The BegsKiss

by Charles Sheffield

>> Themoth'skiss, fird.

_Kissmeasif you made bdieve
_Youwerenot sure, thiseve,_

_How my face, your flower, had pursed
_ltspetals up; so, here and there
_Youbrushit, till | grow aware

_Who wants me, and wide ope | burst._<<

* * % %

"Y our guilt isnot in question. Nor, given the outrage of your offense againgt the Mentor, isyour
punishment. Y et the past few days have provided anomdies for which acuriousmind sill asksan
explanation. Will you tdl?'

The room where Gilden sat was huge, low-cellinged, dim-lit and smoky. The face of the Teller seemed to
float onthe dead air in front of him, pale and thoughtful, and the questioning voice, as dways, was gentle
and reasonable.

Gilden shook his head the fraction of an inch that the metal brace permitted. _The past few days . He
grasped that phrase and kept hismind focused on it. He could have been sitting in this chair for months or
years, drifting in and out of consciousness as the drugs ebbed and surged within hisbody. But herewasa
datapoint.

Or wasthe Tédller lying, for her own inquisitoria purposes? Perhapsit had been ayear, five years, ten
years since the arrest. Perhaps his location had been changed a score of times. Perhaps, even, he was no
longer on Earth, but trangported to one of the Linkworlds within the Mentor's domain.

"You areaclever man." The Teler, patient to infinity, had waited afull two minutes before speaking
again. "Y ou think, so long asyou have information of value to the Mentor, or interesting to me, so long
will your punishment be delayed. But that is afase concluson. Permit meto demondirate.”

Gilden's forearms were clamped to the arms of the chair. The Teller leaned forward and pressed a blunt
cylinder to the upward-facing pam of Gilden'sright hand. Theflat disk at its end glowed white-hot. Flesh
Szzled and sputtered, black smoke swirled. The stench of charring flesh filled the room.

Gilden screamed and writhed. The pain was unendurable, beyond description or comprehension.
Somehow he remained conscious as the disk burned through to the bare bones of hishand. Then, at lagt,
the Teler lifted the cylinder.

"Onetaste of torment. But observe." She nodded, to where Gilden's palm was renewing itsalf. New flesh
pooled eerily into the blackened cavity, new skin crept in to cover it. "We are of coursein derived redlity.
Y our body isunmarked. But before you take comfort from that, let me point out the implications. Y our
condign punishment can continue -- and will continue -- for many, many years, a the level of pain that
you experienced for only afew moments. For athough your specific offense is unprecedented, the nature



of your punishment is not. Do you recall the name of Ruth € Fiori Skandell, Bloody Ruth, who sabotaged
one of the Mentor'saircars and thereby nated two of hislesser sons?'

Gilden grunted, deep in histhroat. The Teller took it asasign of assent, and went on.

"Skanddl holds amelancholy record within the Linkworlds. After her sentencing shelived on for
sxty-three years, enduring at every moment an agony at least asbad asyours. Virtua punishment isno
boon, when pain exceeds redlity. Someday, some unfortunate will break Skandell's record. It could be
you, Arrin Gilden. Behold, one more time, the re-enactment of your crime.”

Theroom darkened further. The Teller's pallid face vanished. Only her persstent voice remained, moving
closer to whisper intimately into Gilden's ear.

" When_, | know dready. How _, you have been wise enough to describe to me. Now | must know
_why_. Why would the world's eading €l ectronics designer and miniaturist throw away career, bright
future, and lifeitsdf? What compulsion would lead him to work night and day for afull year, a aleve of
ingenuity marveled at by dl who have studied the process, with aleve of risk great enough to intimidate
the boldest, to attain such amomentary and apparently trivid gratification? Look again. And tell me

_why_."

The scene began as the ant-sized voyeur threaded its way toward the Mentor Presumptive's
bed-chamber. It crept aong pre-computed hair-thin curves, following a path where the monitors sensing
fidlds did not quite overlap. To learn the position of those curves, Gilden had thwarted a dozen el aborate
and ingenious computer security systems. (And now hewas not donein paying for hisskill. Twenty
guards, if the Teller could be believed, had been sentenced to alifetime of Iabor in theice-world quarries
of Decantil, for their failure to detect the voyeur asit ingnuated itself into the Mentor Presumptive's
sanctum.)

The Presumptive's new bride had been drugged during surgery and the elaborate preparations that
followed, but before leading her into the bed-chamber the physicians had followed ingtructions. All drugs
and sedatives were duiced from her body. She lay now, dark-skinned, naked, and dightly trembling, on
agreet circular bed sheeted with blue satin. The Presumptive stood by the bedside. He was humming
softly to himsdlf as he removed a belted robe of dark crimson. Beneath it he was naked. The sensors of
the voyeur zoomed to take in the Presumptive's facial expression as he moved rampant onto the bed and
gripped the woman's quivering thighs. There was along moment, a pause for savoring and anticipation.
At the moment of entry the voyeur expanded its field of view to include the woman's face.

Thistime the surgeons had done agood job. The afferent nerveslinking sex organs and hindbrain had
been channdled and enhanced, but not too much. The bride's ecstasy during love-making took her close
to the point of death, but after the Mentor Presumptive's climax shewas ill dive.

The display changed, turning to show continuing muscle spasmsin the bridesinner thighs. The view
moved sowly up her body, to pause at a dack-lipped mouth and at eyeswhere only adiver of iris
showed between whites and upper lids. At last the display moved again, hdting at the Presumptive's
flaring nogtrilsand full lips.

"You and | have watched this many, many times." The calm voice of the Teller cut into the recorded
sound of the Mentor's heavy breathing. ™Y our resting pulse rate is fifty-seven beats a minute. Y our
current pulserate is one hundred and sixteen. Would you liketo tell mewhy?!

"I explained.”

"Y ou explained indeed. In response to my stimuli you explained too much. First it was your stated



intention to sell copies of this, the recording of amost secret and sacred eement of the Mentor
Presumptivesslife. But while you have dozens of other illega recordingsin your quarters, thereisno
evidence that you have ever attempted to sall any one of them -- or indeed that you would know how to
undertake thisor any other illega enterprise. | rgject that explanation. Next you explain that you intended
to use the recording to blackmail the Mentor Presumptive, or even the Mentor himself. A preposterous
suggestion indeed, since thefirst hint that such arecording had been made would lead to your arrest and
death -- asindeed it did and will. Y ou then explained to me that you considered thisafind test of
technique for your new sensor. If it could penetrate thisinnermost and highly-protected sanctum, it could
penetrate anywhere. True, perhaps, but a dangerous notion indeed for anyone who wishesto live. The
Empyrium must be able to keep its secrets.

"So | am forced to my own conclusion. You have _explained , Prisoner Gilden, and explained again and
again. But you havenot _told . Tell me now. Why did you do this, and throw away alife most valuable
to the Mentor?"'

Arrin Gilden stared into darkness. He moved his weary head forward to rest it against the cool metal of
the brace.

"Could we have some light?'
"| see no reason why not."

Asthe room brightened the Teller's face dowly appeared afew feet from Gilden'schair. If thiswas
derived redity, theilluson was perfect. Gilden recognized adreadful irony. The technology that would
doom him to an endlesslifetime of torture was the twin of the one that had caught him. No onein the
Mentor's entourage had discovered histiny voyeur device, or even dreamed of its existence. It was
Gilden himsdlf, unable to leave the looped redlity offered by the voyeur, who had been discovered. And
even that might not have been fatd. Many people suffered from illuson lock. But the equipment in
Gilden's apartment had a so been running its externa display. Everyone on Earth knew the face of the
Mentor Presumptive.

"Y ou have asked me many questions.” Gilden tried for the hundredth time to fathom the unreadable, the
expresson onthe Teller'sface.

"That ismy function."
"I would like to ask you one."
"That isyour privilege"

"Why areyou aTdler?Y ou seem asincere woman, and afriendly one. Why do you pursue a profession
that forces you to inflict torture and death?"

The silencein the room lasted less than a second for Gilden. He knew that for the Teller, with tota
control over her timerate and his, the interva might be minutes or hours -- long enough to consider the
answer in detail, and match it to the Telling process.

She was shaking her head. "I have no answer to that question. | do what | do.”

"And | didwhat | did. | cannot explain, but | cantell.” Arrin Gilden's eyesfixed on the Teller ashetried
to seewithin himself. "1 do not know why. | know that | had no choice. | could not help mysdif. | was
_compelled _to observe, to find away to observe. | believe | wasgood at it.”

