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“Zelazny is one of SF’s brightest lights.”
—Library Journal

“I have quite a few favorites in the field, but
Zelazny ranks as a definitive first on the list
for the powerful mythic overtones of so
much of his writing, the driving force of his
narrative, and his envious ability to inte-
grate diverse and even opposed elements
into a seamless whole.” —Best Sellers

“Zelazny is the best short-story writer we
have, and this is another collection of his
latest supple prose.” —GREGORY BENFORD

Roger Zelazny is one of the finest science fiction
and fantasy writers in the world, and also one
of the most popular. The author of the famous
best-selling Amber books (“Few works of science
fiction are as satisfying as Zelazny’s Amber
series”— The Boston Herald), he has written a
body of classic SF and fantasy tales unsurpassed
in recent decades. Zelazny is the winner of mul-
tiple Hugo and Nebula awards—not only for his
. novels, but also for his short fiction.

Frost and Fire, his new collection, is a rich
selection of recent stories, none of them
reprinted in earlier Zelazny collections. He has
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years.

Among those included are “Permafrost” und
“24 Views of Mt. Fuji, by Hokusai,” both con-
temporary classics, as well as eight other color-
ful SF tales, an Introduction/Exorcism, and two
thoughtful essays on writing, all characterized
by the special flair and power that are Zelazny's
trademarks. Frost and Fire is a must for all
Zelazny readers and all readers of fantasy and
science fiction.
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just realized that this will be my first story collection
I since Unicorn Variations was published in 1983.

I’'ve since acquired a cat named Amber, a black
belt in aikido, two more Hugos, the insides of twenty or
so shelf-feet of books, and had an ostracod named after
me (Sclerocypris zelaznyi—thank you, Dr. Martens)—and
made the mistake of bragging about it to Jack C. Haldeman
II, who, it turned out, had had a tapeworm named after
him (Hymenapolis haldemanii—one must always watch
out for the prototypes of one’s own characters, Jay being
partly Fred Cassidy)—to answer those of you who’ve asked
about life events. And I still live on the same New Mexico
hilltop with the same long-suffering lady, Judy, now an
attorney.

I have come to anticipate with some pleasure the
selection and assembly of a new story collection, as these
days it entails the writing of an introduction—a practice
I used to abhor, but which I have discovered causes me
to think in ways I ordinarily do not concerning writing
itself and my writing in particular. I have discovered that
I am beginning to enjoy feeling vaguely philosophical about
this activity for the space of several page-hours every few
years.

With some of my stories a character such as Dilvish,
Kalifriki, Mari, or Conrad comes in out of the night, takes
my attention hostage, and waits. Circumstances then sug-
gest, events coalesce, and the story flows like a shadow.
Generally, tales such as this are longer pieces; novels, even.
Once I've seen their shapes, they exist as ghosts for me
till I’ve pinned them to paper.

Other times, an idea presents itself first and I have
to go looking for the characters to run it—as with, say,
“Night Kings,” when everyone in it answered my mental
Help Wanted ad within a half hour or so of the idea’s
arrival. This sort of thing often happens with short stories.
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ROGER ZELAZNY

Finally, there is the striking-image story. But first, let
me pause and explain something:

I read some poetry every day. It’s the closest thing I
can think of for a prose writer in the way of exercising
the writing faculties as something like a daily run through
a t’ai chi form might the body. And there was a time long
ago when I favored literalness and almost total coherence
in poetry. I yielded on this matter in being able to enjoy
a poem for language or imagery alone way back when I
encountered Dylan Thomas. Still, this was an occasional
thing at first, and not too many others could produce that
effect for me. Rilke could do it. A. R. Ammons could,
sometimes. Some of Lorca’s stuff could, also. But it wasn’t
really till I came across W. S. Merwin’s work that I realized
I could be consistently happy with imagery alone when it
proceeded from a person of extremely powerful vision and
a personality that touched things with a tone I found
somehow congenial, reminding me again of someone else’s
observation: “The imaged Word, it is, that holds / Hushed
willows anchored in its glow.” And this sort of thing has
done its work on me over the years.

I'm a sucker for an appealing image, and there are
those tales or sections of books born of a striking image—
the robot crashing through the graveyard of worlds in “The
Man Who Loved the Faioli,” the Hangman moving up
the Mississippi River like the Angel of Death, Sam’s descent
into Hellwell in “Lord of Light,” the destruction of the
World Machine in “Jack of Shadows,” Time considered
as a superhighway in “Roadmarks.”

Of these three doorways into fiction—for me—char-
acter stories tend to be the most powerful in all respects,
though stories born of images are often almost magically
potent and make for much fun in the writing. Also, when
the striking image combines with the story of character or
with an idea story, something good generally comes of it.
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AN EXORCISM, OF SORTS

Generally—not always. Science fiction is often referred
to as a “literature of ideas.” This does not, however, mean
that every story proceeding from an idea is automatically
one of the elect examples of the species, even when it
emerges from the latest of scientific notions. Idea stories
may go any which way, depending on who or what answers
the Help Wanted ad. In fact, I occasionally have a strange
(nonnegotiable) labor problem: The wrong characters will
sometimes turn up and refuse to leave, staging a sit-down
strike on the premises, i.e., the idea. I know they belong
in another story, and they’re ruining the one they’re trying
to take over. Will they listen? No. It’s like something out
of Pirandello. They proceed to muck the idea up so much
with their presence that no one else can then fill the bill.
So I usually walk away in disgust and try to forget the
whole thing. There are lots of others where that came from.
Who needs that sort of aggravation?

But they do sometimes come back to nag and tease—

I’ve got one that won’t go away, and it’s occurred to
me that a telling of the story I can’t tell may be even more
fun than telling it, if you follow me. I want to destroy it,
I want to exorcise its incendiary ghosts.

It was not all that long ago that I read of the new
mappings of the earth’s interior by a kind of seismic
tomography, with the location of upside-down analogs of
surface features on the core—anticontinents, antioceans,
antimountain ranges. As I considered this, it occurred to
me that if mountain ranges can impress the earth’s core
with inverted surface geography, why wouldn’t an artifact
of sufficient size do the same? A major city has to mass
as much as some mountain ranges. Supposing there’s an
anti-Manhattan down there? Or an anti-Paris? Or an anti-
London? How could one get at such a situation to exploit
it fictionally? I turned to Life Beyond Earth, by Gerald
Feinberg and Rupert Shapiro (William Morrow, 1980), a
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fun book full of hypothetical species designed to make out
in a great variety of environments. Came across one I
might borrow, too—a “magmobe,” probably thermophagic
or making its living off of radiation pockets. Not the most
easily justifiable of life-forms—still, the focus would be on
the antigeography of the core, which was now generating
great images to go along with the idea.

