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stories to Science Fiction Age, Universe, New Destinies, Tomorrow, Synergy, Starlight, and elsewhere.
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serioudly rivaled for that position only by authors such as Sephen Baxter and Brian Sableford.
And-also like Baxter and Stableford—he manages to keep up a very high standard of quality
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In 1994, Reed launched a long series of stories (including novels such as Marrow,) about the Great
Ship: a Jupiter-sized starship found abandoned in deep space by exploring humans and retr ofitted
into a kind of immense interstellar cruise ship, off on a grand tour of the galaxy
(circumnavigating it, in fact), with millions of human and alien customers of many different races
aboard. In the intricate story that follows, he points out that even on a starship the size of a gas
giant inhabited by millions of passengers, there will be hidden corners where nobody has ever
gone before, and enigmatic surprises to be found there-including a lesson in just how far the arm
of the Empire can stretch, and how subtle and profound its touch can be.

[VERSION HISTORY]

v1.0 by the N.E.R.D's. Page numbers removed, paragraphs joined, formatted and spell checked. A full
read through is required.

Quee Leelearned about the Vermiculate from an unlikely source-a painfully respectable gentleman who
had never taken pleasure from adventuring or the unexpected. But their paths happened to crossduring a
feast given by mutud friends, and after the customary pleasantries, he pulled the ancient woman aside,
remarking, "I have some newsthat might be of interest to you." Then, with aprecise, mildly perturbed



voice, he explained how onetiny portion of the Great Ship had never been mapped.

"How can that be?" Quee L ee asked skeptically. After dl, the captains had made it apriority to
investigate every shipboard cavern and tunnel, and today even thetiniest crevice wore itsown intricate
name.

"The captains were quite thorough,” he admitted. "But the Ship is so very enormous.”

That it was. With the mass and volume of Uranus, no machine was the Great Ship'sequal. Itsengines
were as big asmoons, its fud tanks could drink oceans, and me variety and volume of its onboard
habitats was nothing less than spectacular. Mapping such an enormous body proved a daunting
chalenge. Y et the early captainswere clever and very stubborn souls. Their survey began with afew
million robots-smdll, e egantly designed machines bristling with sensors and curiouslimbs. Scrambling
through the Ship'sinterior, the robots memorized every empty volume, and whenever a passageway split
intwo, the robots would pause, feasting on the local rock and metal and then building copies of their
obsessve selves. As prolific as carpenter ants or harum-scarum fleas, those early scouts soon numbered
inthetrillions, and, ruled by a set of smple unyieding instructions, they moved ever degper insdethe
Ship, eventudly scurrying down every hole and recording each turn and dead end, working with
relentless unison to creste a precise three-dimensiona modd of the Ship's vacant interior.

But the method had its limitations. Doorless bubbles and pockets and finger-wide seams lay out of reach;
afew long caverns were seded beneath kilometers of iron and hyperfiber. But with sonic probes and
neutrino knives, the Ship's engineers eventualy made even those buried places visble. The only mgor
failure was hiding today in the Ship's distant core. But the peculiar world mat would be known as
Marrow lay in the remote future. The Master Captain was being honest when she stood on the bridge,
proclaiming that her fabulous machine had been mapped in full, and its crew and countless passengers
had little reason not to believe every promise that this voyage would remain routine—a blissful journey
that would eventualy circumnavigate the bright heart of the Milky Way.

"l understand how the Ship was mapped,” remarked Quee Leg's companion. "What | am tellingyou is
that despite everyone's best efforts, afew empty spaces are lurking out there.”

"And how do we know this?* she asked, her tone politely curious.

"The Magter Captain owns ateam of Al savants,” the gentleman replied. "They are brilliant machines
designed to do nothing but ponder the Ship and its mysteries. One of those Al s recently made athorough
analysisof old data, and it discovered one glaring gap, one blank spot on the captains map, and nobody
seems to understand how this could have happened.”

"And when did welearn this?'

"But we haven't learned anything," he countered, his calm voice breaking at the edges. "Thisisavery
grave, very important business. Only the highest-ranking captains know about the flaw."

"And you," she pointed out.

"Yes, | know portions of the story. | can't tell how or why, however, and please don't ask me. But it
occurred to me that you of al people would appreciate hearing this news.”

Givearich secret to the blandest soul, and he will dream of telling what he knows. And QueeLeewasa
charming presence aswell asavery desirable audience: awedthy woman from Old Earth and one of a
handful of humans on board the Ship who could remember that precious moment when their species
turned asendtive ear to the ky and heard intelligent sounds raining down from the stars. In that sense,



shewas aremarkable, and very rare, creature-alady of genuine fame insde the human community. She
was aso beautiful and poised, socidly gifted and universaly liked. Given the chance, any hedthy, mildly
insecure heterosexua male would work hard to impress Quee Lee.

"Our captainsareworried,” her confidant mentioned. "The Master Captain even took the trouble of
waking one of the old surveying robots and putting it down a promising hole. And do you know what

happened?’
"You'regoing to tel me, | hope."

"Therobot lost itsway.” The man sighed, rather bothered by thisturn of events. "The machine fumbled
around in the darkness, and then, with nothing to say for itsdlf, it climbed back out of the hole again.”

"Fascinating," she exclaimed.

"I knew you would enjoy this" he whispered, offering asmile and quick wink. After millenniaof traveling
together, he had finally managed to engage this beautiful creature.

"Perri will want to hear thisstory,” she mentioned.

"But | wish you wouldn't mention it,”" the man sputtered. Then aworse possibility occurred to him. "'l
understood that your husband istraveing just now. Heisn't herewith us, ishe?"

"Oh, but heis," she exclamed. By chance, Perri had just entered the festival room. For the last severd
weeks, he had been riding a saddle strapped to the back of a porpoisdlike alien caled the Gi-Gee,
enjoying wild swimsin afrigid river of water and ammonia. Of course, Perri would want to learn of this
man's news. A thousand souls were scattered across the room, human and otherwise. Most of the
partiers were dressed in gaudy, |ook-at-me costumes—which was only proper, since these were among
the wedlthiest, most powerful individuasto be found in the gadaxy. But Quee Leelooked past the
towering egos, waving at the only human mae dressed in plain, practical clothes.

Instantly, her companion warned, "I don't want thisto be known. Not outside our circle, please.”
Thetonesaid it dl: Perri was neither wealthy nor important, which made him unacceptable.

But Quee Leelaughed off the insult aswell asthe earnest pleas for slence. "Oh, I'm sure my husband's
aready heard about the Vermiculate," she remarked. "Believe me, Perri knowsthe Ship aswell asany
captain does, and he knows everyone on board who matters, too." She winked, adding swestly, "He
knowsyou, of course."

"Of course.”
"Thiswon't be newsto him," she promised.

Y et, for some reason, Perri wasn't familiar with this particular rumor. He listened intently as Quee Lee
related the mystery, and yes, he was very familiar with that region called the Vermiculate. It was an
intricate nest of dry caves, very few entrances leading to amillion dead ends. But he had never heard
evidence that some portion of those caverns had escaped mapping.

"Tdl it agan,” he demanded, tugging at the fellow's elbow. "From the beginning, everything you know."
But there weren't many new detailsto share.

"I think | seewhat's hgppening,” Perri mentioned. "Thisis probably just an old rumor reborn. Thefirgt



two passengers to come on board the Great Ship started this story. Over drinks or in somebody's bed,
they convinced themselves there had to be secret places and unmapped corners lurking somewhere. It

hel ped heighten the sense of adventure, don't you see? And that's why every century or two, that same
old legend puts on anew costume and takesitswalk in public.”

"But thisisno rumor,” the man proclaimed. "And | don't approve of legends. What | told you isthetruth,
| swear it."

"Y et you won't name your source,” Perri pointed out.
"l cannot,” the man repested. "Frankly, | wish | hadn't said thismuch.”

Perri was amodern human, durable and functionally immorta. But unlikedl of the well-moneyed soulsin
the room, he wore a boyish face and a pretty, dmost juvenile smile. When it served his needs, he played
therole of asmart child surrounded by very foolish adults. "It scares the hell out of you, doesn'tit? You
hear about this puzzle, and you're the kind of creature who won't fall adeep unless every puzzleis solved,
every question mark erased.”

"And what iswrong with that?" asked the rumor's source.
"What's right about it?" Perri countered.
Quee Lee had expected precisaly that response, and when it came, she laughed softly.

The gentleman bristled. "My dear, | thought you would be interested in this matter. But if you're going to
tease me—"

"I didn't mean that," she began.

But the man had his excuse to turn and march away. No doubt he would avoid Quee Leefor the rest of
the day and, if genuingly angry, shewouldn't see him for the next fifty years.

"| shouldn't have laughed,” Quee Lee admitted.
"Hewill forgiveyou."

True enough. Fifty yearsof chilled slence was nothing among immortals. All but the most maicious dights
were eventudly pardoned, or at least discarded as memories not worth carrying any farther. "1t's too bad
that the story isn't true," she said. "1 wish there was some unmapped cave hiding out there."

"Oh, but thereis," Perri replied.

Quee Lee worked through the possibilities. Y ou lied to me," she complained. ™Y ou'd aready heard
about the Vermiculate."

"l didn't, and | haven't."

"Then how can you ssy—?"

"Eadly," heinterrupted. ™Y our friend might be awonderful soul. He might be charitable and sweet—"
"Hardly."

"But he has never once shown me the barest trace of imagination. | serioudy doubt that he could dream
up such atale, and I know he wouldn't repeat any wild fable, unlessit came from areasonable,



respons ble source.”
"One of the captains,” Perri alowed.

"But why would any rationd officer take any passenger into hisor her confidence?' She hesitated, and
laughed. "1 suppose my old friend israther wealthy."

"Wedthier even than you," Perri agreed.

"And if he happened to be deeping with acaptain...”

"That'smy cynica guess.”

Quee Lee knew her husband's mind. "Y ou aready know which captainit is, don't you?"
"l have arobust notion," he alowed.

"Who?'

"Not here," he warned, stroking her arm with afond hand. "But my candidate has rank and connections,
and she's desperately fond of money. And if you mix those qudifications with the fact that she, like that
prickly man sulking over there, doesn't appreciate myseries..."

"Isthe Vermiculate unmapped?’ she asked.

"If any placeis,”" Perri alowed. Then, with long fingers, he drew eaborate shapesin the air between
them. "If you wove dl of those empty cavestogether and straightened them out, you'd have asingle
tunndl long enough to reach from your Earth to Neptune and partway home again. So yes, it'seasy to
imagine that some Al expert could massage the old data, and guess that one corner here and onelittle
room there might have escaped notice and naming. And maybe after fifty thousand years of deep, one of
the origina survey robots was awakened and shoved down ahole, and, because of itsage, it
mafunctioned, making everything seem far more myseriousthan it actualy was."

On her own, Quee Lee had narrowed the list of suspect captainsto three, perhaps four. With aquiet,
congpiratoria voice, she asked, "Who's going to make our discreet inquiries, you or me?"

"Neither of us," Perri said.
"Then you're not my husband,”" she teased. "The man | married would want to finish the mapping himself."

Perri shrugged and grinned. "We can make our own good guesses where to look.” Then with afond
whisper, he added, "Besides, if we get ourselves noticed, what began as atiny dataanomaly mentioned
to alover will become much more; an area of potential embarrassment to the godly rulers of the Great
Ship. Then our nameless captain will personaly march into that empty corner... and kegp mefrom
having my little bit of fun..."

"And me, too," said Quee Lee.

"Or quitealot of fun," Perri added, wrapping an arm around hiswiféswaist. "If you'rein the mood for a
little darkness, that is"



Y et nothing was smple about this smple-sounding quest. Finding holesinsgide the existing maps proved
difficult, requiring months of detailed analysis by severa expertspaid well for their secrecy aswell astheir
rare skills. Meanwhile, half adozen of Perri's best friends heard about his newest interest, and, by turning
in past favors, they earned dots on the expedition roster. Then Quee Lee decided to invite two lady
friends who had been pressing for centuriesto join her on a"safe adventure,” which was what thiswould
be. The Vermiculate might be imperfectly known, but there was no reason to expect danger. The dry
caves werefilled with the gandard minimal atmaosphere-nitrogen and oxygen and nothing ese. There
were no artificia sunsor lights, and the only heat was thermal |eakage from the nearby habitats and
reactors. But even if the worst happened-if everyone lost their way and their supplieswere
exhausted—the end result would be a bothersome thirst and gradua starvation. Eventually, their tough
bioceramic mindswould sever al connections with their failing bodies, and, when no choice was | &ft, ten
humans would sit down in the darkness and quietly turn into mummies, waiting for their absenceto be
noted and arescue mission to track them down.

