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INTRODUCTION

This is Chrysalis 3, in case you hadn’t noticed; and if
you are unaware of its predecessors, I envy you. I envy
anyone the surprises in store for those who encounter this
remarkable series for the first time. Go ye then to your
bookseller and see to it that you are supplied; ply him with
sweet words and wine and your foot hanging heav1ly over
his metatarsal.

One of the many reasons I so counsel you is that in
Chrysalis II (or 2, if you like Arabs better than Romans) is
a story—unbelievably, a first sale—by Karen Jollie, called
The Works of His Hand, Made Manifest. Anyone
interested in writing must marvel at the suppleness and
craft of this story, and anyone interested in sheer story
must be captivated by the exploration-in-depth of the
closeness between two men which is not what you think—
if what you think is anything superficial.

Why I mention this at the outset is that on reading this
first Jollie story you would have every reason to believe
that she had done—done beautifully—all that could
possibly be done with the theme; that she had written the
bottom line. Yet you hold in your hands her second sale,
and it is about these same people and this same
relationship; it is a much longer story (the longest in this
book), structured as strong and efficiently as an airframe,
so ingeniously that even its title is, after you have read it, a
zinger. And the title is Chrysalis T hree. How about that?

I'd like you to know that this is not my first crack at
writing the introduction. After reading all the manu-
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scripts, I chuntered and paced for a long time—too long a
time—and finally sat down and wrote an intro in the form
of a debate: Resolved: that Roy Torgeson is a better editor
than Theodore Sturgeon is a writer. It derived from my
feeling that I felt quarrelsome about some of these stories;
that here and there they say things I would not say, or say
very well certain things I just don’t believe, or believe in.
The moderator and judge of the debate was an unnamed
person designated only as ‘“Y.” The whole thing de-
veloped into something intolerably cutesy, and I junked it,
and called Roy to beg for more time, which gave him and
the publisher purple fits; but as you see, he gave it to me.

It’s an easy thing to sit down and slosh sweet sugar to
coat everything that comes out of the box the editor sends
you; do that once, however, and the reader, having found
one single cascara in his.candy, isn’t going to bite another
piece of it nor buy another box. One may always praise the
stories one likes and say nothing at all about the others, or
one may say of these latter: “For those who like the cowboy
story that occurs on Mars instead of in Arizona, there’s a
great little number here called Walkdown on the Canal
Bank, by J. Tyro,” and feel that though one hasn’t told the
truth (that one hated it), at least one hasn’t told a lie,
either.

Okay: no candy. Let me first say honestly and freely
which stories pushed my joy-button, and a little of why,
the way I just did with the Jollie.

The two Lafferty stories, like virtually all Lafferty
stories, sting and tickle at the same time. There is nobody,
there has never been anybody, who writes like Lafferty.
Under the puckishness, the color-bursts, the wild, weird
and wonderful characterizations, the tumble and sparkle
of language, is an undercoat of sharp and serious
observation—observation. of human motivations, of
human institutions (universities, for example, or rituals
which have lost their reason-for-being) so that, like
Gulliver’s Travels, almost all of Lafferty can be read as
enchanting entertainments, or as sharply-etched political
cartoonery, or as analogs of a superbly thought-out
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philosophy concerning human nature and human con-
duct. In other words, you get out of Lafferty, as out of
Swift, whatever you're equipped to bring in.

Anderson’s The Fossilisa poignant reminder that those
who have outlived their world, their friends, lovers,
relatives, acquaintances: Those people feel. Think of that
next time you pass one on a park bench, taking up space a
Real Person might use. If you don’t know about this now,
you will—or die first.

Elizabeth Lynn’s Circus is a fine demonstration of her
growing powers. Everything she writes is better than the
one before, and she had two fine ones in Chrysalis 1. She
feels for people—this above all, and this is what I ask of
any writer.

Hansen’s Dragon’s Teeth is an unsettling piece about a
strange kind of warfare in a strange kind of place. Strong.
Again, its strength (to me) lies not so much in its action
and its scene as in the familiarity it gives you with the
protagonist, the soldier. You come to know him, and
therefore to care very much what happens to him.

Seedplanter, by Robert Thurston, is a romp, a gas, a
bawdy tumble. Just incidentally, it’s also by a guy who
does his homework. Various historical periods and the
folk who lived in them were not exactly as depicted before
cameras on sound-stages, with unlittered ground and
fragrant armpits.

Dennis Caro has done something interesting, indeed.
He has laid out his story like a set of differently colored
tiles, and hands them to you quickly and deftly so that
each row matches up and then the thing is finished, a
whole mosaic. And in Couples, he does it without
confusing you—no small trick.

Then here’s Quinn Yarbro in a grisly, downer mode. A
most accomplished writer indeed, she unloads her downs
and her grislys not with blood-sucking vampires (matter
of fact, it is well documented that she loves vampires a lot:
see her novel Hotel Transylvania), but with a much more
frightening monster: a computerized apartment which
has its occupant’s best interests as a prime directive. Ecch.
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One of the most astonishing literary jewels to be carved
recently was by Alan Ryan in Chrysalis 2—a first sale, too.
It was called Dragon Story, and it is unique. There is an
important difference between “‘unique” and “original” in
my personal lexicon. An original is something someone
does for the first time (like Murray Leinster’s Sideways in
Time, which invented the idea of moving back and forth
between parallel universes, or, for that matter, Mickey
Spillane’s ugly first book). After that, anyone can write
one like it. But a (an?) unique stands alone, and always
will; it cannot be duplicated, it cannot be copied, not even
by its author. Such a work was Dragon Story, and one had
to wonder what on earth Ryan might do for an encore.
Well, It Must Be By His Death is the encore—a strong and
_ searching study of commitment surpassing survival.

David Bischoff is a wordoholic like me. Sometimes he
staggers a bit and sometimes his potions are a little strong,
and nobody would claim that his basic idea is totally
original; but oh, it’s good to lie back and let words like that
flow over you! I don’t know Bischoff, but I'll bet he has
soaked in Carlyle and Swinburne, Dante Gabriel Rosetti
and William Morris, Yeats, Byron, and suchlike dancers
on syllables. He isn’t in their league, not yet, and from
time to time perhaps some dilution might be in order, but
the flavor is there, and it’s good. Alone and Palely
Loitering, he calls it, and you know who wrote that. You
don’t? Well, Bischoff will tell you.

Michael Bishop has an unusual tale about some
regimented children being used—most willingly—as a
sort of farm team for a guerrilla army. Bishop has that
“people” touch that I look for; you get to know these
unlovable but engaging kids, and feel a good deal of what
they feel.

There has been a great surge of thought and print about
life, death, and continuation of one sort or another
recently, and it has touched Mildred Broxon, as evidenced
by her In Time, Everything. You get to know a dying lady
just enough to care about her next awareness (a startling
one, frightening) and then—well, there’s more. If you
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want to assign what she goes through to the swirl of
hallucination experienced as the inner light goes out
forever, write it in yourself. I prefer to think that Broxon is
saying something else.

. Charles L. Grant has become one of the big ones, and he
is in his stride with The Peace That Passes Never. There is
a fine reality about this story, a sort of induced familiarity
with the town, its streets and houses, and the people you’ll
meet, even if you’ve never been in such a place. It’s a
skillful trick he pulls, because when a special quiet horror
moves in, Grant comes close to that greatest of all
desiderata of the fiction writer: to make the reader feel that
rather than just reading about it, he feels it happening to
him. In addition, Grant doesn’t hand the answers to you
for free; you’ll have to satisfy yourself that you understand
just what has happened, and that will take a little
thought—another deft way the author has of involving
you.

Here is where I get quarrelsome. First I'll use the cop-
out phrasing: For those who like cold-blooded and
heartless violence coupled with sex and insane vengeance,
there’s a real delectation here called The Imperfect Lover.
If a simple turn-the-coin-over, or negative-print plot
amuses you, try Kicks Are For Kids. And if your taste runs
to light whimsy, dreadful puns, an improbably plot and
an anything-for-a-laugh punchline, written by one of the
greatest of us all, then The Spoiled Wife is your thing.

Tom Monteleone has done some lovely stuff—hardcore
SF ingeniously woven into deeply human events, such as
the miracle healers in the Philippines, and light-hearted
time-travel/time-track stories, again with that warm
human touch. Now, I personally abhor violence, and have
almost completely abandoned TV and films because of it,
and wham-bam sex without even friendliness, let alone
love, seems to me pitiable. Yet it is neither of these which
makes me quarrelsome on reading T he Imperfect Lover,
which, as a narrative whole, could not exist without them
(always the final test for including or excluding any

13



element); but something quite different.

You see, Monteleone’s story is cast in a far future where
an extremely advanced technology passes miracles in
transportation, weaponry, and communications, and yet
the story turns on something I detest more than most
things in life: jealousy. Mindless, vicious, possessive
sexual jealousy. ‘“‘Jealousy,” Bill Ballance once said, “is
the only vice which is never fun for anybody.” And I
quarrel with the idea that mankind can advance so far in
all these other areas and still be afflicted by so useless and
destructive an emotion.

I quarrel with Bryant’s story for a much more trivial
reason: the title. Those who read this book newly minted
will readily recognize Kicks are for Kids as a play on the
off-repeated slogan of a television commercial, but this
isn’t a periodical: it’s a book. Books stay around. Even
magazine stories get into books and then stay around. I
bite my tongue and my ears get red whenever I encounter
one of my own early stories and find in it the tag-line of a
radio comedian of my early youth. The context of a line
like that is quickly forgotten; secondary meanings disap-
pear, and real wit with it, and often the line becomes
meaningless and imperils whatever meaning the story
might have had. The practice dates. If Stanley Weinbaum
were alive today, I'll bet he would give anything to be able
to rewrite the dialog in one of the greatest SF stories ever
written, A Martian Odyssey.

Robert Bloch’s The Spoiled Wife is the kind of
playfulness which my friends occasionally lay on me, by
telling an almost interminable and complex anecdote,
requiring real attention and concentration, and building
up to a single pun. My reaction to this is that my (now
erstwhile) friend has presumed on my friendship to rob me
of forty-two minutes of my life which I am never going to
get back. I'm supposed to laugh?

(But Oh Lord, I confess . .. I havedoneittoo...I try
not to do it any more. But did you hear the one about the
man who was arrested the other day on Montauk, hurling
rocks at seagulls? ... arrested ... jailed ... refused to
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speak ... wife and priest called. .. psychiatrist. ..
((forty-first minute)) . .. hated seagulls and was deter-
mined to leave no tern unstoned.) That kind of thing is
almost forgivable from me, but from a giant like Bloch?
The mighty story-machine, capable of shattering suspense
and monumental terror, turning out the likes of this?

And yet—and yet . . .

Capital “I”’ is scattered through this introduction like
flyspecks on the office calendar of an abandoned fertilizer
factory, and that’s no mistake; they’re there to make a
point. Everything I have expressed here is true and freely
and openly stated. True—for me.

Why, because of my detestation of jealousy, should I put
down Monteleone’s story? My feeling about jealousy is so
intense thatI let it blind me to other available and valuable
insights. For example, why could I not have interpreted
his story as cautionary, like 7984? Why not take it as a view
of what it might be like if humanity progresses tech-
nologically without evolving away from its pathologies?
A warning? 1984 will not be what Orwell predicted very
largely because he wrote his remarkable book and alerted
us. In Monteleone’s far future there may be no jealousy at
all because by writing this story he planted the seed here
and there that this must not happen.

Why jump on Ed Bryant because he has done something
which, in the past, has embarrassed me? My being
embarrassed did not bring about the end of the world. He
may not be, may never be, and very probably should not be
embarrassed by it. He did not intend this story to be
inscribed on stone and brought down from the mountain
to guide us; why should I look on it as such? And if I want
Deeper Meanings, why not regard with Bryant, with a
certain affection, the shifts and cycles of human attitudes?

And why jump on Robert Bloch for anything he does,
ever? If there is anyone on earth who has earned the right
to write what he pleases, it’s Robert Bloch.

And anyway, I'’ve made my confession.
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The point I'm making is that Roy Torgeson did not
compile this anthology to make me like it, item by item,
page by page; and for me to pick out targets from it to
shoot at would be a way of saying that I thought he had
done the whole thing just for little old me.

There are lots of you who enjoy things I can’t share with
you: zucchini, disco dancing, uppers, downers, 1950s
parties, sitcoms, bathing suits . . . and it would be a pretty
arrogance for me—or for you—to demand of Roy
Torgeson that he distribute stories tailored to any one
particular taste. ;

This was the thrust of the debate I began to write:
Resolved: that Roy Torgeson is a better editor than
Theodore Sturgeon is a writer.

After all, he can edit for more kidns of readers than I can
write for.

But whichever side you take in the debate, remember
that the moderator and judge is the mysterious “Y.”

The mysterious You.

Enjoy.
Theodore Sturgeon
Los Angeles, 1978

16



CHRYSALIS THREE
Karen G. Jollie
I

“Charlie’s at it again,” I said morosely.

Edmund barely looked up from the polliwiggler
tanks. The blood-red larvae were wriggling all about
his hand, like arching cats rubbing for attention.
He waved his fingers slowly in the brine, the sinu-
ous motions only drawing them tighter in a frenzy
of attraction. A vague smile of satisfaction drew at
the corners of his mouth. “At what?”’ he finally acknowl-
edged.

“Oh, you know, cracks. Sideways implications. One of
these days I'm going to put some knuckles through his
incisors.”’ j

Edmund wasn’t impressed. “You’d only ruin your
chances for a lieutenancy,” he muttered absently. He
drew his fingers out of the water, watching the drops
make spreading chains of circles across the surface.
The polliwigglers milled a moment where his hand
had been, confused perhaps by an object that could
escape their hydrous universe so suddenly and irre-
vocably. They spread at last out into the shallow
tank cruising just below the surface, finding a discreet
distance from one another and keeping it, random
bundles of scarlet in ever-shifting patterns. He squatted
down so his eyes were below the water level and
continued watching them through the tank walls as
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their mirrored images danced above them in inverted
mimicry.

I grumbled, “You think he’s kidding. He’s not. He
really believes it. He’s ruining my chances for a lieu-
tenancy already, if you ask me. So busting him won’t
matter. He’s not helping your reputation either, you
know.”

Edmund sighed and stood up. ‘“Jeremy, you shouldn’t
worry so much what Charlie thinks,” he said seri-
ously, his gray eyes probing at my agitation. I felt
prickles at the look and turned away. When Edmund
went at you with those eyes you could feel him sud-
denly present inside your skull. It was embarrassing—
especially when you didn’t want him to know what
was really there. Turning away helped sometimes, but
this time I knew he’d caught it dead center before I
could avoid his shot. I coughed and felt my ears getting
red.

“Maybe you should take this more seriously,” I said
defensively. “Even if nobody paid any attention, it’s still
damned insulting. Damned insulting,” I added in an
undertone, but the red didn’t go away.

He smiled in that vague way he has when he’s aware
of somebody else’s intense feelings about something
he personally considers beneath his notice. It always
annoys me when he does that, because he’s usually
right.

“It’s not,” I continued hotly, trying to goad him,
“as if this doesn’t affect you, you know. Sometimes I
think he’s trying to get at you since that Karyos thing.
He won’t admit it, but he’s had it in for you since
Karyos . ..”

“l am aware,” Edmund said drily, cutting me off
in mid-gripe. He shrugged the whole thing away
from him and went into the tank case for his clip-
board and data sheets. “Have you been keeping track
of the feeding weights?”’ he inquired over his shoulder,
writing as if the preceding conversation hadn’t oc-
curred. -

’
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“Yes,” I said between my teeth. I considered pur-
suing it, finally concluded I would only be having
an argument with myself. I went to the stockroom
for the base feeding regimen without another word.
I started making it up, but spilled half the carton
across the counter. From across the lab, Edmund laughed
aloud.

“Right,” I cursed to myself. “Right. Right!”’ I almost
forgot to record the weights, but I was determined not to
have Edmund at my shoulder with that damned lofty
smile again, so I stopped, ticked off the procedure in my
head, and caught it. “Right.”

I was really steamed, but at that point I wasn’t sure
whether I was more steamed over Charlie’s snide remarks
or over Edmund’s refusal to acknowledge them. Some-
times I think Edmund is completely oblivious to people’s
reactions to him; other times I'm sure he knows full
well what they think, but he just ignores them. I can’t
tell whether that’s his way of denying them, or whether
it’s just that he doesn’t especially care. He’s forever
accusing me of worrying too much about what people
think. What's worse, he says, is that I trouble myself
more about what people think of him than about what
they think of me. He finds it mildly amusing, but I
guess it’s true enough. I still have this tendency to de-
fend him.

It’s not always easy. Edmund gives people pause on first
introduction. Without fail. Some get over it right away;
some never do.

I believe all humans have a sixth sense. We can’t
measure it, but it’s there all right, and it operates very
acutely when we first meet somebody new, superceding
the other five.

The five measure Edmund up as a little too tall, a lit-
tle too slender for his height. A little too boyish for his
age (thirty six or eight?), maybe not taking things with
the seriousness everyone else thinks the things warrant.
Definitely too light in his coloring—those grey eyes
change hue too readily, are a little too airy and
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disconcerting, the gaze a bit too direct; the gold hair is
cut too full. Nice straight mouth though, and clean
lines to his profile. A face that says nothing or everything.
A voice that is level, low, distinct. It would take a lot to
upset him. Too quiet, though, not aggressive enough.
Word is, he’s a real brain, but bet he’s not ambitious. He’ll
be cooperative, he’ll go along. The reports of the five are
comforting.

But that sixth sense unerringly knows Edmund, even
though the other five don’t. It’s a tactile sense that reaches
out with tendrils of sensitivity, and when it reaches the
edges of Edmund, it encounters ‘“‘strange’ and rapidly
retracts.

That’s the pause.

The sixth sense knows he’s different, different in
a way even the sixth sense itself is incapable of grasp-
ing. The people who get over that pause are the
ones who won’t withdraw from the touch of incompre-
hensibility, the ones who somehow give their sixth
sense the courage to touch him again and again, long
enough to know him under that outer edge of strange-
ness. He himself is not frightening. Only the strange-
ness is. It is borne, once you bother to know him.

I bothered. He’s the best friend I've got. No, that
isn’t quite the way it is—I'm the best friend he’s got.
He has a few others, the ones that managed to get
over the pause right away. But they're not too close
to him, not the way I am. We understand one another,
Edmund and I. Since we’re fellow Science Officers on
the starship Liberty, we relieve each other daily. We
room together. We work together on our own researches
(like the polliwiggler project) when our combined
schedules allow us. The Liberty’s on cruise, right now,
so lately that’s been often. He still gives my sixth sense
the prickles on occasion, but I don’t let it bother me
anymore.

Now Charlie senses the strange in him, just like
everyone else, but Charlie resents it, and is, I think,
a little afraid of it. His five senses won’t tell him
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why he’s afraid or why Edmund should seem strange.
Most who never recover from the pause end up avoid-
ing Edmund, or ignoring him. Charlie sort of sniffs
around after him like a suspicious puppy trying to
figure out a scent it hasn’t encountered before. He
‘muters to others that Edmund is weird, and his slitted
eyes follow his movements minutely, waiting for a
slip, perhaps, or a look, or a word that will enable
him to put a label on the strangeness and identify
1t.

Charlie wants to nail Edmund. Good.

The strange in Edmund is not easily labeled. It is not
any one thing he is, or any isolated thing he’s done. It’s the
sum total of him, making him a being somehow beyond
other beings. (I won’t say “man,” because I'm not yet
certain he is a man, even though my own sixth sense has
never suspected him of being otherwise.) He does things,
senses things a normal man doesn’t. He tries to keep most
of it to himself.

You need a for-instance? O.K. He can regenerate.

Hohum, you say, the Academy Medicom has already
perfected techniques that can regenerate nerve tissue,
bone, most gland, and soon they should get around the
scar tissue contamination problem, and crack the coding
for deep muscle. I'm not talking about ‘““techniques’’ with
Edmund.

He just does it. An entire hand. I saw it happen.

Not only that, but he can induce it in others too, and at
incredible speeds—in ‘‘normal’’ men like me. He saved my
life doing that. But Edmund doesn’t want Medicom or
Command or the Academy to know about it. He doesn’t
want anyone to know about it. With me, it was
unavoidable—either I died or I found out. That’s how I
found out.

