my gear and wriggled out of the P-suit. "So | suggest wetrot up
to the lounge and see who isthere. Old faces dways like to meet new ones.”

"And vicevers," | said aswe waked along the narrow door-lined corridor. "About Bertram . .

Clarence stopped and looked at me. One e egant eyebrow was raised, giving him asaturnine
expresson. "What about Bertram?"

"How does aPhuili get anamelikethat?'

Hefrowned. "Their own names are amess of clicks and consonants, absolutely unpronouncesble
by humans. So those we know have accepted the nearest human equivaent. They don't ssem to
mind; in fact | suspect they are quite flattered. Weren't you briefed about that?"

| shook my head. "No."
"l see" Clarence seemed irritated. "Y ou were briefed, | suppose?’
"Of course" | added lamdly, "It'sjust that | did not expect to meet my Phuili partner so soon.”

Theirritation faded, was replaced with athoughtfulness. "1 would have met you myself, except |
was informed someone € se had volunteered. If | had known it was Bertram .. "

" Something unusua about that?!

"Digger, you arethe first human arriva to be met at the pad by aPhuili. Frankly, | am not sureif
you should be flattered. Or apprehensive.”

| felt asinking feding. "What do | do?'



Helooked at me soberly. "Just be careful. And when | know more, I'll advise more.”

| sensed the source of hisconcern. If I, for some unknown reason, was specia to the Phuili, then
it followed | had become equaly specid to the Shouter's human community. It was asif anew
and untried staff member of an overseas embassy had immediately been promoted—by choice of
the host country—to something approaching the rank of ambassador. The diplomatic hazards
were obvious. It would a so be extremely unnerving to the junior, being way beyond the scope of
his expected responsibilities. Which was exactly how | fdt as| followed the A.R.A. to aspird
stairway which wound up the central well of the building. Aswe climbed | tried hard to convince
mysdlf | was overreacting.

To acertain extent | succeeded. When | was ushered into the Observation Lounge and again
saw the mongter on the plain, my burden—imagined or otherwise—seemed not so important.
There were peoplein theroom, but at that moment they did not seem so important either.

Instead | walked over to the huge window and stared, fascinated. For awhile | was permitted
my reverie. They had been there and understood. Findly one of them came and stood a my side.
"Getsto you, doesnt it?' The voice was low, husky, and pleasantly female.

That's an understatement, | thought, momentarily oblivious to the charm of those dul cet tones.
Imagine a shalow, two-kilometer-wide saucer balanced horizontaly atop adender pylon three
kilometers high. Add aflickering sphere of pae flame afurther kilometer above that incredible
assembly, and there you haveit. A reasonable description of aredity whichin essenceis
undescribable. Alien Artifact Number One.

Moretime passed. To meit was not long, but to the othersit must have seemed | wasstuck ina
timewarp. A dender hand moved up and down in front of my eyes. ™Y ou must come down
now," the pleasant voice said, "before you grow moss.”

| shook mysdlf back to redlity. "Sorry," | gpologized, turning to the owner of the hand. Shewas
small and nicely formed, with dark hair and intense green eyes. | am shy with women and
somehow this one squared the trait. So | sammered like afoal. "H—how long?”

She grinned. "Two minutes. Three minutes. Does it matter? Nothing wrong with being aromantic,
Mr. Digonness."

"My firg nameisPeter,” | said, surprisng myself.

"Itis?" Though her lips curved into afrown, somehow her eyes continued smiling. "Clarence just
told usyou prefer Digger.”

"Toyou, Peter," | persisted, wondering why. Only my mother called me Peter, and this vivacious
beauty was certainly not my mother.

"Okay, you may cal me Jenny. Short for Genevieve Hagan. And these are Helda, Jock,
Dewinton—who will beinsulted if you don't call him Dewy—~Allan, and Rhiddian. Clarence, our
dear lord and master, you have met. Anyway, everyone will later tdll you their last namesand
what they do here—if they can remember either. But now you are the new boy and are allowed
three questions. Number one?"

Instant immersion. | knew then she was the base psychologist—not in the forma sense
perhaps—but the one who by inclination and personality usudly assumestherole. It ssemsto
happen wherever thereis an isolated group of humans, though in this case | was dready biased
enough to be certain Jenny was better than mogt. | felt atwinge of disgppointment in the



redlization her interest in me was kind rather than romantic. Nevertheless | accepted her
invitation.

"How many of them arethere?' | asked, gesturing at the object on the plain.
"The AAS? Nineteen thousand, six hundred and fifty four. But you know that, surely?"
| shrugged. "I thought | did. But after seeing that one . . . ." | gestured helplesdly.

Thegirl pointed toward arange of low hills humped on the horizon. Something flickered between
two of them.

"Another?' | asked.

She nodded. "About sixty klicksfrom here. Actualy, that and AA One are the only two within
five hundred klicks. Planetary didtribution is quite random.”

"I know where there are three so close together you can visit ‘'em al on foot within hours," the
one called Jock said. He was stocky with red hair and freckles, so typical atype | immediately
tagged him as an ethnic Scot with haggisin hisveins. But my theory fell gpart when he stuck out
his hand and introduced himsdlf. " Jean Delaforte, geologist and.com tech. Otherwise known as
Jock, whichisterribly degrading for one with my sengtive Galic temperament.”

"It'sno worse than Digger," | sympathized as| accepted hislimp handshake. ™Y ou're from
Garson's Planet, aren't you?”

He withdrew his hand like one who had been stung. "Who told you that?"
| grinned. "Anangd."
Hisface cleared. "Wdl I'm damned. So you know about Garson's angels, huh?"

"They'reraising acolony on Luna. Something to do with 'socid interactions between species.’ A
bit more intelligent than chimps,. alot more affectionate than puppies, and about asfrail as
one-meter butterflies.” | pointed at hishand. "I don't wonder you have to watch your strength.
Where you came from, it must be damned difficult to avoid hurting the natives.”

Jock nodded. "Unfortunately, we don't always succeed,” he said sadly.

"Well no one around here need worry about hurting the Phuili,” Helda said, brusquely halting the
conversation's downturn. A big woman, she had atough but good-natured face. "Not only are
the little buggers made out of concrete, they don't like to hug or shake hands." She chuckled.
"Whichis probably good for our sate of hedth. Right?’

"Asfar as| am concerned, the only thing about the Phuili isthat they are afrigging nuisance,” the
smal man caled Dewy grumbled. "They're dwaysthere, like an itch you can't scratch. One of
these days | might just sneak out onmy ownand. . ."

"l do not adviseit,” Clarence interrupted coldly. His voice knife-edged, he continued, "Y ou know
the conditions of our agreement with the Phuili, and asyour A.R.A. | expect you to abide by it.

Y ou are members of PERU, and as such you are each assigned a Phuili partner to facilitate your
work here. In return, you accept the fact you are his project, and learn to put up with his
frequent presence and dways nagging questions. Asyou investigate the Shouter, your partner
investigates you. It'sthat smple.” The A.R.A. paused, somehow catching my eye. "None of us



likesit, but we learn to live with it. Because we damn well haveto!”

Though he was not addressing me directly, | sensed he was reminding me of the peculiar
circumstances of my arrival. But dready | was beginning to doubt its significance. Thereisafirs
timefor everything, and in that light | failed to find anything remarkable in the fact | had been met
at the pad by aPhuili rather than by one of my own kind. If the diens desired human
company—for whatever reason—it seemed logical they would want to commence the

aquai ntanceship as soon as possible. Even at shuttle disembarkation.

Jenny said, " Clarence, while we are on the subject of Phuili partners, what about Dig . . . e,
Peter's? Has one been assigned?"

"Ohindeed," the A.R.A. replied drily.

"l have dready met him," | told her.

"Y ou have?'

"Hewaswaiting for me at the pad. Hisnameis Bertram.”
"Bertram? He met you?'

"Quite a precedent,” Helda said thoughtfully.

Clarence gmiled athin amile. "Quite."

| was embarrassed. Everyonewaslooking at me asif | had shed my skin and become something
else. "l don't know why you're making such afuss,” | said uncomfortably. "So | wasmet by a
Phuili .. ."

"The Phuili," Jenny interrupted firmly. "Dear man, don't you know? Bertram is Clarence's
opposite number here. The Phuili boss"”

My first trip was obvious. | knew where | wanted to go and it was expected. Not only by my
fellow humans but also by Bertram, as| discovered when | contacted him after breakfast the next
morning. Hisimage on the screen nodded politely when | made the request. "Ah, Mister
Digonnesswho | to cal Digger. You wishto go AA One. | be at your lock in fwaction of hour."

When a Phuili makes a promise he keepsit. (For that matter, so did everyone of PERU. Being a
minority had made Earth's representatives on the Shouter somewhat sensitive about the less
laudible aspects of human nature, so for Phuili consumption we did our best to act like saints.
Though Moses could not have imagined aless likely setting for adherenceto the
Commandments, by and large | think he would have gpproved.) Anyway, it was only twenty
minutes later when my Phuili partner rocked his runabout to ahalt outside thelock and | climbed
aboard.