But Perri didn't approve of losing hisway. Meticulousin recording their position on the new, modestly
improved map, he earned gentle and then not-so-gentle ribbing from the others. The Vermiculate was far
too enormous to explore, even athousand years. But their flex-skin car took them to areas of interet,
and before they stepped away from each base camp, he made histeam memorize the local layout of
tunnels and chambers. He ingsted that everyone stay with at least one companion. He begged for the
othersto carry several kinds of torches aswell aslocator tools, noisemakers, and laser flares. But
eighteen days of that kind of mothering caused one of Quee Lee'sfriendsto break every rule. She picked
arandom passageway and ran for parts unknown, at least to her. She was carrying nothing but one small
torch and a half-filled water bottle, and after ten hours of solitary adventuring, she discovered that she
had no good ideawhere she wasin the universe.

One night aone was enough of alesson. Perri and Quee Lee found the explorer sitting in adead-end
chamber, shivering ingde her heated clothes-shivering out of hunger and anxiety. And from that moment
on, everyone's wandering was done with at least the minimal precautions.

It was the boredom that began to defeat the explorers.

The Vermiculate's wals were stone buttressed with low-grade hyperfiber. No human eye had ever seen
these tunndss, but the novelty was minimal. Some places were beautiful in their shape and proportions,
but it was an accidental beauty. The Ship's builders might have had a purpose for each twist and turn,
every sudden room, and for the little tubes that gave access to the next portion of the maze. But to most
eyes, nothing here was strange or particularly interesting, and, after two months of wandering, the novice
adventurerswere losing interest.

One by one, the expedition shrank.

Fird to leave was the woman who hadn't gotten lost. Then Perri's friends complained about these dreary
circumgstances, each demanding aride to the nearest exit point. The only ones|eft wereidentica twin
brothers and that dear old friend of Quee L ee who had gotten lost and scared, and then discovered a
genuine fondness for spelunking.

Or maybe it was the brothers who held her interest. One night, when the camp lights were dropping
down to anightly glow, Quee Lee spotted the twins dipping into her friend'slittle shelter-entering her
home from opposite ends, and neither gppearing again until morning.

Another month of wandering brought few highlights. Half a dozen tunndls showed evidence of foot traffic
over thelast few thousand years. The desiccated dimetrail of a Snail-As-God was amodest surprise.
Inside one cave, they discovered the broken scale from a harum-scarum shin, and afew metersfarther



aong, aliter of petrified blood |eft behind by ahuman mae. And then came that momentous afternoon
when they discovered agraveyard of surveying robots-ten thousand machinesthat had pulled themsdlves
into neet, officious piles before dropping into what had become an eterna deep.

Two days later, Perri brought his team to the bottom of adeep, deep chimney. Mathematical wizards
had labeled that |ocation as"mildly interesting.” The Vermiculate had patterns, predictable and
occasionally repeatable, and, according to sophisticated caculations, that narrow hole should lead to a
large"somewhere dse.” But the unknown refused to expose itsdf with aglance. Two little tunnelswaited
at the bottom of the chimney, but every sonic pulse and cursory examination showed that they were
merdly long and exceptionaly ordinary.

The five humans broke into two groups.

Perri and Quee Lee dipped into the shorter tunnel. Asaways, they brought tracking equipment aswell
asthe sniffersthat congtantly searched for organic traces | eft by past visitors, and along with heated
clothes and survivd rations, they carried avariety of lightsto offer feeble glows or sun-blazing fires. But
the mogt effective sensor came in pairs, and it was the bluish-yellow eyesthat noticed the sudden holein
thefloor.

"Stop," sad Perri.

Quee Lee paused, one gloved hand dropping, fingertips reaching to within a hairsbreadth of the
emptiness.

"Look," he advised.

"l seeit," shesaid. But she didn't know what she saw. After days and weeks of staring at sructura
hyperfiber, she recognized that something here was different. It was the area surrounding the hole that
was peculiar. Holding avariable beam to the floor, she dipped through a series of settings. Hyperfiber
was the strongest baryonic substance known-the bones of the Ship and the basis of every star-faring
civilization-yet she had never seen light flickering againgt hyperfiber quitelikeit did just then. It was asif
the floor wasfedling their weight, and the photons were betraying the vibrations.

"Do you know what thisis?" Perri asked.
"Doyou?'
"The source," he announced. " The source of our rumor."

She shone a second light up and down the tunnel. There was no sign of disabled robots or the detritusleft
by mapping crews. But the captains could have cleaned up their trash, since captains liked to keep their
secrets secret, particularly when it came to curious passengers.

"Thisholeisfresh," Perri decided. And when Quee L ee reached toward the edge, he said, "Don't. Unless
you want to cut off afinger or two."

The floor was pure hyperfiber—a skin only afew atomsthick at itsthickest. Because the stuff was so
very thin, thelight flickered. What they were trusting with their weight was close to nothing, like worn
paint stretched across empty air, and the edge of the reved ed hole was keener than the most deadly
sword.

"But arobot should have noticed,” she guessed. "If we can see that the floor hereis different..."

"I've given that some thought,” Perri offered. "We're about as deep into the Vermiculate as you can go,



or so we thought. A few surveyors probably started working above us, and when they were
overwhelmed, they stopped and ate the rock and replicated themselves."

"Imperfect copies?' she guessed.

"Maybe." He shrugged, enjoying the game but taking nothing too serioudy. "Whatever the reason, the
machinethat first crawled into this tunnel wasn't paying close attention. It didn't notice what should have
been obvious, and that's why the Ship's map wasincomplete.”

"Just like the rumor says," Quee Lee agreed. "Except there isn't much mystery, isthere? Becauseif the
captains had found something remarkable down here—"

"Wewouldn't get within ten kilometers" Perri agreed.

With every toal, including her warm brown eyes, Quee Lee examined the floor and the hole and the
blackness below.

Perri did the same.

And then, for thefirst time in perhaps athousand years, one of them managed to surprise the other.
It wasn't the adventurous spouse who spokefirst.

Pointing down, Quee Lee said, "That hole'sjust wide enough for me."

"If we gtring tethersto the ceiling,” Perri mentioned, "and if theré's another floor worth standing on below
LBll

"What about our friends?' she asked.
"Il go gather them up,” he began.

"No." Then, for the second time, she surprised her husband. "Well leave a note behind. We can tdll them
tofallow, if they want."

Perri smiled at the ancient creature.

"Thisisour adventure," she concluded. "Y ours, and mine."

Wheat lay below was very much the same as everything above. Which was what they had expected. The
only difference was that no public map showed these particular cavities and chimneys, and thelong
tunnels and little Side vents dways led to awealth of new places devoid of names. According to Perri's
navigational equipment, they had wandered nearly twelve kilometers before beginning their hunt for a
campsite. A series of eectronic breadcrumbs led back to the original hole and their |eft-behind note, and,
speaking through the crumbs, Quee Lee discovered that her lady friend and the twins hadn't bothered to
come looking for them. She speculated as to why that might be, and they enjoyed alewd laugh. Then,
following one promising passageway around itsfina bend, they entered what seemed to be the largest
room they had seen for weeks.

The floor of the room was an undulating surface, like water stirred by deep currents. They selected a
gpacious bowl of cool gray hyperfiber, and, with the camp light blazing beside them, they made love.
Then they ate and drank their fill, and at a point with no obvious significance, Perri strolled over to his



pack and bent down, intending to snatch sometiny item out of one of the countless pockets.
That was the moment when every light went out.

Quee Leewas Sitting on her memory chair, immersed in sudden darkness. Her firgt ingtinct wasto believe
that shewasto blame. Thair camp light wasin front of her. Had she given it some mideading command?
But then she thought about their other torches and, redlizing that the night wastota, she naturally
wondered if for some peculiar reason she had gone completely blind.

Then from adistance, with amoderately concerned voice, her husband asked, "Darling? Are you there?"

"l am," sheremarked. Perri was blind too, or every one of their lights had failed. Either way, something
unlikely had just occurred. "What do you think?" she asked.

"That it'sridiculoudy dark in here," Perri alowed.
Perfectly, relentlesdy black.

"Doyoufed dl right?" heinquired.

"| fed fing" shesad.

"l do, too." He was disappointed, asif somelittle ache might help answer their questions. " Except for
being worried, | suppose.”

One of Perri's feet kicked the pack.
"Darling?' she asked.
Hesad, "Singto me. I'll follow your voice.

Softly, Quee Lee sang one of thefirst tunesthat she had ever learned—a nursery rhymetoo old to have
an author, its beguiling lyrics about rowing and time wrapped around alanguage long considered dead.

Momentslater, she heard Perri settle on the ground directly to her right.
She stopped singing.

Then Perri caled from somewhere off to her left, from adistance, telling her, "Don't quit Snging now. I'm
dill trying to find you, darling.”

For along moment, nothing happened. The darkness remained slent and unknowable. And then from her
right, from a place quite close, avoice that she did not recognize softly inssted, "Y es, please. Sing,
please. | rather enjoy that wonderful little tune of yours."

AV
Quee Lee began to jump up.

"No, no," the voice implored. "Remain seated, my dear. There is absolutely no reason to surrender your
comfort.”

She sttled dowly, warily.

Perri said her name.



Clearing her throat, Quee Lee managed to say, "I'm here. Here."
"Areyoudl right?'

"es"

"But | thought | heard-"

"Wes"

"Is somebody with you?'

In the same moment, two voicessad, "Yes."

Then the new voice continued. "1 was hoping that your wifewould sing alittle more,” it remarked. "Buit |
suppose | have spoiled the mood, which ismy fault. But please, Perri, will you join us? Sit beside Quee
Lee and | promise: Neither of you will cometo any harm. A little conversation, alittle taste of
companionship... that'sal | wish for now."

Again, with urgency, Perri asked, "Areyou dl right?*

How could she answer that question?"I'm fine, yes." Except that she was startled, and for many rationa
reasons, she was scared, and with the darkness pressing down, she was fedling a thrilling lack of control.

Her husband's footsteps seemed louder than before. In the perfect blackness, he stepped by memory,
and then, perhaps sensing her presence, he stopped beside her and reached out with one hand, dry warm
fingertips knowing just where her face would be waiting.

She clung to his hand with both of hers.
"Sit, please," the stranger insisted. "Unless you absolutely must stand.”

Perri settled on one edge of her soft chair. His hand didn't leave her grip, and he patted that knot of
fingerswith hisfree hand. Aswell as she knew her own bones, Quee Lee knew his. And she leaned into
that strong body, glad for his presence and confident that he was glad for hers.

"Who areyou?' Perri asked.

Slence answered him.

"Did you disable our lights?' he asked.

Nothing.

"You must have," Perri decided. "And my infrared corneas and nexus-links, too, | noticed.”
"All temporary measures,” the stranger replied.

"Why?

Slence.

"Who areyou?' Quee Lee asked. And in the same breath, she added, "What is your name?"

Something about that innocuous question was humorous. The laughter sounded genuine, weightless, and
smooth, gradudly faling away into an amused silence. Then what might or might not have been adeep



breeth preceded the odd statement, "Asarule, | don't believein names.”

"No?" Quee asked.

"Asarule" the voice repeated.

Perri asked, "What species are you?"

"And | will warn you," the voice added. "I don't gladly embrace the concept of species either.”

The lovers sat as close as possible, speaking to each other with the pressure of their hands.

Findly, Quee Leetook it upon hersdf to say, "We're human. If that mattersto you, oneway or another.”
Slence.

"Do you know our species?’ she asked.

And then Perri guessed, "Y ou're a Vapor-track. Nocturnal to the point where they can't endure even the
weskest light-"

"Yes, | know humans,” the stranger responded. "And | know V apor-tracks, too. But | am neither. And
believe me, | am neither nocturna nor diurnal. Thetime of day and the sirength of the ambient light are of
absolutely no concernto me.”

"But why are you down here?' Quee Lee asked.
Their companion gave no response.

"Thisisavery remote corner of the Ship," Perri said. "Why would any sentient organism seek out this
place?

"Why do you?" was the response.
"Curiosty," Perri confessed. "Isthat your motivation?"

"Not intheleast." The voice was more mae than femae, and it sounded nearly as human asthey did. But
those qualities could be artifacts of any good trandator. It occurred to Quee L ee that some kind of
deception was a work here, and that what they heard had no bearing at al on what was beside them. "I
could imaginethat | am asubstantid puzzle for the two of you," the voice alowed.

The humans responded with their own silence.

"Fair enough,” their companion said. "Tdl me: Where were each of you born?*
"On the Great Ship," Perri volunteered.

"I come from Earth,” Quee Lee offered.

"Names," the stranger responded. "1 ask, and you instantly offer me names.”
"What else could we say?" asked Quee Lee.