Even now, he gets kind of uneasy if I refer to it,
no matter how obliquely. He won’t discuss it at all
with me. I have the feeling that he’d just as soon
pretend it hadn’t happened, like it was some embar-
rassing faux pas he’'d let slip in one unguarded moment,
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and he was afraid I'd throw it up to him one of these
days in an argument or something. I think he’s wor-
ried I may eventually betray him, intentionally or other-
wise.

I wouldn’t do that. Not intentionally, anyway. Not
even if I were mad at him. So I avoid the subject
as much as I can. Still, there are times I have to
clamp my jaws down hard, just to keep the questions
unspoken.

He ought to understand that a man can’t help but
wonder. All I can dois let my sixth sense have free rein, and
try to let what it touches suffice.

None have touched more deeply than I.

“Damn!” said Edmund.

I jerked upright, attentive. Edmund rarely uses exple-
tives of any sort, so when he does, it reflects an upset of
unusual proportions. “What?”’ I inquired as sweetly as
one can from across a lab.

“Another one’s dead!” he fairly fumed. “The biggest
one.”

I put aside the feeding formula and covered it. ‘‘Leave
it alone a minute, will you? I want to see.” I ran my
hands and arms through the sterilizer and went over to
the tanks.

The large polliwiggler floated, its bulbous belly up,
on the far side of tank three. The ruddy color of its
youth had faded to a sick, pinkish mauve; but what
was more indelicate, it appeared as if it had sprouted a
coat of fine, white peach fuzz which shifted back and
forth with each ripple that rocked the corpse. The stiff
miniscule limbs barely cleared the parasitic growth.
“Any evidence of fungus infection before the death?”
I asked.

Edmund didn’t answer at first. He was leaning against
tank four with crossed arms pressing tightly into his solar
plexus, as if he were trying to fold himself up, except that
he was too stiff from frustration to bend. He examined the
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floating blob with stony intensity, as his lower incisors
pressed a neat tow of thin red stripes into his upper lip.
That narrow icy stare projected like a beam on which the
information he sought would somehow transport itself
into his head from the fuzzy, bloated corpse bobbing there
three meters away. Finally his arms unlocked and he filled
his chest with a sigh. “No,” he said at last, very quietly.
““No external evidence, anyway. Maybe the granulation of
the skin is the sign of it. Maybe we ought to do biopsies on
the ones that have started to granulate.” Whatever
information his stare sought, it had not been found. “‘Fish
him out before he contaminates the others, will you?”’

/This was a first for me. I was, of course, intrigued with
this culturing problem and I was curious as hell to what
form the polliwigglers would metamorphose—presuming
we ever found the key to trigger metamorphosis—but the
biggest fascination for me was watching Edmund being
frustrated. It’s not that he doesn’t handle blocks well—he
does. It’s just that I don’t think he’s used to being held up
by some unfathomable bug in the proper order of things.
I've watched him fathom bugs so fast, he should’ve been
an anteater by trade. The stoppages, the quirks, the sudden
vicissitudes of chance usually failed to give him pause for
very long. He has an uncanny talent for burrowing right
to the trouble, uncorking the bottleneck, and backing out
looking properly humble while the problem in question
evaporates before everyone’s admiring eyes.

But not this time. These unassuming little one-
kilogram polliwigglers not only refused to attain sexual
maturity, but they stubbornly insisted on randomly dying
and getting infected (or getting infected and dying), with a
white filamentous fungus that left no aerial or aquatic
spores and resisted being wiped out by any known
chemical treatment that didn’t wipe out the polliwigglers
themselves.

My hands were sterile, and we had at least determined
that the fungus was noninfective to any earth-based life, so
I gently lifted the jellying remains and carried them to the
pan of fixing agent. Edmund didn’t look like he was going
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to get the hypodermic, so I got it myself and began
injecting. He just stood, staring at the place where the
victim had been, massaging his jaw, obviously immersed
in his own raging world of frantic analysis. Edmund:
frustrated.

Very interesting.

“Do you want to do this autopsy?”’ I asked after a decent
interval.

He started out of his pensiveness. “What? Oh.” He
considered. “No, I think you had better do it this time.
Maybe you will see something I have missed. I think I'll set
up for some biopsies on the granulating ones.” He
appeared to shake his musings away from him and went
slowly out. To sick bay, I thought, to arrange for flash-
freeze. Well, what the hell, we had to change direction
soon. We still had plenty of polliwigglers left, but if we
kept losing them at this rate, we’d run out just about the
time Liberty was due to dock. I was pretty certain Captain
Harvester would take a dim view of any request for a
return run to Valpecula Centaurii just to pick up some
more specimens. The only trouble was, even if biopsy
showed us they were previously infected, it still wouldn’t
tell us how to clear up the infection.

Ah, well, onward and upward. I got my dissecting
instruments and set to work, trying very hard to suppress a
gleeful desire to discover something very simple right out
from under Edmund’s nose.

It’s funny how some ideas take hold on pieces of your
life. They grab your gray cells and hang on. You think on
them constantly. Anytime your mind wanders, it always
returns to the same thoughts, hacking at them, twisting
them, turning them inside out, drawing and quartering
them as if you had to get to their very core to save your life
or your sanity.

Right now it was metamorphosis.

The polliwigglers had started it. They were puzzlers
from the word go. Most of the fauna of Valpecula
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Centaurii were pretty well known by this time. Valpecula
is largely an aquatic planet; there are only a few patches of
sterile sand with enough chutzpah to rear themselves
above the restless brine. The sand migrates a lot in the
summer regions to escape the anger of the storm-driven
seas, so the fauna is exclusively marine. Polliwigglers
prefer the warm shallow waters around the equatorial
sand bars. They’re numerous there, and they’ve been
collected for years—but no one has ever found a polli-
wiggler capable of reproducing. The logical conclusion
has been that they must metamorphose into something
else. So we’re trying to get them to metamorphose under
controlled conditions.

But they won'’t.

We've tried everything. Especially waiting. No dice.
They just die.

So I think about metamorphosis a lot. I even dream
about it. I find myself applying the concept to everything
around me. The things, the happenings. The people.

Especially the people.

There’s the old saw about the only inevitable things
being death and taxes. But there is metamorphosis too—
it's another name for change, particularly irreversible
change. That’s just as inevitable. Edmund says it’s a good
thing, metamorphosis. The best lives have a lot of it, he
says, and as unchanging as he seems to me, I guess he
knows what he’s talking about.

I don’t think He means changing for change’s sake.
Some people do that. They do that and think it’s their
vitality showing its stuff. Like Guardo. He’s into
mushroom-growing right now, and that’s only a month,
because he was into pewter, old pewter, just a solar month
ago—he'’s still got stains on his fingertips from that new
polish that didn’t work. It’s mushrooms now, and he talks
mushrooms and reads mushrooms and stinks of manure a
lot. But give mushrooms three months, tops. I give them
two. Then it’'ll be ethnic literature or pottery. Anything.
Guardo, he doesn’t stay with anything too long. “Gotta
keep learning,”” he says, ‘“‘Gotta keep growing.” Yeh. He’s
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just amusing himself is all. Nobody else. He lets it get so
important to him, his whole life for a while. Then he
drops one whole life, because it isn’t important to him
anymore, and picks up a brand new whole life. He’s
pieces, man, and no glue. Interesting to talk to sometimes,
but you never get the feeling he’s with you, you know? In a
conversation, I mean. He’s with his pewter or his
mushrooms, or whatever. And he changes for the sake of
change and he’s always the same. Different. You know
what I mean? No handle.

Boy, could ke use a change.

And then there’s Charlie. A good example of metamor-
phosis at its worst.

I really liked Charlie when I first met him. He’s sharp,
really quick on the uptake. He’s one of those guys who's
always willing to help; he loves to show off his mechanical
prowess, which is considerable. He can be a little on the
loud side sometimes, but he rarely loses his temper on the
job.

The first time he met Edmund was in Personnel Check-
in, and you could almost see the hackles rise. For no
reason, he took instant dislike to him.

We went through the usual physical training program
right after departure, and that only made things worse.
Charlie is a real nut on fitness; he’s really proud of
winning the hand-to-hand Mock Combat Award three
years running.

Well, he and Edmund were paired in the third round
of the finals this time, and the face-off appeared unfair
on the surface. Charlie’s a little shorter than Edmund,
but not by much; and he outweighed him by almost ten
kilos. Edmund is not massively built, but he has sur-
prising strength and he’s agile, with unerring coordina-
tion. He kept throwing Charlie around like luggage,
and Charlie got mad and tried a chop that would have
killed, had it landed. Edmund just let it slide past and
dumped him again. The round was called right there, and
was awarded to Edmund on account of Charlie’s unsports-
manlike conduct.
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As if that weren’t bad enough, there was the Karyos
affair. Charlie was assigned ... Oh, hell, I don’t even
want to talk about the Karyos thing. Suffice it to say
Charlie ended up on report.

Charlie does not forgive.

At first Charlie’s ire took the expected form of offensive
remarks about Edmund’s strangeness, his haughtiness, his
secrecy. Then came the introduction of suspicions:
Edmund was actually an android the Academy was
testing. He was a surgically altered alien. He was a spy.

When these were pondered and finally dismissed, the
floating intimations became a little more personal:
Edmund avoided women because he was afraid they’d
discover some physical aberrancy. Then the wandering
word held the not-so-subtle hint of impotency. Finally, it
had bloomed into the general understanding that Ed-
mund didn’t like women—he had other tastes.

Edmund goes around in his usual oblivious way, and I -
don’t understand it, I just don’t understand it. If it were
me, I’d bust Charlie one. I'd really bust him.

Hell, maybe I would anyway.

I made notes on the dissection as I went along. The
fungus had completely infiltrated to the deepest tissues of
the dead polliwiggler. This was evident both macro- and
microscopically. Even the internal skeleton was begin-
ning to break down, lose its calcification. You rapid little
parasite, I thought; you damned rapid infective little
parasite.

There was one strange thing, though—a bony nodule,
not yet disintegrating, lodged at the base of the skull. I
hadn’t remembered that as a normal part of the skeletal
apparatus. There was another one in the thorax and a
third in the abdomen, both attached to the ventral surface
of what had been the backbone. Very hard, unaffected by
the fungal invader.

A sign of early infection? Of maturation? Of a normal
growth pattern? I rechecked our anatomy diagrams. Well,
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in one large one there had been small, calcified bumps at
the same sites, but not nearly the size of these. That
specimen could have been infected, too. Or this one could
just be showing development normal to the species.

I hate the vague guesses in the early stages of an
investigation. I noted these down for Edmund, then
carefully dumped the remains in a storage container.

I heard Edmund come in and move around among the
tanks, then languid splashes. He must be collecting his
biopsy samples. It was fascinating to watch him handle
the polliwigglers. They would come trustingly to his
hands as he dipped them in the water. His long fingers
~ would curl about their plump, scarlet bellies so gradually,
so gently, that the larvae seemed to welcome their own
entrapment. They lay relaxed in his grip, even as he drew
minute plugs of skin tissue off their backs for exami-
nation. Then he’d seal the tiny wound with the lasuturer
before returning them to their tanks. He was choosing the
largest ones, those that were showing the first signs of the
darker granulation developing on their slimy hides. It
began at the base of the broad, webbed tail, but would
spread over the entire surface with time. He’d mark each
one he’d sampled with a numbered metal tag clamped
through the tail fin, before lowering them slowly into the
water. As he opened his fingers, they’d give a single fiery
flip and be milling among their brethren once more, still
drawn to the hands invading their watery domain. I came
over to help label the samples.

“Gearshaw wants to see you,” he said quietly, even
before I came into his range of vision. “Saw him in
Biomed.”

Commander Gearshaw was the First Officer on the
Liberty.

“What for?”’ I asked, realizing my voice had gone a bit
taut.

“I'm not sure, but I expect special assignment. The
buzzing from the bridge is we’ve changed course, but
nobody I've talked to knows the destination.”

“Great,” I said sourly. ““I hope it doesn’t bite into the
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lab time.”
“Bets?”’ said Edmund.

“Why me?”’ I asked the Commander.

He smiled. “You’re up top the duty roster. See?
‘Steward, Jeremy, Ensign.””” He held up the list for my
considered examination. ‘“Findell handled the Karyos
affair, remember?”’

“Yes,” I complained weakly, “but Edmund’s better at
this sort of thing, really. It’s just...”

“I was under the impression you were classified Science
Officer,” said Gearshaw drily.

t¥eh,but .ot

“Which means minimum twenty-four credits sapiology
at the six level, correct?”’

I said nothing.

“You've really got to work on that self-confidence,
boy, ’ advised the Commander, dismissing me and my
assignment simultaneously.

Every time I have a fight with Veronica, it ends up being
over Edmund. It may not start out that way, but that’s the
way it always ends up.

This time it was my ego. I made the mistake of telling
her about Commander Gearshaw’s remark, so right away
she has to jump in and agree with him—all serious and
solemn, the way she can be when she talks to me about me.
She’s a nurse, but sometimes I think she’s a frustrated
Freudian—she can’t resist psychoanalyzing people, espe-
cially me. So now Edmund was bad for my ego.

A serving yeoman came and renewed our drinks. The
subdued sparkle from the chandelier caught in the ruby
depths of the wine and splashed over onto her fingertips.
Whoever designed this season’s evening lounge decor
certainly knew what he or she was about. The lights
played Veronica’s skin like an instrument, and I began to
wish she’d get off the subject of my ego and onto my libido.
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“Still,” she continued, “You're always speakmg in
comparisons, always measuring yourself against him.”

“I am not,” I said defensively. “If he’s better at
something, I don’t mind admitting it. What’s wrong with
that?”’

“But, according to you, he’s better at everything!”

I sighed. “Well, in most things, he is”

“Still, I think you spend too much time hovering in his
shadow—and a non-existent shadow, at that.”

I decided not to get mad. I wanted her too much tonight
to spoil it by getting mad. I forced a smile. ‘“Well, don’t
resent the shadow too much. He graciously consented to
vacate the room again. Just for you.”

She smiled. Genuinely. “Isn’t he getting a bit tired of
spending the night in the lab?”

I shrugged. “I keep asking him that, but he says no, very
cheerfully.”

She seemed to muse seriously on that one. The serving
yeoman looked our way, but I shook my head in the
negative. Her quiet question was out before I could look
back at her face.

“How often has he asked you to return the favor?”’

It was a bomb, splashing fragments of burning
implication. I immediately thought of Charlie. She must
have seen it in my expression, but she went on talking as if
the question hadn’t been asked.

‘““He’s developed quite a reputation for untouchability,
you know. It became something of a game among the
unattached women crew members. The competition to
successfully seduce him got so fierce, I was beginning to
think bets were being laid. Hilda got a real complex. She’s
so used to landing anything in pants that his cool
disinterest really took her back a few notches. I've never
seen her more sedate since her encounter with him.”” She
was amused, glowing from within at some private joke. I
said nothing, seething internally.

“They’ve all backed off, finally,” she went on. “I
think they’ve all come to the conclusion that he is just
plain unreachable.”
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I maintained my silence. About six different emotions
vied for attention, none of them reliable.

She studied my countenance and seemed to grow
pensive. ‘“‘Jeremy,” she began cautiously, “I have a
confession to make.” She waited for a response, an
inquiry, but I wouldn’t satisfy her. She sighed and leaned
back in her chair, sipping languidly at the wine,
examining the granite lines around my mouth.

“You think I hate him, don’t you? Or that I'm jealous?’’
She paused meaningfully. “Well, the truth is, I waited
until all the girls had had their fling at him and failed.
Then I started dating you. To get at him. I figured it was
the only way.”

My burning glare leaped at her face, searching for the
purpose in this. The corners of her mouth had tipped up
in that slightly crooked smile she has, but the dark eyes
seemed suddenly huge, hollow with empathy. She looked
down at the meager surface of the wine and the smile went
away. “I know now that I can’t have him,” she said in
subdued explanation. ‘“No one can have him. By the time
I'd discovered that, I had come to realize that I wanted you
more than I had ever wanted him.”

I tried to clear my throat, to say something. I couldn’t
think of anything to say. I gulped at my untouched drink.

She took a deep breath, not of relief. A drawing of
further strength. ‘“He’s your weak point, Jeremy. You care
about him too much. He’ll drag you down in the end. Are
you aware of the rumors being spread about him?”’

I wished I wasn’t aware. I was weary of the subject,
weary of Roni’s opinions on it. My desire to spend the rest
of the evening with her was rapidly evaporating. “I
suppose you believe them,” I remarked bitterly into the
wine.

Strangely, her calm smile returned. ““It does not matter
what I believe.”

“Well, they’re not true,” I asserted, not knowing
whether they were or not.

“I didn’t expect they were. That’s not the point.”

“Just what is your point?”’ I growled.
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The hollowness in her eyes became cavernous. ‘“My
point is that—lies or not—the rumors about him reflect on
you. I care about you, Jeremy. I care what people think
about you. If you could somehow disassociate yourself
from him; or at least spend a little less time . . . "

Something unravelled in me. I stood up. “You're worse
than Charlie,”” I snapped at her. I wanted to shout, but I
cared too much what the other people in the lounge would
think.

Too damned much.

When I slipped into our quarters, I expected to find
them empty, but Edmund was sitting at the desk with a
journal. The single desk lamp threw a grotesque exag-
geration of him on the opposite wall.

“What are you doing here? I inquired weakly. I had
wanted to be alone.

“Reading,” he replied calmly. Then: “What hap-
pened?”’ .

I started, then stammered, “I don’t know what you
mean.”’

He glanced at the clock. ““You began getting upset about
forty-five minutes ago,” he declared. ‘“My only surprise
was how long it took you to break out of it and come back
here. So what happened?”’

Bewildered, I backed up against the door, but it was on
automatic and opened with a hiss; I nearly sat down in the
corridor.

I had once described our relationship as a kind of
symbiosis, but this aspect of it had never occurred to me.
He could get inside my head! Without my knowing it! A
series of some of the thoughts I had been entertaining
lately paraded across my memory. I shuddered and con-
sidered running.

He swivelled in the chair, his arm draped across the
back, and confronted me with a broad grin that leaped out
from the semi-darkness. “What’s the matter? You think
I'm a mindreader or something?”’
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“Or something,” I murmured, not moving.

“Get in here,” he commanded good-naturedly, “and
quit making an ass of yourself.”

I entered uncertainly. The door hissed shut behind me. I
settled in the nearest chair and examined him with quick
eyes, like a mouse.

“I do not read minds,”’ he stated flatly.

#Fhen,-how . .}

“When somebody feels an intense emotion, they send
out a pretty strong signal. Automatically.”

“And you pick it up.”

“And I pick it up,” he quietly concurred. He spread his
hands in apology. “I can’t help it, especially if it’s
someone close to me. Honest.”

“So you knew tonight was off, even before I did.”

“As you did, not before.” He smiled sadly. ‘‘I came back
up. No point in staying away.”’ He seemed to hesitate. His
concern hung heavy, like a shuttle in landing-phase two.
“What was it about?”’

“Never mind.” I threw the memory of the argument
away from me, reluctant to relive it. “It doesn’t matter
anyway.”’ I rose, and began stripping off my tunic as if that
would end it.

“Was it me?”’

I paused in the middle of the room, my arms still bound
by the cloth, and glanced at his face. The sad smile was still
in place, a bit weaker perhaps, and a profound regret
rimmed the edges of his eyes.

“Shit,” I said. I flung the tunicat my bed. It slapped and
stuck to the surface like a wrinkled leech. I sat on it and
examined the floor. The silence seemed hollow at first, but
then it become close, tactile. The touch hurt.

“She wanted you,” I said cautiously. I wouldn’t watch
his face. “Did you know?”’

“Yes.” Levelly.

“I guess that’s why you never liked her much.”

“Yes,” he agreed quietly. I risked a glance at him. He
was looking into space, his eyes ice-hard, speaking to me
from some vast distance. “The fact she told you only
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confirms my judgement. So she ended it?"’

“No,” I said wistfully. ‘““She just wanted to explain that
she didn't feel that way about you anymore. I don’t think
she even likes you much now.”

He seemed to ponder that with growing relief. The
vacancy in him gradually dissolved, as did the icy glitter in
his eyes. He came back into himself. “Can you make it
up?”’ he asked, his concern returning.