"No," Bertram said, stepping down from the vehicle. With asudden and completely startling
demondtration of the power contained within his compact body, he leaped clean over the
runabout and landed lightly on my side. Though the legp had lofted him at least threetimes his
own height, he was not breathing any differently than norma ashetold me, "Y ou dwive. Iss



pwoper you learn.”

"Er...yes" Wondering what other surprisesthis small being had in storefor me, | obediently
did over and wedged mysdlf behind the controls. Somehow | found the lever which moved the
seet back, so at least my kneeswere not at the level of my shoulders. Then | found the speed
control, which worked by pushing the steering bar forward. Therewas no reverse, | soon
discovered. If there was not enough room for the vehicle to switch endsin its normal top-like
fashion, the procedure was to push it back by hand until there was. It seemed primitive, but the
runabout was S0 light | think | could have lifted the whole thing with one hand. Bertram could
probably have swung it over hishead. Traction for this ultralight machineinvolved intensfication
of attraction between chassis and ground, awondroudy useful item of Phuili technology which
made me marvel. But which at the same time added another load to my adready sagging ego.

| had, in other words, become somewhat depressed. Physica plustechnical superiority equals
mental superiority, asmplistic equation which at that confused moment seemed entirely logical. If
Bertram had been athree-meter humanoid with piercing eyes and a noble brow, and not a
half-human sized caricature of abull terrier in aslver suit, | suspect | would not have been
bothered by my newly discovered inferiority. But | do know | would have been in amuch worse
gateif | had not been otherwise occupied driving the runabout and answering my partner's
endless questions.

It wastough &t first. ASAA Onerose before us, irritation increasingly supplanted depression. My
attention wandered between driving, the enigma ahead, and Bertram's inquisitiveness. He wanted
to know about my home in New Mexico, my education, my politics, even about my sex
life—though he soon logt interest in the latter when he learned | was middle-of -the-road-normal.
But it was when he asked me about my scientific specidty that the conversation suddenly began
to get interesting.

"l do not have ong" | told him.
A heavy paw pressed down on my arm. "Pleese make stop.”

Wejolted to astandgtill amid aswirling cloud of brown dust. Ahead, AA One was unbelievable,
asurredigtic, fantasy. Above its enormous dish the flickering sphere of light was an etherid sun,
at this distance close enough to cast faint but blurry shadows.

My dien guide turned to me, his snouted head enigmatic behind the reflected highlights of his
helmet. "Zen what iss expediter?’

Therewas no blinding flash of redization. But at that moment | got the first hint of the reason
behind Bertram'sinterest in me. | chose my answer carefully. "Do you know what a catalyst is?"

The head shook dightly. "Theword iss. . . not familiar.”

"A catalys isasubstance which increasesthe rate of achemical or nuclear reaction, but which
itsdlf remains unchanged.”

Therewas aslence. Then an explosive, complex cluster of soundswhich neither my tongue or
voice writer could ever hope to reproduce. Bertram continued, ". . .iss happen in starswiz
carbon. What you cal 'Phoenix." "

"That'sit!" | said, surprised. "Hydrogen into helium plus energy, with carbon asthe cataly <.
Hencethe analog. My job hereisto act as ahuman catayst; in effect ‘expediting' reactions



between those of the various scientific disciplines. Do you understand?”

The slencethistime was along one, enough for meto rationalize some of my own thoughts. |
knew gpplicationsfor PERU were routingly submitted to the Phuili for find clearance, which
explained Bertram's knowledge that | was an expediter. But whether or not my explanation bore
any smilarity to what he had already been told, | had no way of knowing. What was clear, was
that | wasthe first of my kind on the Shouter. It dso further explained Bertram'sinterest, and
with that redlization my spirits began to recover from their previouslow. In this matter at leadt it
seemed | had the advantage, and | felt mysdf warming toward thelittle dien. Within the dchemy
of my reasoning, Bertram was becoming more 'human.’

"How do human become. . . expediter?’

"In my case, viamy former professon of sciencewriter,” | replied. Senang his puzzlement, |
continued, "It was my job to use the mediato explain scientific matters to non-scientists, to
amplify—"

"No," Bertram said.

Cut off in mid-sentence, | could only stare at him.

"Entities who not scientists not wequired to know science. Zerefore you not speek twue. Also
you say you not have specidty. Zen perhaps you not scientist like ozers. So why you on
Shouter?!

It seemed | had committed a faux pas. | stared a my companion nonplussed, wondering how to
restore what | had hoped was a devel oping relationship. "Not scientist” had been grated with the
kind of contempt which could only come from one who considered himsalf amember of an
arigocratic dite, an elite which by practice and custom held itself doof from plebian involvement.
If I wasright, it was adevadtating revelation. But a that moment my only concern was to seek
the right words to get me out of trouble. One thing was certain: | would not gpologize. Asde
from my pride, | had the gut feding that eating humble pie would only make mattersworse. So |
decided to concentrate on science and scientists. My own connection.

| took adeep bresth of canned air. "1 know alot of science. But instead of being concentrated
on one discipline, the knowledge | haveis spread over many. That iswhat makes me useful,
because | am equipped to explain biology to a physicist, chemistry to an astronomer, and so on.
After dl, we are here to study a planet, and planetology isacomposte of all the sciences. So
with my help, each member of our team can better understand what his colleagues in the other
disciplinesare doing. Overdl, it increases our efficiency.”

| felt pretty smug as| mentioned efficiency. | was sure it was one argument which would apped
to the notorioudy logica mind of aPhuili. But | was disappointed. Instead of pursuing the
subject, Bertram pointed toward AA One. "We continue now."

So werolled again, approaching up to and under the towering artifact. Bertram was
uncharacterigticaly silent, allowing my sensesto soar up the sunlit side of the AA's pylon, to the
half-illuminated bowl suspended between ground and stars. | vaguely remember stopping near
the pylon and stepping out of the runabout, al the time gawking like a star-struck tourist.
Sixty-eight meters across its base, it rose up out of the rocky ground, taperingup...andup. ..

It was an awsome experience. Above me, the bowl was a mass which seemed to block out half
the sky; itswhole enormous weight held aoft by acolumn soincredibly frail that for amoment |



fet an insane urge to ran for my life—before the whole assembly gave way, crushing melike an
ant below afaling mountain.

Swallowing my nervousness, | uneasily gpproached the base of the pylon. It was further than |
thought, requiring severad dozen paces before | got within touching distance. To the eyeit wasa
smooth and lustrous gray, while to the touch there was almost atacky fee—a definite resistance
as| trailed my gloved fingertips across the surface. Then | noticed faint marksirregularly
distributed around the pylon's base. Above about the three-meter level, the great shaft rose
unblemished.

"Done by Phuili," Bertram said. He had followed me to the pylon and was watching with interest.
He pointed at the marks. "Phuili tools made zose. Not useful.” He moved further dong and
indicated a patch, of discoloration. "Laser. Still not useful.”

| marveled as| examined the discoloration. A materid which could resist alaser's solar intengity
was something worth knowing about. "Were you able to andyze the materia ?*

"Iron," Bertram replied. "Carbon. Ozer e ements we not identify."
"But that'sa sted dloy! How—?"

"Not know. Not molecular bond we know. Matewid fed funny. Act funny. Perhaps PERU find
answer."

So aPhuili could be sarcastic, a sour reminder that we humans could hardly be expected to
acomplish what the Phuili had failed to do after centuries of effort. | decided to ignore the thinly
disguised goad. "'l am sure my people aretrying,” | said carefully.

Again an offering of Phuili propaganda. "'Beacons here much before Phuili come. Beacons here
when Phuili go, zough Phuili not leave for long time. We permit humans to study beacons because
Phuili want know more about humans. At end, we know more about humans zan humans know
about Beacons."

An angry response trembled on my lips but remained unvoiced. Despite my companion's needling
and assumption of Phuili superiority, | dill found mysdf liking him. So | restrained myself asmuch
for persond reasons as diplomatic. | aso decided not much could be gained by staying at AA
Onethistrip, though if | had surrendered to my druthers| could have remained for hours. Buit |
wanted to return to PERU and find Clarence. A wild idea had surfaced in my mind and | needed
the A.R.A.'sreaction.

"Interesting,” hesad.

We were within his office on the main floor. It was comfortably furnished with soft pastel wall
hangings and furniture of subtle shades and shapes. The room reeked of restraint, betraying a
facet of the A.R.A.'s character which made me uneasy.

| said defensively, ™Y ou have to admit it fits the facts better than the beacon idea.”

"l admit nothing. Yet."



"L ook at the word 'beacon.’ It implies some kind of cosmic lighthouse, a concept whichis
absolute nonsenseif you consider the billions of stellar beacons nature has aready provided.
Neither can | accept that the Shouter is a planet-sized billboard, asort of galactic exercisein
P.R. Becauseif s0, what isit advertising? And where are the sdlesmen?”