"Nothing. For you, there are no other polite options. But asarule, | prefer placesthat don't wear names.
Cubbyholes and solar systems that have remained uncataloged, indifferent to whichever labd that a
passerby might try to hang onitsdick invisbleflesh.”



Quee Lee listened to her husband's quick, interested bresthing.

After reflection, Perri guessed, "And that's why you're here, isn't it? Thisis one place insde the Great
Ship that has gone unnoticed. Until now."

"Perhapsthat ismy reason,” the voice alowed.
"Isthere a better answer?' Perri asked.
Slence.

"Y ou have no name?' Quee L ee pressed.

The silence continued, and then, suddenly, an explanation was offered. "1 don't wear any name worth
repeeting. But | do have anidentity. A sdf. With my own history and limitations aswell asawedth of
possibilities, most of which will never cometo pass.”

They waited.

The voice continued. "What | happen to beisagovernment officid. A harmless and noble follower of
rules. But when necessary, | can become a brazen, fearlesswarrior. Except when my best choiceisto be
adetermined coward, in which case| can flee any threat with remarkable skill. Y et, in most
circumstances, | amjust an officid: theloyd servant to aexceptiondly fine cause.”

"Which cause?' both humans asked.

"In sarviceto the galactic union,” the entity replied. "That ismy defining role... arolethat | have played
successfully for the last three hundred and seven million years, by your arbitrary and salf-centered count.”

Surprise and doubt ran through their bodies.

Quee Leetook it upon hersdlf to confess, "I'm sorry. But we don't entirely believe you.”
"Y ou claim you were born on Earth. Isthat true, my dear?!

She hesitated.

" 'Earth." Y our home planet carriesasmple utterance. Am | right?"

Shesad, "Yes"

"l do happen to know your smal world. But when | made my visit, the stars were completely unaware of
that sef-given name.”

"And what do you know about Earth?" Perri asked.

"Actudly, | know quitealot,” their companion promised. Then once again, it fell into along, long silence.

Vv

Separately, Quee Lee and Perri had cometo identical conclusions. The voice was rhythmic and deep,
not just easy to listen to but impossible to ignore. Every word was ddlivered with clarity, like the voice of
ahighly trained actor. But woven through that perfection were hints of breathing and little clicks of
tongues or lips, and, once in agreat while, anebulous sound that would leak from the mouth or nogtrils...
or some other orifice hiding in the darkness. Whatever was spesking to them was dightly taller than their



ears, and their best guess was that the creature was Sitting on alump of hyperfiber less than three meters
from them. There was mass behind the voice. Sometimes alimb would move, or maybe the body itself.
Perhaps they heard the creak of its cargpace or the complaining of <tiff leathery clothes, or maybe a
tendril wastwisting back againgt it-self-unless there was no sound, except what the two humansimagined
they could hear out in the unfathomable blackness.

Asfar asthey could determine, their namel ess companion was adone. There wasn't any second presence
or awhisper of another voice. And it somehow had dipped into their camp, perhaps even before the
lights died, and neither one of them had perceived anything out of the ordinary.

Maybe the voice was just that.

Sound. Or aset of elaborate sounds, contrived for effect and existing only as so much noise, produced
by nothing but the unlit air or the fierce motions of individua atoms.

Perhaps somebody was playing an elaborate joke on the two of them. Perri had many clever friends. A
few of them might have worked together, going to the trouble necessary to bring him and Quee Leeinto
this empty hole, snatching them up in some game that would continue until the fun was exhausted and the
lights returned. Quee Lee could envision just that kind of trick: One moment, amysterious voice. And
then, just as suddenly, athousand good friends would be standing around them, congratulating the
married pair on one or another minor anniversary.

"Isthisaspecia occason?' Quee Lee asked hersdlf.

That route seemed lucrative. She smiled, and the nervousnessin her body began to drain away. How
many months and years of work had goneinto thissilly joke? But she had seen through dl of the
cleverness, and, for an instant, she considered a preemptive shout and laugh, perhaps even throwing out
the names of thelikely conspirators.

The creature continued explaining what might or might not bered. "My preferred method of trave,” it
proclaimed, "isto move aone, and aways by the most invisible means. Thisis standard behavior for
officidslike mysdf. Wewill finish onetask in some portion of the Union, and, with that success, another
task issupplied. Since newstravels dowly across the gaaxy, an entity like mysdlf is granted consderable
freedom of action. Few organizations are confident enough to tolerate such power in their agents.”

"What kind of tasks?" Perri asked.
"Would you like an example?’
"Please”

"I am thinking now of awarehouse that | had built and stocked. A hidden warehouse in an undisclosed
location. And in the very next moment, | was suddenly dispatched into my next critical mission.”

"A warehouse?' Perri asked.

"A vag, invisblefacility full of rare and vauable items. | haven't returned to that particular location since,
but it most likely remains|ocked and unseen today. Unused, but always at the ready. Waiting for that
critical, well-imagined age when its contents help with some greet effort. But that isthe Union'sway: We
have an e aborate structure, robust and overlapping. Enduring and invincibly patient. Whichisonly
natura, snce we happen to be the oldest, most powerful politica entity within thisgaaxy.”

"The Union?" Perri said dubioudly.



llYall
"That'saname,” he pointed out. "'l thought you didn't approve of such things.”

"| offer it because you expect somekind of label. But like dl names, ‘the Union' doesn't truly fit what is
red." A smug, superior tone had taken hold, but it was difficult for the audience to take offense. After all,
thiswas just avoicein the night, and who could say what was true and what was sane?

"Simply stated,” their companion continued, "'my Union isacollection of entities and beliefs, memesand
advanced toals, that have been joined together in acommon cause. And what you call the Milky Way
happens to be our most important possession. The central state insde avast and ancient empire.”

"No," Perri said. "No."

Silence.

Quee Leefdt her husband'stension. Leaning forward, shetold their companion, "There are no empires.”
A long black silence held sway, and then came asound not unlike the creak of ajoint needing ail.

"Many, many species havetried to build empires," she continued, naming afew candidatesto prove her
knowledge of the subject. "The galaxy'sfirst sentient races accomplished the most, but they didn't do
much. The galaxy isenormous. Its planets are too diverse and far too numerousto be ruled by any one
government. And starflight has dways been a dow, dangerous business. When a speciesrises, it cangan
control of only avery limited region. When you measure the history of empires againg the life stories of
suns and worlds, even the most enduring ruleis atemporary, very tiny business.”

Quee Lee concluded by saying, "No single authority has ever controlled any significant portion of the
gdlaxy.”

"| gpplaud your generous sense of doubt,” the stranger replied. "May | ask, my dear? What are you?"
"What do you mean?"

"By blood, | think you must be Chinese. Am [ right?"

"Mostly, yes," she admitted.

"And the city of your birth?"

"Hong Kong," she whispered.

"Hong Kong, yes. A placel know of, yes. Of course you understand that your Chinawas a grest
empire, and more than once. And as| recal from my long-ago studies of Earth, there was aperiod-a
brief but not unimportant time-when the port of Hong Kong belonged to the greatest empire ever to exist
onyour littleworld. Therewasaminor greenidand Sitting in acold distant sea. It called itsalf Gresat
Britain, and, with its steam-driven fleets, it somehow managed to hang its flag above afat fraction of the
world's population.”

"I know about Britain," she replied.

"Now tell methis" their companion continued. "There lives an old rickshaw driver who plieshistrade on
the narrow Hong Kong streets. Does that lowly man care who happensto serve as governor of hishome
city? Doesit matter to him if the fellow on top happensto have yellow hair, orisaMongol born onthe
plainsof Asa, or even aHan Chinesewho isathird cousinto him?"*



"No," she admitted. "He probably didn't think much about those matters.”

"And what about the peasant farmer struggling to feed himself and hisfamily from a patch of land
downgtream from Evered... theruler of afarm that has never even once falen under the indifferent gaze
of the pae northern man who worksinsde a distant government building? Does that farmer concern
himsdlf with the man who signsalong list of decrees and then dies quietly of maaria? And does he care
at al about the gentleman who comesto replace that dead civil servant. .. another northern man who
bravely sgns more unread decrees before he dies of cholera?”

Quee Leesad nothing.

"Condder the Mayan woman nursing her daughter in Belize, or the Maasai cattle herder in Kenyawho
happensto bethetal strong lord to hisherd. Do they learn the English language? Can they even

recognize their rulers aphabet? And then thereisthe Aborigind hunter sucking the precious juice out of
an emu egg. Ishe even aware that fleets of enormous coal-fired ships are landing and then leaving from
his coast each and every day?

"These souls are busy, embroiled in their rich and complex, if painfully brief, lives. Within the British
Empire, hundreds of millions of citizens go about their daily adventures. The flavor of each existenceis
nearly changeless. Taxes and smdl blessings come from on high, but these trappings accomplish little,
regardless of which power happensto beflying theflags. A peasant's story isusudly the same as his
forefathers stories. And if the peasant's children survive, they will inherit that same stubborn, dmost
agdessnardive.”

Neither human spoke.

"Do these little people ever think of that distant green idand?’

"I wouldn't be surprised if they didn't,” Quee Lee dlowed.

"But if they did think of Britain,” the stranger began.

"What?' Perri prompted.

"Would they love the Empire for itsjustice, order, and the rare peace that it brings to the human world?"
Neither responded.

"Of course, they do not. What you do not know, you cannot love. Thisistrue of emperorsaswell as
mates. So long asthe peasants livesremain small and steady, they won't be capable of hating the British.

"Which isnot to say they are unsophiticated souls. They arefar from smple, infact. But their livesare
confined. By necessity, the obvious and immediate are what matter to them. And the colors and shape of
today's flag could not have less meaning.”

"Suppose we agree,” said Perri. "We accept your premise: For humans, empires tended to be big, distant
meachines”

"Asthey arefor most other species,” wasthereply.
In the dark, Quee Lee and her husband nodded.

"But | don't agree with that word 'big,' " the stranger continued. "I believe that even the greatest empire,
at the height of its powers, remains vanishingly smal. Nearly invisble, even.”



"I don't understand,” confessed Quee Lee.

"Let meremind you of this: Severd million whales swam in your world'slittle ocean. They were great
beasts possessing language and old cultures. But did even one species of cetaceans bow to the British
flag? And what about the tiger eating venison on the Punjab? Did he dream of the homely human queen?
And whét role did the ants and beetles, termites and butterflies, play in the world? They did nothing for
Britannia, | would argue.. . except for what they would have done anyway if left to their own marvelous
devices"

Perri tried to laugh.
Quee Lee could think of nothing useful to say.

"Thetrouble," the voice began. Then it paused, perhaps reconsidering its choice of words. ™Y our
mistake," it continued, "is both inevitable and comforting, and it isvery difficult to escape. What you
assumeisthat the names in history areimportant. Because you have smart, educated minds, you have
taught yoursalves much about your own past. But even the most famous name islost among thetrillions
of nameless souls. And every empire that you think of when the subject arises... well, that politica entity,
no matter how impermanent and trivia, was visble only because it wasted its limited energies making
certain that its name would outlive both its accomplishments and its crimes.”

"Maybe s0," Quee Leedlowed.

"Names," the voice repested. "The worlds you know share that unifying trait. A name bringswith it a
sense of purpose and a handle for its recorded history. Attached to one or a thousand words waits some
center of trade, anucleus of science, and you mistakenly believe that the most famous names mark the
hubs of your great cosmopolitan galaxy."

Perri squeezed hiswifé's hand, fighting the temptation to spesk.

"But the bulk of the galaxy... its asteroids and dust motes, sunless bodies and dark corners without
number ... those are the features that truly matter.”

"Towhom?' Quee Lee asked.

"Totheants, of course. And the lowly fish. The beetles and singing whales, and our rickshaw driver who
knows the twisting streets of Hong Kong better than any Chinese emperor or British civil servant. The
nameless citizens are those who matter, my dear." Their companion shifted itsweight. Perhaps.
Something creaked, and the voice drifted dightly to one sde. "And | will confessthat my empireislikeal
those others, if not more so. TheUnionthat | love... that | have served sdflesdy for eons... isvast and
ancient. But where England made maps and gave every corner itsown label, my Union haswisgly built
itself upon places unknown.”

Husband and wife contemplated that peculiar boast.

Then Quee Lee remembered an earlier thread. "Y ou have visited Earth, you claimed.”
"| did once, yes."

"Before or after your invisble warehouse?"

"After, asit happens. Soon after.”

"Y ou mentioned recelving anew mission then,” Perri coaxed.