I could give these slow-moving, magma-swimming
creatures commensurately long life spans, I decided, so that
they could observe the (to them) speeded-up features of
the antisurface, as an anti-Carthage, anti-Constantinople,
anti-Lisbon, anti-San Francisco, anti-Hiroshima flashed by.
And then . . .

But I wasn’t happy with the magmobes—which, I
suppose, was silly—and then I discovered that they wouldn’t
go away. Right. I had an idea and some pretty images,
with something I visualized as fiery trilobites trailing lava
all over the place. (All right, “magma.”) I wanted to retire
them and start over again, but they wouldn’t let me. I
know that this occurred in mid-July because I've a note
in my diary on attending a performance of Cosi Fan Tutti
at the Santa Fe Opera on July 15, where I ran into Suzy
McKee Charnas and her husband, Steve. I had a terribly
strong impulse to say, “Suzy, I’ve got this great idea you
can have free. Never mind why.” But the lights were
blinking and there was no time. And I didn’t run into her
afterward, and then I decided to keep the idea in case I
figured a way to beat the trilobites. I never did, and the
more I think of it, it’s probably just as well. I can still
close my eyes and see the anti-Manhattan skyline, a fiery
heaven flowing like the Day of Wrath beneath it (with
strains of anti-Gershwin blackmassing a soundtrack?)—and
then these burning, segmented fossil-types come swimming
by, making deep chuckling sounds. What if the damned
thing were like a computer virus in one’s writing program?

14




AN EXORCISM, OF SORTS

I'd hate to give it to a fine writer like Suzy, who is also
a friend. Exposing it this way, though, should simply destroy
it, I hope.

Anyway—as I was saying—there are for me stories of
character, stories of idea and stories of image. These refer
to the portals by which they enter my universe. The com-
pleted product, in the best of all possible worlds, should
contain all three elements. But two is okay. And I'll even
settle for one on a bad day when I need the money.

Otherwise, when things don’t quite mesh, I enjoy
spending time with the ghosts, especially during my morn-
ing coffee break, while I'm watching the mountains.

So much for my writing quirks.

I want to include something here on another matter.
The amount of mail I’ve been receiving from readers has
picked up quite a bit recently, and there is simply no way
that I can respond to it and still conduct my life and my
writing in a relatively sane fashion. I can no longer even
attempt to answer questions about my work, myself, my
feelings on particular matters. I simply want to say thank
you, here and now, to those who’ve taken the time to drop
me a line. I wish I had more time, too.

Thanks for wondering.
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PERMAFROST

In my previous story collection, Unicorn Variations, I mentioned
in the prefatory note to the title tale that the piece had been
composed on an Alaskan cruise (in May 1980) after reciting
some of the materials and events which led to its composition.
While we were in Glacier Bay (and somewhat earlier, while
visiting the Mendenhall Glacier outside Juneau) I felt the first
stirring of a story idea—something involving the power of all
that ice and cold. A month later I did the guest-of-honor bit at
Westercon in Los Angeles, visited for a few days afterward with
some of Judy’s relatives in San Diego, then drove down into
Baja California as far as San Quintin. I was driving a rented
car, and it took unleaded gas. I had exactly a half tankful left
when we pulled into the lot of San Q’s El Presidente Hotel—a
big, colorful, impressive place, where we were virtually the only
guests. Something about the feeling of being almost alone in an
old hotel gave me another story twinge, and it joined up with
the glacier and also with a discussion 1'd heard at the convention
concerning artificial intelligence. I'd planned on driving farther
south, as I was enjoying the landscape enormously, till I learned
that I could not buy any unleaded gas south of Ensenada—and
I began wondering whether I might even make it back on what
I had left. (Answer, to allay suspense: I sort of coasted into town
later on the final cupful.) Got to thinking of the contrast between
Baja and Alaska as I drove back, too. I read Joseph Wood
Krutch’s Forgotten Peninsula and John McPhee’s Coming into
the Country about then, also, to keep these thoughts company.
They all percolated together and then, in the L.A. airport, 1
overheard a nasty argument between a guy and a lady, which
was somehow catalytic to all of the above. On the flight home,
the general idea for the following story and the first impressions
of its principal characters came to life.

I put nothing onto paper for the next few years.

It sometimes bothers nonwriters when I mention things
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like this. But as I said in my intro, I live with ghosts and 1
usually enjoy their company. I was too busy to write the story,
and it didn’t matter a bit. At any moment, I have a number
of characters and stories ready to go whenever I've the time or
inclination. Meanwhile they’re good to have around. Once the
story is written, they tend to go away; or at best, they visit me
but seldom.

So I lived with “Permafrost” and its folks for some years.
Then, one day, the time and the desire came together and I
began writing. Before I'd finished it, George R. R. Martin phoned
me, saying we were both invited to do a reading up in Taos a
week or two down the line. It sounded like a good idea, so I
stepped up my. writing pace and managed to finish the story
two nights before the reading—as I like to have new material
at readings whenever possible. I didn’t have a chance to clean
up my copy in time and was actually editing it as I read. After
I'd finished, George cheerfully told me that I was going to win
a Hugo for it. And the next day Ellen Datlow, who edits Omni,
phoned and said, “I understand you read a story called “Perma-
frost” in Taos last night. I want to buy it.” I began wondering
whether her magazine’s title was short for omniscient, but it
turned out that she’d been speaking with George earlier that
morning on another matter and he’d taken the opportunity to
hype it for me. Long and short: I sold the story to Ellen for
Omni (and there was a long technical delay before it saw print
in April 1986), George was right about the Hugo (I've got to
get him to tell me how he does these things sometime), and
since I couldn’t make it to the following year’s convention in
England, Ellen accepted the award on my behalf and Melinda
Snodgrass brought it back to New Mexico for me.

Thanks, George; thanks, Ellen; thanks, Melinda; and all
ye boojums and seals.
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jaro is the dried and frozen carcass of a leopard.
An author is always necessary to explain what
it was doing there because stiff leopards don’t talk much.

THE MAN. The music seems to come and go with
a will of its own. At least turning the knob on the bedside
unit has no effect on its presence or absence. A half-familiar,
alien tune, troubling in a way. The phone rings, and he
answers it. There is no one there. Again.

Four times during the past half hour, while grooming
himself, dressing and rehearsing his arguments, he has
received noncalls. When he checked with the desk he was
told there were no calls. But that damned clerk-thing had
to be malfunctioning—Ilike everything else in this place.