“I don’t know if I want to.”

“You ought to.”

My eyes narrowed at him. “Oh?”

He attempted a smile. “‘She’s important to you.”

“Oh?” I repeated, trying to sound sarcastic. It came out
half-heartedly. “You know that for a fact, do you?”

“Yes.” Without hesitation.

“You shouldn’t defend her, you know,’”’ I added. The
bitterness had somehow washed away. ‘“You don’t know
what she said about you.”

““That doesn’t matter.”

“It does to me.”

“Well, it shouldn’t.”

“Well, it does!”

I thought I was going to get angry again, but he placated
it with a sigh and a smile. “Go to sleep,” he advised
amiably, shrugging off further argument. He swivelled
his back at me and reapplied himself to the open journal
on the desk.

I suppose I should have followed his advice and it
wouldn’t have happened. But I was festering over his
usual apparent lack of concern over anybody’s opinion of
him. I sat on my tunic and went over the evening again,
beginning to feel like a martyr. I shouldn’t, I realized. I
was self-appointed—his defender because he made no
attempt to defend himself. But why did he have to make it
so damned difficult? He wouldn’t even provide me with
any ammunition.

“Don’t you like women?”’

The thought was in my mind, but it was preposterous to
suppose I would have uttered anything so stupid aloud.
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His unnatural stillness in the chair made me realize that
the question had not been my imagination. My mouth
dehydrated instantly; I wanted very much to swallow my
tongue.

His chair moved; it swivelled back around with slow
deliberation. Its occupant had his arms interlocked across
his chest, as if imprisoning within some aberrant form of
supreme satisfaction. He was grinning from ear to ear.

“I love them,” he replied mildly. “Why do you ask?”’ He
was trying very hard not to laugh.

I honestly attempted a reply; my mouth gaped, but
nothing came out. The pulse at my ears slowly began to
subside.

He finally recovered a straight face. He leaned forward
onto his knees. “Charlie finally getting to you?’’ he asked,
not unkindly.

“No,I...No.”

“Not even a little?”’

“I'm sorry, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

“How did you mean it?”’ The note of amusement in his
voice was wholly gone. My pulse picked up again.

I tried to explain: “I don’t remember you ever . . .It’s
just that you never . . . ” My voice died. I couldn’t figure
out how to say it tactfully, so I stopped trying.

He leaned back, his eyes on my face, trying to read my
thought. He pondered an answer, seemed to shrug itaway,
and finally let his gaze wander to a far corner of the ceiling.
He smiled, but it was a distant smile, somehow weary.

“Were I to take up with a woman,”” he began, his eyes
not leaving the corner, “I would seek joy. The women I
have met here have long been taught to aspire to pleasure,
and to avoid anything further. I daresay I would be unable
to satisfy their desires. I know they would be unwilling to
satisfy mine.”” He stopped, reluctant to say more.

“Surely, you don’t think everyone on board . . .”

“It is not a matter of thought,” he interrupted gently. “It
is a time, an attitude, a more. Most attain it early as a
matter of convenience. But I, Jeremy . . . I have never been
able to reduce human intimacy to a form of recreation.”
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1 felt it was an indictment—of me, of all the crew
members around me. The corners of my mouth went stiff.
I stood up.

“You know, it never occurred to me that you were
something of a prig.”

The terminology seemed to relieve him. He smiled shyly
at nothing. I relented, suddenly curious. “Don’t you miss
it? Even a little?”

He shrugged his unconcern. ““A little. Not that much.”

He was cool, I got a bit heated—at what, I don’t know.
“Don’t you realize that there are about a half-dozen girls
aboard this ship who are more than willing . . . "

“I am aware,” he snapped. He was evidently tired of the
discussion, for he swung around and pointedly returned
his attention to the journal. I should have left it alone, but
I would have the last word.

“Well, if you ask me, there’s something wrong with
you,” I muttered.

He stiffened, suddenly became dry and hard, like the
rough husk on a coconut. ‘“You and Charlie can think
what you like,” he declared coldly. “I don’t give a damn.”

The “damn’’ meant he was upset.

II

I was down in the control viewroom of Docking Bay
Four, ostensibly to check out the computer terminals for
complete lock-in on the portable translator units. Francis
was there, as usual, moving shuttles around and testing
the power levels on the landmags at the same time. I
watched him do his stuff and admired.

If you were choosing a candidate for metamorphosis,
you'd likely overlook Francis. He is small and stocky,
squared off at the corners. The perfect image of boulder
constancy. Cheerful as a lapdog, he often hums as he
works at the boards. You can tell he likes what he does and
doesn’t object living with himself at all. Hardly someone
in need of a change.

But Francis wanted to change. Badly.
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He was in docking and space traffic control. Lord, could
he handle those shuttles—three up and all moving, but he
could pull two in and get one out of the bay all at once, like
they were marionettes and he the puppeteer. I'd go down
just to watch him juggle the traffic, and wonder at it.

I was there when he pulled in the crippled freighter, the
Mary B., and set her down, all passive and compliant, even
though her right lateral stasis thrusters were jammed on
full and threatening to careen her into the bulwarks. He
just handled his lateral tractors on overdrive until the
thrusters ran out of fuel. By the time they slowly leaked
down to a dribble, he’d damned near overloaded the
generators, but his thick fingers just played over the
landmag board, balancing pressures and forces as if he had
an electromagnetic sensor in one eye and a thrust sensor in
the other. And all the time that freighter hovered there
with only a veer or two to show all the pushing and
pulling she was subject to. She could have taken out the
left wall, gone right into the compression tanks, and
blown the whole starship; but Francis, he just danced
those twinkling pinkies over that magboard and didn’t
even breathe hard. Instinct, that’s what he’s got.

You take a man like that—somebody who’s used to
treading the thin line between standard operating pro-
cedures and disaster—and it doesn’t faze him. So what’s a
man like that need a change for?

I don’t know how he got starship duty. Or why he chose
to go for it. He could have gotten a starbase station
position just as easily, or even a planet-based one. That
would have limited his contact with aliens a lot more,
something he would have been more comfortable with.
Oh, he was able to handle humanoids just fine—most vert
forms, actually. It was carapsoids. He had this thing about
carapsoids really bad. Had the nightmares about them, the
sweats; got crawly thoughts and tachycardia just at the
mention. I don’t know how he got past the psychoprobe
with that phobia intact. But he loved ships, shuttles,
freighters, anything built to run in space. The more
varieties he encountered, the more blissful he became. For
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him, it had to be a starship.

So he fought it. Stoically. And three months after
departure from Earthbase, he enlisted me in the battle. At
first I demured, and suggested a head doctor. No, he said,
he didn’t want it on his medrecord. I knew all about
carapsoids, didn’t I? Doesn’t familiarity breed contempt?

We've been working on it since. My weapons were
books, diagrams, then holograms. He’d sweat a lot,
sometimes look away. But he hung in there.

I tried to work him up to touching some preserved
specimens. I started with little ones, familiar ones. Earth
beetles and mantids. Crosorian land-crabs. He’d pick up
the containers with the tips of his fingers, as if they would
contaminate him through the plastic. He shook when he
touched a big brown mantis with his fingertip. But then
he smiled.

He broke only once. My mistake was over-confidence. I
brought out one of those Gaurian carapsoids—a big,
fuzzy, armored tank of a beast with a dozen clawed legs,
and a carapace black and erupting with spines. A genuine
bug-eyed monster about a half-meter long, guaranteed to
give the stablest person bad dreams. He backed and ran
from the lab. I followed him to apologize; met him just
outside the door. He only needed a minute, he’d said. Just
a minute. He was pale and breathing hard, but he went
back in five minutes later and made himself look at it. A
week later, he was able to curl his fingers around one of the
spines and grin his victory.

God, he had guts.

So I watched him now with some measure of pride,
admiring his skill. I think he was aware of it because he
picked up a vacant shuttle from the alpha slot and
transposed it into gamma, smooth as butter, just for the
hell of it. If Captain Harvester knew about the power
waste, Francis would have been demoted on the spot; but
he just grinned when two shuttle mechanics, nursing their
coffee on the bay floor, looked up into the control
windows in surprise. One of the mechanics was Charlie. I
turned my back to the windows.
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“Hear we're heading for Scarabis,” Francis remarked
conversationally. He shut down the boards and leaned
back in the operator’s chair.

“Yes,” I said. “Diplomacy.”

“Oh, yeh? You into it?”’

“I’'m supposed to be the welcoming committee.”

“Really?”’ He gazed out the windows. Something was
bothering him; his fingers played absently over the dead
switches. He cleared his throat. “Carapsoids, aren’t they?
The Scarabids?”’

“Yes,” I said. “You want a preview?”’ I got out the
handbook from the stack over the panel and opened it to
the proper pages.

He studied the pictures with unwonted intensity. The
only sign of his nervousness was the thin tightness of his
lips. “What'’s the size on these?’’ he asked, not looking up.

“Just a little under a meter. It varies.”

He whistled. “Still, that’s a big bug!”

I grinned at the wording. “Don’t think of them as bugs
too much. We're supposed to regard them as equals.”

“They have their own ships?”’ His great love.

I nodded. ““Sublight, but not bad. Small, though, by our
standards.”

He nodded, still studying the images. Most of the
Scarabids had high, domed carapaces and fat, curved
abdomens. All were octopodal, suspending their weight
from tall jointed legs, as spiders do. Most had long,
vicious-looking mandibles projecting forward like horns.
None had antennae. He touched his finger to one of the
diagrams, and appeared to shudder. “All of these forms
from the same planet?”’

“Most of them. There are eighteen sapient species on
Scarabis IV that we know of. It wouldn’t surprise me if a
few more turn up eventually. We've already contacted
thirteen races officially. The others have been resistant to
contact. They’re very suspicious and that’s understand-
able—it’s pretty competitive down there. We've got to
limit ourselves to agreements on an extraplanetary basis—
mostly trade stuff—because the Federation doesn’t want to
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get mixed up in the infighting between one race and
another. We're strictly and officially neutral, but just the
same, it gets a little on the touchy side sometimes.”’

“So why are we heading there now?”’

“One of the uncontacted species sent a message through
a trader. They’re ready to talk, maybe come to a trade
agreement. That's Forbes’ department—Trade Relations.
He’ll handle negotiations.”

“Then what are you here for?”

“Well, I'm here to establish linguistics. Our guests will
be one of five uncontacted species, but the problem is we
don’t know which one of the five. I can sort of eliminate
two, because we’re pretty sure they don’t have ships yet (or
just don’t care to). Still, that’s three species, and the only
information we have to go on is traders’ talk. It’s said the
Tricolors and the Blues use variations of the Tonal
tongue—that’s the most widespread language down there.
My problem is that I've got nine dialects of Tonal to
choose from, and I have to choose the one closest to their
species and regional variation. And if the ones coming
turn out to be the rare Coppers, I've got nothing to go on—
nobody knows how the Copper Scarabids communicate
yet. Fun, huh?”

“Sounds like it. When are they due?”’

“Oh nine hundred, tomorrow. You be here?”’

Francis rolled his eyes. “Oh, I'll be here. If I don’t
chicken out, that is.” He gave me a sickly grin.

“Don’t,” I said seriously.

“I won’t,” he promised, just as seriously.

But he looked a little green around the edges.

Edmund was very subdued in the lab. He seemed sullen
somehow, but I couldn’t tell whether his mood was
directed at me, or at the three polliwigglers that had died
during the night. Moods were rare with him.

I worked on the histology of our skin and organ
samples. The biopsies had established that the gran-
ulation was due to fungal spores imbedded in the skin and
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overgrown with thick layers of dead cells. No evidence of
germination in any of the living polliwigglers, though.
Curiouser and curiouser.

* We were in the process of sampling for spores in
biopsies of smaller polliwigglers, ones who had shown no
evidence of granulation yet. Skin samples showed
nothing, so we took samples of internal organs. Edmund
didn’t want to take nerve tissue until everything else had
been eliminated, but I decided to sacrifice a young one to
check out on the bony nodules I'd found in the larger ones.
They weren’t there, but I took brain and spinal samples to
search for spores.

The spores turned up in what corresponded in function
to our spleens. Compact bundles of them, surrounded by
sheaths of cells from the host. We checked for signs of
tissue damage around these biological caches, but found
no evidence of any.

Curiouser and curiouser and curiouser.

As I worked, I had wanted to ask Edmund for some
pointers on the dialect problem. He had areal aptitude for
languages (what hadn’t he an aptitude for?). But I still
felt a bit prickly about last night’s discussion. I kept
thinking back to what Roni had said about his shadow
and all. O.K,, I thought. I can handle this myself.

Just fine.

I hope.

Scarabis IV is a neat planet to orbit. It’s low in surface
water, but has a deep, cogent atmosphere of about 3000
kilometers, really high in oxygen. The surface of the entire
planet is covered with deep deposits of organic material, so
it’s like a sponge; and the fog just swirls in whirlpools of
blue-white glaze over it all. The dense part of the
atmosphere just sits on top, glowing deep blue at the
edges. It’s like watching a slowly rotating cat’s-eye
marble—almost mesmerizing.

Scarabis sat there on our screens, imbedded in the pitch
of space, while outside the open bay doors I could see a
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luminous edge of her atmosphere perched there like a
landscape mural pasted on the back of the dock to lend
depth to the scene. It’s kind of weird to sit in the docking
viewroom with the bay doors open and realize that open
space is in that huge room, maybe fifty centimeters from
your nose. The triple-thick view panels are the only
shielding between you and its icy, sucking embrace. Some
get rapture from that realization. Others break down
completely when it occurs to them how flimsy are the
barriers between man and that empty, heartless enormity
he has so tenaciously invaded. You've got to come to terms
with it, one way or another. Once you have, it’s still a
constant challenge: sort of like walking the very edge of
the Grand Canyon every day just to convince yourself that
you needn’t fall over. Keeps you on your guard against
slips, too—and that’s healthy.

The Scarabis shuttle hadn’t shown yet, so I fiddled with
the translater terminal some more, plugging into an
Organian mode just to see if the mobile speaker on my belt
was hooked up properly. It was.

“Maybe I ought to reach for a call,” said Francis. I
glanced over and saw how pale he was at the corners of
each nostril.

I grinned. I was tempted to heckle him a little over the
sick sweat he was in—after all, carapsoids are only another
way of adapting to the same demands of life we face—but I
said nothing. I remembered that I was sort of queasy about
soft radials (thank God the Federation hadn’t assigned the
Liberty to the Cygnus sector—they’re lousy with aquatic
radials—brrr!), and I wouldn’t have liked anyone throw-
ing that up to me. So I just made a straight face, and
advised, “Check the wide-scan sensor readings from the
bridge first. Maybe you won’t need a call.”

He did. I heard the murmur of Gearshaw’s voice over the
intercom. ‘“‘Far side of the planet,” Francis relayed.
“Won’t be here for another twenty minutes.”” The report
seemed to relax him. He leaned back into the yielding
contours of his chair and regained some of his normal
color. To kill time, I began mentally to sort through the
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Tonal dialects again. I hoped that when our visitors
arrived, I would be able to catch the finer edges at the
buzzing sprays of their tongue. That would clue me as to
which dialect to select in communicating with them. It
would take a precise ear, something I was not certain I
possessed.

I began to wish Edmund wasn’t off-duty. I would have
liked to have him available to at least question over the
intercom. I was sorry about that discussion, sorry I hadn’t
kept my big mouth shut. I didn’t like my strange feeling of
distance, not quite angry, not quite hurt. It was my own
fault, after all. It was none of Edmund’s doing.

Charlie chose that moment to enter control. I felt a line
of prickles go up my back. He misread my expression. “I
was just curious,”” he explained quickly. “I’ve never seen
one of them things before.” I kept my features fixed and
walked behind Francis’ chair to watch the screens. I didn’t
like those prickles—with me, they did not bode well.

We finally got a little blip on the screen; simultaneously
Francis picked up the coded request to board in his
headset. Everything has to go according to regulation, so
Francis contacted the bridge, as per regulation, that a
Scarabis shuttle had requested interception. Harvester, as
per regulation, cleared the docking procedure. Francis
forwarded the code for the cleared bay.

The Scarabis shuttle appeared as a point of light
floating above the blue rim of its home world. As it
lessened the distance, it took on its true shape, a sort of
half-dome with a snout, not much longer than ten meters.
Its speed seemed variable as it strove to pace the orbit of the
Liberty and began the maneuvers that would enable it to
enter the gaping maw of Docking Bay Four.

Francis activated the landmags. Then all hell broke
loose.

That little ship dove into the bay like a bat out of hell,
and Francis cut the tractors and threw up the repeller just
short of her careening into the retainer right over our
heads. I guess the pilot of this shuttle had never
experienced an outguide system before and thought he
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was making a planetfall or something, because just as the
repellers went up to fund him off, he hit full reverse and
retroed at the same time. The shuttle shot off at an angle
for the ceiling of the bay. Just as I was sure we’d have
nothing left of our visitors but a mixture of grease and
carapace fragments on the roof, Francis compensated with
the landmags. The bounding ship lost her momentum,
and slowed suddenly; so instead of shattering all over the
ceiling, she merely thumped—loudly—on a support
beam. She seemed to go passive, because Francis got her
floating down, all sweet and ethereal, with a big dent in
her hull.

That's when I saw the slit off the side, like a tear in the
fabric of light reflected off her skin. I shouted, ‘““Hatch
sprung!”’ just as Francis activated the bay doors; he’d seen
it too.

Space is a vampire that craves air. The atmosphere had
been suddenly sucked out of that little ship, and my mind
raced into mental calculations of how long a carapsoid
could survive that frigid vacuum. The bay doors seemed to
move in slow motion. I knew they took only twenty-three
seconds to completed seal, but it seemed like hours.
Charlie was making noises behind me. I realized he was
advising the bridge of the accident.

Francis hadn’t turned a hair. His hand was poised over
the pressurizing buttons, and he struck them simul-
taneous to the lock light going on. It would take fifty
seconds to pressurize to the point of human survival. I
thought of the oxygen-rich atmosphere of Scarabis 1V.
“Where’s the oxygen masks?’’ I asked, surprised my voice
sounded calm.

“In the bay. Locker four,” he replied without taking his
eyes off the pressure gauges. The light over the alcove
hatch was still red.

“How long?”’ I asked.

“Thirty seconds.”

It suddenly occurred to me our guests could not use the
masks. They respired through eight holes in the ab-
domen—spiracles they were called. How to get the oxygen
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into them?

My eyes ran frantically around the room. They stopped
at the waste receptacle.

“Got any plastic bags? For trash?”’

Francis took his eyes from the board and looked at me
strangely. “What?”’

“Bags! Plastic bags! Where?”’

He pointed. I dove for the drawer.

“What are you going to do?”’ asked Francis.

“They breathe through holes in their sides. We’ve got to
rig a bag around their rear ends and feed oxygen into it.”’

“Gotcha.” He stood up and took off his headset,
keeping his eyes on the board. “Ten seconds to green.”

“What're you doing?”’ I said.

“I'll help,” he said, but he was getting pale. Charlie
stood, uncertain.

“Francis,” I said.

“I'll be O.K. Honest.”” He gave one last look at the
board. Then he pointed at the hatch.

“Green. Go!”

The atmosphere beyond the hatch was thin but still hit
our faces with frigid fire. Francis gulped and made the
shuttle hatch before I did. He had mechanical instinct,
found the lock in about three seconds. He hissed as his
fingers froze to the levers, but I gave him one of the bags as
insulation, and he got them both down, alternating his
hands. Some of his skin was left behind. The infrared was
beginning to work—I could feel the tip of my nose again.
With care we pulled at the hatch cover. It was small; no
more than a half-meter square. I hoped I could squeeze at
least part of the way in; I also hoped the occupants would
be within reach. Charlie came up behind us and dumped
four oxygen breathers on the deck. He silently went back
for more. We got the hatch open. '

There was a Scarabid just inside the threshold, rocking
on his domed back, his legs waving feebly. I grabbed him
by one leg and pulled him out onto the deck with a thump.
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'He was surprisingly heavy.

“Where?”’ said Francis.

He was white, hesitant.

I pointed to the openings on either side of the abdomen,
which was curled up between the bases of the legs. He’d
have to pull the abdomen down. He did, then worked the
bag over it. He was shoving the face mask inside the bag as
I began to squeeze inside the ship.