"Which leads directly to an interesting story, | believe." The next sound was soft, contented. "My new
orders came by amost usud route. Whispered and deeply coded. Instructions from my superiors that
were designed to resemble nothing but a smeared flicker of light thrown out from adistant laser array.”
The words were strung together with what felt like agrin. "Alone, | left my previous post. Alone, | rode
ingde atiny vehicle meant to resemble a shard of old comet, usng asimpleion motor to boost my
velocity to where my voyage took dightly lessthan forty centuries—"

"By our arbitrary and salf-centered count,” Perri interjected.

"Whichisnot avery long time." Those words were ordinary and matter-of-fact, yet somehow with the
sound of them-in their clarity and decidedly dow pace—the voice conveyed long reaches of time and
unbounded patience. "I traveled until | came to anamelessworld. There was one ocean and severa
continents. The forests were green, the skies blue with white watery clouds. To fulfill the demands of my
new mission, | sdlected an idand not far from the world's main continent: ayoung volcanic idand where
the local inhabitants built boats driven by oars and square sails, and they put up houses of wood and
stone, and they planted haf-wild cropsin the fertile black soil. And their moments of freetime werefilled
with the heartfelt worship of their moon and sun-the two bodies that ruled a sky that they would never
truly understand.”

"Wasthis Earth?' Quee Lee asked.
There was a pause.
In the darkness, motion.

And then the voice told them, "When these particular events occurred, my dear, there was no world
cdled 'Eath.'"

Quee Lee wrapped both hands around her husband's arm.

"Remember this" the voice continued. "The Union isthe only power that truly matters. And the Unioniis
interested only in those dark realms that appear on no worthwhile map."

VI

"A king happened to rule that warm, sun-washed idand. He was smple and rather old, and | was
tempted to kill him in some grand public fashion before taking histhrone for mysdlf. Yet my study of his
species and its supergtitions showed me aless bloody avenue. The king's youngest wife was pregnant,
but the child would be stillborn. 1t was asmple matter to replace that failed infant and then bury what
was Meinddeits hedthy native flesh. Once born, | proved to the kingdom that their new prince was
specid. | wasalanky boy, physicaly beautiful, endowed with an unnaturd strength and the gentle grace
of wild birds. | didn't merely walk at an early age, | danced. And with abold musica voice, | spoke
endlesdy on every possible subject, people fighting to knedl closeto me, desperate to hear whatever
marve | offered next.

"Thewise old women of my kingdom decided that | must be agod's child as much asaman's.

"On adaily basis, | predicted the wegther and the little quakes that often rattled the idand. | boasted that
| could seefar into the skies and over the horizon, and to prove my brave words, | promised that a boat
full of strangerswould soon drift past our idand.

"1 made my prediction in the morning, and by evening | was proved right. The lost trireme wasfilled with
traders or pirates. On aworld such asthat, what is the difference between those two professions?



Whatever their intentions, my people were waiting for them, and after suitable introductions, | ordered
the strangers murdered and their possessions divided equaly among the generd populace.”

The voice paused.
In the darkness, Quee Leeleaned hard against her husband.

Then, without comment, the story continued. "I was dmost grown when that little old king stood before
his people and named his heir. Two of my brothers were insulted, but | had anticipated their clumsy
atempts a revenge. In adud with bronze swords, | removed the head of the more popular son. Then |
turned my back, allowing my second brother to run his spear through my ches—amoment used to
provethat | was, as my people had aways suspected, immortal.

"With my own hands, | yanked the spear from my heart.
"In anguish, my foeflung himsdf off one of our idand'shigh dliffs.

" 'Someday | will follow my brothersinto the Afterlife,' | promised the citizens. 'But for the rest of your
days, | will remain with you, and together we shal do the work of the gods.”

"And that was the moment, a long last, when the heart of my mission finaly began.”
Their companion paused.
Finaly Perri asked, "Are you going to explain your mission?"

"Hints and teases. | will share exactly what is necessary to explain mysdlf, or a least | will give you the
illusion of ingghts, placing you where your imaginations can fill in the unnamed reaches.”

"About these natives,” Quee Lee began. "Y our people... what did they look like?"

Quietly and perhaps with atouch of affection, the voice explained, "They were bipedd, asyou are. And
they had your general height and mass, hands and glands. Like you, they presented hairless flesh to the
world, except upon their faces and scalps and in their private corners. Asarule, most were dirty and
drab, and on that particular idand, their narrow culture reached back only afew generations. But their
species had potentid. Following ordinary pathways, naturd selection had given them graceful fingers and
an evolving language, busy minds and acompelling sense of tribe. In those following years, | showed my
people how to increase the yields and quality of their crops. | taught them how to purify their water, how
to carve and lift gigantic stones, and | helped them build superior shipsthat could chase thefat fish and
dow leviathans that could never hide from my godly eyes. Then, in the shadow of their smoldering
volcano, | laid out a spacious pa ace surrounded by a solid home and wide avenues, and for three
generations, my devoted followers built the finest city that their species had ever known.”

Once again, the voice ceased. But the silence was neither empty nor unimportant, accenting a sense of
time crossed with clear purpose. Then came a smooth laugh, and their companion remarked, "If the two
of you were dropped into Smilar circumstances, you would accomplish most if not al of my tricks. You
are borderlineimmortals. Spears through your hearts would be nuisances at day's end. Armed with the
knowledge common to your happy lives, you could visit some nameess world and convinceits residents
that you were divine, and in the next bresth you could cal for whatever riches and little pleasures that
your worshippers might scratch together for you.

"What pleasures me is serving the Union.

"What | wanted... what my orders demanded from this one place, ingde this sngle moment... wasthe



congruction of asignificant machine, adevice that would demand the full focus of ahaf-born civilization.”
"What kind of machine?" asked Perri.
"If it provesimportant to know that, then | will tel you.”

Except Perri couldn't accept that evasive answer. "How many people lived in your city? Five thousand?
Fifty thousand?| don't know what you were building. Granted. But you're implying advanced
technologies, and I'd have to guess that you'd need alot more hands and minds than you would ever find
onatiny idandin the middle of the sea."

Thefirgt answer was prolonged silence.

Then came the sharp cresk of alimb or cold leather, and with quiet fury the entity replied, "Y ou have not
been ligening carefully enough, Sir. Pay dtrict attention to everything that | tell you.”

"Remind mewhat you said,” Perri snapped.
Another pause.

Then the voice continued, explaining, "'l sat on my throne for seventy summers and severd months. Then
oneday | abruptly announced that my city wasfailing me. With awave of my fig, | told my followersthat
they were not truly devoted, that they were not sufficiently thankful for my wise counsd, and | was
contemplating the compl ete obliteration of their idand-nation.

"With the next sunrise, the great volcano erupted. Therich rocky earth split wide. Ash was coughed into
the sky, lavaflowed into the boiling sea, and boulders as big as houses dropped onto the cowering,
inadequate heads around me. But then | pretended a sudden change of mind. | showed pity, even
empathy. On the following day, after the dead were buried and the damage assessed, | dressedina
feathered robe and walked to the summit, where | told the mountain to deep again. Which it would have
done on its own, since the eruption had run its course. But a single moment of theater erased the last
shreds of doubt. Again, | had convinced my followersthat | was supreme. Y ou could not hear one
muttered complaint about me, or doubts about my powers, or the dightest question concerning each of
my past decisions.

"That seamless devotion was necessary.

"Y ou see, the eruption was not arandom event. And | didn't make the mountain tremble and belch just to
scaretheloca souls.

"Even as| sat on my throne, | had been working. My assgnment demanded the kinds of energy
generated by top-grade fusion reactors. But reactors produce signatures visible at a great distance.
Neutrinos are difficult to shield, and | didn't want prying eyesto notice my industria plant. So instead of a
reactor, | employed the lake of magma directly benegath our feet, creating an inefficient but enormous
geothermd plant. When that plant avoke-when the first seawater poured down the pipes and into the
reaction vessels—my idand was shoved upward like aballoon inflating. Watchful eyes noticed thet every
tide pool was suddenly baking in the sun. Our idand was sgnificantly taler, athousand hot springs
flowed out of the high crevices, and the black ground wasitself warm to the touch.

"On that good day, | ordered every woman of breeding age to come to the palace, to arrive with the
evening bell, and | welcomed each of them individualy, giving them afeast and plenty to drink, aswell as
jewdry and robes finer than anything they had known. Then to this nervous, worshipful gathering, |
announced that each of them was carrying achild now. My offspring were riding contentedly inside them.



"l promised my wives untroubled pregnancies and hedlthy, superior babies.
"Both promises cametrue.

"And you are correct, Perri. Sir. Fifty thousand followers would never have been enough. No natura
species can bring the menta capacity demanded by thiskind of ddlicate, highly technical work. So
enlarged the natives craniums and restructured their neura networks, flinging them acrossfifty thousand
generations of natural sdection. Then | served asthe children's only teacher. | taught them what they
needed to know about the high sciences, and | made them expertsin engineering, al while carefully
preparing my kingdom for the next change.”

Perri said, "Wait."

In the dark, Quee Leefdt her husband's body shifting. She recognized his excitement and interest, his
emotions mirroring her own.

Agan, hesad, "Wait."

llYg?l

"I've been thinking about what you'vetold us."

"Good."

"Whereyour logic leads..."

Slence

"If you were willing to rewrite the biology of one species," Perri began, "you could just aswell reshape
others, too."

"Ants?' Quee Lee blurted. "Were you agod to the idand's ants?*

"Ants have no need for gods,” the voice corrected. "They demand nothing but a queen blessed with
spectacular fertility. But you've seen my logic, yes. Y ou are paying attention. But then again, | sensed that
the two of you would prove to be aworthy audience.”

Some small object clattered against hyperfiber-a clear, amost bell-like sound expanding and diminishing
indgde the gigantic room.

Then the voice returned, explaining, "By the time my first grandchildren were born, the ocean around my
idand waslit from below. Which was only reasonable, since the city above was just one portion of a
much greater community—a nation numbering in the billions. My people supplied the genius, but to serve
them, | had built amultitude of obedient minds trained for narrow, exceptionally difficult tasks. A full
century of careful preparation had made me ready to begin the construction of a single mechanica
wonde.

"Which was the moment, | should add, when my troubles began.”

VII

In the smothering blackness, Quee Lee held her husband by an arm, by hiswaist. And then she twisted
her body in aparticular way, inviting agroping hand, not caring in the least that the nameless entity might
be able to make out their timeless, much-cherished intimacies.



Perri started to offer anew question.
"What troubles-?" he began.

But the voiceinterrupted him, claming, "Human beings are an extraordinarily fortunate species. Wouldn't
you agree?"

"| fed lucky," QueeLeesad.
"Lucky because of the Great Ship?' Perri asked.
"Tdl meyour opinion: Isthisvesse ablessing for you?'

Perri laughed. "I know at least athousand other speciesthat could havefound it first. That should have
found it before us. They were more powerful than we, and far more numerous. One of them should have
grabbed it up before we ever knew it existed.”

"It'samagica machine" Quee Lee offered.

The entity made afew soft, agreeable noises. Then it continued, saying again, "Our gaaxy has stubbornly
refused to be dominated by any single species. But your kind stumbled across the Ship while it was till
drifting on the outskirts of the galaxy. Y ou claimed the prizefirst, and you have held ontoit since. A
single possession haslifted the human animal into an exceptionaly rare position. Y our best captains have
no choice but to thank the stars and Providence for this glorious honor. Today, your artisans and
scientigts are free to drink in thewisdom of the galaxy. Y our wedlthiest citizens can make thisjourney in
safety, sharing their air with the royalty of ahundred thousand worlds. But | think your greatest success
rises from the hungriest, bravest souls among you.

"Each year, on average, seventeen and athird colonial vessals push away from the Ship's ports. How
many of your willing cousins are dropped to the surface of wild worlds and lucrative asteroids? How
many homes and shopes are being erected, entirely new societies sprouting up in your wake? Now
multiply those impressve numbers by the hundreds of thousands of yearsthat you planto invest inthis
circumnavigation of the galaxy. Thetotals are staggering. No society or species or even any compilation
of cooperative souls has enjoyed this human advantage.

"And now consider this How many aiens buy berths on board the Ship? Thousands arrive each year,
and, intrade for asafe journey, they surrender every local map, plus cultural experiencesand
open-ended promises of help. That's why each of your new colonies has a respectable, even enviable,
chance of surviva. And that'swhy your speciesis hugging asmall but respectable probability of
dominating the richest portions of the galaxy.

"So now | ask you: When will thiswilderness of ours, from its dwarf satdllitesto its black core, be known
everywhere and to every species as 'the Milky Way'?

"In other words, when will the galaxy be your possesson?!
Considering that possibility, the humans couldn't help but smile.
But then Quee Lee sighed, shaking her head as she said, "Never? s that the answer you want?"