"Good point,” Clarence said with an irritating haf-smile which further increased my nervousness.
My thoughts churned as | looked for the flaw the A.R.A. had presumably spotted in my
argument. Then:

"Y ou are good, you know." The half-smile broadened into agrin. "Especidly for one so new
here"

| felt like achild, expecting aspanking, who isinstead given acandy. While | was sorting out my
response, the door opened and | caught an agreeable whiff of perfume. " Sorry,” Jenny said.
"Didn't know you were busy." Sheturned to leave.

"Just amoment.” Clarence pointed to avacant chair. "Digger has atheory. | want you to hear it."
Shecamein. "Oh?'

"According to this young man, the Shouter is not a beacon. Moreover, he claims he knowsthe
true purpose of the AAS."

"Well." Thegirl sat down and crossed her trim legs. "My curiosity ispiqued.”

Both of them looked at me expectantly, causing me to flush with mixed embarrassment and
apprehension. But | was neatly backed into acomer, so | decided to come out fighting. "The
people who built the AAs are dtill here. On the Shouter.”

Hazd eyeswidened. "Here? Peter, you cannot be serious! Except for the Phuili and us humans,
there is nothing on this planet which walks, crawls, flies or whatever. The Phuili declared the
Shouter gterile long ago, and they should know. They have been herelong enough!™

Clarence coughed. "1 think, dear, you did not cover al the possible means of living locomotion.”

| carefully studied my hands. Though | did not think the A.R.A. would ddliberately ridicule my
theory beforethegirl, | till wished | could turn back the clock—at least so | could shut my own
mouth before | unleashed the maevolent genie which was now haunting me.

™. .. burrowing?' Jenny was asking. "Like moles?’

"Or like humans," Clarence said. "Take the Luna complex of Lansberg, for ingtance. It'sa
complete underground city.”

Shelooked doubtful. "Yes, but . . ."

| thought | had better reassert mysalf before Clarence took complete control. So far he seemed
on my side, though | ill had my suspicions. "Jenny, have you ever been to Lansberg?

"Often. Why?'
"Thereisabig structure on the east wall of the crater. Do you know the onel mean?"

Shefrowned. "I think so. It'sacondenser, in't it?"



"Exactly. A deviceto rgect heat by radiating it into space. It's needed because heet isthe
ultimate end product of every kind of activity, from the wriggling of a bacterium to the motion of
theuniverse. Soif .. "

"Entropy,” Jenny said. "Timesarrow.”

Fortunatdly there was no note of condescension in her voice, otherwise | would have shut up like
aclam and stayed that way. It was perhaps the most difficult part of my job: to avoid being too
bas c when dealing with abunch of scientific primadonnas. So | was grateful for Jenny's gentle
curb on my runaway tongue. Not for that girl, bless her, the look of withering scorn or the
sarcagtic putdown. So | continued:

"Consder an advanced underground society like Lansberg's, but on ascae so vast itstunnels
and gdleries house an entire planetary population. Perhaps severd populations, if the planet isold
enough not to have afluid core. Now consider the energy that society would require for
manufacturing and life support, for creating new living space. . ."

"They'd need condensers. My God, Peter, would they need condensers!” Jenny's eyeswere
round with excitement. "The Shouter could be like one of those ivory puzzle bals, awhole series
of concentric shellslayer upon layer . . ." She paused, breathless.

| loved the way she called me Peter. "Of course the AAs are not condensers in the accepted
sense” | went on, hoping | was not blushing. "No pipes, for instance, no radiators to condense a
vapor back into itsliquid state, no circulaing system of any kind which is gpparent. But there
must be othersways to reject surplus energy, using devices our science—even Phuili
science—can barely imagine. That iswhy | am convinced that sphere of light above AA One
must beinvestigated in detall, especidly if we can determine how much energy it is putting out.
Using that asabase, we canthen . . ."

"Just amoment, Digger.” The A.R.A. turned to Jenny. "Well? What do you think?"

"I loveit!" Eyes sparkling, she jumped to her feet, came over and firmly tucked my arm within
hers.

"Clarence, givethisman araise. He deservesit!"
He amiled. "Perhgps.”

It seemed | had ever reason to feel euphoric. The A.R.A.'s unexpected support and Jenny's
bubbling enthusiasm should have been enough to melt the heart of the most ardent pessmi<t. But
something jarred.

Clarence said, "Digger, though Jenny has been with usfor only afew months, she has managed
to become one of the most respected members of PERU'S team. Aside from her obvious
charms, sheisataented astrophysicist who has added considerably to what we know about this
dar system. So don't take her endorsement lightly. Okay?"

"Okay," | agreed, which was academic anyway. | would have welcomed Jenny's endorsement if
she had been only the cook and not one of PERU'S resident geniuses. Still, Clarence's flattering
remarks about her seemed out of context, and | wondered what was behind it.

So, apparently, did Jenny. "Clarence, | am not going to thank you for those kind words because
| know you too well for that. Y ou have an ulterior motive tucked in there somewhere.” She



amiled swesetly. "Don't you?'

Hisanswer was as blunt as her chalenge. And, to me, devastating. "Digger's theory isnot new.
The Phuili thought of it two centuries ago, and were so convinced of its merit they squandered
most of their resources on the subsequent investigation. All they found was rock and magma. No
tunnels. No sub-surface civilization.”

"Damn," | muttered.

"Jenny, you chose exactly the right moment to come through that door. Teling aman heiswrong
isonething; making him feel foolish isanother. Because of your reaction. Digger does not haveto
fed fooligh."

"Bals" Jenny said succinctly. Having relieved hersdlf of that unladylike observation, she
dismissed our white-haired boss and turned to me. Hands on hips she was both provocative and
formidable. "Peter, thereis abottle of rather good winein my quarters. For awhile, anyway, |
think you and | should concentrate on better things. Will you come?’

My heart thumped as| drowned in her unwavering green gaze. Somewherein the background
Clarence had faded to unimportance, afrowning vagueness on the edge of my awareness. Lovely
images floated through my mind, erotic images with immediate promise of redity. Findly my
tongue unraveled, and with an effort | replied weskly,

"l would love that drink."

The planetary system was old and—quite literally—scorched. Once its family of eleven
planets had followed the usual pattern, ranging from an assortment of smaller solid bodies
near the sun, through five gas giants, to an ill-defined cometary halo marking the
boundary between planetary and interstellar space. The fourth planet once bore oceans,
continents, and ice caps. There had been life-forms, one of which developed intelligence
and ultimately attained the stars.

When its home sun showed signs of instability, the race made certain preparations. Many
worlds felt their presence during this brief interregnum. But when their preparations were
complete, they returned to their own world. From there they departed this space-time
continuum and went . . . elsewhere.

Sowly the sun swelled until it was a red giant whose tenuous surface encompassed the two
innermost planets. Then, equally as slowly, the sun shrink—until it was a white dwarf with
a miserly energy output which could outlast the universe. Early during this dull
near-eternity, a fragment of matter fell inward from what was left of the cometary halo.
For centuriesit journeyed along a groove dictated by the laws of celestial mechanics, until
it fell through the sky of the now barren fourth planet—



"It came down near AA Eight-o-three," Clarence told me over the intercom. "A briefing has been
arranged for usin the Phuili Head Sphere, so please get dressed and meet usin the dock A.S.P."

He broke contact before | could comment. Rubbing the deep from my eyes| groped my way to
the bathroom afew doors down from my quarters, then hurried back and clambered into my
clothes. | was going to miss breakfast, but | didn't mind. | had had joyous reasons for deeping
late, and in any case the cold shower had shivered meto life. So within minutes | was aboard
PERU'S pressurized mini-bus as we rolled sedately out of the lock and turned toward the Phuili
complex. Jenny was two seats ahead of mein the bus, but other than adight smile as| edged by
her, she did not acknowledge our new relationship. Jean Del_afoite leaned across and said
something that made Jenny laugh and me alittlejealous. So | turned and stared through the
window at the gpproaching cluster of buildings.

Findly, we stopped under alarge spherical structure, out of which a broad tube descended and
locked firmly to the pressure hull of the mini-bus. From his seet at the front, Clarence went to the
door and tripped the opening mechanism. Pressures had been equalized, so the door swung
eadly inward, reveding aflight of smal stepsrising through the tube. Treading cautioudy on the
narrow treads, the A.R.A. led usinto the Phuili Head Sphere.

We emerged into alow room filled with rows of padded benches. The air was damp, with an
odd smell which made me think of burned toast and horses. The deven of us sat gingerly on the
small benches and waited. Jenny had plumped herself beside me, and into my ear she whispered,
"Beon your toes, Peter. | think you are going to be part of this."

Startled, | looked at her. But before | could be enlightened, half a dozen Phuili emerged out of an
opening a the side of the room. Their powerful little bodies were clad in toga:like garments of
various muted colors, their feet in wide-fronted moccasins which made a soft dapping sound as
they walked. Asthey stopped in front of us, one of their number separated and stepped onto a
low platform.