The wind, already heavy, rises, hurling particles of ice
against the building with a sound like multitudes of tiny
claws scratching. The whining of steel shutters sliding into
place startles him. But worst of all, in his reflex glance at
the nearest window, it seems he has seen a face.

Impossible of course. This is the third floor. A trick
of light upon hard-driven flakes: Nerves.

Yes. He has been nervous since their arrival this
morning. Before then, even . . .

He pushes past Dorothy’s stuff upon the countertop,
locates a small package among his own articles. He unwraps
a flat red rectangle about the size of his thumbnail. He
rolls up his sleeve and slaps the patch against the inside
of his left elbow.

The tranquilizer discharges immediately into his
bloodstream. He takes several deep breaths, then peels off
the patch and drops it into the disposal unit. He rolls his
sleeve down, reaches for his jacket.

The music rises in volume, as if competing with the
blast of the wind, the rattle of the icy flakes. Across the
room the videoscreen comes on of its own accord.
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The face. The same face. Just for an instant. He is
certain. And then channelless static, wavy lines. Snow. He
chuckles.

All right, play it that way, nerves, he thinks. You've
every reason. But the trank’s coming to get you now. Better
have your fun quick. You're about to be shut down.

The videoscreen cuts into a porn show.

Smiling, the woman mounts the man . . .

The picture switches to a voiceless commentator on
something or other.

He will survive. He is a survivor. He, Paul Plaige, has
done risky things before and has always made it through.
It is just that having Dorothy along creates a kind of déja
vu that he finds unsettling. No matter.

She is waiting for him in the bar. Let her wait. A
few drinks will make her easier to persuade—unless they
make her bitchy. That sometimes happens, too. Either way,
he has to talk her out of the thing.

Silence. The wind stops. The scratching ceases. The
music is gone.

The whirring. The window screens dilate upon the
empty city.

Silence, under totally overcast skies. Mountains of ice
ringing the place. Nothing moving. Even the video has
gone dead.

He recoils at the sudden flash from a peripheral unit
far to his left across the city. The laser beam hits a key
point on the glacier, and its face falls away.

Moments later he hears the hollow, booming sound
of the crashing ice. A powdery storm has risen like surf
at the ice mount’s foot. He smiles at the power, the timing,
the display. Andrew Aldon . . . always on the job, dueling
with the elements, stalemating nature herself, immortal
guardian of Playpoint. At least Aldon never malfunctions.

The silence comes again. As he watches the risen
snows settle he feels the tranquilizer beginning to work. It
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will be good not to have to worry about money again.
The past two years have taken a lot out of him. Seeing
all of his investments fail in the Big Washout—that was
when his nerves had first begun to act up. He has grown
softer than he was a century ago—a young, rawboned
soldier of fortune then, out to make his bundle and enjoy
it. And he had. Now he has to do it again, though this
time will be easier—except for Dorothy.

He thinks of her. A century younger than himself]
still in her twenties, sometimes reckless, used to all of the
good things in life. There is something vulnerable about
Dorothy, times when she lapses into such a strong depen-
dence that he feels oddly moved. Other times, it just irritates
the hell out of him. Perhaps this is the closest he can come
to love now, an occasional ambivalent response to being
needed. But of course she is loaded. That breeds a certain
measure of necessary courtesy. Until he can make his own
bundle again, anyway. But none of these things are the
reason he has to keep her from accompanying him on his
journey. It goes beyond love or money. It is survival.

The laser flashes again, this time to the right. He waits
for the crash.

THE STATUE. It is not a pretty pose. She lies frosted
in an ice cave, looking like one of Rodin’s less comfortable
figures, partly propped on her left side, right elbow raised
above her head, hand hanging near her face, shoulders
against the wall, left leg completely buried.

She has on a gray parka, the hood slipped back to
reveal twisted strands of dark blond hair; and she wears
blue trousers; there is a black boot on the one foot that
is visible.

She is coated with ice, and within the much-refracted
light of the cave what can be seen of her features is not
unpleasant but not strikingly attractive either. She looks
to be in her twenties.

There are a number of fracture lines within the cave’s
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walls and floor. Overhead, countless icicles hang like sta-
lactites, sparkling jewellike in the much-bounced light. The
grotto has a stepped slope to it with the statue at its higher
end, giving to the place a vaguely shrinelike appearance.

On those occasions when the cloud cover is broken
at sundown, a reddish light is cast about her figure.

She has actually moved in the course of a century—
a few inches, from a general shifting of the ice. Tricks of
the light make her seem to move more frequently, however.

The entire tableau might give the impression that this
is merely a pathetic woman who had been trapped and
frozen to death here, rather than the statue of the living
goddess in the place where it all began.

THE WOMAN. She sits in the bar beside a window.
The patio outside is gray and angular and drifted with
snow; the flowerbeds are filled with dead plants—stiff,
flattened, and frozen. She does not mind the view. Far
from it. Winter is a season of death and cold, and she
likes being reminded of it. She enjoys the prospect of pitting
herself against its frigid and very visible fangs. A faint flash
of light passes over the patio, followed by a distant roaring
sound. She sips her drink and licks her lips and listens to
the soft music that fills the air.

She is alone. The bartender and all of the other help
here are of the mechanical variety. If anyone other than
Paul were to walk in, she would probably scream. They
are the only people in the hotel during this long off-season.
Except for the sleepers, they are the only people in all of
Playpoint.

And Paul . . . He will be along soon to take her to
the dining room. There they can summon holo-ghosts to
people the other tables if they wish. She does not wish.
She likes being alone with Paul at a time like this, on the
eve of a great adventure.

He will tell her his plans over coffee, and perhaps
even this afternoon they might obtain the necessary equip-
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ment to begin the exploration for that which would put
him on his feet again financially, return to him his self-
respect. It will of course be dangerous and very rewarding.
She finishes her drink, rises, and crosses to the bar for
another.

And Paul . . . She had really caught a falling star, a
swashbuckler on the way down, a man with a glamorous
past just balanced on the brink of ruin. The teetering had
already begun when they had met two years before, which
had made it even more exciting. Of course, he needed a
woman like her to lean upon at such a time. It wasn’t just
her money. She could never believe the things her late
parents had said about him. No, he does care for her. He
is strangely vulnerable and dependent.

She wants to turn him back into the man he once
must have been, and then of course that man will need
her, too. The thing he had been—that is what she needs
most of all—a man who can reach up ard bat the moon
away. He must have been like that long ago.

She tastes her second drink.

The son of a bitch had better hurry, though. She is
getting hungry.