"From everything that | have been able to discover, you are the best. Certainly the best in the records of



the Empyrium.” Thelights brightened and yellowed. The chair with itswrist and ankle cuffs became a soft
couch. The brace at Gilden's head vanished.

"Redl redlity." The Teller's voice dropped hdf an octave. Gilden found himsdlf facing a dark-haired,
smooth-faced woman not much older than his own twenty-five years.

"When you stop explaining, and just tdll, it makes things so much essier.”
"How do you know when | am telling?'

"I cannot force truth. But | can detect lies. Perhapsthat iswhy | anaTdler." She came acrossto St next
to Gilden on the couch. "And sometimes -- very rarely -- | can offer an aternative to eterna agony. This
issuch atime. Y ou must leave Earth, and go to Lucidar.”

She gazed at him with cam blue eyes. Gilden found himself unable to remember their color asit had been
inthat other redlity.

She amiled. The Tdler had even white teeth, amouth dightly asymmetrica, the left Sde higher than the
right. "l am surethat | am not the first person to suggest that you are amental cripple, aperson who
might have been helped in his youth but who is now incorrigible. Y our role as voyeur isthe most
important thing in your life. That isastatement, not aquestion.”

"It isnot astatement. It is an understatement.” Gilden breathed deep and again |ooked inward.
"Voyeurigmisthe only important thinginmy life"

"Even S0, you should have treatment. But not until your return to Earth -- assuming, of course, that you
do return.”

"Treatment? Not torment?"

"Perhaps. Y ou will go to Lucidar on officia business of the Mentor. If you succeed at that, you will be
pardoned upon your return. A man of your outstanding skills, suitably channeled and monitored, has
much to offer the Empyrium. If you fail, you will serveyour original sentence, strong agony until your fina
breeth. The Mentor offers inducement to succeed.”

"I don't understand what | am being asked to do."

"Of course. It has not been explained, and it is not my position to do that. | am merely empowered to

makethe offer. Let me say only this: itisadifficult task, but one for which | believe you are supremely
well suited. From your point of view, eventsfar from Earth have provided a happy accident of timing.

Y our unique services are required on the rebel world of Lucidar.”

"I have no decison to make. It is elther leave here for an unknown purpose, or suffer torture until | die.”
"Bravo, Gilden! At last you comprehend, and state things exactly. We are agreed then, you are going?'
llYall

"Good. Then | have but one more officid duty.” The Teller reached out. Again she was holding a stubby
cylinder with aflat end. When she pressed it againgt Gilden's upper arm the grooved disk flared
white-hot. Gilden roared with pain and jerked away.

"No derived redlity thistime. Look at that brand often, Gilden, as areminder for you to do your best.
That pain was apae shadow of what awaits you on your return if you fail. And the next time you will not



be ableto pull yoursdf away."

Gilden rocked to and fro with tearsin his eyes. The skin had been seared off hisarm inacircleashbig as
the pam of hishand. His nostrilswere full of the stink of burnt flesh and hair. But he had seen the
rapturous look on the Teller's face as she pressed that fiery circleinto histender skin.

He knew, evenif shedid not, why shewould never give up her position as Teller.

* * % %

The Mentor was absolute ruler of Earth. The ideathat there were places on the Linkworlds where
intelligent beings lived beyond the Mentor's control, that many of those crestures were not human in any
way -- it was arevelation to Arrin Gilden. Hewondered if thiswasjust another derived redlity.

For surely thiswas not the real world. Surely he would emerge to something more plausible. He was
supposed to be in space, but there was no sign of the familiar sars of Earth. Instead abubbling lava,
dull-red and chaotic and flecked with orange sparks, stood outside every port of the sealed ship. A faint
churning and trembling inside Gilden matched the seething exterior. Two more days of flight through this
fiery maglstrom of non-space, and according to his shipboard companionsthey would emergein the
Lucidar system. He would meet the representatives of the dlien Sigil. And hiswork would begin.

Or wasit dl adream? The woman across the table from him, the only female on the ship, seemed
absolutely red and solid. But was she? Or was he il in theinterrogation chamber, awaiting the Tdller's
next question?

Derli Margrave was fair-haired, small-boned, and delicately built. Her eyes seemed too pale and piercing
for an Earth native. She sought Gilden's company, as much as her partner (husband? mate? brother?)
Vamar Krieg seemed to avoid it. Thefirst few meetings with her had made Gilden profoundly uneasy.
His adult intimate encounters with women had numbered in the hundreds but they had been one-sided. A
voyeur was not required to endure scrutiny aswaell as observing, to make conversation aswell as
listening. A voyeur did not have to worry about his own appearance, about the impresson that he was
making on another.

By hisfifth meeting with Derli, hisfedings had changed. She was ddliberately seeking his company. Her
appearance a his sde whenever he happened to enter the communal recrestion areawas too unfailing to
be an accident. But when she was with him she made no demands. If he gave any hint that he did not
chooseto talk, she remained quiet. If he wanted to speak, she listened to his every word. She groomed
her hair and face in his presence unselfconscioudy, aware of but not digpleased by his close attention.
And she did nat, like the women of his childhood and youth, dismiss, dominate, scorn, or command him.
The one tender incident of infancy, when as he watched unnoticed awoman had given birth and held the
tiny baby to her naked breast, was more dream than memory. But that woman had been like Derli, small,
fair, and gentle.

She wastaking now, answering his questions at the same time as she braided her long amber hair.

"Y ou think you don't know much about the Sigil, but actudly you know amost as much asanyone. Their
exploration ship gppeared in orbit around Lucidar only two months ago, and they landed afew days
later. Just two of them. That's gpparently the way they prefer to travel. The world of the Sigil, wherever it
is, seemsto befar off toward the center of the Galaxy. This couple are way outsde the usud Sigil
territory.”

"Then why are we S0 interested in them?"



Derli paused, peering quizzically into the mirror at Gilden past athick twisted lock of fair hair. "Define
‘we.' | an abiologigt, naturaly I'd like to know the Sigil physiology -- something that so far has been
completely denied to us. They keep to themsalves, stay in their ship most of thetime, avoid dl direct
physica contact.”

"What about Vamar? Isheabiologi<, too?!

"Heis, but that's not why he's here. Lucidar isarebel world, close to breaking point with Earth. Vamar
isone of the Mentor's most trusted advisors. The Mentor wants to know if thereis anything €'se going on
with the Sigil -- are they what they claim to be, smple explorers? Or are they something else, part of a
subversion that the Mentor needs to worry about? Vamar is convinced that they are hiding something.”

"From what you say they seem to be hiding everything.”

Derli was applying a smooth coat of cream to an areabelow her right cheekbone. Gilden noticed adight
discoloration.

"It'snothing." Somehow she il had one eye on him. "It will be gonein aday or two. Youreright,
though, the Sigil do seem to hide everything now. They were not like that when they first made contact.
But that'swhere you comein. It should be aredl chalenge.”

"They never leavethair ship?'

"Briefly, for specia occasions. But they have to wear suits. No one has been able to obtain atissue
sample -- not even aflake of skin. And naturdly their ship remainstotally seded al thetime, to hold its
atmosphere.” She ingpected hersdf in the all-around mirror, then to Gilden's disappointment stood up. "I
haveto go. Vadmar will bewaiting for me."

Gilden stood up too, on the brink of aquestion: IsVamar Krieg your husband, or your lover? He did not
ask it, but waited until she was gone and the last trace of the perfume that she wore had been sucked
away by theroom'sair purifiers.

Then he went to his own quarters. Most of his specidized voyeur equipment was stowed away,
inaccessible until the arrival on Lucidar. But what he carried with him in his persond luggage should
aufficefor suchasmplejob.

Gilden told himsdlf that it was necessary work. In another two days his skillswould be taxed to their limit.
He could not afford to be out of practice.

* * % %

Vamar Krieg was long-limbed and powerful, with ajutting red beard and golden-red hair over hiswhole
body. He proved to be aggressively sexud, abrutal stallion of alover who obvioudy hurt Derli and took
no notice of her discomfort. She endured the violence of his passion without a murmur. When he was
finished she stroked hisbody, fondling him and holding himin her arms, seemingly taking her own
pleasure from his sated tillness. Only after he was adeegp and quietly snoring did she ease away from him
to examine the bruises on her neck, arms, and tender thighs.

Gilden waiched everything in total absorption. And misery. For thefirst timein hislife he had observed a
sexua encounter inwhich heknew and _liked _the woman. It changed everything. He had experienced
no vicariousthrill. Instead he had shared the pain felt by Derli. His only pleasure had comein observing
her afterwards, when she explored and tended to herself. And then it had been an impossible
transference, Gilden'svirgina sdf becoming explorer and gentle nurse of Derli's abused body.