"Bertram,” Jenny whispered. | nodded. Who else?

"We have wemote see systemsat AAS." Bertram's dien voice was harsh in the stillness. " See
system at AA Eight-o-zwee saw awival of object and wecorded. Watch."

The room darkened and a concealed projector produced an image of an AA on the doping front
wall. Theimage rapidly expanded until it seemed the room itsalf was merged into the Shouter's
stark landscape. A few stars were visblein the deep blue of the sky above our heads, and the
meanderings of what |ooked like adried-up riverbed extended into the foreground and
disappeared dmost at our feet. Huge boulders littered the flat on which the AA stood, breaking
itslong shadow into patches of light and dark. Suddenly theimage flared with an intolerable
brightness, giving way to amadly churning maelstrom of dust and debris out of which house-szed
fragments gected in dl directions like gigantic pieces of shrapnd. The dust cloud began to thin,
reveding the AA like a colossus dimly seen through aswirling brown fog. And then something
jagged appeared and expanded enormoudly . . .

The image flickered and went dark.

"Jesus," someone muttered as with trembling fingers Jenny groped for my hand. | groped back, at
that moment needing the reassurance of human contact as much as shedid.

" See system destwoyed," Bertram announced. "Now you watch again.”



Thistime the speed of the action was hundreds of times dower, starting afraction of a second
before something appeared from above the AA and angled down to the right of the huge artifact.
Still it was amost too swift for the eyeto follow, though at the ingtant of impact we saw the
hemisphere of expanding fire caused as the object's kinetic energy was abruptly transformed into
heet. Again the image went dark.

| glanced at Jenny. "Boo," she said, her eyescrinkling. A resilient girl, that one.
"Now vewy dow. Y ou pleese watch most close”

The projection thistime ran for only acouple of seconds before agasp of astonishment came
from every human throat. "It came out of the light,” Dewy whispered. "How . . ."

"Agan," Betram sad.

In red time the event had lasted bare nano-seconds. But again we watched it a arate
perceivable to our human senses, and again we were stunned by itsimpossibility. The AA and its
ball of radiance were contained well within the limits of the projection, so there was no doubt
wheretherocky missile originated. Firgt it was not there, then suddenly it was—emerging out of
the light and dmost ingtantly fading behind the shock wave produced asit dammed into the
Shouter's atmosphere. Bertram turned off the projection when it was obvious we understood the
sgnificance of what we had seen.

"Now humans know what Phuili know. Y ou go back PERU and talk. Zen Clawence and new
one weturn here and talk. Goodbye.” With apalite jerk of his massve head, Bertram rgoined his
companions. The sx Phuili then formed into aline and with quaint military precison marched out
of the room.

Helda, who was sitting just in front of us, expelled her bresth with an explosive, "Wdl!" Swiveling
in her seet, she turned hogtile date blue eyestoward me. "Y ou're the only new one here, Digger.
What makes you so bloody specid?

"Wewill discussthat later.” Clarence said sharply before | could respond to the big woman's
challenge. He stood up and faced us. "But before we do, | want each of you to spend aquit,
thoughtful couple of hourswithin the privacy of your own quarters. We will then assemblein
Observation at thirteen hundred and jointly try to make some sense out of dl of this. Until then,
ruminate, cogitate, but don't communicate. | want no consensus until you have had time to sort
out your individua reactionsto what you have just seen. Isthat understood?’

Clearly understood. Which was why we were asilent crowd as we rode back to PERU. But as
we emerged from the bus, Clarence pulled me aside. "In my office," he said. He nodded at
Jenny. "Youtoo."

| don't know what the others (especialy Helda) thought as Jenny and | were ushered away to a
cozy little conference. | do know Clarence had more than our colleagues sensibilities on hismind
as he closed the door behind us and said unequivocaly, "Digger, you have been on the Shouter
for only two days."

| said nothing. There wasllittle point responding to the obvious.

Hewent on, "Y et during that brief time, you have managed to disturb our Phuili hosts quite
profoundly.”



| looked at him doubtfully. "I don't know why. All I have doneis. . ."

". .. hit them right where it hurts most—in their carefully nurtured egos.” The A.R.A. chuckled.
"Largely because of you, young man, the Phuili have made the astonishing discovery that we
humans are something more than primitives with atechnological bent.”

"l did that?"

"In absolute innocence,” Jenny said soothingly. " Peter, you are the living proof of the value of an
untrammeled mind.”

"She'sright, you know." Clasping his hands atop hisindecently tidy desk, Clarence studied me
closely. He had theworried air of one who has been forced into a premature decision; hoping he
is correct, risking serious consequencesif heisnot. Hisjaw firmed. "PERU'S central problem
has alway's been the Phuili attitude to humans. To them we are no more than arace of monkeys
who know how to build steamboats but Hill livein trees. As scientigts, they find us quite
fascinating. Asindividuds, most Phuili are rather fond of usin asort of condescending way.
Beyond that . . . even suggesting ahuman may be something more than a primitive who happens
to have aknack for technology would be equivaent to Copernicus declaring the Earth is not the
center of the universe. It just isnot done."

"But that's exactly what Copernicusdid do," | said, puzzled.
"True"

"He had some pretty strong evidence, though.”

"Alsotrue”

| took adeep breath. "Correct meif | am wrong, but are you telling me that with the right kind of
evidence the Phuili will accept usasequals? Evidencesuch as. . ." | swdlowed, . . . asmart
monkey?'

Jenny pealed with laughter. The A.R.A. managed not to smile, though | suspect that it required
congderable effort.

| was more embarrassed than amused. " Clarence, when the Phuili came up with theideathe AAs
could bethe visible indication of an advanced subsurface civilization, how long had they been on
the Sbouter?"

He smiled at the gpparent change of subject. "About acouple of centuries. Whichisquitealong
time, considering it took you only afew hoursto come up with the same notion. Don't you think
Sofe

| sad irritably, "1 would rather not comment, if you don't mind.” | knew | was being Stuffy, but a
that moment | had thefeding | had been manipulated and it annoyed me. Still with the chip on my
shoulder, | went on, "In any case, what has all thisrigmarole to do with what happened at
Eight-o-three?'

"Later," Clarence said. "When we meet with the others. Right now, Mr. Peter Digonnessisthe
prime subject of thisdiscusson.”

| shifted uneasily in my chair. Jenny was watching me anxioudy, and | tried not to meet her gaze.
The being manipulated part was bad enough, but if Jenny herself wasinvolved. . .



It was atreacherous thought, one | tried to ignore. Unfortunately thoughts are immune to
dismissal, especidly those born out of a bruised ego. For my own peace of mind | knew | should
challenge Jenny: present my doubts and accept the consequences. But it was not the time or the
place. Other questions still needed answers.

"Y ou were, in asense, primed for this" Clarence said, beginning to answer the unspoken
questions. "First by your background, and then by the fact that we deliberately withheld from you
certain events concerning the history of Phuili activities on thisworld. The rest was mostly up to
you." Leaning back in hischair, be beamed a me. "Bedieve me, my boy, what started asalong
shot has ended up as anear-miracle. It turns out you were theidedl catays.”

No thanks to you, | wanted to say. Instead | turned to Jenny. "Did you know about this?'
"Some," she admitted cautioudly.

"Tdl me"

"I'd rather Clarence. . ."

"Not Clarence. You."

Shelooked a me doubtfully. "All right." She turned her face awvay from mine. "We had to
convince the Phuili—againg their own ingrained ingtincts—that we humans are more than bright
morons. Simply telling them so was no good because the Phuili would not believeit. They would
not want to believe it—any more than we humans would want to believe that abunch of apes
areassmart aswe are.”

| nodded. " So you set things up hoping your new expediter would come up with an answer it
took them centuriesto . . ." | sopped. "Dammit, that's no good. The sub-surface civilization idea
was drictly mine. | consulted with no one.”

"Not since college,”" Jenny said. She turned and faced me again, her expression determined. "
Soace, The Perfect Heat Snk. Don't you remember?”

Dumbfounded, | stared at her. "My third-year thesis" | whispered. "I'd forgotten.”

"Conscioudy, perhaps. But not your subconscious. Put radiators on every mountain-top, you
sad. Get rid of therma pollution by projecting it into space. Isit SO surprising you interpreted the
AAstheway you did?'

"It certainly didn't surpriseyou,” | said bitterly. "Did it?"

She looked hurt, but at that moment | did not care. "And how did you persuade the Phuili |
actually did what | did? From what you have told me, it's certain they would not accept any
third-party explanation. How was it done, Clarence? Did you have a Phuili eavesdrop from the
next room?"'

"Asamatter of fact, yes" the white-haired man said camly.
That stopped me. Astonished, | Stared a him. "Bertram?”
He shrugged. "Who ds=?'

| should have known. | should dso have fdt angry, but al | could manage was a spark of



irritation. " So it was a set-up. But how did Bertram know | was not part of the deception? Hell, |
could have been acting abigger liethan any of you!"