THE CITY. Playpoint is located on the world known
as Balfrost, atop a high peninsula that slopes down to a
now-frozen sea. Playpoint contains all of the facilities for
an adult playground, and it is one of the more popular
resorts in this sector of the galaxy from late spring through
early autumn—approximately fifty Earth years. Then win-
ter comes on like a period of glaciation, and everybody
goes away for half a century—or half a year, depending
on how one regards such matters. During this time Play-
point is given into the care of its automated defense and
maintenance routine. This is a self-repairing system, di-
rected toward cleaning, plowing, thawing, melting, warming
everything in need of such care, as well as directly com-
bating the encroaching ice and snow. And all of these

23



ROGER ZELAZNY

functions are done under the supervision of a well-protected
central computer that also studies the weather and climate
patterns, anticipating as well as reacting.

This system has worked successfully for many cen-
turies, delivering Playpoint over to spring and pleasure in
reasonably good condition at the end of each long winter.

There are mountains behind Playpoint, water (or ice,
depending on the season) on three sides, weather and
navigation satellites high above. In a bunker beneath the
administration building is a pair of sleepers—generally a
man and a woman—who awaken once every year or so
to physically inspect the maintenance system’s operations
and to deal with any special situations that might have
arisen. An alarm may arouse them for emergencies at any
time. They are well paid, and over the years they have
proven worth the investment. The central computer has
at its disposal explosives and lasers as well as a great variety
of robots. Usually it keeps a little ahead of the game, and
it seldom falls behind for long.

At the moment, things are about even because the
weather has been particularly nasty recently.

Zzzzt! Another block of ice has become a puddle.

Zzzzt! The puddle has been evaporated. The molecules
climb toward a place where they can get together and
return as Snow.

The glaciers shuffle their feet, edge forward. Zzzzt/
Their gain has become a loss.

Andrew Aldon knows exactly what he is doing.

CONVERSATIONS. The waiter, needing lubrication,
rolls off after having served them, passing through a pair
of swinging doors.

She giggles. “Wobbly,” she says.

“Old World charm,” he agrees, trying and failing to
catch her eye as he smiles.

“You have everything worked out?” she asks after
they have begun eating.
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“Sort of,” he says, smiling again.

“Is that a yes or a no?”’

“Both. I need more information. I want to go and
check things over first. Then I can figure the best course
of action.”

“I note your use of the singular pronoun,” she says
steadily, meeting his gaze at last.

His smile freezes and fades.

“I was referring to only a little preliminary scouting,”
he says softly.

“No,” she says. “We. Even for a little preliminary
scouting.”

He sighs and sets down his fork.

“This will have very little to do with anything to come
later,” he begins. “Things have changed a lot. I'll have to
locate a new route. This will just be dull work and no
fun.”

“I didn’t come along for fun,” she replies. “We were
going to share everything, remember? That includes bore-
dom, danger, and anything else. That was the understanding
when I agreed to pay our way.”

“I’d a feeling it would come to that,” he says, after
a moment.

“Come to it? It’s always been there. That was our
agreement.”

He raises his goblet and sips the wine.

“Of course. I'm not trying to rewrite history. It’s just
that things would go faster if I could do some of the initial
looking around myself. I can move more quickly alone.”

“What’s the hurry?” she says. “A few days this way
or that. I'm in pretty good shape. I won’t slow you down
all that much.”

“I’d the impression you didn’t particularly like it here.
I just wanted to hurry things up so we could get the hell
out.”

“That’s very considerate,” she says, beginning to eat
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again. “But that’s my problem, isn’t it?”” She looks up at
him. “Unless there’s some other reason you don’t want
me along?”’

He drops his gaze quickly, picks up his fork. “Don’t
be silly.”

She smiles. “Then that’s settled. I'll go with you this
afternoon to look for the trail.”

The music stops, to be succeeded by a sound as of
the clearing of a throat. Then, “Excuse me for what may
seem like eavesdropping,” comes a deep, masculine voice.
“It is actually only a part of a simple monitoring function
I keep in effect—"

“Aldon!” Paul exclaims.

“At your service, Mr. Plaige, more or less. I choose
to make my presence known only because I did indeed
overhear you, and the matter of your safety overrides the
good manners that would otherwise dictate reticence. I've
been receiving reports that indicate we could be hit by
some extremely bad weather this afternoon. So if you were
planning an extended sojourn outside, I would recommend
you postpone it.”

“Oh,” Dorothy says.

“Thanks,” Paul says.

“‘] shall now absent myself. Enjoy your meal and
your stay.”

The music returns.

“Aldon?”’ Paul asks.

There is no reply.

“Looks as if we do it tomorrow or later.”

“Yes,” Paul agrees, and he is smiling his first relaxed
smile of the day. And thinking fast.

THE WORLD. Life on Balfrost proceeds in peculiar
cycles. There are great migrations of animal life and quasi-
animal life to the equatorial regions during the long winter.
Life in the depths of the seas goes on. And the permafrost
vibrates with its own style of life.
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The permafrost. Throughout the winter and on through
the spring the permafrost lives at its peak. It is laced with
mycelia—twining, probing, touching, knotting themselves
into ganglia, reaching out to infiltrate other systems. It
girds the globe, vibrating like a collective unconscious
throughout the winter. In the spring it sends up stalks
which develop gray, flowerlike appendages for a few days.
These blooms then collapse to reveal dark pods which
subsequently burst with small, popping sounds, releasing
clouds of sparkling spores that the winds bear just about
everywhere. These are extremely hardy, like the mycelia
they will one day become.

The heat of summer finally works its way down into
the permafrost, and the strands doze their way into a long
period of quiescence. When the cold returns, they are
roused, spores send forth new filaments that repair old
damages, create new synapses. A current begins to flow.
The life of summer is like a fading dream. For eons this
had been the way of things upon Balfrost, within Balfrost.
Then the goddess decreed otherwise. Winter’s queen spread
her hands, and there came a change.

THE SLEEPERS. Paul makes his way through swirling
flakes to the administration building. It has been a simpler
matter than he had anticipated, persuading Dorothy to use
the sleep-induction unit to be well rested for the morrow.
He had pretended to use the other unit himself, resisting
its blandishments until he was certain she was asleep and
he could slip off undetected.

He lets himself into the vaultlike building, takes all
of the old familiar turns, makes his way down a low ramp.
The room is unlocked and a bit chilly, but he begins to
perspire when he enters. The two cold lockers are in
operation. He checks their monitoring systems and sees
that everything is in order.

All right, go! Borrow the equipment now. They won’t
be using it.
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He hesitates.

He draws nearer and looks down through the view
plates at the faces of the sleepers. No resemblance, thank
God. He realizes then that he is trembling. He backs away,
turns, and flees toward the storage area.

Later, in a yellow snowslider, carrying special equip-
ment, he heads inland.