Quietly, the voice explained, "That kind of success shdl never happen. Never, no. Even in your blessed
circumstances, thislittle whirlpool of crestion remainstoo vast and far too complex for any single species
to dominate. And your makeshift empire is doomed at its birth. The best result that you might
achieve-and even thisisan unlikdy future-isfor the Great Ship to completeitsfull circuit of the gaaxy



without being stolen from you, and for you to leave behind twenty million human worlds. But what are
twenty million worlds againg those trillions of rocks big enough to be called planets? And | can promise
that no matter the blessingsit startswith, each one of your colonieswill struggleto survive. It isinevitable.
Y our speciesisrelatively late on the scene; easy rich worlds are scarce and typically belong to someone
else. By the minute, our galaxy grows older. And with every bregth, the sky grows dightly more
crowded. New species are constantly evolving, thinking machines are being born every moment, and
amogt everything that lives strives hard to live forever, or nearly so."

The smiles had vanished.
For along moment, neither human spoke.

Then Quee Lee suggested, "Maybe our empire should stop naming our worlds. If we emulated your
Union... if human beings decided to rule the dark and empty and the unmapped-"

"No," the voice interrupted.

Then, with apa pable scorn, it added, "' will share with you one common principle known by every true
empire. Whether you are British or Mongolian, Roman or American: Y ou may never, ever dlow any
competing empire to sprout within your sacred borders.

"My Union standsaone.
"Never forget thet.

"And when the inevitable future arrives... when thefind star burns out and the universe pullsitsdf intoa
great empty cold... my Unionwill persst, and it will thrive, living happily on this galaxy's black bones: a
force as near to Always asthat word might ever alow.”

VIlI

The humansfet chastened and alittle angry, powerless to respond but nonetheless intrigued by the stark
implications. They held each other in ways that spoke—the touch of fingers, the pressure of a plump
knee, and the shared tastes of expelled air carrying odorsthat could only come from Perri, and only
come from Quee Lee.

The voice returned, quietly mentioning, "My mission had begun so easily, with much promise. Y et now its
nature changed. In relatively quick succession, three problems emerged, each one capable of threatening
the project and my sterling reputation.”

A thoughtful pause ended with a brief, disgusted sound.

"Remember the pirates mentioned before? The seafarerswhom | let my peoplekill? They had floated out
from the main continent, and with another hundred years of experience, their descendants were eager to
return. That rocky green wilderness dtill lay over the horizon, but now it was speckled with dirty cities
and fledging nations. Unlike my littleidand, those far places had dways enjoyed culture and adeep
history, every corner of their rich landscape adorned with some important little name.

"Bronze-and-brick technology was at work. Kings and educated minds were beginning to piece together
thefirst, most obvious meaning of the universe. Their largest triremes could wander far from land, and
their captains knew how to navigate by the stars and moon. That those captainswould try to visit my
idand wasinevitable, whichiswhy | took precautions. The leviathans patrolling my bright waters were
instructed to scare off every explorer, and, should fear not work, they were entitled to crush the wooden



hulls and drown those stubborn crews.
"A few shipswere sunk off our coadt.

"The occasiona corpse washed up on shore, swollen by rot and chewed upon by curious or vengeful
mouths

"One of the dead had been ascientist and scholar, and, while he drowned, he managed to grab hold of
hislifeswork-along roll of skin covered with dense writing and delicate sketches.

"The body was looted, and the book eventually found its way into the appreciative hands of one of my
grandchildren.

"Theidand's origina natives could never have understood the intense black scribblings. But my
grandchild wasn't merely intelligent and highly creetive, he was dso curious and unabashedly loya to me.
Using code-bresking dgorithms, he taught himself the dead man'slanguage. In his spare moments, he
managed to trandate the text in full. His purpose, it seems, was to make me proud of his genius. Hewas
certainly thrilled of his own accomplishment, which waswhy he shared what he had learned with close
friends and lovers. Then he waked to the palace and kneeled before my throne, presenting both the
artifact and histrandation for my honest gppraisal.

" "They spesk of us,' the young man reported. The rest of our world believes that we are gods or the
angd s of gods, or that we have descended from the stars. They have convinced themselvesthat if they
defeat the sea monsters and outsmart the currents, they can row into our harbor and stand among us, and
they will be heroesin the gods eyes. And for their extraordinary bravery, we will award them with the
secretsof All.™

A brief pause.

"I'll ask thisquestion again,” said Perri. "This speciesyou're telling us about. .. were they human?’
There was asound, soft but disgusted.

"Atlantis?' Quee Lee whispered. "Isthat what this story iS?"

"My thought exactly," Perri confessed, hugging her until her ribs ached. Then he said the ancient word for
himsdf, pronouncing, "Atlantis" in the gppropriate dead language.

"Onceagan,” the voicereplied, "you have forgotten: The gdaxy had no namefor that world, much less
for that long-ago idand. But | cannot stop you from imagining your Earth and itslegendary lands. And |
won't fight the labelsthat help you follow what | happento say.”

In the darkness, Perri squeezed hiswife again, and she pushed her mouth into hisear, saying, "It must
be" with reish.

They had decided, together.
Atlantis, yes.

"My grandchildren," the voice continued. " Severa generations had passed since thefirgt of them were
born, and | should confessto one inevitable event. | have dways taken loversfrom thelocas. A lover
serves as asource of information, and oftentimes atool for good methodical management. Bedding those
who are mogt beautiful and intriguing isjust anatural consequence of my station. But one of those
grandchildren proved more irresitible than usua. She was ayoung woman, asit happened. Though it's



just aslikely that she could have been aman.
"By the standards of her species, shewas small and exceptionally lovely.
"Among her gifted peers, she was consdered brilliant and singularly blessed. Thefinest of thefine.

"That | took her into my bed was perfectly naturd. That she retained her virginity until that night only
enhanced her reputation with her own people and, to adegree, with me. The bloodied sheet was hung
from the palace wall for afull day, and when she appeared again in public, cheers made her sand tall as
aqueen-the center of attention smiling at her gppreciative world.

"l was very fond of that little creature.

"Asalover, shewasfearless and caring, bold and yet compliant, too. And when we were not making
love, shewould ask me smart little questions about al matters of science and engineering. Her particular
expertise involved the heart of the device that we were building together. There were puzzlesto work
through, mattersthat | didn't understand fully mysdlf. I had never built such an object, you see. That's
why the brilliant grandchildren were critical to me. But even though she understood many of the ideas
behind our work, she always wanted to know more and, if possible, hold what she knew more deeply.

"Charming and crafty, shewas, and | let mysdlf be fooled. | confessed that there were subjects that could
never, ever be discussed with her people. Y ou will not repeat any of thisagain,’ | warned. 'Not even to
thewind.'

""She promised to remain mute.

"Then | explained to her the true shape of the galaxy, and its great age, and | told the violent history of
our glorious universe.

"And yes, there were occas ons when | mentioned the Union and my small, critica rolewithinit.

"Then, because she seemed 0 very interested in the subject of Me, | confessed my true age and
delivered abrief but thorough accounting of past missons aswell as some of thetricksthat | was capable
of."

Thevoicefdl avay.
In the blackness, abody stretched until the bones or carapace creaked and gave asharp dry crack.

"That lover was my second chalenge," said the voice. "Although at that particular moment, | didn't
appreciate the danger.”

Quee Leeleaned away from Perri, begging her dark-adapted eyesto find any trace of wayward light. If
she could just make out the creature that was Sitting so close to them—

No. Nothing.

"One of our shared nights never seemed to end,” the voice offered. "Normd fatigues don't trouble me,
but my lover, no matter how much improved genetically, needed deep. Shelived for dreams. Y et the girl
somehow resisted every urgeto close her lovely dark eyes. Twicein the dark, she managed to surprise
me with tricks she had never shown before. | was appreciative. How could | not be? But then as the full
moon set and the bright summer sun began to rise, she whispered, '| waswondering my lord. .. about
something e e’



" 'What? | asked.
" 'But maybe | shouldn't," she conceded.

" Ask me anything,' | said, never voicing the obvious possibility that | wouldn't reply, or that | might
smply lie

"'l am curious,” my lover confessed, her voice deepy and dow. "When you speak of old missions, you
usually seem to be out between the stars, or huddled beside some dying star, or cloaked insde astorm
cloud of intergtellar dugt.'

"For amoment, she seemed to drop into deep.

"But then she roused hersdf with agasp, straightening her little body and asking, 'Why come here? Why
vigt our littteworld, my lord?

"It suits my present mission,’ | conceded. 'Y our volcano and the seawater are rich with rare el ements
and ussful minerds'

" 'But you have told me beforethis... on other nights, you explained that in the baby days of any solar
systemn, some, if not most, of the new worlds are flung out into the night. Their oceansfreeze. Their
amospheresfal as snow. But radiation keepstheir iron cores molten, and volcanoes till bubble up
benesth the bitter ice, and agod like you could surdly bring atemporary life to those unnamed reams.’

"I listened, perhaps not quite believing just how bright shewas.

"Then, very quietly, | reminded her, ‘Like those cold places, thisworld possesses no name. Asfar asthe
universeis concerned, your homeisarandom lump of dust and gtill-asmplelife-forms.’

"For along while, she stared a me.

"Those beautiful dark eyes... | cannot mention those eyes and not feel shame... aburning shame that
keeps me from describing to you just how deep their hold wason me...

"But then the eyes closed, and my lover drifted into arich, much deserved deep. | thought the matter was
finished. | didn't want to entertain any other possibility. And redlly, what reason did | have to believe that
thisworshipful little cresture was athrest, or, even if shewas, that she could be ever be agenuine danger
to the likes of me?

"l covered her with afinelinen shedt.

"Then, for the following days and months, and years, nothing changed. No word or incident raised even
the tiniest suspicion on my part. My lover was the same to me as she had aways been, and | was as
pleasant and giving to her and to al of my people.

"And then my third challenge arrived. This danger came from the Sky and, even at agreat distance, it
brought the worst possible trouble. Out on the edge of the solar system was an automated probe. A
harum-scarum probe, as it hgppened, moving at asmal fraction of lightspeed. The harum-scarums have
always been aggressive in their explorations and col onizations, and now one of their sharp-eyed robots
was plunging out of the darkness, threatening to fly past my world while taking note of everything that
might beer interest.

"I couldn't dlow myself or my good work to be seen.



"And sadly, the machinesthat | had left in orbit couldn't protect me. | needed to leave theidand. Wisdly,
| didn't offer reasons or predict when | would return. Asfar as my people knew, | would be back among
them with the next sunset or the coming full moon. But | begged them to continue our work-the delicate
fabrication of asingle machine that meant everything to me and to them.”

In the dark, the voice seemed to sigh.

Then quietly, but with an unhealed pain, their companion said, " This was the moment when the rebdllion
began. And | think you can guesswho stood on the silk cushions of my empty throne, whirling atitanium
hammer above her head, shouting to the throng, ‘It istime to save our world, my friends! To rescue our
futures and gain control over our souls!" "

IX

Within the silence lay emotions rich and fresh, born out of a sadness that could not be forgotten. Or
maybe there was only silence, black and seamless, and the misery and burning sense of losswere
supplied entirdy by the human audience. It wasimpossible to tell which answer was correct, or if both
were alittle true. But then the humans heard alimb flex, the invisble body cresking asit shifted, not once
but three times in quick succession. When the voice returned, it seemed dower. Each word was
ddivered done, and between one word and the next lay atiny silence, like acold black mortar pushed
between warm red bricks.

"| could have destroyed the automated probe at a distance. | could have used methods that would have
made harum-scarum scientists believe that bad luck was responsible. Just some random rock, acosmic
hazard that dipped past the machineg's various armors. Nothing would seem too unusua about that. But
erasing the danger was not the only problem. Harum-scarum probes are relatively common in our galaxy,
and if | blithely obliterated them whenever our paths crossed, somebody would eventualy see the pattern
inmy dumsness.

"No, what | did wasrise up into the sky to meet the danger directly.

"Likeyou, | amntheloya subject to avariety of laws concerning motion and energy. | had to race out into
the solar system for a considerable distance, and then, with methodsthat | cannot share, | invisibly

changed my trgectory, racing back again, making certain that my momentum carried me closeto the
probe's vector.

"Together, that machine and | doveinto the hot glare of the sun. | sudied my opponent while it absorbed
images of the two inner worlds. Then we climbed away from the sun and, at a moment when | would
escape notice, | drifted close and touched the machine with athousand fingers, dlowing its giant eyesto
do their work even as| changed asmall portion of what it could see.

"Together, we passed between the gray moon and my blue-green world.