There were no lights. I had to feel. I hoped I wouldn’t
trip something like a thruster. I encountered another leg,
grabbed and backed out. The leg was kicking. “‘I've gotit,”
said Francis behind me. I let go and went in again.

There were four altogether. I was searching for the
fourth when I heard Francis shout, ‘‘Let go!’’ behind me.
There was a hint of fear in his tone, but just a hint. I
thought, please God, don’t make him do something
foolish. I gritted my teeth, my arm extended as far as I
could manage. I felt something, pulled on it. A mandible.
I switched to the edge of the carapace and hauled. It was
resisting, but not with much strength. One of the clawed
legs hooked on my tunic and tore it, but I wrestled it out
onto the deck. Francis was sitting there, holding his arm.
“It bit me,” he said accusingly.

The guilty party was crawling dazedly across the deck,
sans bag, but seemed to be recovering anyway. I glanced at
the one I'd just retrieved. It was rocking on its back,
bucking the abdomen resoundingly downward, trying to
right itself. The two bagged envoys just seemed to squat
uncertainly, recovering their senses. They were all
Tricolors. I remembered the language tapes I hadn’t fed to
the computers. How to speak to them?

“I feel funny,” said Francis.

Ilooked at him sitting there, his legs straight in front of
him. He looked funny, even paler than before. Prickles
raced like fire up my back. One of the bagged Scarabids
rolled over on its side and fiddled with the plastic that
bound it. It rasped an inquisitive buzz. Mode Six. I needed
to enter the Mode Six Dialect tape into the computer.
“Charlie,” I said. ‘““Help Francis. I've got to get the
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language tapes in.”

I ran into the alcove and entered the control room. The
tapes were on the console where I'd left them. I got the
Mode Six tape into the terminal and activated the
translator programming. I grabbed a headsetand went out
into the bay again. Charlie looked up at me worriedly.

“Francis says he’s seeing double.”

The prickles spread to the backs of my legs. “Get
emergency medical down here on the double,” I said to
Charlie. He headed for the wall communicator. I stooped
over Francis and laid him back on the deck. The Scarabid
had escaped its bag, and came over with careful placings of
each leg. It settled its weight near Francis’ knee and rasped
again, only this time my headset said (in flat computer
tones): “Has the organism been penetrated by ..... s
mandibles?”

Francis looked up at me with wide-pupiled eyes. A thin
sheen of perspiration coated his upper lip. “I'm not
frightened, Jeremy,” he whispered proudly. “I’'m not.”

I examined his arm. There were two punctures through
the soft cloth of the sleeve, and when I rolled it back, the
punctures were continued into his skin. There was a little
blood, and the rims of the holes were blue-white.

“Yes,” I said into the headset, and the speaker at my belt
buzzed Mode Six.

“We are poisonous to our own ..... Do such toxins
apply to your .....2”

“Jesus,” I said. ““Oh, Jesus.” The translator buzzed a
static nothing, the programming unable to find corre-
sponding verbalizations.

“I am certain my colleague was dazed and .. ... I do not
believe he intended to ..... harm to the organism.” The
swaying of the carapsoid’s body took on the aspect of
agitation.

“Francis,” I called. “Francis?”’

His lips moved, but no sound came. His eyes stayed
locked in a fixed, glassy stare at the ceiling beam the shuttle
had hit. His breathing became ragged and irregular.

“Geez, he looks terrible,” said Charlie’s voice from
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behind my shoulder.

“He’s been bitten. They’re venomous,” I said. “Did you
get medical?”’

“Yeh, they’re on their way. Geez, he looks terrible.”

“Francis,” 1 said again, even though I knew he was
already unconscious. Then I spoke to the carapsoid
huddled next to him. ‘““What is the naturé of your poison?”’
..... ,”’ said my headset. Pure static.

“What kind of poison is it?”’ I repeated.

A ,”’ repeated the headset.

It wouldn’t translate in the Mode.

“I don’t understand!”’ I nearly shouted, desperate. I
knew suddenly that medical couldn’t save him. Even if it
got here now, we had no idea of the nature of the toxin, no
antidote to give. Francis was dying. I huddled beside him,
holding his pale head, and helplessly watched him die.
Nothing but a miracle could save him now.

(Hands, miracle hands, touching, spreading wholeness
like a salve, warm hands of understanding, cool hands of
hope, we need you, he’s dying, please.)

I turned, looking for him.

He stood in the alcove, his back pressed against the wall,
wide-eyed, like a rabbit startled in his warren.

“Edmund!” I cried.

He didn’t move.

“Edmund, for God’s sake! Hurry!”’

He stood, deathly still like fright, and looked on the
battered shuttle and the crouching, ashamed Scarabids;
and Charlie with his puzzled suspicious eyes; and he
looked on Francis, so white, his eyes glazing; and on me,
my eyes crazy with an agony of helpless confusion. He
looked on us all, his own eyes stained with profound
sadness.

And he didn’t move.

Francis shuddered and was still.

Emergency medical ran in through the alcove, three of
them with their stretchers and their bags of medical
wonders. They brushed past Edmund standing there, and
he spoke two quiet words to the last one, before he turned
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and left. Such was the stillness, I could hear him across the
bay:
“Cyanide poisoning.”

I would have gone after him, but medical wanted
reports and Harvester wanted reports, Forbes asked for
introductions and language tape directions, and I still had
to run the context programming through modified Mode
Six so we could establish better transliteration. I worked
like an automaton, over-controlled.

Captain Harvester commended me on my quick action.
He told me the Tricolors had requested my presence in
their environmentally modified quarters on deck three. I
went. One of the Scarabids crouched miserably in one
corner, while the others alternated between effusive praise
and abject apology for nearly an hour. I was glad to get out
of there—the reduced gravity and high oxygen were
making me heady, and every reference to Francis made me
more depressed.

Edmund was not in our quarters. I headed for the lab,
something building inside of me, something that hurt
every time I took a breath.

The lab was in night phase. We’d set up the lighting to
correspond in intensity and wavelength to the Valpecula
cycle—her hot, intensely blue diurnal star; her three
moons, one large and silver gray; two small, ruddy. The
light was low and ruddy now, and the polliwigglers
moved eerily in the water like dark blobs of dried blood.

He stood beside tank three with his arms folded on its
rim. He was staring moodily at the water surface where the
two remaining large polliwigglers drifted belly up,
floating in a shimmering halo of fungal filaments. He had
not touched them. The lab was silent but for the constant
fizz of the aerators spitting their fine spray of pink bubbles
upward at the surface of each tank. His stillness was part of
the silence. He didn’t raise his eyes from the tank when I
entered, and only spoke when I stopped approaching him.

“I'm sorry about Francis,” he said gently.
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Why do we rend what we love? Why, in the times we
most need closeness, to give and to receive, do we rip
ourselves apart from it and lash out at it, as if its injury will
somehow heal us? Why, in moments of misunderstand-
ing, when we most need reason, do we turn to the
blindness of emotion? Why?

“Sorry!” I blurted resentfully. “You wouldn’t even
help! You didn’t even try!”

“There was nothing I could have done.” Quietly.

“You couldn’t have known that! You didn’t even come
to him!” 4

“It was too late.”

“You couldn’t have known that!” I repeated in
stubborn bitterness. ‘“You wouldn’t even try!”

He pressed his lips together and gazed dully at the
spheres of fungal contamination floating before him,
rotating slowly. He was refusing to-explain, avoiding
argument. So he didn’t even give a damn what I thought!

I stood, breathing hard, reviewing that moment—
seeing him standing motionless in the alcove, his eyes
wide with sallow fright. Why fright? What had he to fear?
The carapsoids? Charlie?

Discovery.

If he had done what I knew he could have done, then
Charlie would have found out; Charlie would have
known.

No one must know, no one.

“It was Charlie, wasn’t it?”’ I said in insidious
suggestion.

He stiffened, but would not raise his eyes. My voice
softened, for I had found my mark. ‘“You were afraid of
Charlie, weren’t you? You were afraid he might find out
you're not like the rest of us, weren’t you?”’ I slipped into
the acid of sarcasm: “God forbid he should discover that
you’re not quite human! That’s what it was, wasn’t it?”’
His eyes turned on me, dangerous, unreadable; but in my
fury I would not heed: “You were afraid Charlie would
find out what an inhuman freak you are! You were so
afraid, you'd rather let a man die . . .!”
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He struck me.

Even as it came at me, I knew he was trying to pull the
blow. As it was, I spun and slammed the left side of my face
into the wall. It stayed there, pressed as if glued. Blood
burst from my nose and ran down the paneling in crimson
streaks. I closed my eyes.

His voice, low, taut, so full of tears, came from a space
close behind my right shoulder. *“Jeremy, I'm sorry. I had
no right to do that. Please . . . ”

“Get away from me,” I said between my teeth.

He stood, breathing through his nostrils. Neither of us
moved. He made one last attempt:

“I am not God, Jeremy. You have no right to expect me
to be.”

“You monster! Get away from me!”’

He backed off, uncertain and torn. I leaned against the
wall and bled. We stood, he and I, in the russet dimness of
Valpecula’s simulated night, with the aerators tossing
their torrents of tiny dancing bubbles at the air all around
us. There was a faint splash as one of the smaller
polliwigglers allowed its cavortings to approach the
surface of tank five. I finally felt my temper drop down
into a cold pit of indifference.

“I’ll not be needing you with the project anymore,” I
said in low monotone.

He only watched me with infinite sadness, unspeaking.

“I'll be staying down here for the time being,” I
continued, ‘“until Housing gets me a new assignment. I’l]
move my things out while you’re on duty, so I won'’t
disturb you.”

“Jeremy,” he said.

“Get out of here,” I said softly.

He paused. “I'm going.” And he went.

I had let Charlie come between us after all.

III

Metamorphosis. :
I sat on the center of the cot in the lab, amid the light of
the three moons of Valpecula Centaurii, and went over all
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the if-onlies.

Poor, stupid, bumblmg Francis, I thought. Why did
you feel you had to prove something to me? To yourself,
then? If only you hadn’t wanted to change; if only I hadn’t
helped you. Charlie would have done it instead, then
Charlie would have been the one who . . . I shuddered at
my own maudlin, mindless cruelty.

I remembered a moment inside the shuttle’s darkness
when my hand closed down on that mandible and it
hadn’t tightened into me, and I shuddered again at the
nearness of death’s brush. Would Edmund have tried to
save me? If only Edmund . . .

To hell with Edmund, it was all pointless. Your much-
cherished metamorphosis was pointless, Francis. Hadn’t
it brought you only death?

A splash erupted in tank three, setting the two corpses
bobbing grotesquely. One of the younger polliwigglers
was playing games. I dully watched the liquid motion of
the fungus-fur around the bodies, flowing like wheat in a
wind.

Suddenly, I knew.

Metamorphosis and death, death and metamorphosis.

Thank you, Francis, I thought.

For three weeks, I became like a ghost haunting the halls
of the Liberty. 1 materialized on the bridge at my
appointed hours, very professional and uncommuni-
cative. Sometimes Edmund was there, preparing to leave,
pale and expressionless. I did not speak to him—spoke to
no one, in fact, whom I did not have to in the line of duty.
The ghost I had become ignored the doings of the living;
my thoughts were in the lab, my being was there. I did my
duty, was relieved on schedule, and went back to all the
meaning that ever was, floating in those tanks.

I worked like a fiend sometimes, but mostly I waited.
And watched. I slept when my eyes and brain became too
unfocused to watch anymore.

I transferred all the living polliwigglers out of tank
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three, and every time another one died, three became its
mausoleum. I watched the fungus grow outward about a
half-meter, then I watched it grow in upon itself,
intertwining its hyphae into an increasingly dense mat of
fibers, forming a coarse outer coat like rough burlap. It
even began darkening to the color of burlap.

I watched it form the chrysalis.

I waited, ever wanting to cut itopen, ever wanting to see
the miracle happening inside. But I waited.

I killed a younger one once and put it back with its
fellows, just to see what would happen. They nuzzled
around it curiously, like crimson pallbearers misunder-
standing the permanence of death. They nuzzled and they
nibbled, until three hours later the victim had been
stripped, its bones scattered about the tank floor. I was
closer to the meaning, then, and I slept satisfied.
Polliwigglers never touched the fungus-infected ones.

Veronica came tentatively at the end of the first week. I
think she expected me to be unresponsive, but I was
grateful for her company, and we talked low, just enough
to be heard over the bubbling of the aerators. She came
often after that. Sometimes we talked, but mostly she sat
silently on the cot beside me with her arm around my waist
and helped me watch. Once she came in and started crying
for no reason, and went away again. Women are hard to
fathom.

Once the lab door opened and Edmund was there,
expressionless as always. Just standing in the doorway and
looking at me with empty eyes. I was about to speak when
something made me glance at the clock instead. I was
supposed to have been on duty ten minutes before. I
nodded at him, and he turned vacantly, disappearing like
an apparition. After that, I started having dreams with
that face in it, between the waitings.

Toward the end of the third week, as I was watchingand .
going over all of it again, I decided to make a sand table.
Maybe it was instinct, or maybe good sense. It took two
days, but it was a big one, nearly three meters square, so
there would be plenty of room for the shallow water at one
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end overlying a sand bottom; and yet plenty of dry sand at
the other end. I didn’t know the requirements of an adult
polliwiggler, so I wanted to be prepared for anything.

I carefully transferred the two oldest cocoons into the
tank as soon as it was finished. They were settling to the
bottom now, no longer floating. They had a funny feeling
to them, like stiff-skinned rotten plums with angular pits
in the center. There was no odor.

After that was done, I realized that there was little more
to do, so I sat down on the cot and waited again. There was
a feeling of imminence all around me.

Veronica came in with her nurse’s way of silence, and sat
down beside me. She asked if there was anything yet, and I
said, no; and she wanted the new tank explained, so I
explained it. Then she fell silent, and watched the floor,
fidgeting, while I watched the tank, waiting.

She must have sat there fifteen minutes before she said
anything more; and then it was something I didn’t want to
hear: “Jeremy, you've got to talk to Edmund.”

I flinched, but would not take my eyes from the tank.
Waiting. “I don’t know what you mean,” I said, trying to
sound vague.

“You know very well what I mean. It’s all over the
ship.”

There was a moment when a pressure rose up into the
crown of my skull, threatening to explode, but I was
determined, and it subsided as fast as it had built. I said
nothing.

“Was it because of me?”’ she inquired meekly.

At last, I looked at her, at last, saw all the worry of weeks
and the fear of causation. I saw it all at once, and still I
could do nothing.

“No,” I said. “No, it wasn’t you.”

She watched me closely, not entirely willing to believe.

“He’s miserable,” she whispered.

I looked back at the tanks, “I can’t help that.”

“You’re miserable.”

I flinched again, but shrugged it away. “I can’t help
that, either.”
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“At least talk to him.”

“I can’t,” I said. “I’'m too busy.”

She stood up. She was disappointed, cool. “Yes,” she
said. “I can see that.”” And she left.

It began with a poking, as from the inside. The clothlike
covering of the water-cradled chrysalis dented outward,
then dimpled inward. The surface shifted with tremulous
anticipation. There was a rent at least, and a single, tiny
pincer poked through. It began working at the nearly
blackened tangle of fungal filaments around it; the rent
widened to a slit. A second chela joined the first. They
worked to free the captive with patient precision.

My breath came with each withdrawal of those
implements, caught again with each new appearance. It
lived. It had grown, metamorphosed. I was to be the first
human to see an adult polliwiggler. I longed to tear the
cocoon apart with my fingers, but I clenched both hands
into fists, and leaned on the tank, and watched.

It took an hour for those pincers to widen the aperture to
their satisfaction. Then nothing seemed to happen for a
while, and I grew frantic. Suddenly, with a series of kicks
and a rush, it emerged.

It was a carapsoid.

The most beautiful carapsoid God had ever created in
the whole universe, at least to my thinking just then.

They have since come to be called the Jewel Crabs of
Valpecula. The carapace was broad, flattened, pointed
backwards at the edges. It was crimsoned around the rim,
and studded all around with polished bumps that shone
like gold through the water. The center of the shell went
from violet to a deep cerulean blue. The short, broad
abdomen, plated in jointed series, took the blue to a deep
green, and then to bronze at the sides and back.

It probed at the sandy bottom with its six pincer-tipped
legs, then moved tentatively into shallower water. It
minced toward my artificial beach until it reached a depth
where it was only barely covered by the water. There it dug
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a shallow bowl in the sand and settled in to wait.

It waited for another adult, perhaps. Maybe it waited to
dance a dance of greeting, to woo, to win a mate to
embrace, to reproduce its own kind. It waited to fulfill its
promise, to rejoice in its own miraculous transformation,
Crouched there, it shone out from the water—a brilliant
gem in the crown of life, reflecting the first bright beams of
a simulated Valpecula dawn.

If only Francis could have seen it.

The other chrysalis began to stir.

If only Edmund . . .

Edmund had come too late. He had felt my need, had
flown to it, but too late. Cyanide was fast, incredibly fast.
Francis was already dead before Edmund had arrived. But
all I could see was death.

Polliwigglers living their natural cycle, struggling to
gain their new guise within a chrysalis of fungal decay.
But all I could see was death.

Francis, bursting out of his chrysalis of fear, with a last
whispered proclamation of freedom—“I'm not fright-
tened, I'm not.” And all I could see was death.

In my blindness I had slain a bond irreplaceable. I
wanted to be a chrysalis, too—but I didn’t know how.

I put my forehead on the fire-cold edge of the tank and
wept.

“I found the answer,”’ I said.

He looked up from the journal he was reading. He
seemed thinner, somehow more empty. Maybe he saw the
fires of enthusiasm dancing in my eyes. In any event, he
attempted to smile. “What’s the question?”’

“How do you get a polliwiggler to metamorphose?’’

He arched his brows, impressed. ‘“And the answer?”’

‘“Leave them alone.”

“Don’t even feed them?”’

“It’s a little difficult to feed a dead polliwiggler.”

“Ah,” he said, and seemed to go out of focus. ‘“The
nodules,” he said after a minute, nodding to himself.
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“The nodules,” I concurred quietly. “They let the
fungus break down the tissues and then they break out and
feed on the fungus.”

“Congratulations,”” he said, genuinely meaning it. He
was still a Science Officer after all, and his curiosity
showed in his face. It hurt that he dared ask me no
questions.

“They’ve got to start from scratch,” I explained. ‘“The
whole metamorphosis process requires they turn them-
selves inside out.”

“Inside out?”’ His surprise pleased me.

“Yes,” I said. ‘“The skeleton has to be dissolved out of
the inside, and deposited on the outside.”

I took the shell from behind my back, and he drew in his
breath. Under the desk light, it shone as if enameled,
splashing hues in all directions. He took it slowly, barely
breathing, handling it as if it were glass. “This is the
adule?”’

I nodded. It was good to share my discovery at last, good
to see him astounded as I had been, awed at the wonder of
the first recorded instance of a vertebrate larval form
metamorphosing into a carapsoid adult. It was good to see
the delight in him. I had forgotten how warmly his delight
could shine.

“That cot down there is getting awfully uncom-
fortable,” I suggested suddenly. “And at the rate they’re
courting and laying and heaven-knows-what else, it’ll
take a year to get a handle on their ethology, if I don’t get
some help pretty soon.”

He didn’t smile and he didn’t look up, just ran his index
finger down the golden studs along the edges of the shell.
He cleared his throat.

“I am sorry I hit you. I had no right to do that.”” He
avoided my eyes.

The pit of my stomach started to hurt, as if I'd been
kicked. ““I deserved it,” I declared uncomfortably.

When he looked up, he was grinning incongruously.

“I agree. That still didn’t give me the right.”

It hurt worse than ever. He got all out of focus, and I
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backed against the desk, needing support. He was in front
of me suddenly, his hand gripping my arm. “Jeremy?”’ he
said in cautious concern.

Then I did something I have never done. I put my arms
around him and pressed my face into his shoulder.
“Jeremy,” he said again, and there was no rebuke. A hole
happened in the pain, like a pincer emerging, and it all
leaked out.

At that moment, Charlie could have walked into the
room, and thought his vile thoughts, and I wouldn’t have
cared. The whole damned crew of the Liberty could have
stood there watching, and I wouldn’t have cared.