As he drives, the snow ceases falling and the winds
die down. He smiles. The snows sparkle before him, and
landmarks do not seem all that unfamiliar. Good omens,
at last.

Then something crosses his path, turns, halts, and
faces him.

ANDREW ALDON. Andrew Aldon, once a man of
considerable integrity and resource, had on his deathbed
opted for continued existence as a computer program, the
enchanted loom of his mind shuttling and weaving there-
after as central processing’s judgmental program in the
great guardian computerplex at Playpoint. And there he
functions as a program of considerable integrity and re-
source. He maintains the city, and he fights the elements.
He does not merely respond to pressure, but he anticipates
structural and functional needs; he generally outguesses the
weather. Like the professional soldier he once had been,
he keeps himself in a state of constant alert—not really
difficult considering the resources available to him. He is
seldom wrong, always competent, and sometimes brilliant.
Occasionally he resents his fleshless state. Occasionally he
feels lonely.

This afternoon he is puzzled by the sudden veering
off of the storm he had anticipated and by the spell of
clement weather that has followed this meterological quirk.
His mathematics were elegant, but the weather was not.
It seems peculiar that this should come at a time of so
many other little irregularities, such as unusual ice ad-
justments, equipment glitches, and the peculiar behavigr
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of machinery in the one occupied room of the hotel—a
room troublesomely tenanted by a non grata ghost from
the past.

So he watches for a time. He is ready to intervene
when Paul enters the administration building and goes to
the bunkers. But Paul does nothing that might bring harm
to the sleepers. His curiosity is dominant when Paul draws
equipment. He continues to watch. This is because in his
judgment, Paul bears watching.

Aldon decides to act only when he detects a develop-
ment that runs counter to anything in his experience. He
sends one of his mobile units to intercept Paul as the man
heads out of town. It catches up with him at a bending
of the way and slides into his path with one appendage
upraised.

“Stop!” Aldon calls through the speaker.

Paul brakes his vehicle and sits for a moment regarding
the machine.

Then he smiles faintly. “I assume you have good
reason for interfering with a guest’s freedom of movement.”

“Your safety takes precedence.”

“I am perfectly safe.”

“At the moment.”

“What do you mean?”

“This weather pattern has suddenly become more than
a little unusual. You seem to occupy a drifting island of
calm while a storm rages about you.”

“So I'll take advantage of it now and face the con-
sequences later, if need be.”

“It is your choice. I wanted it to be an informed one,
however.”

“All right. You’ve informed me. Now get out of my
way.”

“In a moment. You departed under rather unusual
circumstances the last time you were here—in breach of
your contract.”
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“Check your legal bank if you’ve got one. The statute’s
run for prosecuting me on that.”

“There are some things on which there is no statute
of limitations.”

“What do you mean by that? I turned in a report on
what happened that day.”

“One which—conveniently—could not be verified. You
were arguing that day . . .”

“We always argued. That’s just the way we were. If
you have something to say about it, say it.”

“No, I have nothing more to say about it. My only
intention is to caution you—"

“Okay, I'm cautioned.”

“To caution you in more ways than the obvious.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I am not certain that things are the same here now
as when you left last winter.”

“Everything changes.”

“Yes, but that is not what I mean. There is something
peculiar about this place now. The past is no longer a
good guide for the present. More and more anomalies keep
cropping up. Sometimes it feels as if the world is testing
me or playing games with me.”

“You’re getting paranoid, Aldon. You’ve been in that
box too long. Maybe it’s time to terminate.”

“You son of a bitch, I’'m trying to tell you something.
I’ve run a lot of figures on this, and all this shit started
shortly after you left. The human part of me still has
hunches, and I've a feeling there’s a connection. If you
know all about this and can cope with it, fine. If you don’t,
I think you should watch out. Better yet, turn around and
go home.”

“I can’t.”

“Even if there is something out there, something that
is making it easy for you—for the moment?”

“What are you trying to say?”
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“I am reminded of the old Gaia hypothesis—Lovelock,
twentieth century . . . ”

“Planetary intelligence. I've heard of it. Never met
one, though.”

“Are you certain? I sometimes feel I'm confronting
one.”

“What if something is out there and it wants you—
is leading you on like a will-0’-the-wisp?”

“It would be my problem, not yours.”

“I can protect you against it. Go back to Playpoint.”

“No thanks. I will survive.”

“What of Dorothy?”

“What of her?”

“You would leave her alone when she might need
you?”’

“Let me worry about that.”

“Your last woman didn’t fare too well.”

“Damn it! Get out of my way, or I'll run you down

The robot withdraws from the trail. Through its sen-
sors Aldon watches Paul drive away.

Very well, he decides. We know where we stand, Paul.
And you haven’t changed. That makes it easier.

Aldon further focuses his divided attention. To Dor-
othy now. Clad in heated garments. Walking. Approaching
the building from which she had seen Paul emerge on his
vehicle. She had hailed and cursed him, but the winds had
carried her words away. She, too, had only feigned sleep.
After a suitable time, then, she sought to follow. Aldon
watches her stumble once and wants to reach out to assist
her, but there is no mobile unit handy. He routes one
toward the area against future accidents.

“Damn him!” she mutters as she passes along the
street, ribbons of snow rising and twisting away before her.

“Where are you going, Dorothy?”’ Aldon asks over a
nearby PA speaker.

She halts and turns. “Who—7?"
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“Andrew Aldon,” he replies. “I have been observing
your progress.”

“Why?” she asks.

“Your safety concerns me.”

“That storm you mentioned earlier?”

“Partly.”

“I'm a big girl. I can take care of myself. What do
you mean partly?’

“You move in dangerous company.”

“Paul? How s0?”

“He once took a woman into that same wild area he
is heading for now. She did not come back.”

“He told me all about that. There was an accident.”

“And no witnesses.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“It is suspicious. That is all.”

She begins moving again, toward the administrative
building. Aldon switches to another speaker, within its
entrance.

“I accuse him of nothing. If you choose to trust him,
fine. But don’t trust the weather. It would be best for you
to return to the hotel.”

“Thanks but no thanks,” she says, entering the
building.

He follows her as she explores, is aware of her quick-
ening pulse when she halts beside the cold bunkers.

“These are the sleepers?”

“Yes. Paul held such a position once, as did the
unfortunate woman.”

“I know. Look, I'm going to follow him whether you
approve or not. So why not just tell me where those sleds
are kept?”

“Very well. I will do even more than that. I will guide
you.”

“What do you mean?”
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“I request a favor—one that will actually benefit you.”

“Name it.”

“In the equipment locker behind you, you will find
a remote-sensor bracelet. It is also a two-way communi-
cation link. Wear it. I can be with you then. To assist
you. Perhaps even to protect you.”