"Soon the danger was finished. The probe turned its attentions to the little red world coming up next, and,
with my chore accomplished, | happened to glance backward, examining my home with my own
condderable eyes.

"Therebellion waswell under way.

"Twenty different security systems had been fooled or, by various means, disabled. And now my clever
little grandchildren had full control over their land and the ocean around them.

"Feigning loyalty, they had continued to build the machine,



"Pretending subservience, most of them moved through their livesin the expected ways. But others
openly prayed that | was dead, even while they planned my murder should | return. And till others
pretended to die, their names removed from the city's rosters, freeing them to journey over to the
mainland, taking with them tools and skillsaswell asagtory that would inspire the primitive souls they
would find waiting there,

"l wasfurious.
"Inways quiterareto me, | felt apowerful, consuming need for revenge.

"But motion and energy still held sway. | could not roar homein the next ingtant, and if | didn't wish to be
noticed by the probe beside me, | would have to be patient enough to obey my original plan.

"Easing out the probe's view consumed many days.

"I gpent another month pushing againgt the universe, dowing mysdlf to anear hdt before turning and
plunging back into the brilliant sunshine,

"By then, the harum-scarum eyes were distant. If the probe happened to glance back a my world, it
could have noticed an idand exploding, adark cloud spreading, and a deep bubbling calderaleft in the
idand'splace. But | ressted that ingtinctive violence. Destroying my own work would have been an
unacceptable cost, and worse, it would have been graceless.

"And | could have remotely shut down the entire operation, protecting my investment from malicious
hands. But that meant new risksaswell aslong delays.

"Instead, | decided to dance with complete disaster, but aiming for total success.”

After those words, along pause seemed necessary.

Findly Perri said, "Y ouwont tl us. | know. But we would appreciate knowing what the stakes were."
"I'd like to know," Quee Lee voted.

"What exactly you were building?* her husband pressed.

"Britannia" thevoicereplied. "Like any empireworth its sdt.”" A weak laugh washed over them. "How
can you separate atrue empire from dl of the little pretenders? What did the British possessthat their
vanquished opponents lacked? Why were those northern men superior to the peasantsin the field and the
dogsin the street?

"Any good empire holds at least one skill that isits own.

"The Greeks had their highly trained hoplites and severa uniqueif competing forms of government. The
Chinese had the most enduring civil services ever seen on your world. Romans were possessed of thelr
engineering and their brutal legions. And so long as British boats owned the sees, their power was
accepted by aworld that saw no option but bow in their mighty presence.

"An empireis aways smarter than its competition.

"And my Unionisfar, far smarter than the human species. Or any other speciesyou can name, for that
matter.

"The devicel wasbuilding? Well, | will tell you that it was just asingle component meant to be st insde
amuch larger machine. And that it was extremely rare and very valuable, embodying sciences that you



have never mastered. Once assembled, the full gpparatus can widld principles that your most brilliant
minds might recognize as possible, but only that. The apparatusis magic. It isgorgeous. It was, and is,
worth every cost.”

A brief pause ended with Quee Leg's voice.

"So you returned to Earth,” she said. "To Thera, or Atlantis. Although it wore different namesthen, |
suppose.”

"Whatever theworld, whatever theidand," said the voice. "Yes, | returned, yes. To find my
grandchildren engaged in an artful rebdlion.”

Therewas along, contemplétive pause.
Findly Perri asked, "And what happened?*

"Worth every codt,” the entity said once again. "I speak without doubits, telling you what | did that day.
And for that matter, what | would do on thisday, in aningtant, if | saw that there was any threat to my
enduring Union.”

X

Until that moment, the voice had been just S0 much noise. It was interesting and entertaining noise, the
wordsintriguing if not completdy bdievable. The narrative was compe ling enough, the humansfeding
empathy and hope for the creatures that could well have been their own ancestors. They listened carefully
to every portion of the digointed tae, trying to guess what would happen next and then next after that;
but there was no moment when they stopped wondering what kind of body was connected to the voice.
Until then, that was the central question that kept begging to be answered.

Then they heard the words " To protect the Union," and that s mple utterance changed everything.

Wrapped around a bald statement was iff, unyielding emotion. Quee Lee and Perri heard the threet, the
promise, the conviction and purpose-and they ingtantly believed what they heard. Now both of them
were consdering what it would mean if this story, as unlikely asit seemed, wasin some fashion or
another true. And that was when the formless entity beside them-mysterious and unknowable, bristly and
proud-became markedly lessinteresting than the grim bit of history it was sharing with them now.

Human hands grabbed one another.
Each lover fdt the other's body bracing for whatever came next.

Another silence was what the voice decided to offer. And then, from the perfect darkness, came a sound
not unlike atongue or two licking againg lips threstening to grow dry.

Quee Lee and Perri had been married for tens of thousands of years. But aslong asthat might seemto
be, marriage wasinfinitely older than their sngle relaionship. And there were speciesthat took intimacy
to higher levels than humans could manage. The Janusians, for instance: Their little husbands rooted into
the body of femde hogts, literdly joining into One. But among human animals, Quee Lee and Perri were
famous. Their rdationship had evolved gradually, becoming something complex and robust, enduring and
very nearly impossible to define. There were afew humans who spent more time together than the two of
them. Unlikely asit seemed, some married souls enjoyed their physical lives even more than these two
managed to. But no one could believe that any other human pair, on the Ship and perhaps anywhere else
inthe universe, was emationdly closer than that ancient Earth-born lady and her boyish life-mate.



At some point, everybody tried to tease them.

The happy couple generally welcomed good-natured barbs and admiring glances. But when asked to
explain their success-when somefriend of afriend ingsted on advice for less perfect relationships-they
grew testy and impatient, and even alittle defensive. The truth was that they were helplessto define their
relationship. A marriage was dways larger than its participants, and what they possessed herewas as
mysterious and unlikely to them asit seemed to distant eyes. They couldn't understand why they had
drawn so closely together. They didn't see why life had not yet found the meansto yank them apart. But
they were undeniably intimate and deeply dependent, up to the point where Quee Lee and Perri could
never imagine being separated from each other in any lagting, meaningful way.

"Can you read each other's thoughts?' people wanted to know.
Not at dl, no.

"But it seemslike you can,” some maintained. "The way you each know what the other wants, what
they're about to say and do."

Did they do that?

"Theresatrick a work," afew declared. "Dedicated nexuses that do nothing but let your minds share
thoughts and fedlings. Isthat what you're doing right now?"

Not at dl, no. Infact, they made a point of avoiding mechanical shortcutsto real conversation.
Eventudly, somebody would ask, "When did you fed closes?!
Wheat did that mean? Close how?

"When was the day-the incident-when you felt asif you were asingle brain shared by two independent
bodies?'

There were thousands of stories worth repesating, each able to satisfy their audience. They had afew
dozen favorites that had become minor legends among the passengers. But the best answer was never
offered, not even to the closest, dearest friends. It happened on that particular evening asthey sat in that
perfect darkness, degp inside the unmapped Vermiculate, immersed in the most isolated corner yet
discovered within the Great Ship. That proud and stern and eternd voice told them that it would do
anything to protect the Union, and for that sngular moment, Quee Lee and Peril were oneirreducible
soul.

That waswhen they findly believed the unlikdly story.

Then they heard the unseen tongueslicking at dry lips, and the two lovers held each other with strong
arms, sharing aflurry of thoughts, speaking with nothing but the touch of fingers, the sound of breathing.

"ThereisaUnion," they decided voicelesdy together. "It isred.”

And, in the next moment, it occurred to them that the Union'sloya servant did nothing that did not, in
small ways or great, help its ageless cause.

Quee Lee pressed hard against her husband, and she shivered, and just before the voice spoke again,
she pushed an obvious thought into her husband's skull:

"Our new friendison amisson! Now!"



And, in the next instant, with thrilled horror, Perri replied, "It'stelling usthe sory for areason... we are
themisson!"

Xl

With asense of deeply buried pain, or at least an old, much practiced anger, the voice continued once
agan.

"At lagt, | returned to theidand. At last, | touched down in the Sunset Plaza, on an élipse of crimson
glass brick reserved for my shuttle and my immortal body. The plazawas flanked by tall apartment
buildings buried benesth masses of vines-engineered greenery that thrived in the volcanic warmth,
producing enough fruit and sweet nuts to feed the resdents within. A thousand of my grandchildren
quickly gathered around me, while thousands more sneaked |ooks from behind the curtains of their
comfortable little homes. Every face made an effort to smile. Every head dipped in ashow of
respect-gestures that | had never demanded from my subjects, that arose naturaly long ago on their own.
Only oneimportant face was missing. But the brave traitors anticipated my first question. Severa knelt
before me, pamsto the sky, and they explained that | had been gone longer than anticipated, and my
arriva had proved quite sudden, but yes, my mistress was as happy as anyone could be. In fact, shewas
waiting for me at the palace, rapidly making hersdlf ready for my plessures.

"The avenue was lined with pruned trees thriving insde big copper pots and rows of intricate geometric
sculptures cut from the black native stone. The smallest citizens barely noticed my passing. They werethe
ants and fat beetlesthat | had reinvented for the purpose of little jobs, and, unburdened by the demands
of awe, they continued cutting down the weeds and disposing of trash. But a crew of enhanced crabs
was pulling superconductive cables under the pavement, and when | passed nearby, they paused long
enough to salute me with their e egant pincers.

"The grandchildren continued to stare, all working to gppear nothing but worshipful, to shinewith joy,
and afew of them even managing to convince themsdves that they were being honest.

" 'Y ou were gonetoo long,’ several complained, at different moments, but always with the same worried,
dightly put-upon tone. And then one or two remarked, "We feared you were logt, that some horrid
disaster had claimed you.'

"If hope lay indde those voices, it was kept hidden.

"Then, a the mouth of an dleyway, | noticed a very young grandchild standing in the shadows, waiting
for something. Not for me, it seemed. .. but in his stance and attitude, | could see anticipation.

"| paused and asked his name, even though | had already found hisfacein the public files. He introduced
himsdlf, and, with acharming little smile, mentioned that he had no memory of me. | had Ieft for my
errand among the stars while he was il just atoddler.

"Hewas barely more than that now. | smiled, telling him that it was my pleasure to meet him.

"He mentioned that | looked exactly as he expected meto look, except that | wasn't tall enough, and then
his gaze drifted off toward the idand's dumbering vol cano.

" 'What are you waiting for? | inquired.

" 'For you," hereplied. But before there was any misunderstanding, he added, 'I'm waiting for you to
pass, and then | can go about my business.’



" 'Whichis?

" 'To wak down to the Sunset Plaza and watch the night come," he explained.

" 'Y ou like the setting sun, do you?

"The young eyes smiled, and the mouth, too. Then asmart little voice said, 'Y es," and nothing else.
"The bodies surrounding us began to relax.

"With afond hand, | stroked the boy's thick black hair and kissed him on the nose, and then continued
with my triumphant stroll to the paace.

"No one wasinvited to follow meinside, and no one asked to join me. My shadow passed first through
theiron gates and benegth the brass arches and into the grand hall. The air was scented with spice and
smoke. Thefloor and walls and high ceiling weretiled in afractd pattern, cultured sapphiresand
diamonds lending accents to an example of mathematical beauty that | have dways appreciated. My
throne stood at the end of the hall—the oldest object in the paace, gold flourishesand silk laid over my
adoptivefather'sorigind chair.

"My shadow hesitated, and so did .
"My grandchildren stood in acrowd outside, waiting for meto vanish.

"Suddenly agreat damp shape emerged from aback door, waking on long mechanical legs. The
creature was aleviathan whose ancestors had svum in thelocal sea. | had made him smdl while changing
his lungs and flesh to where he could thrive indoors, adeptly serving me with whatever little duty that |
might require.

"With a high-pitched warble, he welcomed me home.

"Whatever plotswere lurking about, | sensed that he was not involved and almost certainly unaware of
them.

"] asked if | had been missed.

" 'Always," hereplied with aquick series of clicks.
" 'Whereisshe now? | inquired.

"'Inyour quarters, lord.'

" 'And has she been faithful to me?

" 'No,' the cresture replied, without hesitation. 'l have seen her use her hands and severd plastic devices.
And once, the edge of alarge pillow.’

" "Thank you for your honesty,' | said. And good evening to you.'

"No shadow led theway now. Alone, | climbed along flight of dimly lit steps and entered anarrow
hallway that only seemed endless... anilluson lined with tall doors meant to impress and confuse therare
vigtor. | walked a short distance and opened what seemed to be arandom door. There was only one
bedroom inside the palace, and it never occupied the same position twice. | entered through arandom
wall, and my lover flinched in surprise, starting to pull the sheets over her naked body before redizing that
itwasme, only me.



"Together, we celebrated my return.