You and Charlie can think what you like.

I don’t give a damn.
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BRIGHT FLIGHTWAYS
R. A. Lafferty

The “Snow Geese,” the Canadians, had been going
through for ten days, and indeed it had been pretty cold
there in Detroit. The Flightway Commerce was thriving.
The fleece stores and the bolster stores were selling out
everything they had, against the early chill. The autumn
carnivals were swinging and the markets were full of
persimmons and pawpaws and even pumpkins. The
cranberry merchants were busy, as were all the pro-
visioners. The bookies were betting on the applejack freeze
for that very night.

Ramsworth Armstrong, the amorous and cheerful iron-
hammerer, was courting Angela Frostchaser. There was
always a lot of courtship on both the autumn and spring
flightways and during the ready-days for such migrations.
The iron-hammerers’ guild to which Ramsworth be-
longed was one of the most forthcoming ever: There were
more than ten thousand iron-hammerers in the wagon
factories and automobile plants of Detroit alone. A man
could easily marry from such a trade as hammering.
Angela Frostchaser was a sheep-stomach chemist, and that
was an honored trade also. Starting with the simple pepsin
of the ordinary sheep’s stomach, these marvelous chemists
made enzymes for the preparation and emulsifying of
meat and bread and, well, everything.

Rufus Carrottop, a butcher and meat-reducer, was
courting Agnes Solidstate, a corncake-fermenter. The
courtings consisted mostly of 'dancing together at the

59



ready fairs and drinking applejack together, and making
lively music together and drinking applejack on the
flightway migrations themselves. The Carrottops had a
blot on their escutcheon and they had had to change their
family name several generations back; but Rufus of the
current Carrottop generation was personally blotless.

Argus Brownscum, an herbalist, was courting Hesper
Grotowski, a heat-exchange technician. There were those
who said that the young people indulged in courtship
mostly to keep warm, but the two courtship periods of the
year (eight weeks each) contained many warm and mild
days.

The Armstrongs, the Frostchasers, the Carrottops, the
Solidstates, the Brownscums, and the Grotowskis were six
nuclear families of about one hundred persons each who
traveled together on the flightways. Such groups of
families would travel together twice a year for twenty years
or so. Then there would be a jubilee year, a breaking up of
the group and a recombining of other combinations of
families.

The dance-halls and sing-halls of the going-south
ready-fairs were built tight and warm. Horse manure was
always deep and active beneath the duck-boards of their
floors and this contributed a great amount of heat. The
people themselves, crowded in tightly, added to the heat,
and the applejack gave a sense of coziness and warmth.
The vehicles were now loaded for the trip south, the joy
wagons and the cargo carts. Even the backpacks were all
ready, and at midnight the people shouldered them and
poured out of a hundred dance-halls and sing-halls to a
great central area where Rabbi Kaltbrot (this was a third
year; and the third, sixth, and ninth years were Jew Years)
would give the judgment on the applejack and the
blessing on the journey. He was a short man, but he spoke
forcefully.

“Bless the circuit of the seasons and our own road-
journey through them. Bless all pigs and sheep and calves,
and the magic of their own stomachs that make them
edible. Bless the corn and the sweet corn, and the oats of
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the field. Bless the soy beans. Bless all the enzyme-
producing plants, and especially the spicebush and the
cranberry. Deliver us from the hell-fire peoples and
powers who threaten to burn up the world; and, as to these
thirteen of them hanging here, forgive them, in some other
world, but not in this one.”

There were thirteen dead men hanging by ropes from
thirteen trees. These men had been hanged by their necks
until they were dead because it was charged that they
belonged to the ‘“Firebrands,” which was either a
subversive religion or a subversive political party.

“Bless all windmills and watermills,”” Rabbi Kaltbrot
was continuing. ‘“Bless the sun-cells and the water-cells
and the wind-cells. Bless the iron-hammerers and the
meat-reducers and the herbalists. Bless the wagon factories
and the automobile plants. Bless all corn fields and
cucumber plantations and cider works. Bless the pine
wood that gives us wood for our houses and crates for our
berries, and the box elder wood that gives us spokes for our
wheels and frames for our carriages. Bless all fiddles and
horns and drums; but the meaner instruments, do you not
bless them! Bless the fur-beasts that give us fur and the
sheep that give us wool and fleece. Bless the flax and the
cotton that clothes us. Bless the birds that show us the
direction on the flightway, and the sun that waits for us
wherever we go. Bless the—just a minute, people, we had
better check first, sometimes it’s tricky—"’' Rabbi Kaltbrot
went to a large and shallow basin or bowl full of diluted
applejack that had been twinkling and moving itself in
the midnight air. Even the most diluted applejack did not
freeze when water froze, but it always froze a night or two
later, when it was about twenty-nine degrees. And it had
begun to freeze now, with a thin ice on it that tinkled when
the Rabbi stirred it with his finger. And he continued.

“Bless this holy applejack that tells us the night of our
travel. Bless the roads that wait for our feet and our wheels,
and bless the warm land of the south. Bless all courting
people in this courting season.”’

Then, with a sound of fiddles and horns and drums, all
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the many clusters of nuclear families, under the Sheep
Flag of the City of Detroit, started south, most of them
walking briskly with their backpacks, certain outriders
and guards on horses, the small children and the very old
and infirm riding in the joy wagons and the cargo carts.
The automobiles, of course, with their power cells and
their painted wood frames, were not road-worthy enough
for such a long trip.

Such few people as remained behind in the Detroit area,
for the overseeing of the necessary functions of one sort or
another, were all hearty people in their prime years; they
would be double-fleeced and double-furred and they
would stay out of the wind as much as possible. They
would winter in the north only once in a lifetime. Once
was plenty.

But the travelers from that area, they would spend six
weeks on the flightway, on the road, going twenty miles a
day, and would then arrive at the Panama City Florida
area. Panama City was also known as Winter Detroit.
People from thousands of places would, at the same time,
be going south to thousands of other places. They would
eat corn and beans out of the fields as they traveled, and
also cornbread and bean-bread that had been enzymed and
matured. They would eat driven beef slaughtered the same
day, and also beef that stood at the way-stations, enzymed
and aged. They played music as they walked, and many of
the people shaped and whittled and manufactured things
with their hands as they went along.

At night they camped in campgrounds, and gathered in
the sociable darkness around traditional camp-stones or
stages where they talked and courted, and sometimes they
enacted night-show dramas. Whether they traveled or
camped, they always had outriders or guards to protect
against fire.

Some of the strong young people used to talk at night
about the one thing that threatened them and the world
forever. There was a very small number of the young
people who indulged in contrary and dangerous and
heated talk on this subject, but they did it so slyly that one
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could not tell whether they were really depraved and evil,
or whether they were merely making forays into sick
humor. Among this small number of young people who
discussed so dangerously and heatedly were Leo Carrot-
top, the brother of Rufus, Jasper Frostchaser, who was a
cousin of Angela, and Very Softstep, who was somehow
related to the Brownscum family.

““T’here may possibly be a way to make iron stronger and
more varied and able to take a sharper edge or point than
any iron that the best iron-hammerers are now able to
produce,” Leo Carrottop said. ‘“That would mean sharper
blades for spoke-shaves and draw-knives and axes and
saws.”

“That’s angry talk you are talking,” Ramsworth
Armstrong the iron-hammerer said. “And it’s dishonest
talk. It hints of things, and then it runs and hides when it is
challenged.”

“I know it,” said Leo, “‘and such hinting may, for the
present, seem dishonest. But there might come a time
when a thing is able to do more than hint.”

““Has it ever really happened?’’ Ramsworth challenged.
““Was there ever a case where iron was made by a way other
than cold-hammering and it turned out to be stronger and
more varied and able to take a sharper edge than
hammered iron?”’

“No, there have never been any such results,” Leo
admitted. “Something has always gone wrong. People
always seem to get killed, from heat or from some sort of
concussion, when trying these things. But there is a sort of
theory that such things may come about.”

“There may possibly be a way to make meat and bread
and many other things more tasty and more ready than by
fermentation or the enzyme-preparation method or by the
no-method-at-all that we sometimes use,” Jasper Frost-
chaser said, but he didn’t meet any eyes when he said it.

“There may possibly be a green moon on the other side
of tomorrow, but I'll bet there isn’t,” Rufus Carrottop
countered him. “And I will bet there is nota better method
of preparing food, either. Not a magic or trick method,
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anyhow. We constantly improve the old methods a little.
But do you, Jasper, know of any mysterious method ever
being used, and do you know of real results coming from
itee:

“I have heard fairly strong rumors of new methods
being attempted, Rufus,” Jasper said. “No, there haven’t
been any claims to successful results. The meat is always
completely destroyed before they can find a way to get it
out of the thing. So is the bread and the other foods. But
because a thing doesn’t work the first few times is no
reason to believe that it will never work.”

“There may possibly be a way to keep warm in the
winter without dressing in double and triple fleece and
furs, and without coming south,” Very Softstep said, but
she was in a nervous flutter at herself for saying it. “‘People
might not have to travel so far twice a year just to keep
ahead of the seasons and keep warm and stay alive and be
always fed.”

“But people love the travel,” Argus Brownscum argued.
“Something will have gone out of them if they ever give it
up. Can you, Very, think of any worse punishment than
not being allowed to travel on the bright flightways in the
autumn and the springtime?’’

“No, I guessIcan’t,” Very said uncertainly. “But people
could still travel on the flightways whenever they wanted
to. It would just be that they wouldn’t have to. Their lives
would no longer depend on their traveling with the
seasons.”’

“And how many people would travel the flightways
then?”’ Argus asked. “People are so constructed that they
must be compelled to indulge in some of the greatest
pleasures of life.”

“I will tell you all a number of things,” Leo Carrottop
said one evening a few weeks later. This was in the middle
of the warm southland winter. All the courting couples
had been married on mid-winter eve and were now settled.
They drank orange-bang in the evenings instead of
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applejack; and their music, though using the same
instruments and the same voices, had a more languid and a
more southern tone.

“I say that there might be a way, or a complex of closely
related ways, for doing dozens of things better, for doing
half the things in the world better. Yes, I know the account
that my great-grandfather was hanged for hinting almost
these same hints. I know the story that our original family
name was Firetop rather than Carrottop, though our hair
is still the same orange color as it was then. Listen, with
one thing added to the techniques of the world, the
automobiles made in our mother city Detroit could be
powered by something stronger than those little storage
cells. They really would be road-worthy, even to traveling
from one end of a flightway to another. Listen, we could
have better tools to make other better tools. We could have
better minds.”

“Better minds? How? There’'s no way.”

“Oh, absolutely there is. We could make a great mental
leap now. The new technique, if it is attempted, and even
if it fails again and again, can open the mind itself to a new
sense of curiosity and achievement. We have never yet
entered the real houses of our own minds; we have been
shuffling our feet in the anterooms, only. It may be that if
we come to eat more fulfilled food, if we come to
manufacture and live with more fulfilled equipment, if we
arrange to control our surroundings, then our own
persons and minds will be more fulfilled by it all. Then
there will be room for more intelligence, for more
thought, for more life, aye, for more people in the world.”’

“It isn’t crowded now. It is said, Leo, that there will
always be plenty of room for all the people, so long as the
people are not counted. Itis also said that there will always
be enough land for everything, so long as the land is not
measured,”” Ramsworth Armstrong argued.

“But there may come a time, Ramsworth, when we are
not afraid to count, and to measure, and to project. The
whole world has been pretty placid mentally. I think it’s
an accident that one particular seed hasn’t rooted so far;
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but I believe that we can root it on purpose even if some of
us are destroyed by it. In Detroit itself, the cutting edge of
all that is new in technology, we have the sheep for a
symbol on our flag. We do not question enough. We do
not invent enough. It is time we took a great leap off of our
little stepping stools.”

“Leo, just before we left the north on our latest
flightway to the south here, there were thirteen men who
took leaps off their little stepping stools. They didn’t go
far, just to the ends of their ropes that hanged them by their
necks. It only seemed as if they were men of hasty authority
who hanged them. Those thirteen men really put the rope
around their own necks.” j

“Yes, I know that,” Leo Carrottop said.

“Those thirteen hanged men, do you want to end as they
did, Leo?”

“Really, I don’t mind if I do end that way. People are
telling some pretty interesting stories about those thirteen
men now. I want them to tell interesting stories about me
after I'm dead.”

It was a very dry winter everywhere. In the north it did
not snow, and in the south it did not rain. Everywhere, the
ground and its plants stood dry and brittle and dusty and
in danger of the evil fever. This was tinder land now, and
of particular danger was the dry lightning from the
rainless electrical storms. It was quite windy all that
winter, and particularly at the end of winter.

Well, the weather wasn’t a great hardship. There was
always corn and cereal grain in storage for such a year as
this might be shaping up to be. Years that began so were
usually of the ‘‘years that eat up the corn.” There were
plenty of haycocks in the hay meadows, also, for the
previous seasons had been lush. For the dryness, outriders
and guards were doubled everywhere and the people were
very careful. Most of the music that season was Watchman
music.

It was such a season, right at the start of spring now, as

66



weeds will grow well and early crops will not grow. It was
such a time when kinky and whispered notions came up
everywhere like cockleburs in the springtime, and bal-
anced judgments hid ungreening in their dry and stunted
ground. Three young people of a league of nuclear
families, Leo Carrottop, Jasper Frostchaser, and Very
Softstep, had very many of these kinky and whispered
notions, and there must have been such a whispering
group in every league of families. They hinted at things
they would not say out loud, and they gnawed like mice on
the edges of reason.

“It may be that the time has come to inventa lightning,”’
Leo Carrottop often said. ‘“Then we could reduce the size
of its danger and control it. And, having it controlled, we
could look for its uses. Oh, I know that many of us would
have to die from it first, but good might finally come of it.
It is only an accident that miniaturized and controlled
lightning is not already in use on our world.”

“On our world?”’ Agnes Sourstate asked. “You daffy,
what other worlds are there?”

“I believe there are alternate worlds where controlled
lightning, fire to use the plain word for it, is in common
use for many things.”

“And just where are these alternate worlds to be found,
Leo?” Argus Brownscum asked.

“Well, at present, ah, so far as I know, they are found
only on analysts’ couches,” Leo admitted.

“But that indicates it is all present in the unconscious,”’
Very Softstep told them, “burningly present.”

It was ready-time for taking the bright flightway
road back to the springtime north. There were the ready-
fairs and the ready-music (still with its strong Guards-
man theme this season) and the dancing and the orange-
bang drinking. There were little dramas and masques.
A new and sly theme was introduced into these—the
tinder scarecrows.

Leo Carrottop, Jasper Frostchaser, Very Softstep, and a
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hundred other such small groups from a hundred other
leagues of families, masqueraded in their tinder scarecrow
costumes. These were stuffed full of very dry straw.

It is traditional that scarecrows do not smile, and that
they be funny anyhow. Well, these were funny at the
dances and at the drinking parties and courtings and
dramas and masques. But, besides being funny, there was
one other thing about the scarecrows, that everybody
noticed: They were scared.

The signal for the northern migration (as the freezing of
the applejack was the yearly signal for the southern
migration) was the blooming on a very old and honored
Gershwin’s Palmetto plant. It was nearly certain that it
would bloom on an afternoon in mid-March, and the joy
wagons and cargo carts were loaded, and all backpacks
were packed. It was hot, it was dry, it was windy; and there
were ugly and feverish clouds sliding across the blue.
There were double outriders and double guards, and
everyone was on the alert.

But the scarecrows, the legs and arms and bosoms of
their clothing stuffed full of dry straw, formed a carry-over
from the galas and the ready dances. They were still in
costume. Some of the scarecrows talked about their
tattered notions more openly than they had before. (The
garish-green lightning began to flame in the skimpy
clouds.)

“If it comes as we believe it will come,” Leo Carrottop
mumbled to some of the young, “then we will take up
pieces of it, no matter what pain to ourselves, and we will
spread them ’til no one can put them all out. It will not
matter whether the guards do extinguish it finally, so long
as we force them to extinguish us also. Then our souls will
be in it, and it will come back again and again.”

“What are you talking about, Leo?”” Ramsworth
Armstrong asked. “Have your brains all turned to straw?”’

“They will have turned to it quite soon,”’ Leo said, ““to
flaming straw.”

“This brave death business doesn’t go with me at all,”
Very Softstep said. (The air was so dry that it blasted the

68



eyes, and the dry lightning still spat and fumed.) “Mine is
a scared death business. It doesn’t matter even that it might
be all wrong and that it might not work anyhow. If we die
to bring it, it will make it a little bit more right. Say of me
tomorrow, ‘She died scared, but she died anyhow.’”

“Very, what nonsense are you talking?”’ Agnes Solid-
state asked her. “I always understood you, and now I
don’t.” (The dry lightning had become pretty rampant,
and it seemed that the very hair on the head of the hot wind
stood up with static electricity.)

““Maybe if we bring it about that it’s all consumed, an
alternate world will come in to take its place,” Jasper
Frostchaser said. ‘“The alternate world will have cooked
food, and furnaced iron, and burning fuel for heating.”

“Jasper, do you want the whole world to burn up?”’
Ramsworth cried in outrage.

“If that is the next big step in transforming the world,
yes, I do,” Jasper insisted. (A shout went up from the
people: The Gershwin’s Palmetto had bloomed.)

“You’re crazy! You're stark mad!”’ Ramsworth shouted
while the kinky green dry lightning was already making
sky-earth contact. “You're playing with fire!”

The lightning struck, and it set the world on fire. It
flamed and crackled in a snakey thicket of dry brush, and
outriders and guards rushed in with prepared wet sacks
and mats to beat the flames out. But three hundred
costumed scarecrows from a hundred different family
leagues were there before them. These rushed into the
flaming thicket itself and stuffed handsful of fire into the
straw of their own bosoms. They set themselves afire; they
made torches of themselves; and they ran with the wind, in
three hundred different directions, to ignite other thickets
and copses and trees and fields and grasses. There was no
way that the outriders and guards could stop these three
hundred other fires that quickly turned into three
thousand and then into thirty thousand fires and would
not stop ’til the entire world was burned up.
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Oh, the entire world would perish in the fire, there was
no doubt about that. The rocks would melt, the ocean
would evaporate, and the entire globe would burn to a
cinder. That had always been feared and always been
predicted.

Ramsworth Armstrong, Agnes Solidstate, Argus
Brownscum, they were standing on a small island of
smoking earth that had not yet vanished in the sea of
flame. They saw there the burning body of their deluded
and lately scarecrowish friend Very Softstep. They recog-
nized her by her fiery initials on the very hot iron bracelet
she had been wearing. There had always been something
about Very they had liked. Now there was something
entirely different about her that they liked very much.
What a fragrant girl!

“Very and I were always very close,” Agnes Solidstate
said. “She wouldn’t mind this, not if she knew it was I who
did it. And now, in the very last moments of the world, I
have to know whether it really is better that way. Maybe
there’ll be another world and I can tell them. No one but
you here will know what I do, and in two minutes there
will be no one anywhere to know anything.”

Neither of the two answered her.

Agnes screamed when she put her hand to Very’s
burning flesh. She screamed again when she brought a
fragment of it to her mouth. But she was still able to
whisper after a moment, ““Yah, it’s better cooked. It really
1807

They all seemed to melt together as their island of
smoking earth turned into flame.

The whole vanishing world was fire-bright. There were
brilliantly bright flightways shining in every direction,
but no one would ever travel on them again.
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THE FOSSIL
Susan Janice Anderson

“Room’s as cluttered as a tidepool,” thought the old
man, fishing through a pile of books. From under a stack
of scientific journals, he unearthed his socks and shoes. As
he folded the Murphy bed into the wall he saw his trousers.
Painfully, he dressed and walked into the small kitchen.
He opened a cupboard and reached for a box of dry cereal.
A ponderous volume fell on the counter. The elderly man
squinted.