Hefdt that he could not bear to meet her again, nor to act asvoyeur for her lovemaking. But the urge to
do so grew on him steedily for the next day and ahalf. He was dmost rlieved when it was Vamar Krieg
rather than Derli who sought him out.

"Been enjoying yoursdlf?' Krieg's salf-confidence matched his physical presence. He sat down at the
table opposite Gilden. "Come on, man, don't act innocent. Y ou've been watching Derli and me.”

Denid wasthe immediate reaction. But it was over-ridden by another concern.
"How did you detect the presence of the voyeur? No one else has ever managed to do that.”

"Relax. | didn't. One of my jobsisto keep an eye on you. | reviewed all your records back on Earth, and
I've seen you ogling Derli. Y ou have no work to do until we get to Lucidar. Put dl those together, you
had to be watching us. | don't mind."

"Derli --"

"Doesn't know. And doesn't care right now. She'ssick." Krieg laughed at Gilden's expression. "Oh,
nothing to get excited about. Space doesn't agree with her, makes her want to throw up. But | didn't
come hereto talk about her. | cameto talk about you."

"Y ou saw my records. Y ou know al about me."
"l do. But | don't think you do. | don't think you understand what you are."
"Y ou think my records are wrong?"'

"Not at all." Vamar Krieg leaned back and hooked his hands over one knee. "The records arefine. But
everyone has missed their significance. Did you know that your pulse went from below sixty to way over
ahundred when you invaded the Mentor Presumptive's bed-chamber?’

"The Tdler informed meof that."

"Ah, but did she mention that the peak vaue, one hundred and thirty-eight, was attained _before the
voyeur wasin position_? By the time you were able to see the Presumptive and his bride, and the actua
sex act began, your pulse rate was already dropping.”

"l did not know that."

"| thought so. And the Teller could not interpret it. But | can.” Vamar Krieg laughed again, with the
dominant saf-confidence that Arrin Gilden could never fed. ™Y ou see, man, you're no different from me.
Youreashigastud asl| am. It'sjust that you operate in adifferent area. Show you a protected,
forbidden zone, like the Presumptive's bed-chamber, and it has dll the chalenge of arductant virgin. You
can't rest until you've eased your way in past the barriers, broken down al her defenses, and shelies
wide open and helpless beforeyou. _That's _the exciting part. It's the penetration of _defenses _ that
givesyou your kicks-- not when she says yes, and the screwing sarts.”

Krieg stood up. "And you know what? Y ou've got the time of your life waiting for you on Lucidar.
Because according to what I'm hearing, the Sigil ship ishermeticaly sedled and totally impenetrable. The
ultimate virgin." He dapped Gilden on the shoulder. "Rest up, swordsman, and conserve your
testosterone. Y ou're going to need it in another couple of days."

* k * %



Derli had been wrong. Gilden'sfirst meeting with the humans on Lucidar convinced him of that. They
knew far more about the Sigil than anyone from Earth, and they had their own theories.

"'Something changed.” The man responsiblefor briefing the new arrivals had an unpronounceeble Lucidar
name, glottal stops and deep throat consonants spoken through amouthful of grave. " Something wetold
them, or maybe they told us. After the first two weeks we had atrandation program that made sense
mogt of thetime. So we Sarted to exchange information. We were doing fine, talking physics and
linguistics and getting into biology and socid structure and philosophy. Then one evening the two of them
went off to their ship. Next morning they didn't come out. They've emerged only for short intervas ever
gnce. And they will no longer swap information with us.”

Gilden was nodding agreement, but he was having trouble absorbing information. Even without the dien
Sigil, Lucidar provided an overload of strangeness. Gravity, sun, air, exotic floraand fauna. People. The
gravel-voiced Bravtzig -- the nearest that Gilden could cometo his name -- wastall and broad enough
to have qualified asagiant on Earth, but here he didn't draw a second glance. It wastiny Derli and
Gilden himsdf who would make the L ucidar freskshow.

Alienworld, dien thoughts. He stared out of the window of the spaceport tower, to where the Sigil ship
was visble as afar-off speck of iridescent green.

To penetrate its shields, of unknown nature and number, without leaving evidence of your presence. To
plumb the impermesble hull's degpest secrets...

Heforced his attention back to the conversation. Bravtzig was still talking. What had he just missed?
Deli, ditting at hisside, had arecorder. Wasit running? He would need to review this meeting later.

She gave him a private smile and araised eyebrow. She knew! Knew he had been observing her with the
voyeurs. Hewas convinced of it. Vamar must havetold her. And shedidnt _mind . He had a sudden
voyeur flashback, amemory of Derli sitting naked and straight-legged on the bed. She was arching her
back to reved delicate pink-nippled breasts, then bending far over to massage overtaxed thigh muscles.
Long amber tresses tumbled forward to hide her flat belly and pubic thatch. Had she done that
deliberately, knowing he was watching?

Once again he had to fight hisway back into the present. What was happening to him? It must be pure
travel fatigue. For the past day and ahdf he had found himsdf unable to deep, his head pulsng with
thoughts of Vamar Krieg's prophecy about the challenge of the Sigil.

While he had been daydreaming, another of the Lucidar group had produced surround-videos of the Sigil
couple, made not long after their origind landing. Now their display was beginning.

Any single element of data about the diens might be the crucia one. Gilden had seen videos of thetwo
Sgil, but these were much more revealing. He studied them closdly, knowing as he did so that he would
review them again many, many times. The suitsworn by the aliens concedled everything but broad
generd features. He could see that both Sigil were similar in morphology, bipedad and with bilatera
symmetry. The legswere attached close to the middle of the forward-curving torso, and not far above
them two long arms emerged at right angles to the body. The dark, hairless head formed a broad,
forward-pointing cone on athin neck and ended at the front in a prominent black muzzle.

There were certainly differences between them, but the main surprise was the disparity of Szes. One Sigil
towered high over its smaler companion and was at least three times the bulk. Gilden assumed that the
huge Sigil must be the femae, because of the loving deference and exaggerated care with which it was
trested by itsdiminutive partner. Then he thought of gentle Derli, and Vamar Krieg'sindifferent brutdlity,
and wondered if he had things exactly backwards.



"Sexua dimorphism.” Derli spoke softly, moreto her recorder than to Gilden or anyonedse. "A
substantia s ze difference between the sexes. Common among certain arthropods and mammals with
harems. However, andogy with existing Terran formsis more likely to be mideading than helpful. The
presence of just one of each of the Sigils argues againg multiple mates.”

Bravtzig was spesking again. "The Sigil told us -- when they were il telling us anything -- that aship
aways carries one of each. By the way, athough they can both apparently talk the big one never does.
All weve been told about them comesfrom thelittle one.”

"What do you mean, when they weretelling you anything?' Vamar had seemed half adeep. Now hewas
dert. " thought they were dtill talking? If you have conceded information from the Mentor..."

"Relax, Master Krieg." Bravtzig laughed, and his express on was more aggressive than respectful.
"Weve not concedled athing. Don't get wrapped around the bureaucracy.”

Gilden had another revelation, one that again turned his world upside down. The Mentor was nomina
ruler here, but Bravtz'ig clearly had no fear of him. No one on Lucidar was worried about being carried
off for arbitrary Teler inquisition and eterna torment. And yet the Teller had seemed absolutely confident
that Gilden, whether he succeeded or failed in histask with the Sigil, would return to Earth. How could
she be sure?

The answer was obvious: red-bearded Vamar Krieg, trusted advisor to the Mentor, was Gilden's
unstated guardian. He would be responsible for Gilden's return.

Bravtziig was continuing, and Gilden had to postpone hisown worries: "The Sigil il talk to us, but
there's been an enormous change since the first days of communication. We found out how thelr
civilization is organized, and how their ship works, and that thisisther first contact with our section of the
Spird Arm. But the redl information stopped coming on the day they went into seclusion in their ship.
They till come out now and again, but we get what my boss cals party chat -- they tdll ustrivia™

"Maybe they received ingtructions from their homeworld." Vamar Krieg had taken the Terran lead, even
though Gilden was the one who was supposed to solve the problem of the Sigil.

"If they did, they must be far beyond usin communications technology. Weve been monitoring their ship
with everything we've got. No sign of an outgoing sgnd.”

"Any theoriesfor what happened?’

"Bunches. But they dl boil down to one of two idess:. either they learned something about usthat they
didn't like, or they're afraid well learn something about _them _that they don't want usto know."

"So why didn't they just up and leave?"