“You can help me to follow him?”

“Yes.”

“All right. I can buy that.”

She moves to the locker, opens it.

“Here’s something that looks like a bracelet, with
doodads.”

“Yes. Depress the red stud.”

She does. His voice now emerges clearly from the
unit.

“Put it on, and I'll show you the way.”

“Right.”

SNOWSCAPE. Sheets and hills of white, tufts of ev-
ergreen shrubbery, protruding joints of rock, snowdevils
twirled like tops beneath wind’s lash . . . light and shade.
Cracking sky. Tracks in sheltered areas, smoothness beyond.

She follows, masked and bundled.

“I’'ve lost him,” she mutters, hunched behind the
curved windscreen of her yellow, bullet-shaped vehicle.

“Straight ahead, past those two rocks. Stay in the lee
of the ridge. I'll tell you when to turn. I've a satellite
overhead. If the clouds stay parted—strangely parted . . .”

“What do you mean?”

“He seems to be enjoying light from the only break
in the cloud cover over the entire area.”

“Coincidence.”

“I wonder.”

“What else could it be?”

“It is almost as if something had opened a door for
him.”
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“Mysticism from a computer?”

“l am not a computer.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Aldon. I know that you were once a
man . ..”

“I am still a man.”

66Sorry.9’

“There are many things I would like to know. Your
arrival here comes at an unusual time of year. Paul took
some prospecting equipment with him . . .”

“Yes. It’s not against the law. In fact, it is one of the
vacation features here, isn’t it?”

“Yes. There are many interesting minerals about, some
of them precious.”

“Well, Paul wants some more, and he didn’t want a
crowd around while he was looking.”

“More?”

“Yes, he made a strike here years ago. Yndella crystals.”

“I see. Interesting.”

“What’s in this for you, anyway?”

“Protecting visitors is a part of my job. In your case,
I feel particularly protective.”

“How so0?”

“In my earlier life I was attracted to women of your—
specifications. Physical, as well as what I can tell of the
rest.”

Two-beat pause, then, “You are blushing.”

“Compliments do that to me,” she says, “and that’s
a hell of a monitoring system you have. What’s it like?”

“Oh, I can tell your body temperature, your pulse
rate—"

“No, I mean, what’s it like being—what you are?”

Three-beat pause. “Godlike in some ways. Very hu-
man in others—almost exaggeratedly so. I feel something
of an amplification of everything I was earlier. Perhaps it’s
a compensation or a clinging to things past. You make
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me feel nostalgic—among other things. Don’t fret. I'm
enjoying it.”

“I’d like to have met you then.”

“Mutual.”

“What were you like?”

“Imagine me as you would. I’ll come off looking better
that way.”

She laughs. She adjusts her filters. She thinks about
Paul.

“What was he like in his earlier days—Paul?” she
asks.

“Probably pretty much the way he is now, only less
polished.”

“In other words, you don’t care to say.”

The trail turns upward more steeply, curves to the
right. She hears winds but does not feel them. Cloud-
shadow grayness lies all about, but her trail/his trail is
lighted.

“I don’t really know,” Aldon says, after a time, “and
I will not guess, in the case of someone you care about.”

“Gallant,” she observes.

“No, just fair,” he replies. “I might be wrong.”

They continue to the top of the rise, where Dorothy
draws a sharp breath and further darkens her goggles against
the sudden blaze where a range of ice fractures rainbows
and strews their shards like confetti in all directions.

“God!” she says.

“Or goddess,” Aldon replies.

“A goddess, sleeping in a circle of flame?”

“Not sleeping.”

“That would be a lady for you, Aldon—if she existed.
God and goddess.”

“I do not want a goddess.”

“I can see his tracks, heading into that.”

“Not swerving a bit, as if he knows where he’s going.”
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She follows, tracing slopes like the curves of a pale
torso. The world is stillness and light and whiteness. Aldon
on her wrist hums softly now, an old tune, whether of
love or martial matters she isn’t certain. Distances are
distorted, perspectives skewed. She finds herself humming
softly along with him, heading for the place where Paul’s
tracks find their vanishing point and enter infinity.

THE LIMP WATCH HUNG UPON THE TREE
LIMB. My lucky day. The weather . . . trail clean. Things
changed but not so out of shape I can’t tell where it is.
The lights! God, yes! Iceshine, mounds of prisms . . . If
only the opening is still there. . . . Should have brought
explosives. There has been shifting, maybe a collapse. Must
get in. Return later with Dorothy. But first—clean up, get
rid of . . . it. If she’s still there. . . . Swallowed up maybe.
That would be good, best. Things seldom are, though. I—
When it happened. Wasn't as if. Wasn't what. Was. . . .
Was shaking the ground. Cracking, splitting. Icicles ringing,
rattling, banging about. Thought we’d go under. Both of
us. She was going in. So was the bag of the stuff. Grabbed
the stuff. Only because it was nearer. Would have helped
her if—Couldn’t. Could I? Ceiling was slipping. Get out.
No sense both of us getting it. Got out. She'd’ve done the
same. Wouldn't she? Her eyes. . . . Glenda! Maybe . . .
No! Couldn’t have. Just couldn’t. Could I? Silly. After all
these years. There was a moment. Just a moment, though.
A Wll. If I'd known it was coming, I might have. No. Ran.
Your face at the window, on the screen, in a sometime
dream. Glenda. It wasn’t that I didn’t. Blaze of hills. Fire
and eyes. Ice. Ice. Fire and snow. Blazing hearthful. Ice.
Ice. Straight through the ice the long road lies. The fire
hangs high above. The screaming. The crash. And the
silence. Get out. Yet. Different? No. It could never have.
That was the way. Not my fault. . . . Damn it. Everything
I could. Glenda. Up ahead. Yes. Long curve. Then down.
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Winding back in there. The crystals will. . . . I'll never
come back to this place.

THE LIMP TREE LIMB HUNG UPON THE
WATCH. Gotcha! Think I can'’t see through the fog? Can’t
sneak up on me on little cat feet. Same for your partner
across the way. I'll melt off a little more near your bases,
too. A lot of housecleaning backed up here . . . Might as
well take advantage of the break. Get those streets perfect.
. . . How long? Long. . . . Long legs parting. . . . Long
time since. Is it not strange that desire should so many
years outlive performance? Unnatural. This weather. A sort
of spiritual spring. . . . Extend those beams. Burn. Melt
in my hot, red-fingered hands. Back off. I say. I rule here.
Clear that courtyard. Unplug that drain. Come opportunity,
let me clasp thee. Melt. Burn. I rule here, goddess. Draw
back. I've a bomb for every tower of ice, a light for any
darkness. Tread carefully here. I feel I begin to know thee.
I see thy signature in cloud and fog bank, trace thy icy
tresses upon the blowing wind. Thy form lies contoured all
about me, white as shining death. We're due an encounter.
Let the clouds spiral, ice ring, Earth heave. I rush to meet
thee, death or maiden, in halls of crystal upon the heights.
Not here. Long, slow fall, ice facade, crashing. Melt. An-
other. . . . Gotcha!