Elements of Paleontology, he read, his eyes growing
moist. His first day lecturing. Hands perspiring, throat
tightening, he had stepped up to the podium. Rows of stu-
dents looking at him with eager faces, waiting. He, too,
waited for the teacher to enter and begin lecturing. But
now he was the teacher. His voice sounded strange and
nervous at first, and he worried about the impression he
was making. What right had he to be teaching students
only a few years younger than himself? Slowly, however,
he began leading them into the past. Through the Meso-
zoic, back into the Paleozoic. . And when he arrived in no
longer in a classroom but in an ancient fertile sea, swarm-
ing with the first experiments in evolution. His students
were no longer students, but strange denizens of the warm
shallow sea, pleosponges and nautiloids. And he, the most
glorious creature of them all, the highest evolutionary
form of the Cambrian. He, in all his glory, was . . . The
old man came out of his reverie. He took down a cracked
China bowl and poured himself some cereal.
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After breakfast, he settled down in an overstuffed
chair and leafed through some journals. He soon lost
interest in them and began staring at the gray wallpaper. A
faded picture of a young woman caught his attention.
Aurora, his colleague, his lover, his wife. Though he
had seen the river of time transform her features, he always
thought of her as she appeared in the picture, intelligent,
sensitive. Aurora. They had chosen the flat by the lake
to be near the fossil beds. Every Saturday they would go
fossil hunting. Every Saturday, until ... The old man
turned away and his eyes grew moist. Age seemed to have
crept up on him so imperceptibly. He had always known
his body would grow old one day. But he had always seen
Aurora by his side. Together, they could have borne the
pain.

He got up and walked over to a glass case by the dresser.
As he opened it, his wrinkled face grew calm, almost
happy. As gently as if it were a crystal vase, he lifted out a
fossilized trilobite on a bed of purple velvet. He ran his
fingers over the three vertical lobes, carefully examining
every delicate segment. The old man put the trilobite up to
the light. As the sun’s rays touched the fossil, it almost
seemed to spring to life.

Golden sun tendrils filtered down into the infant
sea. Like transparent leaves, shrimplike creatures began
fluttering through the water. Their movements awakened
the conical pleosponges. Under one of the sponges, a
fuzzy purple annelid stretched its segmented body. In
sinuous dancelike motion, it crawled along the shallow
bottom. By a cluster of glass sponges, the annelid stopped
and curled into a furry ball. Like watery dandelions, they
swayed over the annelid. A cluster of orange, tubelike
plants stirred in the warm currents. Two segmented
tendrils serpentined through the vegetation. Four pair of
legs appeared, swimming in graceful unison. The purple
annelid retreated as the three-lobed trilobite entered in
all its glory.
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The old man carefully put the trilobite back and locked
the glass case. He put on his faded overcoat and went out to
the lake. His feet moved slowly and laboriously over the
gravel path. Two children whizzed by on bicycles. Hair
flying, laughing, in a moment they had vanished behind
some willows. The old man thought of his own children.
Irina, strong and confident, pedaling as fast as her little
feet would take her. Poor, timid Daniel, trailing behind.
Irina, Daniel had their own grandchildren now. Since
Aurora’s death, they might as well have vanished from the
face of the earth, for all he knew.

The old man stopped and looked out at the lake. A brisk
breeze traced white caps over the water. “Their miniature
ocean,” he and Aurora used to call it. That phrase always
comforted him, always gave him a feeling of belonging,
somehow . . .

“What time is it?”’

He looked up and saw a younger jogger standing next to
him.

“Do you have the time?”’

Slowly, words rose to the old man’s lips. ‘“I'm sorry, I
never carry a watch. Makes me feel freer.”

The jogger nodded. “Me too. I'm always late for class
but that doesn’t bother me.”

The old man’s face brightened. “Are you at the
university? I taught there, once. Used to bring my
paleontology classes to the lake on field trips. Few people
realize this area was once an ancient sea bed. Sometimes, if
I listen hard enough, I can almost hear the waves of a
Cambrian sea pounding against the shore.”

The jogger scratched his head and looked puzzled.

“It’s a happy sound for me, a timeless sound. The sea-
blood within me starts to pound and I'm not alone any
more. I'm both at the beginning and the end of time. All
life, from the most primitive to man, is contained within
me.”’

“Uh, sorry, I have to get going.”

The elderly man crossed the stone bridge down to the
beach. Ducks of all colors and sizes noisily accosted him.
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They scrambled for the bits of bread he threw them. When
every crumb was gone, they haughtily walked away.

“Just like humans. Once your usefulness is over, they
ignore you.” A little further along the beach, something
caught the old man’s eye. He bent over and picked up a flat
piece of rock. As he held it to the light, a smile appeared on
his face.

“Fossil ripple marks from an ancient beach,” he
whispered reverently. “From an ancient beach.”

The giant trilobite emerged from the orange vegetation.
Smaller arthropods scurried to get out of its way. One by
one, other trilobites appeared, filling the warm sea with
their three-lobed beauty. Glass sponges bowed under their
weight. In sinuous procession, they combed the ocean
bottom for food. Suddenly, the water grew agitated. A
single, glittering eye glared and serpentine tentacles
grasped. Swiftly, the trilobites buried themselves in the
mud, watching the enemy with their strange multiple
eyes. Dangerous, but blinded, the nautiloid swam past.
One by one, the trilobites emerged to reclaim the dawn sea.

The old man put the fossil in his pocket and continued
along the shore. Whenever he touched the rock, a warm
feeling rose from within him. He searched for other fossils.
When he looked up again, the sun was already beginning
its downward course. On the darkened horizon, he could
no longer see the other side of the lake. The only sound he
could hear was the water lapping against the shore in
gentle reddish waves. The cyclists and joggers had long
since vanished. The old man thought of heading home for
dinner. Dinner with Aurora and the children. Noisy,
joyous dinner. Washing the dishes together, reading,
lying down on clean smelling sheets. Body love spreading
over them in warm waves . . . Dinner. His cracked China
bowl, messy piles of books, a cold, uncomfortable bed,
thoughts buzzing like insects through his lonely mind.
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A warm breeze blew over his wrinkled face. Deeply he
breathed in the spray, the somnolent wildflowers. His
pace quickened and he felt warm. He threw off his
overcoat and flung it over his shoulder.

The shore grew rockier, the trees scarcer. Only a thin
growth of algae coated the rock. Though the sun was
dropping lower and lower on the horizon, the air grew still
warmer. The elderly man stopped and flung off his shoes.
He rolled up his trouser legs and stepped into the reddish
water. The warm wash of water reminded him of another
evening, not long before Aurora’s death. Old as they were,
they had flung off their clothes and plunged in. Silken
water supported their ancient bodies. Back on shore,
giggling like children as they dried each other.

Aurora had laughed. “I love the water so much that
sometimes I think I'm half crustacean!”

“You are, in a sense. Don’t forget that the composition
of your blood is very close to the composition of a primeval
sea.”

Aurora had nodded sagely. ‘“The blood remembers. It’s
just our damned bodies that get in the way.”

The water crept up the old man’s legs, wetting his
trouser cuffs. He threw off the rest of his clothing. The sun
had totally vanished. He waded into the water and began
swimming. As he moved away from the shore, a new
strength flowed through his body. His limbs moved,
perfectly synchronized. Pounding blood, ocean blood,
water, water of life. Panting, he swam back to shore.
Suddenly, the moon came out and he gazed into the water.
White withered skin darkened and hardened. Three
symmetrical clefts appeared. Three in one, explosion!
Moon ripples broke into myriad fragments. Water
beckoned.

“Auroral”

The waters of an ancient sea washed over a newly born
trilobite.
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CIRCUS
Elizabeth A. Lynn

Evening was dark and warm beneath a sky spangled
with stars and laden with the scent of elephant. Angelo sat
on the top stair of the trailer. He was mending his leopard
skin, which had ripped last week during his wrestling
match with Lila, the lioness. Lynellen danced in the dusk
a few feet away. Dressed in tights and one of his shirts, she
was practicing her belly-dancing. She looked sixteen,
which was not the case. Bells tinkled on her wrists and
ankles.

She sang, incongruously, “Chicago, Chicago, that
wonderful town!”

“Can’t you sing something else?”’

“You're jealous,” she said, ‘“‘because you're not going
home.”

Angelo grinned. He recalled his home town, a half-
assed, tired hick town in Marion county, Florida, with
neither enthusiasm nor nostalgia. He had ridden a flatcar
out of it when he turned fourteen. He’d never much
wanted to go back. But he’d never liked Chicago, either,
with its crammed streets and smelly imitation beaches.
“I'm jealous you're singing a song to a goddam city and
not to me.”

She rippled her stomach muscles at him and went
gliding away to the second trailer. The doors were shut,
but Angelo could hear through the metal walls the
raucous clatter of the rock music that Ricky loved, and
played incessantly. In the three months they’d been on the
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road together he’d never heard the radio click off. The
announcers’ accents changed as they traveled, but the
music stayed the same. Lynellen knocked on the door. As
Millicent opened it the music yelled, sounding like a soul
escaping into the night. Lila roared in her cage. She
sounded lonely. Angelo rose.

You can put a circus anywhere. Everyone loves the
circus. All you need is enough space and willing people to
erect the tents, clean the grounds, water and feed the
animals, and answer the telephone. Marvel the Magician’s
Miniature Carnival needed little space: a park, an old
baseball diamond, any place with running water and a
space to stick a gate. There are always people to help when
the circus comes to town. Kids watching the highway see
the trucks pull into town and drag their parents (whose
memories of earlier circuses lie soft in their bellies) to look.
They gape when Jugger and Angelo, the elephant and the
animal trainer (also lion tamer, strong man, and catcher
for the trapeze act) lug the big canvas tent out onto the
grounds. Angelo and Jugger had played the same scene
over four states. They would play once more tonight in
this Indiana town. Ricky and Millicent in their clown
makeup, Lynellen in her sequins, Tony in his tights, and
Marvel the Magician in his ringmaster’s get-up strolled
into the crowd, saying, “Help put up the circus! Come
on!”

And the kids, fresh out of highschool and still on the
farm, followed the giant black ringmaster or the dwarf
clowns or the dancing acrobats to the pile of canvas, where
Angelo told them: “Here, hold this and grab those stakes,
the frame’s aluminum but the name of the game’s the
same, the tent goes up by sundown ...” pushing them
with patter and jokes into a clumsy crew that, by god, got
the tent up by sundown. It always worked. At sundown,
when the tall lights flicked on, they hauled their friends to
the tent. “See this? I put this stake in, with Angelo, the
strong man. Hey, Angelo!” Angelo waved to them all,
making up names—‘‘Hey, Curly, hey, Lefty, how ya
doing?”’—to see them swell and grin.
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Sometimes Ricky grumbled, “Is this the way to run a
circus?”’

Millicent always answered him. “Damn right.” They
all knew it was. The circus was more than a profession. It
was a passion, it was their life, it was the only game in
town. Each of them, Angelo and Lynellen and Ricky and
Millicent and Tony, even Lila and Jugger (short for
Juggernaut) was a Barnum bust, an act tossed out of other
circuses for being too bad, too good, too simple, too subtle,
too lazy, or too late. Lynellen had been a stripper, Tony
had been tricking in Dallas, Angelo had been bumming,
pitch to pitch, when Marvel picked him up. Each would
give his skin to keep Marvel the Magician’sMiniature
Carnival in business.

Angelo heard Lila pacing. “Hey baby.” She swung her
great head toward him but refused to stop. He sat and
talked to her. At last her pacing slowed. She stood against
the bars, and when he put his hand through, licked it
raspingly, a gesture of trust and affection. She had never,
except in fear, hurt him. Tony joked, ‘“Her mother was an
alley cat.” She was the tamest lioness Angelo had ever seen.

He said good-bye to her and went on to the other cage,
where Jugger slept, standing immobile as a gray rock.
Tony was filling her water tub. His shadowy form bent
over it. Water splashed from the hose. He was talking.
“You wanna go to Chicago, big mamma? I bet you don’t.
What d’you say we take a run. I open the cage, jump on
your back. You run like hell. Think we can find you a bull
elephant, maybe in some cornfield away from Chicago?”’

Angelo said, “Jugger wouldn’t know what to do with a
bull even if you found her one.”

Tony started. “Hey. You move like that damn cat,”” he
said. “You could say hello.”

“Sorry,” said Angelo. He sat on a nearby crate.
“Animals okay?”’

“Restless,” Tony said. “They dowanna go to no city.”

Angelo nodded. Lila rumbled from her cage.

“Why are we going to Chicago, anyway?”’ said Tony.
“The big shows go to Chicago. Shriner’s. Ringling’s.
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They dowanna see us.”

“I don’t know,” said Angelo. This had bothered him,
too.

Tony shrugged with his palms. ‘I guess Marvel knows
what he’s doin’.”

“I guess.”

“You wanna gor”’

Angelo dug a heel into the soft damp dirt. ‘“Not much,”
he said.

“Why not?”’

“I don’t like cities. Too cold and hard. Buildings like
metal and concrete boxes, and no trees.”

“Um. I like cities sometimes.”’ Tony spoke wistfully.
“There’s more people like me in ’em. I miss the bars.”

“You could find a city gig,” said Angelo.

Tony turned the hose so that it sprayed a dark puddle on
the dusty ground. He shut it off. ‘‘City circuses got all the
pretty boys they want, man.” He spoke without bitterness,
and with just a tinge of regret. “I'm getting too old for it.
I'll stick with Marvel. He’s a good manager. It’s a good
gig, getting the kids to roustabout, sticking to the small
towns. He knows what he’s doing.” He pulled out a
cigarette. ““You thinkin’ of leaving?”’

“No,” Angelo said. “I justdon’t want to go to Chicago.”

“Yeah.” Tony’s cigarette glowed.

“You shouldn’t smoke, it’ll cut your wind.”

The acrobat chuckled. “I'm thirty-five, my wind’s shot
anyway. I'm a has-been. We're all has-beens.”’

“Give me one,” said the strong man. Tony passed him
the pack. They sat in companionable silence while the
music from the clowns’ trailer leaked over the fairground,
distant as if it came from another galaxy.

The next night the tent filled until it almost burst its
seams. The kids played usher for their own neighbors, ran
errands for Lynellen, and gingerly; under Angelo’s
direction, set up the movable lion’s cage in the center of
the ring. Two of them, with Ricky’s rough and expert
help, put on ruffs and whiteface and went to cartwheel and
pratfall like professionals in front of Marvel as he strode to
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the ring, his whip snaking and snapping inches above
their heads.

Angelo waited behind curtain for his cue. Marvel was a
masterful showman. His deep voice resonated to every seat
in the bleachers, making the tent expand until its one
small ring seemed like three, or ten. Tony juggled.
Lynellen danced. Then Marvel said, “In THIS corner,
ladies and gentlemen, we present the most SPECTACU-
LAR lion act you'’ve ever witnessed, or ever will witness:
Angelo the Animal Man, and LILA!” The audience
applauded happily. They were ripe for it. Angelo gripped
the loose skin at Lila’s neck and took a long deep breath.
The big cat gathered herself together. Tony drew back the
curtain. They walked out.

The noise continued for a moment, and then stopped.
They paced across the tent floor, the man in his leopard
skin and the lioness, tawny fur gleaming under the lights,
walking silent and controlled and loose at his side. This
was Angelo’s act, the act that Ringling and Shriner’s
would not take because it was too small, too dangerous,
and because no audience (they said) would believe that a
man could control a lion with his hands.

They stalked to the cage. Angelo opened the door. Lila
went in. He followed her, and closed it behind him.

Out of deference to whatever T.V. circuses the crowd
might have seen, Angelo put Lila through a balancing act
(without chair or whip), jumping, walking the beam, and
so on. The audience oohed and aahed and asked for more.
Marvel looked at Angelo. Angelo nodded. He sat Lila
down like a sphinx on the floor. Marvel played with
words. Angelo no longer heard them, but he heard the-
tune they made. When it was time he held up his empty
hands and walked toward Lila. Like the lioness she was,
she crouched, growling with delight. He looked into her
eyes and gestured. She rolled on her back, hind legs poised
to rip him open, claws carefully gentled for her favorite
game.

He lunged on top of her, hands against her neck. The
audience shrieked. Angelo crooned at Lila and counted
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seconds. At the count of thirty he rubbed her throat and she
went limp. He stood up and put his foot on her belly,
clasping his hands above his head like a winning boxer.
The people screamed and cheered and stamped on the
benches. He lifted his foot. Lila rolled upright. He caught
her ruff and with stately grace they retraced the walk to the
curtained exit. Lila jumped into her home cage, curling
up in a corner like the mythical alley cat. Jugger set her
broad brow against the bars, and pushed the cage back to
its place.

Angelo went to the trailer to change for the strong man’s
act. Lynellen was in it putting the finishing touches on
her makeup. She wore sequins again. “Sounded good,”
she said.

He kissed her. “You smell good.”

“I smell sweaty.”

“That’s what I mean.” He tried to hug her but she
slipped from his hands and ran toward the tent. Someday,
he thought, we’ll go somewhere alone, without Marvel, a
faggot, two dwarves, a lion, and a goddamn elephant!

He pulled on the strong man’s costume. It was made of
scratchy gold net. Under the lights it glittered like golden
chains. He found the ice bucket and took a handful of ice.
He rubbed it down his sides and chest. It cooled him. He
walked slowly back to the tent. From the tone of the
laughter he could tell that Lynellen and Jugger were
almost through with their part of the act.

“Angelo?”’ It was a whisper. He turned to meet it. She
was scrawny and young, with feathery brown hair and
stick-thin wrists. She held out a hand to him. “Can I talk
to you, pleaser”’

He thought, Another one lovestruck. But she didn’t
have that dreamy-eyed look. “What’s up, kiddo?”’ he said
lightly.

“Could—could I join your circus?”’

He smiled at her. ‘““Beautiful, you don’t want to join the
circus. The circus for you is one or two or three nights. But
for us it’s forever. You don’t want that. Hell, you're in the
circus now. Didn’t I see you running around ushering?’’
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She nodded eagerly. ““Yes. But I do want it forever. I can
learn to dance, and to do the elephant act. See what I can
do already!” Like a swift wheel she did an acrobat’s flip.
‘“Please, say that I can join.”

“You don’t have to join the circus just to get out of
town,” Angelo said gently. “Move to Chicago. Be a
secretary.”’

“Secretary!” She infused terrible scorn into the word.
“Would you be a—a bus driver when you could be a strong
man? I won’t be a secretary. Please. I'm old enough.”

From the way she said it, Angelo knew she was not.
“Sweetheart, it isn’t my circus,” he said. ‘“This is Marvel
the Magician’s Miniature Carnival, and Marvel is the man
who calls the shots. I work for him. I don’t tell him what
to do. You have to ask him.”

“I have to ask him.”” She sighed, and walked away, head
sagging. They never did, the glitter-struck kids. Marvel
was unapproachable.

A hard fist struck Angelo’s thigh. He looked down. “Get
out there, you big hulk,” said Ricky. “You're late.”

So he went out there, and lifted weights. Ricky and
Millicent came in and tumbled and played and teased the
crowd, until Lynellen and Angelo and Tony could sweep
back in, wearing black and silver and red, and climb to the
trapeze. Ricky sat at the bass drum and went boom with
each somersault. It was their tightest act, and they made it
good, swooping and flying, until Marvel brought them
down. They bowed the carnival to a close. Marvel raised
his whip in crackling gratitude to the people of the town,
“whose love of carnival makes it happen. But there’s one
more night of carnival, ladies and gentlemen,” Marvel
sang, ‘“‘so don’t despair, but be there!”

After the show they turned all but the trailer lights off,
and sat in the great vacant tent. It cooled down. Ricky and
Millicent sat together. Lynellen, in jeans and work shirt,
prowled the tent with a plastic bag, picking up beer cans.
Tony smoked a cigarette. Only Marvel did not share in this
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ritual. He was in his trailer. They talked a little of the
show, of other shows. Tony’s cigarette was almost spent
when a slim figure in a silver leotard and blue tights
danced into the tent. It was the girl with the feathery hair.
She ran up to them. “He said Yes!”’ She turned a back flip
for joy. “I asked him and he said Yes!”’

“What the hell?”” demanded Ricky.

“I asked Marvel if I could join the circus and he said I
could!”” She turned as Lynellen came up to her. “Can I
wear this? He said I could ride the elephant, like you. My
name’s Susie Green. I don’t—I don’t have makeup. Can I
borrow yours?”’

“I—sure,” said Lynellen.

“Oh, thank you. Thank you, Angelo. I'll see you all

tomorrow.”’ She waved and ran off. Lynellen turned to
Angelo.