"Weve been afraid they will. We've ddiberately kept dribbling them useful information, bit by bit -- alot
more than they've given us recently. But we soon realized we needed expert help." Bravtziig nodded to
Gilden. "If you can get an observation instrument into their ship, you'll be a Lucidar hero no matter what
you did on Earth."

"I'll need help, too." It was close to noon, and Lucidar shimmered with heat haze. The speck of iridescent
green danced tantalizingly on the horizon. A matching tingle of anticipation shivered within Gilden. "Firg,
I'll need everything you have about their ship.”

"Youll get that. But | don't think you'll be happy. They're closed tight. We measure zero material
exchange with our atmosphere, no trangparent materias, and no emergent radiation.” Bravtz'ig glanced at



Derli. "What about you? What do you need?’

"I'll be as dependent on Gilden asyou are. | can determine alittle biology from externa appearance, but
with an alien speciesit's not very reliable. Their suits are aproblem. | need X-rays, sonargrams, tissue
samples.” Sheturned from Bravtzig to Gilden. "Unless you can get methose, Arrin, | can't redlly begin.”

* * % %

The easy things had to be donefirdt. Evenif there was only one chancein amillion that they might
succeed, Gilden could not afford to overlook the obvious. He aso could not assume that Bravtzig'steam
was as painfully thorough as he had to be.

The Sigil ship sat on six splayed green legsin the middle of the open plain of thelanding field. It was, as
Bravtzig had warned him, sedled against matter gain or loss. Not amolecule from Lucidar went into the
rounded hull, and none escaped. That eiminated the use of every materia voyeur devicein Gilden's
asend.

Which Ieft only radiation, inits variousforms. It was not the first time that he had faced such aproblem.
Gilden, from the mobile experiment station provided by Bravtziig, set out to observe the Sigil ship using
every wavelength from hard gammacto long radio.

Nothing.

Hetook amore active step and bathed the ship with monochromatic radiation generated from hisown
sources. Thereturn signals at every frequency were quite featureless. No radiation penetrated more than
amillimeter into the shining surface. Not in the ultra-violet, not in the visible, not in the reflective or
emissveinfrared. He went doggedly on, cregping through the spectrum from shortest to longest
wavdengths.

Again, nothing.

At last, when the sun was setting, Gilden abandoned his experimentsin favor of pure thought. Sometimes,
anegative result could be as sgnificant as a positive one. One fact nagged at him: there was no
anomalous thermd signature, no eevation of ship hull temperature above ambient. How could that be? If
the Sigil ship wasin exact temperature balance with the atmosphere, where did the heat go that was
generated intheinterior?

He was not able to answer that question, but it was an important one. Surely the Sigil, no matter how
advanced their science, could not evade the laws of thermodynamics. Eveniif al power deviceswere
turned off ingde the hull, any living organism had to eat. Eating implied energy conversion from oneform
to another. Heat production was an inevitable by-product.

Gilden's neck ached, and his closed eyes saw nothing but the red after-images of dials and monitors. His
head was suddenly buzzing with aswirl of speculation and unanswered questions. Hefiled his
observations and went back to the living quartersthat Bravtz'ig had assigned to the visitors.

On theway in he stopped at the bath-house to bathe hisweary eyes. Derli wasthere, leaning against a
wash-basin. He nodded to her, but only after he had laved hisface and dried it on ahand towel did he
notice her stooped posture.

"What'swrong."

"Nothing." Her smilewasforced, her lipspde.



"Thereis." He stepped closer. "Y ou look awful.”
"I'mjust abit Sck, ill."
"| thought that was space nausea, and you were over it."

"| thought s0, t00." She leaned forward to rest her forehead against the cool grey metal of the
wash-basin. "Guess anew planet can doit just aswell. Unfamiliar air, food, gravity."

"I'm sorry. I'mworking asfast as| can, but it'sow going. The ship'srealy impenetrable. Maybe you
should return to Earth and come back here when | find some information you can use."

" No !" Derli sraightened her back. "Leaving isthelast thing | want to do. | don't fed good, but | love
thisplace. I'll stay on Lucidar until I'm forced to leave." She took a deep bregath, and reached up to touch
Gilden's cheek. "But thanks for the thoughtfulness. I'm not used to that. Maybe we can talk later, when |
fed better."

Shewalked unsteadily out, leaving Arrin Gilden with something new to ponder. _Until I'm forced to
leave . He had assumed that as Vamar Krieg's partner, Derli Margrave was one of those who made the
rules. But it seemed she was no more free to choose than Gilden himsdlf. Derli's domination extended
beyond sexua possession.

Gilden touched his cheek, and admitted for the first time hisfull resentment -- hatred? -- of Vamar
Krieg.

* k% k% %

Gilden stayed in his quartersfor the whole evening, his thoughts diding uneasily from one subject to
another. The Sigil, Vamar, the Teller, Derli. She did not come, dthough hisvoyeurstold him that she was
done. Vamar Krieg wasfar away, meeting with Bravtzig. The Sigil were locked tight within their ship.

Findly Gilden took the unprecedented step, walking the twenty steps from hisroomsto Derli's.

She waslooking better, leaning back on abroad divan covered with a beige cloth that complemented the
color of her hair. Gilden redlized that hisvoyeurs needed to be dightly re-cdibrated. On their imagersthe
hair and divan had not quite matched.

"I wondered if you would come. | was going to give you another half-hour.” She patted the seat beside
her. "l thought you might be afraid of Vamar."

_l wasgoing to give you another half-hour_. And then what?
"l am.” Gilden remained standing. "I mean, | am afraid of him."
"Y ou came anyway."

"Hesmilesaway."

"l see" Derli gavealittle shrug. "1 guess you would know, Arrin, if anyonewould. No point in teking a
risk, isthere?'

Thetonewas acriticism, far more than thewords. Gilden sat down &t her side. "'l told you earlier that |
was making dow progress. But that's not true anymore. | think | know away into the Sigil ship -- not
with an actual voyeur, nothing as direct asthat. But away to send in aprobe signd.”



"Y ou told me earlier that the ship wasimpenetrable.”

"The hull is. But | redlized that there had to be some way to get rid of generated interna hest. It'sgoing
out through the ship's support legs, diffused deep into the surface of Lucidar itself.”

"And you can get aprobein the sameway?"

"Nothing materid. But | can send in my own signasthat way, use high-frequency modulated phonons --
ultrasonic packets-- if | haveto.”

"It sounds difficult.”

"I've doneit before. Give me afew days."

"I'm a patient woman." Sheturned to face him. "Y ou came hereto tdl methat?"

"Yes" Itwasalie. The Teller would have picked it up at once. "And to ask you something.”
"Ah!" Derli leaned far back on the divan. "That's morelikeit. Ask me, Arrin. I'm waiting.”

"Y ou say that you love Lucidar, and hate the idea of leaving it. But you are not acondemned criminal,
like me. What'sto stop you staying here after the work on the Sigil isover?'

"Y ou don't know?" She abandoned her languorous pose and sat straight up. "Y ou really don't?"
"If I knew, | would not ask."
"Lean toward me, and give me your hand.”

Gilden did so, and dlowed her to guide his hand to a place on her head just behind where the thick
amber hair was parted.

"Fed that?' She set hisindex finger on aspot where the skin of the skull was dightly rough. "That's scar
tissue, over theimplant. Vamar knowsthe code. If | refuseto return to Earth or do something didoya to
the Mentor, hewill activateit.”

Gilden was till touching her head, feding the delicate bones of the skull. "What would it do?*

"I don't know. I'm not supposed to know. Uncertainty is part of the control. Maybe the top of my head
would be blown off. Maybe I'd be in permanent agony. Maybe I'd just become adrooling idiot or a
nymphomaniac for therest of my life. I've seen dl those and worse." Shetook Gilden'shand in hers, and
again guided it. Thistimeto aplace on hisown skull. "Y ou, too, Arrin. Anyone getsit who leaves Earth
and worksdirectly for the Mentor."

"Even Vamar?' Gilden fingered with awful fascination the unnoticed small patch of scar tissue on hisown
heed.

"Of course. Lucidar might subvert him, too. The differenceis, Vamar controls you and me, but some
other person controlshim.”

"He _owns_ud"

"Not al of us, Arrin. Some of our actions are our own." Derli was pulling him toward her, at the same
time as she sank back on the divan. Gilden struggled free of her arms, stood up, and stared down at her.
Hewastrembling.



"Y ou don't want me?* A smilewould have madeit intolerable. But Derli looked hurt and sorrowful, like
an abandoned child. Gilden groaned, turned, and blundered out of the room and the building, out into the
evening gusts of Lucidar's spring. He waked blindly and randomly, hardly aware of time or direction until
increasing cold drove him home.