"I had been absent even longer than | had anticipated. The young creature that | had |eft in this bed was
noticeably older. A few white hairs and ahundred little erosons marked the natural decline of acresture
not born immortal and never told to expect such blessings. But she was just asfierce alover asaways,
and maybe more s0. Sheinsisted on satisfying hersalf by various means, and whenever my attentions
seemed to waver, she would offer encouragements or measured complaints.

" 'What kind of god are you? she teased me once, in the dark. 'Are you going to let this old lady beat
you at your game?

"'l am tempted to lose, yes,' | confessed.

"Perhaps she heard more than one message in those words, because she paused and pulled away from
me. Then, like ahundred times before, she settled on my chest, legs spread, the smell of her thick and
close.

"In awhisper, she mentioned, "Y our journey must have
been considerable.
" 'My task was difficult,' | replied.

" 'We have continued with our work.' She said, 'Our work,' to make certain that | would hear the loyalty
in those words. Then, after apause, she added, 'But of course you kept track of our progress.” "

"'Always,' | sad.

" 'Have we missed any goas?

" 'Never.'

" 'Areyou proud of us?

" 'Along the narrowest tangents, yes. Yes, | am very proud.’

" She refused to be surprised by my measured answer. And what worry she let show was small and easily
controlled. The creature was exceptiondly bright, after all. And shewaswisein rare, preciousways.
Extraordinary dangers were lurking about, and she redized that there was no way to keep mefrom
seeing pieces of her scheme.

"Silently, she dropped her face to my face and kissed me.

"Then | placed my hand againgt her little throat, fedling her bresth and the flinching of soft muscles, and |
eased her back up into asitting position. Then with aflat, cool tone, | said, ‘It was sensible, holding to the
work schedule. And | was most impressed with the methods you used, how you managed to fool my
Security systems'”

"Perhaps her plan wasto claim innocence. 'l didn't try to fool anything,' she might have said. 'l don't
know what you're accusing me of.' Denid might have given the plotters precioustime. But it might have
angered me, which would have brought my wrath down on them even sooner than they had planned.

"So ingtead of lying, my lover decided on poise. She shrugged her shoulders, asking, "What do you
know?



" That the good machine being built inside our mountain isamost finished. But your lieutenants have
surreptitioudy dipped other devicesinto itsworkings. Y ou devised some very clever, extremely powerful
bombs that you hope will obliterate the purpose of my coming to thisworld.'

"Most soulswould have tensed, hearing those words. Many would have panicked. But for my lover, that
moment brought relief. Her duplicity waslaid bare, and the smple fact that she was dive meant that
perhaps she till retained some little chance of success here.

"| felt her throat relax against my hand.

"Then with great seriousness, | added, 'l dso know you hope to murder me. Tonight, if possible. You
have an array of wegpons hiding here, and you have modified any piece of machinery that might injure
me. | can even see dangersingde you, darling. Y our body fat has been laced with acids that can be set
freewith athought... turning you into aburning puddle that fals over my writhing, helpless body'

"She stared down at me.

"In her gaze, | could see her asking hersdlf if thiswas the moment for suicide. But why would | lie
beneeth her if | fdt a al at risk?

"With areasonable tone, she asked, 'Can wekill you?
"'If I wasfoolish and alittle blind, perhaps. But | am not, and | am not.’
" She nodded, accepting that verdict.

"And then she tensed through the shoulders and along her back, and with a voice that was small and
furious, she asked, '‘But why shouldn't wetry to kill you? When your work isfinished, you intend to
murder dl of us. Isn't that s0?

"l didn't respond immediately.

" 'Y ou told me as much," she claimed. 'When you sang about your secret Union and your need for
nameless places... you practicaly confessed that when you were finished with this place, you wouldn't
leave any witnesses behind.'

" 'Y ou don't understand,’ | warned her.

"Then | dropped my hand, the fingers and broad palm stroking her body down to the point where her
legsjoined together. "Y ou are aspecid, specia soul,’ | told her. 'My work would have been finished in
another few years, and my plan wasto take you with me. Out to the stars, out into therich cold
darkness.’

"The shock rolled across her features.
"Quietly, dmost angrily, shesad, 'No, you'relying.'
"But | was speaking the truth.

"With afond, dightly paternal voice, | asked, 'How do you think | was brought into the Union? No oneis
born into this noble service. The rank and responsbilities are earned only on exceptiondly rare

occasions. In my case, another servant visited my home world and built severd marvels before retregting
back into the darkness with his treasures, including the man lying beneath you now.’

" 'No," she whispered.



"And then, in pain, she said, ‘Maybe. But this changes nothing. | wouldn't abandon my world, and |
certainly won't let you to blow up this volcano and make it as though this place never was!'

" 'Isthat what you think will happen? | asked. That | would daughter you and yours for no reason but
my convenience?

"She hegitated. Then with afigurative acid on her tongue, she asked, 'What do you mean?
" 'Unless provoked, | will not murder.’

"By thelight of the moon, my lover looked into my face. And then the beginnings of an explanation
occurred to her. 'Y ou won't murder, but you might take back al of your gifts. Our minds. The genetic
manipulations. Wipe clean the ideas and concepts you brought down here to serve your damned Union.’

"| interrupted her by throwing my palm across her mouth.

"Then | yanked her close, and said, "Y es. That was my kind, responsible plan. Y ou would come with me,
and my magica device would come with us, and the other grandchildren would wake that following
morning to discover ... nothing. Nothing but ashared dream of amagicd civilization.... apublic memory
that would turn to legend in another day, and, in another ten generations, vanish into amuddied,

impossible gory.'
"Shelay against me, her heart beating against what passed for my ribs.
"'l am sorry,’ shetold me.

"Into my ear, she said, 'Redlly, we haven't done anything wrong. Not yet. | can give commands, and
every wegpon will be put avay, and you won't have to worry about any of uslifting so much asalard
knife againg you.'

" "That isnot enough,’ | replied.

" '*And you can kill me," she promised. Then she repeated her offer, sounding asif she was begging. 'Kill
me, and maybe the other adults. But leave our children. They don't know anything.'

" 'Likethe boy | spoke to? The child waiting between the plaza and the palace?
"She hesitated.

" 'At thismoment,' | said, 'that tiny fellow is Stting beside the water, bare toesin the surf. And do you
know what he iswatching with al of hisinterest, every shred of passon? He watchesthe sky.'

"She did not move.
" "Thesky, | repeated. 'And in particular, thisnight's very bright stars.’
"The woman could not breathe.

" 'You are acrafty soul, my dear. My darling.' | told her, 'l am extremely impressed by the thoroughness
and audacity of your plan. Threatening the machine aswell asmy ownimmorta sdf... well, those arethe
tactics that anyone would expect. But you aso dispatched ateam of techniciansto the mainland. Y ou
convinced the worshipful soulsliving there that they should help you. Since then, our people and theirs
have been living in adistant valley, secretly fabricating an amazing machine of their own.

" 'A radio beacon, asit happens.



" 'To the best of your ability, you have been marking my passage across the heavens. Y ou guessed that |
was subverting a set of prying eyes, and you were correct. Y our hope was to broadcast ahuge,
important signal. Y ou wanted to be noticed. By the probe, perhaps. Or if you missed that mark, then at
least there would exist aloud intelligent scream that would race itsway through the heart of our galaxy.

" Y our secret hope was to accomplish what | would never alow.

" 'Y ou wanted to name your world, and to nameit in exactly the way that would make the universe take
note of your presence.

" 'Y ou wereright, my sweet darling. That would have been your only genuine hope of salvation.

" 'But just thismorning, | visited that far valley and your secret beacon, and | destroyed the dishes and
power plant, and | have daughtered everyonein my reach, but left the local communication system intact.
During these last hours, every time you spoke to your fellow rebels, you were actudly speskingtome.'"

Findly, the voice paused.
In the perfect darkness, a deep usdless breath was taken.

Then the entity was speaking again, quietly admitting, "1 gave my lover one last freedom. She could be
thelast to dig, or first. She choseto befirst, and she did that hersdlf, releasing the acids insde her body.
But | was dready standing at a safe distance from our bed, my back to the carnage. Hearing the screams
and smédling the blistered flesh, | kept my eyes averted, reminding mysdlf that the worst of thisawful night
wasfindly finished.”

Xl
The two humans clung to each other.

In the same moment, in arough chorus, they asked, "What happened? What did you do? What about the
other people? What?"

A tight dow creak was audible, old leather or old bones moving.
From apoint markedly closer than before, a mouth opened and breathed and then breathed again.

"l did exactly what | promised." The voice seemed to be within arm'sreach. "However imperfectly, |
have dways strived to serve my cause, and that includes punishing those who dare rise up against me. |
had no choice but to gather the worst of the offenders on the Sunset Plaza, and, with the rest of the
grandchildren watching, | removed them from theliving world. Then | ordered the low animalsto clean
the bricks of blood and pink tissues, and the dead bones were ground up and piled high on the nearest
beach. And within five years, those who had survived my justice had managed to make up for lost time.
Within ten years, my work wasfinished, and | carved away the gray summit of the volcano and pulled
from the hot workroom a single machine encased in the finest hyper-fiber-awonder of geniusand
competence that made my stay on that world worth any cost.”

The voice drifted even closer and, fedling theintrusion, Quee Leeingtinctively leaned away.
Perri held her and spoke past her, asking, "When did the mountain erupt?”

Nothing.

"After you abandoned the world, did the idand explode?!



A sound of amusement, weary and cool, ended with the smple pronouncement, "Never, no."
They waited.

"Y our assumption has been that thiswas Earth. And that is a reasonable, wrong assumption. But | et you
believe what you wanted. Asarule, every species, no matter how open to odd notions and aien fancies,
will find its own storiesto be the most compelling.

"No, thiswasn't your cradle world. And its people were perhaps not quite as human as| might have let
on."

"What happened to them?' Quee L ee pressed.

"As| promised my lover, | undid my fancy tinkering. | made her citizenssimple again, just as| pulled
back the engineering of the other species. The population scattered. The palace was abandoned. Without
trained hands to make repairs, the city fdl into ruins. Within afew years of my departure, theidand wasa
mystery aready famous across half of that world. But its mountain would never erupt. My work had
stolen away too much hesat, and the magmalake below had cooled and turned to stone.”

The voice paused.

Then, with amatter-of-fact tone, it explained, "Earth is blessed in many ways. It has amature, very stable
sun. Comets are rare beauties in the sky, not constant hazards. And it possesses arelatively thin crust,
eadly pierced and quick to bleed. But thisworld that | speak of was notably different. Itsskinismuch
thicker than Earth's, and much more resilient. Asits core generates heat, oceans of magma build up
dowly, millions of yearsrequired to reach that critica point when athousand eruptions come at once.

"That harum-scarum probe surely recognized the inevitable—aworld perched on the margins of agrand,
yet thoroughly naturd, disaster.

"| left that world and placed my magica machinein asecret place. A new mission caled to me from the
sky, and | was en route when that namelessworld suddenly and violently attacked itself.

"The sulfurous gases and blistering lava flows achieved everything thet | had counted upon. Every
convincing trace of my visit was erased. The continents were wracked by quakes. Ten thousand
volcanoes spat ash and fire, and then they exploded, flinging their poisonsinto the stratosphere. Every
forest burned. Every breath brought blisters and misery. The ocean floors were wrenched upward,
forcing sdt water over the coast-lands. My little idand was washed clean beneath a quick succession of
tsunamis, erasing even the paace. The humanlike creatures were reduced to afew scattered populations,
ignorant and desperate. And after another thousand years of geologic horror—when the skiesfindly
cleared and the lava cooled to glass—not asingle example of that very promising species could be found
in Cregtion."

Those deadly words were absorbed in silence.
Then Quee Leesad, "How awful."

Softly, the voice asked, "In what way isthisawful ?*
"Y ou allowed that to happen,” she began.

"But the people were doomed long before | knew of their existence. And despite my considerable
powers, there waslittle | could have done, except delaying the story's end by one day, or maybe two."



The humans said nothing.

"If you need righteous anger,” it continued, "direct your emotions toward the harum-scarums. Their probe
saw the same future that | saw. Three of their colonieswere near enough and powerful enough to launch
rescue missions. Better than I, they could have saved aworthy sampling of those people before they
passed out of existence. But no missions were launched. The costs and the benefits were too much and
too little, respectively. The battered world remained nameless until a starship eased itsway into orhbit.
That particular ship was bringing colonists, | should mention-people who didn't care about the bones
under their fegt, people who wanted nothing but to start new lives on this rich empty place.”

Quietly, Perri asked, "Isit another harum-scarum world?

"No," thevoicereplied, "it isnot."

"Thenwho?'