“Do you know that girl?”’

“She came to ask me if she could join the circus, earlier
tonight,” he said. “I told her what we always tell them, to
ask Marvel. They never do. You know they never do.”

“Well, this one did,” said Lynellen, hands on her hips.
““Marvel must be crazy! She’s a child, she can’t be more
than sixteen. You have to talk to him. We’'ll get arrested, or
lynched!”’

. 'Don’t be silly,” said Angelo uneasily. “He didn’t mean
it

'Tony said, from the darkness, ““‘She thinks he does.”

“You're the one said he knows what he’s doing!”
Angelo said. Tony shrugged.

“I want you to talk to him,” said Lynellen.

“Jesus, I don’t want to talk to him. Why should I? It’s
his business!”” But Lynellen just looked at him. So did
Ricky and Millicent. ‘‘All right. All right.”” Angelo got up.
“Don’t wait around for me, huh?”’ he said roughly. “I'll
talk to him.” He stomped away from them, annoyed that
they all had been so quick to get him to speak to Marvel;
why, if she wanted to say something to Marvel couldn’t
Lynellen have done it herself . . . ?

He went to the lion’s tent. After a while four shadows
came out of the big top, and drifted to the trailers. He
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heard the click of the doors. He did not want to talk to
Marvel until Lynellen was in bed.

He knocked on the owner’s trailer door. After a moment
it swung open. Marvel stood just inside the doorway.
““Angelo.”

“Something on my mind,” Angelo said.

“Come in.” The ringmaster stepped back to give the
strong man room. Angelo mounted the steps. The trailer
was small; they crowded it. As always when they stood at
arm’s length from each other, Angelo felt dwarfed by
Marvel’s size. Though he was a big man, Marvel topped
him, standing six-foot eight, ebony black, supple, snaky
smooth, big without bulk. It let him know how Ricky and
Millicent felt. His trailer was bare, with a bed and shelves
and a file cabinet. On the cabinet sat the phone and a huge
fancy radio which was never played. “What is it?”’ The
blacksnake whip stood in a corner casting a shadow across
the floor.

“It’s that girl,” said Angelo.

“Yes.” The syllable meant nothing. The ringmaster’s
face was unreadable, barely visible in the dim light.

She thinks you’re going to let her join the carny, come
with us to Chicago.”

“Maybe I am,” said the ringmaster.

“She’s very young. We could get into trouble.”

“My business, Angelo.”

“I think it’s our business.”’

“My business,” said the black magician inexorably.
“The door’s behind you.”

“Goddamn it, Marvel—"’ Angelo began. He reached for
Marvel’s shoulder, to shake him. “Listen—"" He said the
next word to the floorboards.

He didn’t know how he’d got there. He could not
remember being hit, but the taste of blood swelled under
his tongue. He put his palms to the floor and started to
rise. His muscles shook. There was no strength in them.
He lay with his cheek to the floor, looking up. Marvel
towered over him, whip in hand. Angelo had seen it cut.
He shut his eyes.
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“Poor Angelo.” The words were a resonant croon. The
hand descended. The whip snake, deliberately slow, cool,
light, across his back and spine. The caress turned his belly
to ground-glass knots. He couldn’t move. The dark figure
stepped over him, and was gone.

It seemed a long time before his body obeyed him again.
He stumbled from the trailer and found his way to the
animal cage. He felt violated. He knelt in the grass and was
sick, rasping and retching. Then he wiped his mouth,
stuck his head under the cold-water hose for a moment,
and dragged himself to bed.

The next day he stayed out of Marvel’s way.

“What did he say?”’ demanded Lynellen in the morning.

‘““He said it was none of my business.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes. I don’t want to talk about it, Lyn.”

“All right,” she said. “What'’s the matter, are you sick?”’

“I don’t know,” he said.

“You're never sick.” But she made him a cup of tea on
the hot plate in the trailer, and sat with him while he
drank it. It made him feel better.

When they went on that night, Sunday night, it was
Susie who rode Jugger around the ring. The audience
roared its pleasure at this treat. She held the clubs for Tony
when he did his juggling act, and after the weight lifting,
she and Tony did some acrobatics, which consisted mainly
of her posing from the security of Tony’s shoulders. After
the trapeze act she joined Angelo and Tony and Lynellen
behind the curtain. She was bubbling. “Was I good? Was I
all right?”’

Lynellen said dryly, “Marvelous.”

“Ssh!” said Angelo, waiting for his signal. Marvel stood
in center ring. He gestured. This was the finale, his
specialty. He did it only once in every town. Angelo
dimmed the lights The crowd quieted.

One red spot shone on the tall magician. Millicent, at
the calliope, coaxed from it an eerie inhuman wail. Marvel
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extended the blacksnake whip, drawing slow hypnotic
circles with it in the dust of the ring. (Angelo fought a
sudden sickness.) As if pulled by a magnet, the dust rose
and wreathed the magician, obscuring him within a lurid
cloud. The music stopped. And the cloud began to shape
itself. It shifted and writhed. A great coiling illusion of a
snake reared its hooded head to the top of the tent. Its gaze
transfixed the audience. A dark tongue flickered at them. A
tail like a scorpion’s arched over their heads. The snake
hissed. Angelo trembled, chilled to his bones.

Then the illusion dissolved into swirling red smoke,
revealing the magician standing alone in the ring. A hush
measured the crowd’s awe. Then the applause began.
With a slashing beckon of his whip, Marvel brought his
performers into the ring.

‘“Ladies, gentlemen, children, roustabouts,” he bowed
to the bench where the highschool kids were sitting, “my
deepest thanks to you all. Marvel the Magician’s Minia-
ture Carnival, the finest circus of its size you’ll ever see,
must leave you now. When you awake in the morning, we
will be gone, a dream of straw and sawdust. But remember,
as you dream tonight of the big top, that our carnival is a
fleeting thing, but that all over the world, all over the
universe, the Circus lives forever!”

The people roared love at them, heating the tiny tent
until Angelo, holding Lynellen on one shoulder and Susie
on the other, could hardly stand it. “Down, ladies,” he
muttered. Lynellen leaped down. Angelo looked up, to
urge Susie to jump. The tent top had ripped somehow. He
could see the stars through it. He started to speak, to say,
“Look—"" and a wave of heat, a dragon’s exhalation,
blazed at him, followed by a freezing, bone-snapping chill.
The tent was transparent. He looked at stars; they were all
around him, and it was cold. Then there was nothing at
all.

He awoke in a little room, a bare-walled, metal room.
He was naked. He was warm. The room had no door, no
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windows, just a cot without blankets for him to lie on. It
looked and felt like a cage. He sat up on the cot.

As if it had been activated by his shifting weight, an
opening appeared in the wall. He looked through it
without moving from the cot. It led into a long metal
corridor. He stood up and sat down again, wondering if he
could make the door close. It didn’t. Finally, he went into
the corridor. The door closed behind him. He walked. The
walls were cold. He was a bug scuttling inside a shiny
metal box. When he got to the end of it, a second door
appeared in front of him. Through it was a space, with
chairs. On one of them, curled like a baby with her knees
flexed, lay Lynellen. She was naked. He walked to her. Her
eyes opened. She considered him. :

“Angelo?”’

Y es i

She sat up, cross-legged. Finally she reached out a hand
and drew him down to sit beside her. “Did you wake up in
a little room?”’

“Yes. Then a door opened and I came here.”

“Me, too. I wonder if the others are here. I wonder where
here is.” He tried to put an arm around her. “No. Don’t.”
So he didn’t. They sat. A different piece of the wall opened,
like a mouth, and Tony came in. He, too, was naked.

“Anybody know what the fuck is going on?”’ he said,
with a stunning faggot swagger.

“No,” said Angelo, but it made him smile. Lynellen
smiled, too.

“Honey, it ain’t Chicago,” she said. Then she began to
cry. Her whole body shook. “Idon’tlikeit,”” she sobbed. I
want to go home!”’ She stopped crying abruptly when
Susie came into the room, crying even harder. She ran to
the girl. “Hey, it’s okay,” she said. “Look, we’re together.
Ricky and Milly will be here, they’ll show up any minute,
you’ll see. Nothing can be so bad if we’re all together.”
Angelo felt a spasm of jealousy as she hugged and patted
the frightened kid.

“If I don’t get some attention,”” he said. ‘““Tony and I will
start holding each other.”
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“She needs it more than you do!” snapped Lynellen.

Angelo saw the look in Tony’s eye, and was sorry.
When Millicent and Ricky did walk in, he turned to them.
Ricky was subdued. Milly wouldn’t look at them. She
curled on a chair, just like Lynellen had been when
Angelo found her.

“What’s the matter with her?”’ Angelo asked Ricky.

Ricky said, “She’s naked.”

“We’'re all naked.”

“Yeah. But she’s a naked dwarf. That’s ugly. I don’t
care, but she does.”

The door opened again.

What came in was—nothing. Before the door closed
Angelo glimpsed a scattering of ice-white stars in a black
sky. But there was something strange in the room now. It
showed as a blurring of light and a twisting of dimension,
a discontinuity that crawled up the wall and halfway over
the ceiling. You couldn’t look at it, but you couldn’t see
through it. Angelo tried and his eyes filled with tears.
Lynellen, scared and angry, said, ‘“Damn you, be one
thing or another!”

A familiar deep voice said, ‘“WhatI really am you would
not want to see.”’

Ricky jumped. “Marvel?”’

Silence. Within the blur of light Angelo saw a dark
shadow thicken, until the ringmaster stood before them,
uncertain like a picture out of focus, carrying the black
snake whip, dressed in his tails and top hat. Lynellen said.
“What—who are you? Where are we?”’

“You are on—gabble.” The word came out nonsense to
their ears. “I am the ringmaster.”

“What have you done with Lila and Jugger?”’ Angelo
demanded. “What happened to the circus, the tent, the
people—"’

The form within the blur faced him. “They did not
come with us,” Marvel said. The whip in his hand
undulated rhythmically, like some monstrous tail. ‘“We
left them.”

Lynellen’s voice rose, ‘“Where are we?”’
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One whole side of a wall, like a picture screen rolling up
after a movie, slid out of sight. Behind it, going on and on
into infinity, were only stars. Even Milly lifted her head
and uncurled her stumpy body to look. Susie giggled.
The sound was shocking in the alien place. ‘‘He turned the
tent into a spaceship and poof!” she said, and shook,
weeping without sound, her fists like claws on the smooth,
cool fabric of the chair.

Angelo said, “You're a thing from the stars. From
another planet? You brought us here. Why? For what?”’
He had a horrifying vision of them all captive in their little
boxes, being observed through cosmic keyholes. Or were
they just going to be strapped to tables and dissected?

The Marvel-form dissolved into a shimmer of light, as if
the being had become tired or bored with maintaining it.
“You will be in the circus,” it said. The wall of stars
vanished.

They looked through a window at a strange and yet
familiar place. There was a suggestion of a tent. Within it,
inside a hundred rings, creatures of all sizes and shapes
and colors cavorted. There was music, and the sound of
hissing in the wind. The scene was bright and far away,
like a painting come to life.

Millicent said, “I see people in there.”

“Where?”’

The scene swooped at them. They hovered like birds
over one ring. In it were six people, three men, three
women, doing a high-wire act in silver spangles and long
rainbow plumes. They were good.

“But where’s the audience?’’ Ricky said. They looked at
the shimmer in the air.

“Maybe they’re invisible, like him,” said Millicent.
Angelo didn’t think he was invisible. Behind the shapeless
glow he sensed a truer shape, coiling and uncoiling
against the metal wall.

“You brought us here to be in a circus?”’ he asked.

Yes:t

““A circus in the stars. We're not that good. You know
that. Why didn’t you steal the Flying Wallendas?”’
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“You are a much more interesting act,” Marvel said, ‘‘by
our standards.”

Tony stood up, hands on hips. ‘““Man, you are crazy,” he
said. “I don’t perform for some gook I can’t even see. You
just pick us up and take us home.” Lynellen nodded.

Behind the shimmer a body thickened, congealing
slowly out of air. A snake’s head and body reared above
them, immense tail poised, tongue flickering in the giant
fanged mouth, ruby eyes sentient and cold and patient as
the dark between stars. ‘““You will sssstay.” it said. Susie
hid her face on the chair.

“For how long?’’ whispered Lynellen.

The snake said nothing.

Angelo felt a wrenching sickness in his belly. “We have
to stay,” he said. “But you can’t make us work. You’ll take
us home when you get tired of feeding us.”

The fanged mouth opened wide. “What makessss you
think you will be fed?”’

The act unrolls against the spiral patterns of the stars.
Ricky beats the bass drum as Tony and Lynellen and
Angelo and Susie fly beneath the barest hint of a tent. An
audience claps. Marvel stands in the ring. “Aren’t they
GREAT, ladies and gentlemen,” his deep voice cries. But
that is an illusion, made for their mind. If they look they
can see the great hooded serpent head and the scorpion
tail. They do not look too closely at him or at the audience.

After their act they walk home across a park to their
trailers. The noises of the circus come to their ears on the
wind. But there is no wind. Orion, striding across the
night sky, is also an illusion. He never moves. Their
nights are always moonless. The aliens have never
bothered to make them a moon.

‘“Next week,” Lynellen says, ‘“we’re playing in Cleve-
land.” Or Des Moines, or Toledo. She never says Chicago.
Angelo agrees. Time passes. They eat and drink, sleep and
make love, fight and make up.

But there is no time in the Circus. Months have passed,
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or is it years? “I'm asking Marvel for a raise,” Lynellen
quips.

Sometimes, under the vast illusion of the big top, they
think they see human beings. Ricky swears to have seen
clowns. But they have never met the other beings in the
ring. Other acts never look their way. Angelo wonders
about the blue lizard people that he thinks he sees
sometimes in a ring close to their own. But they know only
each other, and the great snake-thing they still call Marvel.
The universe has got very small. Was there, really, a place
called Chicago, a planet named Earth, a gentle lioness
named Lila? Angelo is no longer sure. He dreams of them,
but they may be only dreams. The stars loom above them
like rubious eyes, watching. The hiss on the wind may be
laughter, or contempt, or applause. They do not know.
There is only the Circus, after all. The Circus goes on
forever.
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KICKS ARE FOR KIDS
Edward Bryant

The digital clock on the wall of the Jones’s dining room
read 1900 hrs., 27 April 1989.

“Excuse me,” said Carla. “I've got to get dressed. My
date’s picking me up at eight.”

“Wearing your new outfit?”’ Mrs. Jones called after her.

“Yes. You'll love it.”

And Mrs. Jones did. “Oh my goodness, Carla.” She
sighed and smiled sweetly. “You do look so groovy
tonight.”

“Turn around,” George ]ones said. After-dinner Cheer
pills had candy-coated his depression and he was
beginning to talk in complete sentences again. ‘“‘Let’s geta
good look at that outfit I mortgaged the copter for.”

Carla pirouetted in front of her father. She was stylishly
dressed in fluorescent blue leg-paint, matching maxibelt,
and a pair of adhesive azure body-sequins. Her contact
lenses and waist-length hair were tinted to match.

“Outasight!”’ said Mr. Jones in a moment of uncom-
mon eloquence. “You remind me of your mother the night
I first met her. I think it was at a pot party after a show at
the old Fillmore.” His eyes focused on some intangible
scene far beyond the memory of his daughter. ‘“Was it the
Airplane playing that night? Let’s see—" Mr. Jones
sighed. “Your mother looked so much like you then,
Carla. We turned on together at the party, your mother
and me. And then we went to my place. Fora first date, she
was the grooviest lay I ever had.”
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“Oh, you romantic old fool,” said his wife. She coyly
dropped her gaze to the red carpet. Her ample bosom
heaved with half-remembered passion. There was silence.
The elder Joneses were lost for the moment in a private
reverie, remembering their vanished heydays of the sixties
and seventies.

Carla was bored and excited; bored because this had to
be at least the seven millionth time she had heard the story
of her parents’ first date. Worse, the wad of gum in her
mouth was so intensively chewed it was beginning to lose
its mildly hallucinogenic effect. Her excitement was the
anticipation of Havelock’s arrival. Havelock Ellison was
Carla’s date for the weekend. He who drove the dented '79
Piranha convertible. He, of all Carla’s friends, had the
wildest reputation for seeking new and different thrills.
Havelock, Carla’s ticket out of the house and away from
her parents.

The plastic sitar above the front door plucked out the
first six notes of an old standard called ‘“Let’s Spend the
Night Together.” “Our song,”” Mr. Jones had told his wife
when he had purchased the unit to replace the old-
fashioned door chime.

_“It’s Havelock!” cried Carla, flinging open the door.
And Havelock it was. Resplendent in his single-breasted
Agnew jacket. Modish in baggy vinyl trousers. Elegant in
his white socks of synthetic wool. Havelock lounged
against the doorjamb and surveyed the inside of the
Jones’s home with apparent lack of interest.

“Hi, Carla.”

“Hi. Come in.”

Havelock slouched into the Jones’s living room. He
glanced around with evident ennui at the framed Playboy
originals adorning the simulated walnut panelling. He
appeared not to notice the elder Joneses as they advanced
to greet him.

“Dad, Mom,” Carla said. ‘““This is Havelock Ellison;
he’s in my physiology lab at the college.”

There the conversation languished and died. It didn’t
disturb Carla. A stimulating and meaningful dialogue
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would only delay her leaving with Havelock.

“Well, let’s go.” Carla picked up her purse from the
plastic coffee table.

“Hold on,” said her father. “Hold on, now. After all, we
hardly know this cat.” Mr. Jones shifted his weight
ponderously from one leg to the other. “Maybe we could
all have some tea before you leave. Maybe rap a little bit.”
Reaching into his shirt pocket for the pack, he said, “‘Like
a joint for the road, young man?”’

“No,” said Havelock. “I don’t smoke.”

Carla moved toward the door, catching Havelock’s

hand firmly as she passed.
'~ ‘““Oh, Carla,” said her mother. “You didn’t say where
you were going this weekend.”

“I—"" she started.

“Sort of hard to say,” Havelock said. ‘““We’re gonna play
it as it lays. Probably start out tonight by going to the
Orgone Box.”

“Oh, wow!”’ said Mrs. Jones, thrilled. “That new club I
saw advertised on the vid? The one they call ‘the total
carnal experience’?”’

“Uh huh. That’s it.”

“It sounds so exciting,”’ said Mrs. Jones. “George and I
really must drop in there one of these nights. We can’t
really keep up the pace with you young people anymore,
but—"’

“Excuse us,” said Havelock. ‘“I think we better
go. I mean, the show at the Box’ll be starting pretty
soon.”’

“Oh don’t let us keep you.”

They reached the front porch.

“Carla,” said her mother. “Your pill. Did you remem-
ber?”

“Of course, Mom.”’

Mr. Jones chuckled. “Well, Mom and I won’t wait up
for you. You kids have a good time.”

“We will,” said Carla, tugging Havelock toward his
car. “My parents,” she whispered disgustedly, ‘‘are
such freaks.”
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‘““Are we really going to the Orgone Box?’’ Carla asked.

“Course not,” answered Havelock. ‘“That place is
dead.”

“Well. where then?”’ Carla looked hopeful. ‘“To the new
Drug Exposition?”’

“No

“The Skin Festival over at the college?”’

“No.”

“The animal games?”’

‘“That’s dead, too.”

“Well, straight to your apartment?”’

“No.”

“Torming?”’

“No.”

‘““Havelock, are you sure you know what we're going to
do?”’

“I'm sure. You want something new?’ Havelock
glanced over at her, his eyes mocking.

“Fun?”’ '

“Uh huh. Spaced out to Pluto and back. Something
that’ll mind-blast your parents if they ever find out.”

“Wow . .. " said Carla. “I guess so. Like what?’’ Her
blue eyes widened.

“You’ll see,” said Havelock. He grinned.

The girl closed her eyes and sighed raggedly. “Hurry,
Havelock. I don’t know how long I can wait . .."”

His Piranha hummed downcity and was engulfed in the
weekend traffic. Havelock skillfully threaded a path
among the other cars, each with a cargo of young adults
seeking weekend diversion. Carla watched, enthralled,
hypnotized by kaleidoscopic advertising.