"Peter, there is something else you don't know about the Phuili,” the girl said.

| Sghed. "I'm surethereis. | am also sure you are going to tell me. Whether | give adamn or

Sheignored my sarcasm. "They have asort of sixth sense. It isn't telepathy exactly, because they
can't read conscious thoughts. But what they can read are emotions—which they do with an
accuracy barely this side of uncanny. Pain, joy, guilt, and the rest are like a printed page to them,
acommunication. So Peter, as you described your theory to Clarence yesterday, Bertram had no
difficulty senang your sncerity."

There was much | could have said at that moment. Even more | wanted to say, especialy to
Jenny. But the moment passed, and so | think did some of the innocence of my fedingsfor her.
But asreason became alittle less clouded by emotion, | began to realize | was ahead inthe
game. That in fact the pawn was about to become a player.

| made my first move. "Clarence, | want to talk about AA Eight-o-three. Now."

As has already been emphasized, Phuili and humans are very different. Yet in the physical
context, they are remarkably similar. Of courseit is nature's way to evolve for efficiency,
and there is no denying the advantages inherent in an upright four-limbed design with an
articulated internal skeleton. Yet it is the differences imposed by vastly dissimilar
environments which remain important, the opposites which in this case both repel and
attract with a delicate—and unstable—balance.

Man had fought and clawed his way up the evolutionary slope. The Phuili had placidly
taken their time; driven by obsessive curiosity rather than by any need to dominate
competing predators. By the standards of humankind, the rise of Phuili civilization had
consequently proceeded at the rate of the proverbial snail. The Phuili industrial revolution
had taken place long before primitive humans erected monoliths at a place called
Stonehenge. Yet the first Phuili space craft was not launched until a human called

Coper nicus was shattering the accepted egocentric view of the universe.

The concept of time was not, however, the only chasm separating the under standing of
each species for the other. Of even greater significance, was an abstraction called pride—

Zero minus Sixty seconds.

The probe was amodest affair, merely one of our atmospheric sounders with short wings added
for horizontd stability. AA One was about ten klicks away; agiant which, if it had avareness,
would probably not even notice the pinprick we were about to administer to its bright head.



Zero minus forty-five seconds.

Irv Dewinton (Dewy) had come up with the idea during our noisy buzz sessionin PERU'S
Observation Lounge. "We saw that damn rock appear out of nowhere. Right?' He grinned. "So
itd only be poetic justice to throw one back, evenif it isinto thewrong AA."

My own idea, suggested earlier to the A.R.A., had been that we conduct a series of "bombing
runs' in which specidized free-fal probes would be dropped into the sphere of light from adow
moving shuttle. But considering our meager resources, and the fact that ground-to-orbit shuttles
are not exactly suited for such atmospheric antics, Dewy's more modest proposal made obvious
sense. So | swalowed my pride and raised no objections. Neither did Clarence and Jenny,
though | sensed the stare of one pair of puzzled green eyes.

Zero minusthirty seconds.

Not everyone from PERU was present for the launching. Despite Delaforte's protests, Clarence
had dispatched the geologist and two assstants to join the Phuili investigation of the new crater at
Eight-o-three. Undoubtedly the three would radiate enough displeasure to be detectable by even
the least sengitive of the empathetic Phuili, so | assumed it wasthe A.R.A.'sway of
demondtrating to our hosts that human thoughts do not necessarily dictate human actions.

Zero minus fifteen seconds.

On the other hand, only one Phuili was present as we prepared to poke the eye of AA One. And
he, | suspected, was moreinterested in "why" than "what." Bertram himsdf had given the clueto
his attitude when Clarence and | went to him with our proposdl. "If you wait until work finish at
Eight-o-zwee cwater, zen you can send pwobe into light fwom where wock came. Y et you do
expewiment here, where event not happen. Do not understand.”

| bet you don't, | thought with an irritation which was becoming the norm for alot of Phuili
pronouncements. Still, their blind logic was aweakness, acrack in their supercilious hides. If only
| could convince Clarence. . .

Zexro.

With aflash and aroar the probe bounded aoft, tilted into level flight, and sped toward itstarget.
We braced oursdves asit neared the light above the enormous artifact, expecting anything and
everything—aflare, aburst of energy, aspectacular happening which we hoped would leave us
gtill on our feet. What we did not expect was that the probe would vanish with aslittlefussasa
rabbit diving down its hole, leaving only the dying thunder of its passing.

Welooked wordlesdy at each other. Then we looked again at the enigmatic sphere of light. Still
nothing. Theingstent beeping of apriority Sgnd darm findly brokethe pardyss. " Eight-o-three
calling One. Eight-o-three calling One. Clarence, are you there? Dammit, is anyone there?'

Despite the sputtering and crackling of an unusua amount of eectricd interference, the voice on
the priority channel was recognizable as Del_afone's, supposedly at the site of AA Eight-o-three
500 klicks away. So we shared Clarence's immediate assumption of trouble as he answered,
"Okay Jock, | can hear you but not clearly. What's the problem?’

"Problem? More like a disaster! Clarence, Eight-o-threeisfalling apart! First the light
went out, and now the whole damn structure is turning itself into a pile of rubble!”



"Areyou Okay? s anyone hurt?'

"We three are fine. So are all the Phuili | think, though | can't tell for sure because of the
dust. It's already so thick it's like trying to see through a wall. But we can hear the
breaking-up noises, and the ground is shaking like a young earthquake. And the lightning!
Clarence, how is AA One? Isthislocal or isthe whole planet going?'

"AA One and the Shouter are both fine, Jock," the A.R.A. replied calmly. "However | suggest . .
" Hisvoicetrailed into silence as he became aware of the frantic gesticulations | was making
from my gation at the launch control pand. His attention gained, | then repeatedly pointed at the
panel. Findly he nodded as he understood the point of my antics.

"Jock, | don't know how much hard datayou haveonthat . . . ah. . . event, but can you at least
pinpoint the exact time the light went out?’

For afew moments there was no answer, just the staccato noises of interference. Then: "Eight
minutes and seventeen seconds past the hour. Isthat significant?'

"My God, isit ever," | muttered, awed. Though all the test data had been recorded, some
figures—including time of telemetry termination—were il registered on the digitd display.
Clarence could not see the figures from where he was, but he heard me over my open channel.
So did Jean Del_aforte.

"Who isthat? Is that you. Digger ?'

Clarence said, "Never mind." | heard him take a deep breath. " Jock, we successfully launched
the probe. Itstelemetry terminated when it disappeared—Iiteraly—into the light above AA One.
I'll let you guess the exact time of that termination.”

There was an astonished silence. But the verba response, when it came, was a cool, " Guess
we'd better book the next flight back to PERU ."

Easly said. Not so easily done. Unfortunately, there was only one aircraft on the planet, and it
was not owned by PERU. Though Bertram came over and had the 08:17 indication explained to
him, he remained unmoved. "Wingship weturn fworn Eight-o-zwee when work at cwater finish.
Maybe in two, zwee days. No need for sooner."

If arain forest sprouted overnight from the barren Shouter desert, | suspect Bertram would have
taken histime to determine the phenomenon was worthy of investigation. And had he been
human | would have caled him pig-headed. But he wasn't, so obvioudy | couldn't. | knew my
colleagues shared my sense of helplessness; | could seeit in their helmet-shadowed faces. But in
the cause of preserving the status quo we somehow controlled our frustration and settled into a
rigid cdm. Whether or not Bertram was reading this repressed gamut of emotions | could not tell,
but in any case | suspected he would accept it asanorma human reaction which mattered little. |
briefly wondered if, by pressing Bertram and forcing a second refusd, | could findly trigger the
repressed anger of my colleagues. But | had sense enough to redlize thiswas not the time, that
the sudden unleashing of aflood of resentment and wounded pride would be a pyrrhic victory a
best. The objective was, after al, to persuade the Phuili to accept us as equals, not to provide
what Phuili hardlinerswould gladly accept asfurther evidence of human irrationdity.

"...Okay." Clarence was saying. "concentrate on what isleft of Eight-o-three and let the Phuili
continuether thing in the crater. Meantime, if you can come up with arationa explanation for al
this, then for sanity's sake use the radio and save us alot of headaches. In any case, | expect you



back at PERU within two or zwee days.”

The A.R.A.'sdeliberate parody of Bertram's speech was so uncharacteristic, only Bertram
himself—who lacked the human sense of the incongruous—did not react in some way.
Fortunately the smal dien did not query the assorted noises of stifled mirth, though | suspect he
was not unaware of thelifting of tenson which followed Clarences verbd pdliative. Certainly
Bertram was not his usua garrulous sef as he watched us prepare our equipment for
trangportation back to PERU. Signding meto turn off my radio, Jenny came over and touched
her helmet to mine. "Have we findly made adent in that one-thing-at-a-time Phuili logic of his?
she shouted tinnily, gesturing at our friend.

| peered into her face, only inchesfrom mine: "If not us, then what we just did," | shouted back.
"From now on, | think we're going to have to be pretty damn careful what we do or say when
he'saround.”