"Who else would be alikely suspect, my friend? Remembering al that we have discussed by now..."

Humans had claimed the empty world. The colonists might even be humans that had come from the Gresat
Ship... people whom Quee Lee and Perri had met and even known well at one time or another.

Quee Lee was desperate to talk about anything else.
And Perri was, too. With a scornful, demanding tone, he said, "I till don't believein your Union.”
"No? In what ways do you doubt it?"

"When you describe this organization, it sounds like an exclusive club or somebody's secret society. Not
theimperid underpinnings of a powerful political machine.”

There was along pause, and then the voice said, "Power," four times, each utterance employing a
different emotion. Amusement was followed by disgust, and then came contempt, and findly, adifferent
gpecies of amusement. A joyful, dmost giddy rendering of theword "Power." After that, therewasa
laugh that lingered until the voice decided to speak again.

"Asyou must have guessed by now," it told them, "'l am embroiled in anew task in the service of my
Union. A misson full of facetsand difficult chalenges, yes."

The humans hdd their bresth.

And now the voice pushed even closer, lessthan an arm's length away, and from amouth that they could
only imagine camethe reminder, "I did once visit your cradleworld. Your Earth. Yes, | did."

Quee Lee nodded.
"Beforeit wasnamed," Perri recalled.

"Moments before," the voice added. And then the bulk of an invisible body drifted even closer, hovering
within atongue's length of Quee Lee's ear, and an intimate whisper offered her asingle date. A specific
time. Then aplaceinsde acity that she would never see again.

Quee Lee shivered.

Perri reached out with one arm, aiming for the face that had to be lurking in the blackness... but hishand
closed on nothing, and nothing € se came from the voice, and, after afew moments more of clinging



comfort, their camp lights returned-a scorching white glare of photonsthet |eft them blinking, blinded ina
new way atogether.

X111

They didn't deep that night, and they didn't start missing deep until the middle of the following morning.
By then, Perri and Quee L ee had thoroughly explored the enormous room and most of the little tunnels
leading out from it. But they didn't find any traces of visitors other than themsdlves. Their snifferstasted
surgicaly clean surfaces and cold air uncluttered by even asingleflake of lost skin, and, just as puzzling,
none of their machines could explain why they had failed last night. Whatever the voice was, it had been
careful. With its absence, it proved its great powers... at least when it came to fooling a couple of
peasants who were ignorant of the real powers of agalaxy that they had barely begun to know.

Therewastak about returning to the flex-car, or at least contacting their missing friends.

But onelast tunnel needed aquick examination. And with Perri at the lead, they marched up into an
increasingly narrow space that turned sharply, reveding apair of security robots waiting for anyone who
might wander where they didn't belong.

The robots were in dumber mode, facing in the opposite direction.

Perri retreated, pulling hiswife dong behind him. "They'rethelast in astring of sentries,” he decided. "'l
bet if we could find our way to the other side, we'd come across barricades and officia warnings from
the captains not to take one step farther.”

"The captains don't know about our route?

"Not yet,” he dlowed. Then, with asoft conspiring voice, he added, "Maybe we should hurry home.
Now. Before we get noticed.”

They discovered ther friends waiting at the flex-car. An argument had just ended, and one of the twin
brothers refused to say anything to anyone. Apparently he had lost out on the competition for therich
woman's affections, and his anger helped avoid any of the usua questions.

Thetiny expedition abandoned the V ermicul ate before evening.

Home again, the old married couple made love and ate enough for ten hungry people, and throughout the
sex and the dinner, they constantly discussed what they should do next, if anything. And then Quee Lee
dept hard for three dream-laced hours. When she woke up, Perri was standing over her. He was smiling.
But it was agrim, concentrated smile-the look of aman who knew something enormous but unsatisfying.

"Want to hear arumor?"' he asked.
She sat up in bed, answering him with alook.

"Like we heard before, the captains did discover the hole in their maps, and they sent an old robot down
into the hole. But it got lost and climbed out again, and it couldn't explain where it had gone wrong.”

"That'sthe story | remember," she dlowed.
"Engineerstore open the robot. Just to identify the mafunction. And that's when they found a message.”
Quee Leeblinked, and waited.



"Addressed to the Master Captain,” he continued, his smile growing warmer by the moment. "After a
thousand security checks, theinvitation was ddlivered. Except for the Master Captain, and maybe afew
Submasters, nobody knows what the message said. But afew days later, done, the Master Captain
walked down that tunnel and vanished for nearly five hours. And when she emerged again, shelooked
sck. Shaken sick. The rumor claimsthat she actualy cried in the presence of her security troops, which
iswhy the whole story refusesto get wings and soar. It doesn't sound at dl like the benign despot we
know sowell."

Hiswife agreed with anod. Then she asked, "When did this happen?’

"Tenyearsago, nearly."

"And sncethen?"

"Well," Perri dlowed, "the Master Captain has quit weeping. If that's what you're curious about.”
Shelay back on her pillows.

"No," her husband said.

"Why not?'

"I didn't wake you just to tell you something that might have happened. Or even to give you another
mystery to chew on."

"Thenwhy am | awake?'
"I know aman,” Perri said. "And he'svery good at pulling old memories out of very old skulls.”
The magician was named Ash.

He was human, but he lived indgde an dien habitat where the false sun never set. Sitting in aroom full of
elaborate machinery, Ash told hisnewest clients, "1 can make promises, but they don't mean much. This
dateisavery big problem, madam. Y ou were dive then, yes. But bardly. Thisisafew years before
bioceramic brains cameinto existence. Y ou could have been the brightest young thing, but my tricks
work best with the galactic-standard minds. .. brainsthat employ quantum many-world modelsto
interface with atrillion Sster minds.”

Perri asked, "Can you do anything?"

"| can take your money," Ashreplied. "And | can aso dig into the old data archives. Y ou claim you have
aplaceinmind?’

"Yes" Quee Lee said. Then she repeated the location exactly asthe voice had given it to her.
"| assume you think you were there then,” Ash said.

"l don't know if | was."

"And thisisimportant?'

"Well seg" sheremarked.



Ash began to work. He explained that on Earth, for thisvery brief period of history, security systems as
well asordinary individuastried to keep thorough digita records of everything that happened and
everything that didn't happen. The trouble was that the machinery was very smple and unrdiable, and the
frequent upgrades as well as afew nasty e ectromagnetic pulses had wiped clean alot of records. Not to
mention the malicious effects of the early Als-—-entitieswho took great ddlight in cregting fictionsthat they
would bury insde whatever data banks would accept their artistic works.

"The chances of success,” Ash beganto say.

Then he saw something entirely unexpected and, lifting his gaze, he mentioned to Quee Lee, "You werea

pretty young lady.”
"Did you find me?' she asked expectantly.

"Too eadly,” he dlowed. Then he showed her aportion of the image-agirl who was nine or maybe eight
yearsold, dressed in the uniform mandated by a good private schoal.

With ashrug, Ash alowed, "No need for paranoia. This does happen. On occasion.” He gave
commands to abrigade of invisible assstants and then said, "If | can dig up afew morerecords, | think |
can piece together what you and the man talked about.”

"What man?' she asked.
Perri asked.

"The man sanding beside you," Ash remarked. "The man with the golden balloon.” Then he showed them
an image captured by anearby security camera, adding, "1'm assuming he's your father, judging by his
looks."

"He'snot," she whispered.

"And now we have asecond digita record,” Ash said happily. "Hey, and now athird record. Seethe
adolescent boy down the path from you? Wearing the medallion on his chest? Well, that was acamera
and avery good microphone. Hisvideo has been log, but not the audio. | can't tell you how unlikdly it is
to havethiskind of recording survive long enough, in any usable form.”

"What isthe man saying to me?' Quee Lee asked nervoudy.
"Let meseeif | canpull itup.”

And suddenly, avoice that she hadn't thought about for several seconds returned. The young girl and the

stranger were standing in Hong Kong Park, on the cobblestone path beside the lotus pond. A short white
picket fence separated them from the water. In the background stood towers and a bright blue sky. With
the noise of the city and other passersby erased, the voice began by saying, "Hello, Quee Lee"

"Helo?" theyoung girl replied, nervousin very much the same fashion that the old woman was now. "Do
| know you?'

"Hardly a dl," the man replied.

Thegirl looked about, asif expecting somebody to come save her now. Which there ought to have been:
Quee Leewasthe only child of avery wedthy couple who didn't et her travel anywhere without
bodyguards and a persona servant. "Where are my people now?"' she seemed to ask hersdif.



Thevoicesad, "l will not hurt you, my dear.”
Hearing that promise didn't help the girl relax.
"Ask mewhere | camefrom. Will you please?’
The youngster decided on silence.

But the strange man laughed and, pretending that the question had been asked, he remarked, "'l came
from the gars. | am here on agreat, important misson, and it involves your particular species.”

The girl looked up at aface that possessed a distinct resemblance to her face. Then she looked back
down the path, hoping for rescue.

"Inalitttewhile" sad the stranger, "my work herewill be complete.”
"Why?' the girl muttered.

"Because that iswhen one of your mechanica eyeswill ook a the most lucrative portion of the sky, at
the perfect moment, and amost everything that you will need to know about the universe will be
ddlivered to your doorstep.”

The pretty black-haired girl hugged her |gptop bag, saying nothing.

"When that day comes," said the man, "you must try to remember everything. Do you understand me,
Quee Lee? Thiswill be the most important moment in your species history.”

"How do you know my name?' she asked again.

"Andthat isnot al | am doing on your world." The man was quite handsome but ordinary, nothing about
him hinting at anything that wasn't human. He was wearing asmple suit, rumpled a the edges. Hisright
hand held the string that led up to asmall balloon made from helium and gold Mylar. He smiled with
fiercejoy, tdling her, "It has been decided. Y our species hasagreat destiny in service of the Union." In
the present, two people gasped quietly. "What's the Union?" the girl asked.

"Everything,” wasthereply. "Anditisnothing.”
The girl was prettiest when she was puzzled, like now.

"Y ou won't remember any portion of this conversation,” the man promised. " Ten minutes from now, you
won't remember me or my words.”

One hand smoothed her skirt, and she anxioudy stared at her neat black shoes.
"But before | leave you, | wanted to tell you something. Areyou listening, Quee Lee?”
"No," sheclamed.

The man laughed heartily. Then he bent down, placing their faces on the same level, and when he had her
gaze, he said, "Y ou were adopted, only your parents don't know that. The baby inside your mother had
died, and | devised you out of things that are human, but also dements that were inspired by an old friend
of mine"

Thegirl tried to step back but couldn't. Discovering that her feet were fixed to the pavement, she looked
down and then up at the other adults walking past the long brown pond. When shetried to scream, no



sound came from her open mouth.

"l am not gracelesdy crud,” the stranger told her. ™Y ou may think that of me one day. But even though |
liveto aid the workings of an enormous power, | make certain that | find routes to kindness and, when it
offersitsdf, tolove”

Thelittlegirl couldn't even make hersdif cry.

"Part of you," he said. Then he paused, and from two different perspectives, the audience watched ashis
free hand touched the girl's bright black hair. "The shape of your mind was born on another world, a
world too distant to be seen today. And | once lied to that mind, Quee Lee. | told it that | could stand
asde and wetch it dieforever."

But the man was crying, hisface wet and sorry.

"l wish | could offer more of an gpology,” he said. And then he rose up again, pulling the balloon's string
closeto hischest whilewiping at hiswet face with awrinkled deeve. "But much isat stake. .. more than
you might ever understand, Quee Lee... and thisis as close to insubordination as this good servant can

manage.

Then he glanced at the security camera hidden in the trees and handed the string and baloon to the girl
beside him. "Would you likethis, Quee Lee? Asalittle gift from your grandfather?"

The girl discovered that she could move again.
"Takeit," he advised.
She accepted the string with onelittle hand.

For abrief ingtant, they were posing, staring across the millenniain a stance that was strained but sweet
nonetheesstheimage of alittle girl enjoying the park with some undefined adult rdlative.

"l will seeyou later,” he mentioned.

Quee Lee released the string, watching the gold ball rise faster than she would have expected-shooting
into the sky asif it weighed nothing at all.

When her eyes dropped, the stranger had stepped out of view.

A few moments later, her father ran up the path to join her, asking, "Where did you go? | couldn't find
you anywhere."

"| didn't go anywhere," the girl replied.

"Tel methetruth,” the scared little man demanded. "Did you talk to somebody you shouldn't have talked
to?"

Shesad, "No."
"Why areyou lying?" he asked.

"But I'm not lying," she protested. Then with awide, smart grin, the young Quee Lee added, "The sky is
going to talk, Father. Did you know that? And he promised methat | am going to see him again later!”

* * % % %