Back in hisown quarters, he activated avoyeur. Derli was ill sitting on the divan. Somehow she knew.
She stared right at the minute observation instrument and raised her hand in awave.

Thistime shewas smiling, but Gilden saw no reproach or scorn on her face; only an understanding that
for him somethingswere till impossible,

He waved back, knowing that she could not see him. And then he settled down to work. He had an
additiond task now, asdifficult initsway asthe problem of the Sigil -- and far more dangerous. There
was one place where no sane voyeur would ever dare to look. In this case, Gilden had no choice.

* * % %

Heworked until closeto dawn at aleve of intensity that approached atrance. When he finally collapsed
into bed the new problem ran on insde his head, distorted and paradoxical. And when Vamar Krieg
marched into his bedroom early the next morning, Gilden saw hisarrival as part of another cloudy dream
sequence.

"Derli saysyou've cracked it." Vamar sat down uninvited on the end of the bed.

The words sent Gilden's heart into amad race. Then he redlized that the other man couldn't possibly
know what he had worked on through the night. Because Derli hersdlf didn't know. Krieg had to be
talking about the Sigil and their ship.

"] haven't cracked it. But | do haveideas."

"Tel me." Krieg held up hishand. "Don't get the wrong impression. It'snot that | fed | can't trust you, but
| haveto file my own status reports. | must know what you're doing, at least in outline. How will you get
your voyeursinto the Sigil ship?'

"I wont'. It's utterly impenetrable for solid objects without derting the Sigil." Thinking about technica
questions calmed Gilden at once.

"So how can you learn what'sinsde?!

"That's adifferent problem. We can befairly surethat the Sigil ship hasits own internal monitoring
system, probably with imaging components just the way that our shipsdo. So | don't need to get my own
voyeursinsde -- | just haveto control the Sigils own monitors. Then | have to get that information out.”

"It soundsimpossible”

"I've doneit half adozen times, back on Earth. Thetrick isto find an access point. That'swhat | think |
have. The Sigil ship isgetting rid of excess heat down into the planetary surface. So | have an avenue. |
can send pulsesin by the same route and read their returns. After that it means|lots of dataandys's, none
of it automatic. But I'm comfortable with that. The part I'm less sure of is my interaction with the Sigil
ship's computer systems. | have to plant my own codein there, hidden in away that won't be noticed,
before| can control the ship's monitors.”

Krieg was thoughtfully stroking hisred beard. "That doesn't sound so hard. Logicislogic, universa.”



"Maybe suspicion is, too. If the Sigils have enough triggers built in againg interference they'll spot me
before I'm hardly started.”

"So the sooner we know that, the better. Out of bed, and get to work. Y ou weren't brought al thisway
for avacation." But Vamar Krieg's nod was one of satisfaction as he strode out.

More deep would be impossible anyway. Gilden, muzzy-headed, forced himself to take ahot and cold
shower, and then to eat afull breskfast before he set to work.

He had over-asmplified the problem for Vamar Krieg to the point of imbecility, and a the sametime
deliberately made its solution sound more difficult. Gilden didn't want anyone, most especialy Krieg,
aware of the sophitication of the tools he had devel oped over the past ten years. And no one must
suspect that during the following days of intense dawn-to-midnight effort Gilden would be feding hisway
through not one menta maze, but two.

* * % %

Derli found him on the afternoon of the tenth day, adeep in the dining area. His head rested on the hard
table, he was snoring, and in front of him sat a cold and untouched plate of food.

Shetook asest cushion and eased it under his gaunt cheek. She did it as gently as possible but the
disturbance awoke him. He stared at her, bleary-eyed.

"Mmph. What timeisit?'
"Four hours after noon. Y ou look terrible. Why don't you go to bed and get somered deep?”

"l was going to. As soon as I'd eaten. | was coming to see you. To show you." He was mumbling, still
hardly awake, working hisjaw from side to sde and turning his head to ease the muscles of his stiffened
neck. "l don't have al you need. Look for more as soon as I'm rested. But | have something.”

"Youreinddethe Sigil ship?'

"Five days ago. Not too hard. Difficult part istime-sharing the monitors. So our observationswon't be
noticed. And then getting information out.” Gilden stood up, leaning against Derli for balance. "Come on,
if youwant to seeit. Krieg, too."

"He's not here. He flew to Montmorin for ameeting with aLucidar group. | think therésabig fight
brewing with Earth. HEll be back tomorrow."

"Mm." Gilden hardly seemed interested, leading the way into hisown living quarters. "Doesn't matter.
Unlessyou need him."

"For my work? | don't. Vamar started out as abiologist, but he hasn't done any real research or andysis
for years. | don't need him."

Gilden grunted. He was dready at work, setting up alinked series of displays. "Take alook at thisfird.
It'sjust asummary, an overview of what we've got. When you see what's here and what's missing, you
can tell mewhere | should concentrate my efforts tomorrow." He stood up and gestured to his set.

"What about you?' But Derli sat down. The temptation wastoo grest. A first image was aready forming
on the screen, of what could be an interior chamber of the Sigil ship.

"I'm going to take a shower while you do arun-through. Y ou don't need me for that -- probably manage



better without me."

She said nothing. Gilden knew why. He had devel oped the displays dowly and painfully, over days of
frudtrating effort, but even that had been fascinating. For Derli the impact would be a thousand times as
gredt.

He stood staring at her in silence for a couple of minutes. Then he retreated quietly to the bath-house.
Derli did not even notice his departure.

* k * %

Progresswas dow, but finally overwhelming. For the first couple of minutes of display Derli saw only
blurry green outlines of two Sigil, moving jerkily from place to place. Frequent incomprehensible bregks
or swirls of random color provided amaddening distraction, as did passing glimpses of what seemed to
be chamber cellings and floors.

But then, as Gilden's mastery of the interaction technique had dowly deepened, the recorded images
improved in focus, depth, color, and detail. Derli could discern odd features of the Sigil shipinterior. The
chamber walls had a convoluted, organic look to them, unlike anything constructed by humans. Even the
control bankslacked clean, hard, functiona outlines. She waited, impatient but understanding. Her
interest wasin the biology of the Sigil but she was not the only customer for Gilden's magic. Others cared
to know about the ship, not its occupants.

Finaly, asthough responding to Derli'simpatience, the display settled down to show the Sigil themsalves,
Derli leaned forward. They were not wearing the suits that had cloaked every record in the Lucidar data
banks. She confirmed overdl structure. Both Sigil were certainly bipeda, with bilateral symmetry. Now
that she could seetheir externd colors, she learned that the legs and arms springing from the
forward-curving torso were a bright orange-red. The trunk was banded, in crimson and white for the
gmaller Sigil and in darker red and white for the other. Only the head of each was dark. The prominent
muzzles, dmost black, were ciliated with delicate slver tendrilslike the feders on a catfish.

Derli watched the display through to itslast incomplete image. Then she backed up to the beginning,
longing for more: more detail of the mouth, especidly itsingde; more and higher-resolution images of the
lower part of the trunk where the reproductive and excretory organs were logically housed; X-rays, to
reved interna structure; most of al, tissue samples.

She began to make alit, even though she knew that the last two elements would amost certainly be
denied to her regardiess of Gilden's skill. Ship monitoring systems used X-rays routinely for status reports
on the drive and X-rays also served a purpose with living organisms. But that was in diagnosis of
abnormd conditions, not during routine survey of the ship'sinterior.

Asfor tissue samples, Gilden had aready assured her that he could return no materia object, however
small, from theinside of the ship. But he had performed other miracles. Asthe record progressed from
beginning to end the Sigil became smoothly-moving three-dimensiond objectsrather than flat, jerky
cartoons.

Derli stopped wishing for what she did not have, and concentrated her attention on the smilaritiesand
differences between the two Sigil. She moved to the appropriate part of thefile.

She knew from the origina records provided by Bravtzig that the smdler dien was about one and a half
meterstall, the big one maybe three meters. Such alarge szeimposed structura limitations on any form

evolved on aplanet with gravity comparable with Earth or Lucidar. Gilden's new data confirmed it. The

larger Sigil wasbigger in every way, thicker, clumger, more dow-moving. The smal one danced



anxioudy around it, bringing food and drink, adjusting cushions, apparently catering to its partner'severy
demand. Structurdly, both of them possessed agenerdly similar body pattern except for variations of the
lower trunk. That suggested the varying genital configurations appropriate to mae and femae. The color
differences of the torso were aso presumably sex-linked, brighter crimson bandsfitting the display
pattern of thesmdler mae.