FROZEN WATCH EMBEDDED IN PERMA-
FROST. Bristle and thrum. Coming now. Perchance. Perch-
ance. Perchance. I say. Throstle. Crack. Sunder. Split. Open.
Coming. Beyond the ice in worlds I have known. Returning.
He. Throstle. The mind the mover. To open the way. Come
now. Let not to the meeting impediments. Admit. Open.
Cloud stand thou still, and wind be leashed. None dare
oppose thy passage returning, my killer love. It was but
yesterday. A handful of stones. . . . Come singing fresh-
armed from the warm places. I have looked upon thy
unchanged countenance. I open the way. Come to me. Let
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not to the mating. I—Girding the globe, I have awakened
in all of my places to receive thee. But here, here this
special spot, I focus, mind the mover, in place where it all
began, my bloody handed, Paul my love, calling, back, for
the last good-bye, ice kiss, fire touch, heart stop, blood still,
soul freeze, embrace of world and my hate with thy fugitive
body, elusive the long year now. Come into the place it
has waited. I move there again, up sciatic to spine, behind
the frozen eyeballs, waiting and warming. To me. To me
now. Throstle and click, bristle and thrum. And runners
scratching the snow, my heart slashing parallel. Cut.

PILGRIMAGE. He swerves, turns, slows amid the
ragged prominences—ice fallen, ice heaved—in the fields
where mountain and glacier wrestle in slow motion, to the
accompaniment of occasional cracking and pinging sounds,
crashes, growls, and the rattle of blown ice crystals. Here
the ground is fissured as well as greatly uneven, and Paul
abandons his snowslider. He secures some tools to his belt
and his pack, anchors the sled, and commences the trek.

At first, he moves slowly and carefully, but old reflexes
return, and soon he is hurrying. Moving from dazzle to
shade, he passes among ice forms like grotesque statues of
glass. The slope is changed from the old one he remembers,
but it feels right. And deep, below, to the right. . . .

Yes. That darker place. The canyon or blocked pass,
whichever it was. That seems right, too. He alters his course
slightly. He is sweating now within his protective clothing,
and his breath comes faster as he increases his pace. His
vision blurs, and for a moment, somewhere between glare
and shadow, he seems to see. . . .

He halts, sways a moment, then shakes his head,
snorts, and continues.

Another hundred meters and he is certain. Those rocky
ribs to the northeast, snow rivulets diamond hard between
them. . . . He has been here before.

The stillness is almost oppressive. In the distance he
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sees spumes of windblown snow jetting off and eddying
down from a high, white peak. If he stops and listens
carefully, he can even hear the far winds.

There is a hole in the middle of the clouds, directly
overhead. It is as if he were looking downward upon a
lake in a crater.

More than unusual. He is tempted to turn back. His
trank has worn off, and his stomach feels unsettled. He
half-wishes to discover that this is not the place. But he
knows that feelings are not very important. He continues
until he stands before the opening.

There has been some shifting, some narrowing of the
way. He approaches slowly. He regards the passage for a
full minute before he moves to enter.

He pushes back his goggles as he comes into the
lessened light. He extends a gloved hand, places it upon
the facing wall, pushes. Firm. He tests the one behind him.
The same.

Three paces forward and the way narrows severely.
He turns and sidles. The light grows dimmer, the surface
beneath his feet, more slick. He slows. He slides a hand
along either wall as he advances. He passes through a tiny
spot of light beneath an open ice chimney. Overhead, the
wind is howling a high note now, almost whistling it.

The passage begins to widen. As his right hand falls
away from the more sharply angling wall, his balance is
tipped in that direction. He draws back to compensate,
but his left foot slides backward and falls. He attempts to
rise, slips, and falls again.

Cursing, he begins to crawl forward. This area had
not been slick before. . . . He chuckles. Before? A century
ago. Things do change in a span like that. They—

The wind begins to howl beyond the cave mouth as
he sees the rise of the floor, looks upward along the slope.
She is there.

He makes a small noise at the back of his throat and

39



ROGER ZEILAZNY

stops, his right hand partly raised. She wears the shadows
like veils, but they do not mask her identity. He stares.
It’s even worse than he had thought. Trapped, she must
have lived for some time after. . . .

He shakes his head.

No use. She must be cut loose and buried now—
disposed of.

He crawls forward. The icy slope does not grow level
until he is quite near her. His gaze never leaves her form
as he advances. The shadows slide over her. He can almost
hear her again.

He thinks of the shadows. She couldn’t have moved
just then. . . . He stops and studies her face. It is not
frozen. It is puckered and sagging as if waterlogged. A
caricature of the face he had so often touched. He grimaces
and looks away. The leg must be freed. He reaches for
his ax.

Before he can take hold of the tool, he sees movement
of the hand, slow and shaking. It is accompanied by a
throaty sigh.

“No. . . .” he whispers, drawing back.

“Yes,” comes the reply.

“Glenda.”

“I am here.” Her head turns slowly. Reddened, watery
eyes focus upon his own. “I have been waiting.”

“This is insane.”

The movement of the face is horrible. It takes him
some time to realize that it is a smile.

“I knew that one day you would return.”

“How?” he says. “How have you lasted?”

“The body is nothing,” she replies. “I had all but
forgotten it. I live within the permafrost of this world. My
buried foot was in contact with its filaments. It was alive,
but it possessed no consciousness until we met. I live
everywhere now.”

“I am—happy—that you—survived.”
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She laughs slowly, dryly.

“Really, Paul? How could that be when you left me
to die?”

“I had no choice, Glenda. I couldn’t save you.”

“There was an opportunity. You preferred the stones
to my life.”

“That’s not true!”

“You didn’t even try.” The arms are moving again,
less jerkily now. “You didn’t even come back to recover
my body.”

“What would have been the use? You were dead—
or I thought you were.”

“Exactly. You didn’t know, but you ran out anyway.
I loved you, Paul. I would have done anything for you.”

“I cared about you, too, Glenda. I would have helped
you if I could have. If—"

“If? Don’t give me ifs. I know what you are.”

“I loved you,” Paul says. “I'm sorry.”

“You loved me? You never said it.”