Havelock drove by the Orgone Box, byl didn’tstop. The
Box was a block-long cube glowing orgasmic crimson.
Atop the Orgone Box swayed a pair of amorous titans,
holographic projections enacting spectacular erotic
scenes computer-selected from various Oriental love
manuals.

“Look,” said Carla. ‘‘Half the people going in are as old
as my parents.”’
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“Always happens that way,” said Havelock. “It’s why
we're skipping this.”

The Piranha whirred up the approach to T-1, the big
Inter-Cont Freeway. Havelock gunned the turbine and his
car slipped into the merge-pattern.

City lights on either side of the Inter-Cont’s thirty
parallel lanes became increasingly sparse until at last the
urban sprawl was far behind. Havelock drove for nearly an
hour. Finally, he decelerated and the Piranha peeled out of
the cruise-pattern and purred down a dimly lit exit ramp.

“Where are we?”’ Carla looked out the window. There
were no lights anywhere except for the freeway illumi-
nators which stretched in perfectly straight ranks east and
west to the horizon. The car rolled off the end of the T-1
exit ramp with a small bump. The sportscar seemed to be
the only vehicle on the narrow two-lane road.

“Santa Mira Exit,” said Havelock. ‘“About two hundred
klicks out of the city.”

The car sped into the night until dark, tree-covered
slopes humped up on either side of the highway. At last,
Havelock stopped the Piranha and parked it on a dirt-
surfaced side road.

“It’s so still,” Carla marveled. “No ads, no lights, no
people.” The only sound was the night wind sighing
down from the mountainside. She looked over at Have-
lock, shadowed in the moonlight.

“This is it?”” she asked.

“It’s gonna be a real mind-blaster. I promised you,
right?”’

Carla was silent a moment. Then: “Well, I'll try
anything once. What are we going to do?”’

Havelock smiled enigmatically.

Confused, she stared at him.

Havelock reached out and took Carla’s hand in his own.
He intertwined his fingers with hers. He looked into her
eyes. Soulfully. She looked back into his. Blankly.

“Just slide with it,” he said, holding her hand tightly.
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“Your parents would call it kind of weird and freaky. It’s
something they never quite understood.”

““Hey!” breathed Carla.

Venus, the morning star and watcher over all young
lovers, was just edging above the mountain when he
finally kissed her. On the cheek, gently.
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DRAGON’S TEETH
Karl Hansen

And I will call for a sword against him through-
out all my mountains, saith the Lord: Every man’s
sword shall be against his brother.

—Ezekiel 38:21

The rain was cold, sifting down from low-creeping
clouds in sheets of gray ice-water, but the sibs’ voices were
warm in his mind, remembering a lover’s soft laughter
and the way her black eyelashes tickled his cheek as they
lay together, so long ago now. At first he had felt a little
jealous, sharing his memories with so many, but then they
all remembered her as he did, and her remembrance
belonged equally to them all, and the feeling of joy she
brought to their minds was like a warm fire deep inside
each.

But the cold always intruded into the warmth of their
minds; sometimes he felt the quick implosion of death, as
one of their minds winked out, when a sib was caught
within the field of a detonating psi-crystal, and sometimes
he felt the terror of a mind touched by the fringes of the
field, feeling the consciousness slowly pulled away from
them, drawn inexorably away, to become locked forever
within the lattice of the crystal. They would comfort the
sib in the few minutes remaining to him, calming him,
remembering the good times again, like the way the soft
movement touched his hand through her belly and how
soft her skin was, and they laughed together, one last time,
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before he, too, was gone forever. But the ache that
remained was cold for a long time before her laughter
could wash the chill away.

“My feathers are wet,”” she whispered in his mind. “Will
it never stop raining? And the ground is cold.”

Jordan smiled to himself, withdrawing from contact
with the other sibs, leaving them and their lover to be with
another woman—at least, to be together in their minds.
Two women had touched him in his life, one long ago and
one just a few weeks ago, both times in the middle of war,
both times under improbable circumstances, creating
impossible situations. The first was just a memory now, a
memory he shared with all the sibs, but Cealia was his
alone, his only real friend now.

“What do you have to complain about?’”’ he told her. “‘In
the morning you can leave the ground. I'm stuck here all
the time.”

“But you don’t have feathers to get wet. It takes half the
morning before they dry. For half the morning I feel like
I'm wrapped in chains.”

“But only half the morning, not all day. You should be
grateful to be a whisper-bird; at least you spend only the
nights aground.”

“The nights will do, thank you.” They laughed
together in their minds, waiting in the cold wet night,
knowing that morning would come all too soon.

The drizzle soaked into his skin, leaching the oils out,
wrinkling and puckering it. The cold seeped into his
bones, leaving the joints stiff and aching. Smoke rolled in
from the sea, stinging his eyes and sending paroxysms of
cough shaking through his lungs.

The citadel lay before them, a dark, up-shouldering of
gray rock, thrust up starkly from the desolate moors,
pounded on one side by the ocean, scoured on the other
with sand whipped by an incessant wind. Beneath the cold
rock lay a maze of tunnels and passages, and small shapes
scurried among huge, dark shapes within the tunnels,
preparing for morning. The sibs surrounded the fortress,
strung out in a semicircle all around, dug into the moors,
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dug deep into the mud of the moors, all the way to
permafrost, with the whisper-birds waiting behind the
sibs, huddling against the wind-driven rain, feathers wet
with cold soaking through.

Everywhere was the mud: foul, sticky mud that built up
under your boots in ever-thickening layers, feet getting
heavier with each step, slowing you down as you ran, great
red clumps sent high into the air behind you. Mud that
worked its way into the mechanism of your weapon,
jamming parts together, freezing the action, so when a
dragon dropped out of the sky, wind whistling past its
wings, you sighted calmly, as you had to, gauging the
proper lead, but when you squeezed the trigger, instead of
the firm recoil and comforting report of the weapon firing,
you heard only the slow grinding of the jammed
mechanism. Then a mind cried out in terror as the talons
ripped through armor as if it were tissue paper, to tear the
flesh beneath.

Jordan shivered in the cold, and the other sibs shivered
with him in the darkness.

The war was almost over, though, if it really was a war
at all. This might be the last time Jordan and the other sibs
would wait in the cold to fight in the morning. It had all
started only a month ago, and was now almost finished.

The landing pod was battered by atmospheric turbu-
lence as it fell from space to the surface of the planet. I
imagined what it must look like: twelve huge starships in
separate orbits around the planet, each spewing thousands
of identical landing pods from their great holds, each
dropping its own consignment of troops. The ship’s
computer finished showing me images that were recorded
twenty-five years earlier. I saw dazzling cities, with towers
climbing high; wide parks, airships flitting between the
towers. The air was clean, the water clean and sparkling,
too blue to be real. The buildings were clean. Nowhere
was there evidence of industry. No smoke, no pollution.
So different from my world, this earth of the future. The
people laughing, playing, all young and carefree. No old
people, no children either. But with night the image
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changed to a nightmare: huge wasps darting about the
night sky, swooping low to pluck a terrified victim from
screaming crowds, carrying the person underneath glis-
tening blue-black thoraxes, cradled in delicate legs. The
long stinger plunged silently into the howling victim, and
soon he was limp and quiet. I saw the rock tunnels of the
wasps, the bodies now wrapped in a cocoon of fine silk
hanging within the tunnels, then wasp larvae emerging
from the faces of the bodies. The dry husks remaining
hung still in the darkness. The computer next showed me
how the starships from earth followed the path of the
wasps’ ships back to the planet of their origin, the journey
lasting twenty-five years. Twenty-five years for vengeance
to wait. Cold people and quiet machines talked to each
other within the starships, played games with each other,
men and women paired, then switched, waiting the
twenty-five years, never growing older, people or machine
both, as though a quarter century was only a day of their
lives to be over with, always young, eyes bright all the
time, while deep inside the ship pale forms took shape,
growing in the darkness. The pod finally landed,
touching softly to ground, and its hatch blew free. I
emerged to a strange landscape, dry sand everywhere, the
sky uniformly brilliant overhead. The other siblings
emerged from their landing pods and we gathered
together. The same expression was on all our faces, one of
wonder, puzzlement. But not over the surroundings. Over
ourselves: one man, all one man; myself.

The vengeance that had begun a month ago was now
almost complete. First, the starships bombed the planet,
but the bombing had never been adequate; they didn’t
want to destroy the planet entirely, it was an earth-type,
and could possibly be used by man, so saturation
bombardment was avoided, and pin-point bombardment
was made difficult by the decentralized society of the
Zoanians, and the inherent inaccuracy of orbital targeting.

, So in the end, troops were required to land.

Using the knowledge gained in defeating the wasps on

earth, a whisper-bird was assigned to each of the sibs.
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“You're different than the ones in the ship,”’ Jordan said
to her. “Why is that? Not the obvious, I mean. Not your
body’s shape. Your mind is different, as well. The other
ones are cold, almost like machines, with minds that
think like computers. Why are you so different, so much
like me?”’

“I am a little bit of both. Both the old and the new. I
remember how I was. The mindmech needed a little of the
old to defeat the wasps. The new was not enough; we had
forgotten too much. We could kill, we were as cold as
anyone, but the ability to kill wasn’t enough. Lust was
needed, the old blood-lust. To take joy in the kill. So when
the mindmech changed my body to that of a whisper-
bird, he changed my mind a little also, made my mind a
little older, so once killing started, there was never enough
to satisfy me.”

“Why me, then?”’ Jordan asked. “If the mindmech can
make your mind like mine, why did it need me? Why all
the trouble of bringing a dead man back to life to fight for
it? Why bother?”’

A pause in their thoughts occurred while the whisper-
bird considered the question. From far away, Jordan felt
the minds of the other sibs. He wondered if any of the
others felt the same way about their whisper-bird as he felt
about Cealia. No one mentioned it. But then, he never
mentioned Cealia, either.

“Idon’t know,”’ Cealia answered, finally. ‘“You're fierce
and brave and a good soldier. But those qualities could
have been engineered into anyone by the mindmech.
Maybe you were chosen in particular. Maybe there was
something about you, specifically, that the mindmech
wanted. But I don’t know. There was a reason, certainly.
The mindmech does nothing without good reason. Butall
this dry talk hurts my mind.”” She laughed in his thoughts.
“Let’s talk of killing dragons. Let’s remember how their
blood tastes and the way they fall flaming when hit solid.”
Her fierce joy entered him, excited him also. He remem-
bered the frenzy that always took control of his mind.

“Cealia . .. " He remembered the deep depressions.
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“It may be over today.” He paused. ‘“The killing may at
last be over.”

“I’ll miss the fighting. I'll miss killing dragons.”

“What happens when it’s over?”’

“T don’t know. I suppose we’ll find something else to
hunt.” £

“You know they don’t plan picking us up. We're going
to be left stranded here.”

“One place is as good as any. I have nowhere to go.
Neither do you.”

“When it's over . . . " He let the question hang, not able
to ask her what he really wanted, already knowing the
answer, and afraid of it.

“Yes, Man.” He saw a glimpse of imagery in her mind.
She knew.

“Nothing.” She was right, there was no point talking
about things to come.

Soon Jordan felt the peace of her mind asleep. Dragons
flew in the air of her dreams. But there was something
about the dragons that made him shudder.

As I walked through the ruins of their city I realized it
had been beautiful once, before the bombing, but in an
antique sense, the way a Ming vase was beautiful, a
reflection of a long dead culture, represented now only in
fragments. They must have had an incredibly old culture;
the signs of a long decadence were everywhere. Most of the
planet’s surface was barren, either desert or frozen tundra.
The only habitations were scattered oases in the desert,
and a few outposts along the edge of the icy wastelands.
Deserted cities could be found buried in the sand of the
desert and sheathed in ice on the tundra. The inhabited
cities were collasping, the outskirts slowly being aban-
doned as the population shrank back to the city’s core. I
never saw a young Zoanian, or any evidence of pro-
creation. They seemed content to let their race die out with
their planet. Given a few more centuries, the vengeance
might have been unnecessary, they would all be dead
anyway, although as individuals they evidently lived for a
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very long time, unless some accident intervened, and they
cared very much about personal mortality. But the city was
lovely, perhaps even more so in comparison to the stark
desolation of the desert around. There were gardens
everywhere, lush reminders of the tropical past of the
planet, filled with statuary carved from some incredibly
tough amalgam of silicon and an unknown alloy, clear as
quartz, but with the luster of white marble. Fountains still
sprayed water, refreshing the dry desert air. Fruit trees were
planted in rows along the streets, their branches heavily
laden with yellow and rose globes. I tried the fruit once; it
had almost no taste, just the most delicate hint of
sweetness, almost the flavor of sugar-water. As I was
leaving, I found the Zoanian lying in the ruins of a
building.

The sky was still dark and rain continued to fall. Jordan
shifted to a more comfortable position in his dugout.
Cealia was still asleep. He continued to blot out the other
sibs’ minds, living in his own thoughts for a while. He
smeared mud from his hands to his pants, then rubbed his
hands together for warmth. The wind picked up, driving
rain at first, and then a few sprinkles of snow, before it.
Jordan shivered.

“I'm cold.” His body shakes, chills run through his
limbs. “Why am I so cold?’”’ An image persists in his mind:
a head turning, a face, wide-eyed with surprise.

“You’ll be all right.”

“But I'm so cold.” He touches his belly, feeling the cloth
of his shirt sticking to the skin. His hand comes away wet.
“I’'m so cold.” He closes his eyes.

“You’ll be okay.”

Jordan feels a tourniquet squeeze around his arm and
the cool touch of an alcohol swab, then a needle biting
into his skin, threading into the vein. Soon ice-water flows
up his arm, under the skin. He hears cloth ripping and
opens his eyes. The sun is high but seems far away, like the
sun in winter, devoid of warmth. The sky is empty.
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Helmets sometimes bob into his field of view. The faces
below the helmets are young, like he was once. Their eyes
still show concern, as his did once. But they duck back
quickly; the red cross within the white circle seems to hang
in the air momentarily after the helmet is gone.

Someone is bent over him, shirt open to the waist. Sweat
gleams on blond body hair, beading on tanned skin. I.D.
tags dangle about his chest, catching the sunlight. Jordan
feels a dressing pressed against his belly and taped tight.
The pain that was with him for so long is now gone—not
that he no longer feels it; the pain is still there, will always
be there, but somehow no longer matters, no longer
intrudes into his concern. Almost as if it were someone
else’s pain, not his at all.

Far away he hears the chatter of a gunship, and the
impossibly fast fire of 20 mm automatic cannon. But the
sky is still empty. He closes his eyes again. The face
remains, mocking him.

She pulls my hand to feel the quickening in her belly, to
feel our child stirring inside her womb. The skin is warm
and soft to the touch, and the feeling of life as the baby
kicks and turns somehow pleases me, yet makes me feel
strangely disquieted as well, overwhelmed by new emo-
tions. She cradles her head on my shoulder; her breath
moves gently across my face. It is becoming complicated.
She hints now of having a priest marry us, no longer
content with the simple vows we whispered together. I
can’t bring myself to tell her the CO will never let me
marry her. The vows that were enough to allow her to lay
with me will have to be sufficient to christen our child, for
him to take my name. I will have to leave soon, it is almost
dawn. The birds are calling to each other outside our
window. I have to get back to the base by 0700. Our unitis
being rotated out to the field. She cried last night when I
told her, afraid to be left alone now that the pregnancy
shows. Her family have exiled her, for taking up with a
foreigner. She has given up almost everything to be with
me, and what have I given her? An apartment close to the
base, enough money for food and clothing. The promise I

105



will take her back to the States with me, a promise I
wonder sometimes if  mean to keep, if I possibly can keep.
I haven’t told the other one yet. She still thinks I'll marry
her when I return. Maybe I will. The baby kicks again. She
lifts my hand and holds it against her cheek. Soon she is
asleep.

“I'm still cold. Why am I so cold?” He touches his
forehead. Sweat runs in trickles down his face. A hand
grasps his wrist. Sunlight gleams from a watch crystal. He
closes his eyes, then opens them, to escape the face.

“Is it always so hard to die?”” he asks nobody in
particular.

The sky began to lighten with dawn; slowly, almost
imperceptively becoming more faint, the darkness washed
out uniformly overhead, but cold rain continued to drizzle
down from the low-lying clouds. At first, Jordan had
found it disconcerting when the entire sky grew light,
instead of dawn progressing slowly from the eastern
horizon, with fingers of light streaking the morning
clouds with red, but now he had become used to the effect
of the opacification particles seeded in the planet’s
ionosphere, particles that caught the sunlight and
scattered it about the entire sphere of atmosphere, so dawn
and dusk never really occurred, day and night weren’t
really distinct, only opposite points on a continuum of
illumination. The same particles served to hide the
world’s surface from the sensors of the ships in orbit, and
distorted their communication beams, preventing effec-
tive pin-point bombardment from those ships.

Soon it would be light enough for the dragons to be
about.

“The time draws near, Man.” Her voice was a gentle
whisper in his mind. ‘I can see movement on the
ramparts. Already they prepare.”

“Then the night is almost over,”” he answered. ‘‘You've
taken to the air again.”” He looked up but couldn’t see her.
Her gray form blended into the clouds too well. But all
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along the row of sibs, high in the air, there would be
slowly circling whisper-birds, having now left roost.

“And not too soon for me,” she grumbled. ‘““The ground
is cold and wet, not comfortable for my kind. Mud makes
my toes itch. The air is where I belong; only the air feels
good. At last, my blood warms.”

Her thoughts were vibrant in his mind. Each of the sibs
was linked to a whisper-bird with tuned encephalowave
transceivers, matched units surgically implanted in the
temporal lobes of their brains, allowing almost instan-
taneous communication, free of normal distortion. As
close to telepathy as it was possible to approximate. The
sib and whisper-bird became partners, acting as one, each
knowing where the other was, what the other was doing.
Another two channels of the encephalowave were used to
connect the whisper-birds to each other and the sibs to one
another, so coordinated action was possible between all
the sibs and whisper-birds. In less than a month they had
reduced the Zoanians to a few scattered outposts, and now
had drawn the noose tight around those outposts. Soon
the planet would be cleansed. Vengeance would be
complete.

A command flowed down the line of sibs. It was time to
move. Jordan climbed awkwardly from his dugout,
moving stiffly with the cold. He could see the other sibs
vaguely now, dark shapes moving through the fog and
smoke. The citadel stood solidly before them, silhouetted
against the lightening sky. As he walked through the mud,
slipping with almost every step, Jordan became warm, the
stiffness left his muscles and joints.

The Zoanian lay dying in front of me, bleeding from a
wound in his chest. It was the first time I had really seen
one close. He was small of stature, perhaps a meter tall,
and light of build with fine bones. Definitely humanoid,
but perhaps evolved from a smaller primeval primate than
we. He had five-fingered hands. His face was delicalte,
almost feminine, and entirely devoid of hair, as was his
head. His nose was set flat against his face. His blood was
red. He gestured to me. I bent close. His thoughts entered
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my mind feebly. A natural telepath? Maybe. They had had
more time then we to evolve extra-sensory capabilities. He
built an image in my mind, of thousands of landing pods
opening, with identical sibs climbing out of the pods. So
he wondered about the sibs. I made an image for him.
White crosses in orderly rows, stretching forever, grass
brilliantly green between the crosses. Then I let the crosses
fade, blur out, until one stood alone. I quickly shifted
scenes in my mind, so now row after row of gleaming
incupods were presented. I showed him a single cell in
each, the cell splitting, growing, a fetus forming, then
developing, growing to adulthood immersed in nutrient
solution. I magnified the faces, leaving the features slurred
somewhat through the liquid growth medium, but clear
enough so he could see they were all the same, all identical,
all my face.

The sibs advanced across the moor toward the citadel.
The whisper-birds circled in the gray air high overhead,
long wings outstretched, tails fanning out to catch the air,
bright yellow eyes glittering as they scanned the air above
and the ground below. They had a wing-span of about
four meters and weighed around thirty kilos, with gray-
scaled legs with sharp talons and a cruel, curved beak
designed to tear and rend flesh. But instead of narrow bird
skulls they possessed the round, expanded skull of a
mammal, the only human vestige remaining in their
appearance. The whisper-birds called to each other with
their shrill hunting cries, shattering the early morning
quiet.

As they advanced, the sibs first formed an evenly spaced
line, ten meters between each man. Behind them were
evenly spaced holes dug into the mud of the moor. But as