It was dl plausble and congstent. But something, somewhere, did not quitefit.
What?

She leaned back in her sest, placed interlocked hands on the back of her head, and pondered.

* * % %

Derli had frozen the display at a certain point, concentrating on a smooth boss at the base of themae
Sigil'storso, when she heard anoise behind her. It was Gilden, his hair dark and wet and dicked down
across hisforehead. He was paler than ever, but far more dert.

"Isthiseverything?' Derli nodded to the display.

"Everything | thought you'd need to see. | have hours and hours of other records, about the ship itself and
its computer system.”

"l think | should seethem all. Just in case." She pointed to her own notes. "And herésmy wish lis.
Without cell samples|'m reduced to guessing on things as basic as sex. Maybe you can work out some
way to provide mewith asubgtitute for that information.”

"I cantry." Gilden stared at the display. "Y ou're ftill in the middle sequence after dl thistime. Or did you
go dl theway through?'

"Twice." Shefrowned up at him, then glanced across to the genera display board. "Phew. I've been
sitting here over three hours. Unbelievable. | thought you were just going for a shower."

"I was. | took angp first." He hesitated. "Want to eat? | don't remember when | last had afull med.”
And, when she seemed dow to answer, "We can talk about the rest of the datayou need. Don't know if
I'll be ableto getit. But I'll try. Just tell me what you want.”

Hewastoo nervous. Hisjittery movements reminded Derli of the anxious male Sigil (if it wasthe mae)
hovering over itshulking partner. She stood up. "All right. I'm hungry, too. And we don't have to discuss
my problem. We can talk about anything you like." Shetook Gilden by thearm.

A migtake. He flinched away from her touch. He would not look at her asthey walked together to the
dining area, and he stared up at the ceiling while Derli made food selections for both of them.

It was a chance too good to miss. She glanced at Gilden's tormented, too-pale face, and quietly added a
mixture of tranquilizers and stimulants to the drinks that she was ordering. He did not notice, even when
they sat down and he took the first Sip. He was staring at her when the food was served, but never into
her eyes. He was studying her mouth, nose, and ears, asintently asaportrait artist.

The drugs were dow to take effect. They ate afull three-course medl, while Derli discussed Sigil
physiology in as much detail as she was able, including her need for high-resol ution body images, and
Gilden remained silent. But at last, when the plates were cleared and athird drink had been served and
drunk, he met her eyesand said: "Y ou likeit here. Y ou don't have to go back to Earth if you don't want
to."



"I told you, Vamar knows the code of my implant aswell as yours. He can make us do what he likes.
Kill usboth, if he has the codes set that way."

"He might kill me, but surely he wouldn't kill you. He wouldn't set your implant that way. Y ou are his
lover."

"Morethan that. And lessthan that." Derli laughed and reached out to stroke Gilden's hand whereit sat
palm-down on the table, redizing as she did so that the drugs were affecting her asmuch ashim. "He
loves me, heloves me not. Arrin, | don't know what Vamar would doif | said | was staying on Lucidar.
But | know | dare not take _that_ risk. Other risks, | want to take."

All theinitiatives had to come from her. She had known it would be that way. He said nothing asthey
stood up from the table and she led him dowly back to her bedroom. He knew exactly how to undress
her and touch her, asthough he had done it before athousand times. Y et at the same time he was clumsy
and breathless, aboy fumbling hisway toward afirst encounter.

Derli understood. When the time came she moved on top of him and took the find initiative. And when

he was too nervous and sudden, finished before she was even close, she understood that, too. She was
part of the problem, unable to respond in full despite the drugs assistance. In any case, there was more
than one form of satisfaction.

When it was over he drifted off into deep without aword. Shelay beside him, studying the tight mouth
and hollow cheeks. She leaned over and kissed the fading red circle of scar tissue on his muscular right
arm. Physica union had changed everything. She had redlized that it would -- even counted on it. Now
shehadtotdl him.

She patted his shoulder and his chest, not roughly but hard enough to bring him back to wakefulness.
When his eyes opened she waited patiently until at last he turned to look at her.

"That waswonderful." But he did not ook happy.
"Yes"
"But not for you."

"That was my fault." Therewasno point in her putting it off. "1 couldn't get into the right mood, because
of what | kept thinking."

"About the Sigi1 7"

" No_. Damnthe Sgil." Theresdud effect of the drugs made her want to giggle when there was nothing
funny. "I kept thinking about you, and about Vamar. And my condition.”

It was as bad as she had feared. He was staring at her in mytification. She would have to spell out
everything for him.

"Y ou knew | was throwing up on the ship coming here. And you knew | was sick when | got here.
Wasnt it obviousto you that | was pregnant? Pregnant with Vamar's child.”

He gazed at her with no expression that she could read. "He forced himself on you, made you do
whatever he wanted?"

_Soeasy, to agreetothat lie . Derli Sghed. "No. | was quite willing. | can say now that | wish | hadn't
doneit, but | did."



He sat up and laid his hand gently on her bare belly. " Are you telling me that you are pregnant now? That
therésababy in here?'

"Yes I'm at nearly two and ahdf months. | hope the morning sicknessisdl finished.”
"Good."
He turned toward her, and she saw the last thing that she had expected. He was physically aroused.

All thetenson in her body melted away. Shelay back and closed her eyes. "The second time will be
much better, Arrin, | promise you -- for both of us."

* k% k% %

Thefirgt love-making with Derli had been agony for Gilden of an unusua and terrible kind. He liked her,
more than he had ever liked any woman; but when she moved above him and took control of his body
she became dl the Harpies of childhood, playing with him, mocking him, tormenting him, using him for
their own ends without any regard for his needs or wants.

His body had brought him rapidly to aclimax, divorced from his anguish, and he had pretended to a
satisfaction he did not fed. As he drifted toward deep he was convinced that this was the only form of
physica sexud experience he could ever know.

But then Derli had spoken of her pregnancy. That both soothed and excited him. Hismind pictured her
again with Vamar; and he had an answer.

He distanced himsdf mentally from their new union, even as he moved on top of her and entered her
waiting body. Once again he became the voyeur, theinvolved but remote participant. The difference was
that he functioned now as both observer and player, embarked on adizzying saf-referentia exercisethat
sent him spinning down an endless regression of sexua congress. He was watcher and actor. He knew
the right moves, he had seen them athousand times over. And when his climax arrived, moments after
hers, his dua selves coaesced with aforce as painful astorture. His shudders were both physical and
mentd; thistime they signaed a pleasure dmost too much to bear.

It was Derli who drifted off to deep, while Gilden lay wide awake and tried to understand what had just
happened. In the dim overhead lights he studied her body. She lay flat, legs till spread wide. Shewas
breathing dowly and her mouth was dightly open. She would probably not wake until morning.

It occurred to him that he might never have a better opportunity. He aso redlized that his workload had
just increased again.

He had to create yet another voyeur, of unmatched sensitivity and operating lifetime.

She did not move as he leaned over to plant a delicate moth's kiss on her navel, dressed in silence, and
|eft the bedroom.

* k * %

Derli had said what information she needed. She had not suggested any way to obtain it. Assoon as
Vamar Krieg returned from Montmorin, Gilden moved hisbase of operationsinto the mobile experiment
gtation next to the Sigil ship and went into round-the-clock surveillance.

Hewastrying to be cautious, but he suspected that he was pushing the limit. It would require minimal
effort by one of the Sigil to learn that their privacy had been violated and the computer system subverted.



He began to confine hisintrusion into the ship to microscopic time dices, just enough for aspot check of
events. It was during one of these flashes, occurring close to the middie of the Lucidar night, that the
crucia event began.

Gilden came fully awake. The ship's monitors were showing him the Sigil deeping area. He had caught a
glimpse of the big one crouched on the floor. Above it hovered the smal one, clinging on to its partner's
body with dl itslimbs.

If there was ever atimeto take risks, thiswasit. Gilden set the ship's computer to provide and export to
him continuous observations.

The massive body of the lower Sigil waswriggling uneasily asthough she was not satisfied with her
pogition. The smdler one clung on resolutely. A long, tapered member was emerging dowly from the
rounded boss on the front lower part of its body. The new organ was pae yelow, glistening, and dightly
corrugated along its upper side, as though another ribbed tube ran dong it. After apreiminary probing
the member's pointed tip stabbed into an invisible entry point in the rounded bulk of the other's lower
back. The restless movement of the female ceased at once. The Sigil pair became motionless except for a
steady pulsing within the thin pipe that coupled them. Waves of contraction passed along it, running in
ripplesfrom maleto female,

The act went on for nearly forty minutes, until ashudder racked the whole body of the upper Sigil. As
soon as the long spasm was over the creature began to withdraw and loosen its hold. The lower partner
did not react to the de-coupling. Its splayed body remained immobile, apparently adeep on the floor of
the chamber.