Shegrasped my arm. "Meaning?"'
"Meaning an unpredictable Phuili isacombination I, for one, would rather not have to ded with."
"Oh." Jenny's grip tightened. "Digger, talk to Clarence. Have him cal another meeting.”

"He probably dready hasthat in mind. Anyway, when he does, there is something else | want to
bring up.”

She stepped back to look a me. Then she came close again and our helmets bumped. "What do
you havein that devious mind of yours?'

| grinned at her. "1 want usto build amodd arplane.”

Everyone'simmediate acceptance of my proposal was aflattering surprise. The truth was that
Clarence's guarded approva, the support of Jenny and my other colleagues, even Bertram's
noncommittal "Y ou do, | watch" made me overlook the idea's red vaue—that it was cheap and
therefore affordable. Evenif it failed.

| had been an enthusiastic modd builder in my youth. So when Jock and the othersfinally arrived
from Eight-o-three. Dragonfly was ready for itstest flight. First, however, | was present when
Jock reported what the Phuili had found bel ow the crater near the small mountain of rubble which
was dl that waseft of the huge artifact.

". .. pretty well pulverized by the impact of course, but enough was eft to indicate some kind of
thrust device and guidance system. | understand the Phuili intend to check out the metallurgy, but
| doubt they'll have any more success than they did with the materid of the AAS."

"Technology from the same source?' Rhiddian Felmann hazarded. He blinked solemnly. "Now
wouldn' that be some can of wormd™

"Morethanyouredize," the A.R. A. said, rising siffly to hisfeet and joining Jock at the front of
the room. He looked tired, which was not surprising; his bed had hardly been used for days. "So
before we start trying to make two and two equal five, let'slook at thefacts. To start with, al we
know for certain isthat the dissolution of Eight-o-three was somehow triggered when our probe



disappeared above AA One. It isequally certain we do not know how or why an apparently
guided object appeared out of nowhere a Eight-o-three. Neither do we have any hard evidence
connecting that earlier event with the dissolution.

"So please, my friends, keep your hunches to yourselves and demonstrate to your partners you
can be as systematic and logicd asany Phuili. Already they have learned we humans are more
than we seem, and | think they are dowly coming to termswith that fact. But if we push too hard
and further challenge their concept of proper order, | am afraid we run therisk of losing
everything we have gained . . . and probably more. Sorry, Jock, but for the moment we will have
to consider your mission at Eight-o-three as gtrictly an exercisein P.R. Whatever the Phuili found
there must remain amatter for the Phuili only. If and when they want usto becomeinvolved, | am
sorewewill be notified. Officidly.”

"But we areinvolved!" Jock protested. "Dammit, we were there!l"
"Asobsarversonly. AsBertram wasat AA One. Mutua diplomatic courtesies, nothing more.”
"Horseshit,” Irv Dewinton grumbled. "Weve as much right asthat bunch of—"

"Oh, Dewy, shut up," Jenny said crossly, turning in her chair and glaring at the astonished
engineer. "For the sake of your stupid rights, would you wreck our chancesto learn something
about matter transmisson?' Suddenly she jumped to her feet and glared a usal. "What isthe
matter with you people? It's been staring usin the face since that rock gppeared out of nothing,
and still no onewill say it. So I'll say ft for you." Shetook adeep breath. " Matter transmission!"

A stientific impossibility, of course. Earth science had declared so long ago, Phuili science
centuries before that. But human scientists are not the mastersin their house; though they declare,
they do not contral. In contrast, science on Phuili isareligion, scientists are its hereditary priests,
and scientific declarations bear the holy stamp of infalibility. To dispute such declarationsis
therefore the same as saying the Old Testament prophets were liars. So the awkward silence
which followed Jenny's outburst was not so much a condemnation of her daring asit wasa
symptom of the "don't rock the boat" syndrome which had come to affect our discussons even
within the privacy of our own building.

The silence ended as Clarence said quietly, "Thank you for that, Jenny. | am not so sure | agree
with you, but we would hardly be true to ourselvesif weignored every . . ." He coughed. ". ..

imposshility.”

It wastypical of him. Though Jenny had seemingly ignored his request to restrain our more
radica ideas, hisimmediate and wry acceptance of the genie's being out of the bottledid alot to
clear theair. There was no need for further discussion; we al knew our restated awareness
would not be unnoticed by the empathetic Phuili. So when we went outside for the test flight and

were confronted by Bertram and another Phuili inspecting our flimsy contraption, my immediate,
gut reaction was anervous He will sense the lie. So how do we avoid the truth?

Equally ominous was the Phuili wing-ship squatting only afew hundred metersfrom PERU'S
front door, obvioudy moved there while we humans were agonizing within. If the motivewas a
not-so-subtle putdown, it was effective. Compared with their droop-winged monster, our little
mode was acrudetoy.

When Bertram saw me, he pointed at Dragonfly and confirmed my worst fearswith asingle
word. "Why?'



Clearly he sensed adeception, so | had to respond in ahurry. | tried to avoid the dilemma by
gating the obvious. "Wewill fly it into AA One. Just aswe did with the probe.”

"Not same." Bertram stooped beside the tube and wire fusalage and pointed to the small camera
| had ingtalled behind the power cell. "Zat is differwent.”

| swalowed. "Just adight variaion. Optica imaging isan old trick with us. It may not be
scientific, but wefind the pictures. . . er. .. pleasing.”

Alien eyes sudied mereflectively. "What you zink you get pictures of ?*

A gloved hand gripped my shoulder. "If we knew," Clarence said, "wewould not haveinstalled
the camera. It would not be logicd .

Bertram'sjawsflexed dightly. A smile? | wondered. ™Y our pwobe not wetum. Maybe not zis
one aso. So how you get pictures?’

The grip on my shoulder tightened. " Dragonfly will be programmed to fly long areturn course.”

"Ah." | braced mysdlf, certain the next question would not permit further evasion. Instead,
Bertram confounded us dl by gesturing towards AA One. "Light is high. Four kilometers above
gwound. Little machine must climb hard." His strange features unreadable insde his e ongated
helmet, he continued, "So | take on wingship. Digger comewiz me and welease little machine
when wingship neer light. Better en?”

| supposeit hit everyone the same way. In my own case, after my ssomach recovered from its
flip-flop, | weskly thanked my Phuili partner and said something about the need to first ran atest.

"No test. Hight now. | take wingship up dow wiz little machine. Y ou wel ease when you zink
pwoper."

At another time the comedy of Bertram's English would have lightened the moment immensdly.
Instead, the dilemmahe was forcing on us was somewhat akin to making us choose between the
devil and very deep waters. Desperately | wracked my brain for an excuse which would
persuade Bertram to grant time for a"humans only" consultation.

A thought ahead of me, Clarence tried the direct approach. Histone was deferentia. "Bertram,
may we be permitted afew minutesto discussthis?’

"l wait," the Phuili replied: "Y ou not take long.”

So we hurried back into PERU's main lock. As soon as the status pand indicated
PRESSURIZATION COMPLETE, Jenny whipped off her helmet and said angrily, "He wants
ustofal! Why dsewon't hedlow atest?’

Wearily, Clarence sat on an empty packing crate. "Why indeed,” he echoed. He looked at me.
"Widl, Digger, it'smostly your project. What do you recommend?”

| wished he hadn't asked me. There was no clear answer, and | was sure he knew that as much
asl did. "If weinsst onatest,” | said, "we are admitting the possibility of afailure. But if we don't
test and accept Bertram's offer, we will be using an untried machine with an even better chance
of falure”

"Sowhat'sfailure?" It was Helda, looking belligerent asusua. "Nobody likesit, but it's part of



what wedo, isn't it?"'

Clarence sghed. "In the Phuili context, failureis synonymous with the state of being inferior, and
according to officid dogmaascientist is never inferior. Probably because of pressure from his
hardliners, Bertram has apparently decided to use the Dragonfly project to force the issue of
human status on the Shouter. If, aswe claim, we are true scientigts, then the project will succeed
and our cause will beimmeasurably advanced. But if Dragonfly doessomething silly like
crashing, or disgppearing without returning data, then | am afraid we face retrictions which will
probably terminate PERU'S usefulness.”

"Arrogant little bastards,” Felmann muttered.

The A.RA. smiled dightly. "Look at it from their point of view. They have assumed their
exclusivenessfor so long, it has become an ingtinct. Suddenly we humans appear on the scene,
cregting an unsightly crack in their pristineivory tower. And when we—"

| interrupted. "'Scuse me, Clarence, but wasn't it already cracked? What about that abortive
attempt to prove the existence of asubsurface civilization here?

Againthesmile "What about it?"
"It was afallure, wasnt it? How did they handleit?'