Gilden had been logt in the scene that came to him through the monitors. He was dismayed when he
findly thought to glance at the time. He had obtained exactly what Derli had asked for -- but a aprice. It
was hard to believe that an intrusion of such duration and intensity would not raise darmswithin the ship's
security systemns. Now that he checked he saw that for the past fifteen minutes there had been aflurry of
activity on the ship's computer. Introspection routines that he had never before encountered were coming
into operation.

Anunfamiliar sgnad sounded through the ship'sinterior. The smdler Sigil, dl itslethargy gone, came
scuttling across to inspect the contoured control bank.

Gilden cut off interaction with the ship, made extra copies of the new records, and hurried with them
toward Derli's gpartment. Even though it was the middle of the night she would want to see what he had
found.

He entered her bedroom reluctantly, afraid that he would find Vamar Krieg with her. But shewas
deeping aone, covered to the neck by athin sheet. When he woke her she sat up, sighed, and put her
amsaround him.

"No." Gilden ressted as shetried to draw him down beside her. "It's not that. Please.”

She released him at once and pulled the sheet up to cover her body. ™Y ou've been avoiding me. Hiding
fromme"

"Not true. I've been working, dl thetime -- to get you this." Gilden held out a copy of the new data
record.

"What isit?' She dropped the sheet and reached out for the little box, ignoring, as Gilden could not, the
bare shoulders and breasts that were revesled.



"The Sgil. Mating. Theimages show everything, with more body detail than anything I've givenyou
ealier.”

"Ooh! At last." She cupped her hands around the data block and held it to her chest. "Arrin, | must see
this. Right now.”

She scrambled out of bed and into shirt and shorts. Gilden fancied that he could see adight additional
swel inher bdly.

Helooked away. "I hope this gives you what you need. | went much too far to get it. | think the Sigil
redlize that we have been obsarving ingdetheir ship.”

Derli was hardly listening. Although she reached out to give him atoken squeeze as she passed by, her
attention was on the data block. She went to the waiting computer and inserted the new record. Gilden
watched over her shoulder until thefirst frames of deta gppeared, showing the smaler Sgil clinging to the
back of its partner. Then he went in search of Vamar Krieg.

Hefound the red-bearded guardian where he was supposed to be, in his assigned living quarters and
bedroom. Krieg was not alone. Adeep at hisside lay ahuge Lucidar woman, blond, big-bosomed, and
thick-limbed. Gilden thought at once of the Sigil, withitsfar larger partner.

"This had better be important.” Either Krieg had been awake or he dept so lightly that he avoke at
Gilden'sfirst touch. "It'sthe middie of the goddamn night."

"I have new information about the Sigil. | passed acopy on to Derli Margrave.”

"Sowhat?' Vamar Krieg was sitting up while the woman at his side snored on. "Derli doesn't need meto
help her analyzeit. | can find out what it tellstomorrow.”

"I sugpect | went beyond prudence in obtaining the new information. The Sigil are awvarethat | have
tapped their ship's monitors.”

"That's another matter -- and bad newsfor you if it'strue.” Krieg swung out of bed and moved toward
the door, ignoring the degping woman. ™Y ou were supposed to operate _invisibly , for God's sake. Not
blunder around and announce your presence.”

He went to the upper floor and stared out of the window. The Sigil ship wasvisible, sitting at the center
of apermanent circle of lights.

Krieg grunted. "All quiet so far." But even as he spoke the ship began to lift, drifting upward from the
smooth spaceport surface. Asit rose higher its Six support legs retracted into the iridescent green body.
A few moments later the persona monitor at Krieg's belt called for attention.

"Emergency!" It was Bravtz'ig, by the sound of hisgravel voice il three-quarters adeep. "Y ou there,
Krieg? Wejust received a Sigil departure flight dert. Their shipismoving out.”

"ThisisKrieg. I'm watching it happen. What can we do about it?"
"Not adamn thing -- unless you want to tell meto try and stop it."
"How would you do that?"

"Good question. Destroy the ship, that's the only way | know. And | can tell you now, our space
command would refuse to do that even if you ordered it."



"So | won't waste time trying. Can you follow their path?"

"Until they go to subspace. Then we'velost them. Y ou know that aswell as| do.” Bravtzig'sface
appeared on thetiny screen, squinting and suspicious. "Did you _cause _this, Krieg, you and your
cock-up Earth friends?'

"How could we? Follow their ship asfar asyou can. If weloseit weredl introuble.”
"You'reintrouble anyway. Get off theline, Krieg, so | can talk to someone useful.”
Bravtzig vanished. A moment later the unit went dead. Krieg turned to Gilden.

"| suggested we didn't causethis. But you did _causethis, didn't you? Y ou stupid asshole. It was the
same on Earth. Y our damned voyeur urges, you couldn't let go watching until it wastoo late. Now | have
to go back and tell the Mentor that instead of |earning more about the Sigil it was our party that drove
them away from Lucidar. Come on." Krieg grabbed Gilden roughly by the arm and dragged him back
down the Sairs.

"Where arewe going?'

"To collect Derli. With the Sigil gone our value on Lucidar islessthan zero. We have to get out before
this place blows up. Better be ready for pain, Gilden. Thetwo of you will spend the next fifty yearsin

purgetory.”
"Derli had nothing to do with this™”

"Don' kid yoursdlf. Y ou were screwing her, or more likely she was screwing you. Don't bother to deny
it. She pushed you to get the data she wanted. Well, | hope she thinks it was worth it when she finds out
what's coming to her."

"You can't hurt her." They were a the entrance to Derli's apartment. " She's pregnant -- with your baby."

"I've got ahundred kids." Krieg did not even dow down. "All my women have 'em, | make sure of that.
Wise up, Gilden, that's what they're for. One kid more or less means nothing.”

The door was unlocked. Derli was il at the display. She turned when they entered but she hardly
seemed to see them. The screen showed an enlarged view of the glistening yellow organ that coupled the
amdl Sigil toitsgreat partner.

"Arrin! Did you redlize what you were seeing when you made this recording? We had it wrong,
everything wrong.”

"That doesn't matter now." Krieg released hishold on Gilden and went over to Derli Margrave. He
switched off the computer and left agtatic display. ™Y ou can stop screwing around with al that. Y ou and
Gilden fucked up bigtime. The Sigil Ieft, and now we're leaving. Were going to Earth.”

Still it seemed as though Derli was not listening. The screen held her attention. Gilden cameto stand
between her and Krieg.

" She doesn't want to go back to Earth, can't you seethat? Shelovesit here on Lucidar.”
"She'sgoing. So areyou, dead or dive. Get out of my way."

"What happened on the Sigil ship was my fault." Gilden moved to put hisarms around Derli. "Y ou don't
have to take her. Just take me."



"I'll do whatever | like. I'm taking both of you." Krieg wasreaching for his belt. "Hands off her."

Derli at last noticed what Krieg was doing. She cried out in horror and tried to pull free of Gilden's hold.
"Do what he says, Arrin -- whatever he says."

"Take her advice, Gilden." Krieg'sfingers were poised above hisbelt. "Do what | tell you. Last warning.
Move"

"l won't." Gilden tightened his embrace, holding Derli to him. "Try and make me. But | wouldn't if | were
you."

"Y ou bloody fool." Krieg'sface was red with fury. "I've warned you, three times. Y ou can't say you
didn't ask for it."

He pressed a sequence of buttons aong his belt.

There was amoment of total stillness, followed by an inhuman groan. It came from Vamar Krieg. He
stood, unable to move. All the muscles of hisbody were contracting a once, tighter and tighter. Sinews
and tendons snapped and popped, bones burst from their joints, arms and legs became shapel ess bags of
blood as veins and arteries ruptured. As he toppled forward the moan of expelled air from the tormented
rictus of his mouth continued. But he was dead before his face smashed into the floor.

Gilden moved to stand by the body. "That's one question answered. | wondered what you had in store
for me. Sorry, Krieg. | haveto say you deserved it.”

"You did that to him?" Derli Margrave had collgpsed to her knees and was staring at Arrin Gilden's
impassive face and Vamar Krieg's body with equa horror.