"They had two choices. Either to accept immediate demotion to serf Satus, or to remove their
embarrassing presence from the universe. To the Phuili elite, that is of course no choiceat adl. So
they did what they had to do. All ninety of them."

From the sounds of indrawn bregth, it was apparent thiswas the first time anyone had heard the
sory. "What didthey .. .er...?

"They boarded their ship and doveit into the sun.”

| wasn't sure what this had to do with our present situation, though if | dwelled oniit | suspected |
would come up with some uncomfortable paralels. So | decided to damn the torpedoes and full
steam ahead. "L et's take Bertram up on his offer. If hewantsto rub our nosesinit, let him work
for the privilege. What do we haveto lose?!

"Well, don't expect me to take adiveinto the sun,” Allan Phu Wong said darkly. The only
orienta on the team, he had asense of humor with adisconcerting bite. "But | agree with Digger.
Onthe dight chance Dragonfly pullsarabbit out of the hat, | want to be around when the Phuili
redlize they have helped us do exactly what they didn't intend—uwhich is prove that we humans
areadamn sght smarter than they liketo think we are.”

"Amen," Jock said fervently.

"Two amens,” Jenny said, with an anxious ook in my direction. | wondered about her apparent
concern, but the chorus of consensus diverted me until Jenny pulled me aside and whispered,
"Peter, please be careful. Before we camein here, | saw Bertram hand his Command Disc to his

Ceputy.”
"Sorry, but | don't. . ."

"It'sthe delegation of authority. As Clarence doeswhen heis planning to be away for afew
days." Suddenly she clutched my arm. "But not if he's only going for athirty-minute planeride!™



So it wasto be only ashort ride. But perhaps the Phuili hierarchy isso rigid it cannot tolerate
being without atop "dog" for even afew minutes. Or s0 | reasoned as | squatted uncomfortably
in thewingship, holding Dragonfly asfirmly as| could againg the buffeting dipstream. As
Bertram had promised, the ascent was gentle, but even the most advanced technology could do
little about the huge volumes of air rushing into the down-swivelled jets. | looked away from the
tiny dots of my friends till watching the bat-winged vehicle bearing us skyward, and turned my
attention to the flickering enigmaahead. Already we were dightly above AA One's huge dish,
and | marvelled at the absolute and unrelieved blackness of the dish'sinside surface. Nothing
reflected from it, not even the sphere of radiance so close aboveits center. Still we climbed, and
now the helmeted head of my smdll pilot was silhouetted againgt the light.

"How are you doing up there?' came Clarencesvoice. " From where we stand you |ook
pretty close to launch.”

"Vewy soon,” Bertram replied. "First we go closer and higher. Zen | dwop wingship so Digger
can welease little machine.”

"Good luck To us. Digger .

"Wenead it!" | muttered, inwardly cursng the strange communi cations system, which dlowed
only the pilot to transmit. | turned on the bird's power and control systems, felt an increasing tug
asthetiny dectric turbine whined up to speed. Bertram tilted the wingship over into ashalow
dive, and quickly my arms began to ache as Dragonfly's three-meter wings bit into the thin air.
The AA'slight was enormous, filling half the sky in front of us. Below the dish wasan incredible
black lake with no shores, the other half of awhole which was closer to nightmare than redlity.

Bertram spoke. "Now."

Dragonfly soared away like afree spirit, and as Bertram dowed our descent | saw her begina
graceful turn, the sensor in onewing-tip aming her at the target like amoth to aflame. The small
wingsleveled, and accderating swiftly . . .

NO!

Theflash of the laser was an obscenity il fading from my vison asthe burned tatters of
Dragonfly fluttered and dispersed like scraps of garbage thrown into thewind. "No," | repeated,
releasing my restraints and clawing my way forward into the seat behind the pilot. If | had beena
member of a half-savage species such asthe Phuili wanted to believe, then at that moment |
would have killed Bertram and taken my chances with the wingship's unfamiliar controls. Instead
| was only angry, acold and rationa outrage which demanded an answer. | tapped Bertram on
the shoulder. "Why?'

For some reason we were rising again, the huge light dropping bel ow the wingship until only its
upper edge extended above our visible horizon like a sun pegping over the edge of the world.
Bertram did not look back at me as he answered, but even to my inexperienced earsthere was a
note of strainin the emotionless, dien voice,

"Phuili not like humansto be equd to Phuili. But we accept if humans pwove zey equd. Phuili not
accept zat humans better zan Phuili. If little machine go into light and come back, Phuili science



bad hurt by beings not Phuili. Not to be accepted. Perhapsto be accepted if Phuili and human do
together. . . ."

"Clarence, are you listening to this?' | shouted, hoping the sound of my voice was penetrating
to the pick-up in Bertram's helmet.

"No talk wjz gwound," Bertram said. "I stop.”

| sagged back into the seat. So we were donein the Sky: me, asmall dien, and ideas as strange
to each of usaswe wereto each other. | had sensed desperate sincerity in Bertram's digointed
explanation; to my surprise | seemed to be detecting mood easier than meaning. A preposterous
idea occurred to me. It was that we were two halves of awhole, different only in the sense that
left isdifferent from right, up from down, past from future. Yin and Y ang. Different aspects of the
same unity.

| was detached, riding on philosophica wings of thought far more red than the dien wingswhich
were carrying me through the Shouter's sky. That we had tilted into arapid descent, even that the
wingship was drawing dangeroudy closeto the light above AA One. . . these were minor
matters. Hardly important enough to interrupt this ecstatic totaity of feding. Had it been
suggested | was being manipulated, | would have laughed doud. Thiswas me, my real sdlf. Free
at last from the stifling restraints of convention.

Much later | learned Bertram had astun pistol, that he was prepared to useit if | tried to
interfere. But | was so divorced from redlity, it was only at the last impossible moment | began to
reglize what was happening. Phuili and human do together, Bertram had said. Now, too late, |
finaly understood.

Around us, the brighteness flared.
| shattered . . .

Onewing askew, itsforward section crumpled, the wingship lay in arocky valey between
gold-flecked mountains. Enormous spiky-leafed trees, one of which had been our undoing as
Bertram fought the windship down through the heavy air, were scattered aong the valley and up
the surrounding slopes. Atop the crest of ahigh pass at the head of the valley, an AA towered
into the blue-green sky, its crown of light shimmering among piled white-rimmed clouds.
Obvioudy that bright portal was our way home. But without some meansto repair the wingship,
the Shouter was as much beyond our reach asthe small moon in the sky.

| stared moodily at the prone body of my Phuili companion. At First | had thought he was dead,
or at least badly injured. But now | was reasonably sure his color and temperature were
norma—asmuch as| could tell from my limited knowledge of Phuili physiology—and hisdouble
heartbesat was as regular as my own. | had removed both our helmets, and despite the

hopel essness of the Stuation | savored the warm, sweet-smdling air.

Had it been matter transmission? Certainly we were not where we started, and certainly the
method of transportation had been more than alittle traumatic. The tearing sense of
disassociation. followed dmost ingantly by the terrible squeeze of reassembly, were memoriesl
would like to forget. But probably wouldn't.



A thought intruded. This must be a parallel world. Instead of traveling distance asalong a
line between separate points, we have merely changed realities. The congruity remains the
same.

| laughed. Like stepping through the frames of a closed picture book? Sorry, but | can't buy
that. It just isn't good science to ook for far-out explanations when there are simpler ones
at hand. A man named William of Occam taught us that.

So you believe instant relocation across perhaps light-years of distance is more logical
than no spacial relocation at all? Strange reasoning, my human friend.

Who said instant? As far as | am concerned, what we think of as yesterday could easily be
a hundred years ago. E still equals me2.

Ah ... Astheintruding thought faded, | jerked out of my trance and stared astonished at my
Supine companion. "Bertram?"

| know, | do not understand it either. How, for instance, did you learn to conversein my
language? And so quickly?

"But | didn't..." Asthewordsfatered in my throat, my bewilderment found an echo. For long
seconds, two patterns of confusion whirled within my brain. Then:

| think we have been changed.
Yes. | stared, not seeing.

Unfortunately, my body still resists my will. But | do not believe there is any serious
damage. | will regain control soon.

"No hurry,” | muttered. "Neither of usisgoing anywhere.”

You are too negative. If my perception of our situation is correct, | believe a return is quite
feasible.

"That'snice" | said sourly. "Of course, you have afour-kilometer ladder neatly stashed in that
wingship of yours."

A most impractical idea, the thought returned serioudy. But thereisa signal device with a
vertical range of several kilometers. It contains a small recording unit, plus an
abbreviated time transmitter designed to transmit its message at the peak of trajectory.
Would you oblige me by retrieving the device from the wingship?

Despite the impossibility of Bertram's congruity theory, hope lent wingsto my feet as| ran to the
disabled wingship. | found the device in the undamaged rear section. It was small, bazookalike,
with aring sght and something resembling atrigger at thelower end. Under Bertram's direction |
dictated our Stuation into atiny microphone which pulled out from besdethetrigger. Then | lifted
the device to my shoulder, aimed, and fired. There was adight shudder, and with awhisper of
sound something streaked out of the open end and vanished skyward.

After afew seconds, Bertram asked. Did you see anything unusual ?

"No. Should | have?'



| am glad you did not. After the message has been transmitted, the device self-destructs
into a bright and long-lasting flare. Because you did not see such aflare, | assume the
device has successfully traversed the congruity. Now we wait.

For how long? | wondered hitterly. | voiced my doubts aoud. "For ten years? One hundred?

Bertram did not answer. In fact, he did not communicate again until about twenty hours later,
after anight filled with unfamiliar gars. | had just drunk from the glacia stream which trickled
down thevaley, and waswondering if | dare biteinto ayellow-brown fruit | had plucked off a
nearby bush, when | heard awesk voice.

"Somezing comes. . ."

It had not been, exactly, a linear transmission from one world to another across a distance
which happens to be thousands of light years. Neither had it been, exactly, a sideways
movement to a parallel universe. What it had been, although not exactly, was a composite
of both. A transfer through a continuum which, though multidimensional, nevertheless
lacks the familiar dimensions of space and time. For those with minds of the scope and
power necessary to understand its unpredictable convolutions, the continuum offers
instant access to the pasts, presents, and futures of all the placesin the physical universe.
Also, of course, the ultimate power to influence infinite possibilities. But becauseitisa
universal axiom that intellect must always be balanced by an equally potent ethical sense,
a certain race reached out from its doomed world and created, for the benefit of two
younger cultures, a "gateway" to the galaxy.

The bait being set, we/l—the elders—waited.

First the Phuili came, and then man. Warily they coexisted, aware of their differences,
unawar e of the plan which made those differences complementary. An object completed
itslong fall from the cometary halo of a distant solar system, and according to the plan
entered a nexus above a world long since scorched and rendered lifeless by its errant sun.
Within a span of time too small for even theoretical meaning, the object emerged out of
"Eight-o-three" on the gateway world and appropriately terminated.

My/our calculations indicated only within a ninety-seven percent probability what the
response would be. But when a primitive missile entered the nexus known as AA One, |/we
finally closed Eight-o-three and permitted our ancient home the dignity of anonymity.
Soon, through a few gates and then through thousands, a new duality would spread into
the universe.

It would be a good beginning.

... and then, like a shadowy echo, Bertram's thought. Something comes.
Startled, | turned. Bertram was haf sitting up, one arm pointed shakily skyward. | looked toward



thelight above the AA just in time to see a colored parachute blossom like ahuge and lovely
flower. | ran crazily in the direction the chute was drifting, by some miracle not breaking my neck
as | dodged rocks and boulders. Finaly it bumped to ground ahead of me, alarge container
covered with Phuili symbols. The chute was still settling downwind as| feverishly sngpped back
the container's fastenings and pried up thelid. Thefirst thing | saw, neatly taped atop the supplies
within, was anote from Jenny.

See you soon, love.

THREE

EARTHGATE

Challenge. Simulation. Always, there must be another horizon beyond that which is
immediate.

Although The Shouter is equidistant between Earth and Phuili and is therefore close to
both worlds; to those constrained by a short life and limited technology, “close" defines a
neighborhood which isinconceivably mighty.

So it was no small thing when the frail ships crossed the interstellar gulf to The Shouter;
from Phuili, and later from Earth. Neither was it a small thing when the first human and
Phuili rode a primitive aircraft through a gate; accomplishing together what neither
could—or would—accomplish on his own.

Soon, crews from both worlds crossed through other gates. They arrived at planets as
unspoiled and untouched as had been their own before technology began to pollute the
seas and skies. There were dreams of ultimately populating the galaxy.

Yet still the way was not open—

"We have aproblem," Peter Digonness said.

"Don'tweadl." GiaMayland wasin no mood to be sympathetic. She was till smarting because of
the abrupt recall that had brought her from abeach in the Bahamas.

"It'sabout our search for the Earthgate,” the Deputy Director of Expediters went on. "It seems
someone does not want usto find it."

Giaraised adelicate eyebrow. "Now isn't that interesting.”
Hefrowned. "More than you think. Jules Evien was murdered yesterday."

"Ohmy God." Her face white, she sat down. "How?"



"Very nedily. At long range with alaser rifle. Strictly aprofessond job."

There was asilence. Stricken, Giawas remembering an old lover and agood friend. Then,
"Could it have been for another reason? Other than Earthgate?"

"I doubt it. Julesisthe third member of the Earthgate team to expire within the last two years.
Heidi Jonson fdl off amountain in the Canadian Selkirks. Lynn Quoadied of gpparently natural
causesin aDenver hospital. Three out of the original even who drew the assgnment.” Digonness
shook his head. "Pretty long odds, Gia."

"But that makes Jules murder apretty stupid blunder, doesn't it? Now you are suspicious enough
to wonder about what happened to those other two."

"The murderer was pressed for time. Three days from now, Julesis scheduled for deep deep
aboard the Farway. | told him | thought we had been concentrating too much on the Earth end,
and he agreed. He was going to set up an investigation on the Shouter.”

Brown eyes blank with thought, Giadumped back in her chair. The Shouter, the instantaneous
gateway to nearly twenty thousand destinations throughout the galaxy, was six hundred light years
and twenty sx monthstravel timefrom Earth. For Earth's sorely crowded billions, the Shouter
was the access to unredized dreams; away to empty lands under clean skies and by unpolluted
sess. But the waiting time was long; currently nearly twelve yearsto gain passage on one of the
few dozen phase ships capable of making thetrip. Millions more would undoubtedly apply if they
did not have to wait alarge portion of alifetime just to get on aship. So aslong asthat
trangportation bottleneck existed, the dream of Earth's being able to reduce its population to
something less than bearable limitswould remain afantasy.

Her eyes srayed to the famous " Earthgate Summary,” framed and hung on the wal abovethe
D.D.'sdesk. Ornately lettered and presented to Digonness before he was transferred back to
Earth from the Shouter, the Summary was a constant reminder that:

Item: Someone, somewhen, somehow, established the terminal for an instantaneous
galactic transport system almost exactly between the home worlds of the only two
known star-faring races.

Item: It takes more than two years for even the fastest ships to reach the Shouter
from either of the two worlds.

Item: Of the nearly twenty thousand gates on the Shouter, there are two which do
not lead anywhere.

Condugon: That AAs 6093 and 11852 are the gates to Phuili and Earth.

Quedtions: Which of the two is Earth's? On Earth, where is the corresponding
"Shoutergate"? And how is the system activated?

Neat, concise and definitely logical. But like most of her colleaguesin Expediters, Gia accepted
the Summary as much on faith as on reason—because if there was any justice in the universe, it
samply had to betrue. If it were otherwise, populating the thousands of available worldswould be
comparable to transferring Earth's deserts afew hundred grains of sand a atime.

Out of nowhere and completely irrdlevant to her train of thought, a name popped into Gias mind.
"Trandar,” shesaid.

"l beg your pardon?'
Her eyeswidened. "That'sit. Themotive! Except for afew ships servicing the old worlds,



Transtar has committed just about al of its resources to the Shouter run. So if Earthgateis
opened up, it'll ruin them. The giant of the business will become a corporate has-been overnight!
Can you imagine abetter reason to stop our finding Earthgate? Even if it involves murder?!

"Frankly, no," Digonness admitted smoothly. "But with amotive that obvious, Transtar—if they
are guilty—will have conceded their involvement behind fa se leads and middlemen enough to
drown an entire army of investigatorsfor years. So forget it, Gia. | did not bring you hereto play
gumshoe”

"Neither did you bring me here just to tell me bad news!™ she shot back. "Or did you?'

Helooked at her. After afew moments, Gia's eyes dropped from his steady gaze. " Sorry. |
should not have said that."

"No," He said briefly. Y ou shouldn't." He did something behind his desk and the room
darkened. A circle of light appeared and expanded. In the center of the field, set in ared-hued
desert under an infinite sky, a huge saucer was baanced horizontal ly atop an incredibly dender
pylon. Above the saucer, apae sphere of flickering light. ™Y ou know what that is, of course,”
Digonnesssaid.

Giasmiled into the darkness. "Y oud fire meif | didn't. Even kinder-schoolers can recognize a
dargate.”

"Officidly gtill an AA, dien artifact,” he reminded her. "That happensto be AA One, my own
favorite."

Gianodded, athough she suspected the frame which had come to Peter Digonness because of
AA Onewas not entirely to the liking of this mild-mannered man. Despite the honorswhich
waited for him on Earth, he had eected to remain on The Shouter while manned and unmanned
vehicles began to probe the thousands of worlds beyond the AAs. It was only after months of
unrelenting pressure from Expediters Centra that Digonnessfinaly, athough reluctantly, returned
ho