"l guess| did. He ought to have known better. Dammit, Derli, I'ma_voyeur_, and I'm the best thereis.
Krieg should have had more sense than to mess with me. Once you told me that coded sequenceswould
activate implantsin our skulls | had no choice. There's easy access through the nose and mouth. | sent
voyeursin to discover and erase the sequence from my implant. Y ours, too."

"But what happened to Krieg?"

"| changed his coding to match the sequence that used to bein my implant.” Gilden gestured to the
shapdesshulk at hisfeet. "That would have been me, Derli. That'swhat he intended meto be. Y ou, too,

maybe."

Hewent across and lifted her to astanding position. "We're free now. Both of us. We can go wherewe
like, do what welike."

Her eyeswere empty. He was not getting through to her.

"Derli!" He shook her. "Snap out of it. If you want to stay on Lucidar without getting arrested well have
to explain what happened to Krieg." And, when that warning produced no effect, "What's wrong with
you? Y ou were like thiswhen we camein, before Krieg ever sarted in on you. What did you mean, we

have everything wrong?"

The question broke her trance where shaking had failed. She began a shallow nod, amost fast enough to
beatremble.

"We did. We misunderstood everything. Now | know why the Sigil cut off contact with people here. |
think I know why they left Lucidar -- and if we send the right message, | think maybe they'll come back.



| haveto reach Bravtzig."

She darted for the communication line, but Gilden stopped her.
"Bravtzig won't talk to us. Better if we go over there."

Heled theway. Derli was talking non-stop behind him.

"I got off on thewrong foot during the very first meeting with Bravtzig. Sexud dimorphism, | said, to
explain the size difference between the sexes. | also said that analogy with Earth forms could be
mideading and dangerous, but | didn't listen to my own warning. When the records came in from their
ship | found mysdlf having trouble whenever | looked a the big Sigil and the smdl Sigil. To me, they
_both _ resembled females. But they weren't.”

"Of coursethey weren't.” Gilden had to pause to take his bearings. He had never been to Bravtzig's
work areabeforein the dark. He turned dightly to the left and set off walking again. "We saw them
mating."

"No, wedidn't."
"Y ou may not have -- but | did. Their coupling is on the datablock | just gave you!"

"I know. But you didn't see them mating. For one excellent reason: _the Sigil do not use sexud
reproduction_. They are asexua animals. | suspect that they had never encountered sex in any form
before they landed on Lucidar. That's what terrified them when they began to learn our biology. Sexud
reproduction is such aterrific way of performing genetic variations, anything without it seemsat aterrific
evolutionary disadvantage. They're_scared  of our biology."

Gilden had to stop, even though it was only another forty or fifty yardsto Bravtzig's office. Y ou don't
understand, Derli. | don't know what was wrong with the data block that | gaveyou, but | _saw_them
mating. Inred time."

"No, you didn't. You just thought you did. Thereisavalid Earth analogy, but it's not the one that we've
both been using. Did you ever hear of a Sphex wasp?'

"What have waspsto do -- "

"Everything to do with this. A Sphex wasp is one species of the order of parasitic wasps. Itslarvae eat
grasshoppers. But the larvae don't catch them. The parent wasp does. She stings the grasshopper,
enough to paralyze but not to kill. Then shelays her eggsinsdeit. They hatch and consume the host
grasshopper from within. Some of the other parasitic wasps, onesthat lay their eggsin caterpillars, are
eventrickier. The caterpillar is stung, but it doesn't stay parayzed. It recovers and goes on feeding. The
wasp larvainsde feeds on it, egting the caterpillar's organs in ascending order of importance so that the
host saysdiveaslong aspossble.

" That's theanaogy for the Sigil. We are observing two different, asexud species. They look pretty
much the same to us, but a grasshopper and awasp probably ook the sameto diens. Thelittle one has
evolved to prey on the larger -- and carriesit on long journeys, so that the smaller one's young will have
food. The yellow organ you saw isn't for transfer of sperm. It's a.combined sting and ovipositor, to
pardyze the big one and then lay eggsingdeit.”

Gilden recaled the wriggling Sigil, suddenly becoming gtill as the tapered member pierced its body. "But
thebig oneis_intelligent_. It must redlize very well what's being donetoiit.”



"It surely does. But we can't begin to guesshow it _feels . Maybe it even believesitsdf privileged, to
carry the offspring of asuperior being. Like the old stories of mortals who bore the children of the gods.”

Any horror that Derli might fed was overwhelmed by professiond satisfaction. She seemed to experience
none of Gilden's revulsion as she moved aheed, leading the way to Bravtzig's offices. "But we can go into
detailsonthislater," she said over her shoulder. "What we have to do right now is send amessage after
the Sigil ship, pointing out how asexud animas survive on Earth and Lucidar and compete very well with
sexud forms. Of course, that message won't be necessary if the Sigil has ssmply gone off for solitude
during the larval growth period. That'swhat lots of Earth creatures do. Then the ship may be back
anyway in amonth or two."

Gilden trailed after her. He was not listening. To experience asthe climax of life's experience, not love but
the exquisite pain of awasp's sting. To be protected and cherished not as a companion, but asaliving
larder. To be consumed dowly and agonizingly from within. And above dl else, to_know_ your fate and
comprehend exactly what was being done to you.

Somehow, the old torments threstened by the Teller seemed feeble and half-hearted.

* k% k% %

The Sigil ship had not returned three weeks later when Gilden appeared one evening in Dexli'sliving
quarters. Shewas il hard at work. As Lucidar's expert on both the psychology of the Mentor and the
biology of the Sigil, her serviceswere congtantly in demand.

She nodded to him. "Dinner? Sit down, Arrin. Ten minutes more and I'll stop.”

"Y ou don't need to stop.” Gilden did not sit down, but began to pace back and forward behind her. "1
didn't cometo suggest dinner. | cameto say I'm leaving.”

"Y ou have to go to Montmorin again?' She was focused on the screen in front of her.
"No. I'mleaving Lucidar."

"Didnt | tell you? We don't have to. Bravtz'ig says the Mentor daren't try amilitary move, and Lucidar
would never agreeto our extradition. Were quite safe here”

"It'snot that. | cameto say _goodbye ."
Shefroze, sl staring at the screen. ™Y ou mean -- you're leaving me?”
llYall

"| thought you ... cared for me." She swung around. "No. | thought you loved me. That'swhat you've
been telling me for the past few weeks."

"It wastrue. It _is_true."

"I see" Derli stared down, to her swelling belly. "l _see . I've been afoal. | started ardationship with
you when | had another man's child growing inside me. That was crazy. Y ou can't put up with that, no
mean could.”

He said nothing, and at last she went on, "It'sthe baby, isn't it? Y ou can't tand theideathat I'm carrying
Vamar Krieg'sbaby. Butit's_my_baby, too. And you want meto get rid of it. You think, | could just
go and have an abortion -- "



"Stopit. Right there.” Gilden halted in front of her. "I could agree with you, tell you that it's the baby.
That's an easy out. But it wouldn't betrue.”

"Thenwhat isit?' Derli could not hide her misery and confusion. "'l know I've not had enough time for
you, I've been so busy the past couple of weeks."

"It'snot that I'm fedling neglected, ether. 1've been busy, too. And it's certainly not the baby. It's_me .
You tell mel'm cured, that everything isfine now. That I'm sexudly normd -- "

"Morethan normal. Y ou are awonderful lover."

"So you say. But Derli, indde my head I'ma_mess . | dare not tell you what | think about when the two
of usmakelove. | haveto go away and try to sort mysdlf out.”

"But you'll come back?'

"l hope so."

"When?'

"l don't know."

"Might you come back when the baby isborn? | mean, you say it's not the baby..."
"Onemoretime: _it'snot the baby_."

"Because | haven't said anything to you, but I'm been really worried. | came through a subspace trip
when | was pregnant, which you're not supposed to do. Then when we got here there were the changes
of air and food and gravity, and no one seems to know what effect that might have. Maybe it's going to
be abnormal, maybe it will be deformed...” She paused. "I don't see anything funny inthigl”

Because Gilden was amiling. "Derli, you don't give me credit for anything, do you? Not for caring about
you, not for worrying about you, not for watching over you. Not even for competencein the onefield
where I'm supposed to be better than anyone in the Empyrium.”

He leaned forward and touched his fingertips to her abdomen. "Don't worry about the baby. Take my
word for it: shesdoing just fine."

* ok Kk
>> The bee'skiss, now!
_Kissmeasif you entered gay _
_My heart at some noonday,_

_A bud that dares not disallow_
_Theclam, sodl isrendered up,_
_And passively its shattered cup
_Over your head to deep | bow. <<

-- Robert Browning, from "In A Gondola."