“It’s not the sort of thing I talk about easily. Or think
about, even.”

“Show me,” she says. “Come here.”

He looks away. “I can’t.”

She laughs. “You said you loved me.”

“You—you don’t know how you look. I'm sorry.”

“You fool!” Her voice grows hard, imperious. “Had
you done it, I would have spared your life. It would have
shown me that some tiny drop of affection might truly
have existed. But you lied. You only used me. You didn’t
care.”

“You’re being unfair!”

“Am I? Am I really?” she says. There comes a sound
like running water from somewhere nearby. “You would
speak to me of fairness? I have hated you, Paul, for nearly
a century. Whenever I took a moment from regulating the
life of this planet to think about it, I would curse you. In
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the spring as I shifted my consciousness toward the poles
and allowed a part of myself to dream, my nightmares
were of you. They actually upset the ecology somewhat,
here and there. I have waited, and now you are here. I
see nothing to redeem you. I shall use you as you used
me—to your destruction. Come to me!”

He feels a force enter into his body. His muscles
twitch. He is drawn up to his knees. Held in that position
for long moments, then he beholds her as she also rises,
drawing a soaking leg from out of the crevice where it had
been held. He had heard the running water. She had
somehow melted the ice. . . .

She smiles and raises her pasty hands. Multitudes of
dark filaments extend from her freed leg down into the
crevice.

“Come!” she repeats.

“Please . . . ,” he says.

She shakes her head. “Once you were so ardent. I
cannot understand you.”

“If you’re going to kill me, then kill me, damn it!
But don’t—"

Her features begin to flow. Her hands darken and
grow firm. In moments she stands before him looking as
she did a century ago.

“Glenda!” He rises to his feet.

“Yes. Come now.”

He takes a step forward. Another.

Shortly, he holds her in his arms, leans to kiss her
smiling face.

“You forgive me . . . ,” he says.

Her face collapses as he kisses her. Corpselike, flaccid,
and pale once more, it is pressed against his own.

“No!”

He attempts to draw back, but her embrace is in-
humanly strong.
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“Now is not the time to stop,” she says.

“Bitch! Let me go! I hate you!”

- “I know that, Paul. Hate is the only thing we have
in common.”

“. . . Always hated you,” he continues, still struggling.
“You always were a bitch!”

Then he feels the cold lines of control enter his body
again.

“The greater my pleasure, then,” she replies, as his
hands drift forward to open her parka.

ALL OF THE ABOVE. Dorothy struggles down the
icy slope, her sled parked beside Paul’s. The winds lash at
her, driving crystals of ice like microbullets against her
struggling form. Overhead, the clouds have closed again.
A curtain of white is drifting slowly in her direction.

“It waited for him,” comes Aldon’s voice, above the
screech of the wind.

“Yes. Is this going to be a bad one?”

“A lot depends on the winds. You should get to shelter
soon, though.”

“I see a cave. I wonder whether that’s the one Paul
was looking for?”

“If I had to guess, I'd say yes. But right now it doesn’t
matter. Get there.”

When she finally reaches the entrance, she is trembling.
Several paces within she leans her back against the icy
wall, panting. Then the wind changes direction and reaches
her. She retreats farther into the cave.

She hears a voice: “Please . . . don’t.”

“Paul?” she calls.

There is no reply. She hurries.

She puts out a hand and saves herself from falling as
she comes into the chamber. There she beholds Paul in
necrophiliac embrace with his captor.

“Paul! What is it?” she cries.
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“Get out!” he says. “Hurry!”

Glenda’s lips form the words. “What devotion. Rather,
let her stay, if you would live.”

Paul feels her clasp loosen slightly.

“What do you mean?” he asks.

“You may have your life if you will take me away—
in her body. Be with me as before.”

It is Aldon’s voice that answers, “No!” in reply. “You
can’t have her. Gaia!”

“Call me Glenda. I know you. Andrew Aldon. Many
times have I listened to your broadcasts. Occasionally have
I struggled against you when our projects were at odds.
What is this woman to you?”

“She is under my protection.”

“That means nothing. I am stronger here. Do you
love her?”

“Perhaps 1 do. Or could.”

“Fascinating. My nemesis of all these years, with the
analog of a human heart within your circuits. But the
decision is Paul’s. Give her to me if you would live.”

The cold rushes into his limbs. His life seems to
contract to the center of his being. His consciousness begins
to fade.

“Take her,” he whispers.

“I forbid it!” rings Aldon’s voice.

“You have shown me again what kind of man you
are,” Glenda hisses, “my enemy. Scorn and undying hatred
are all I will ever have for you. Yet you shall live.”

“I will destroy you,” Aldon calls out, “if you do this
thing!”

“What a battle that would be!” Glenda replies. “But
I’ve no quarrel with you here. Nor will I grant you one
with me. Receive my judgment.”

Paul begins to scream. Abruptly this ceases. Glenda
releases him, and he turns to stare at Dorothy. He steps
in her direction.
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“Don’t—don’t do it, Paul. Please.”

“l am—not Paul,” he replies, his voice deeper, “and
I would never hurt you. . . .”

“Go now,” says Glenda. “The weather will turn again,
in your favor.”

“] don’t understand,” Dorothy says, staring at the
man before her.

“It is not necessary that you do,” says Glenda. “Leave
this planet quickly.”

Paul’s screaming commences once again, this time
emerging from Dorothy’s bracelet.

“I will trouble you for that bauble you wear, however.
Something about it appeals to me.”

FROZEN LEOPARD. He has tried on numerous oc-
casions to relocate the cave, with his eyes in the sky and
his robots and flyers, but the topography of the place was
radically altered by a severe icequake, and he has met with
no success. Periodically he bombards the general area. He
also sends thermite cubes melting their ways down through
the ice and the permafrost, but this has had no discernible
effect.

This is the worst winter in the history of Balfrost. The
winds howl constantly and waves of snow come on like
surf. The glaciers have set speed records in their advance
upon Playpoint. But he has held his own against them,
with electricity, lasers, and chemicals. His supplies are
virtually inexhaustible now, drawn from the planet itself,
produced in his underground factories. He has also designed
and is manufacturing more sophisticated weapons. Occa-
sionally he hears her laughter over the missing commu-
nicator. “Bitch!” he broadcasts then. “Bastard!” comes the
reply. He sends another missile into the mountains. A sheet
of ice falls upon his city. It will be a long winter.

Andrew Aldon and Dorothy are gone. He has taken
up painting, and she writes poetry now. They live in a
warm place.
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Sometimes Paul laughs over the broadcast band when
he scores a victory. “Bastard!” comes the immediate re-
sponse. “Bitch!” he answers, chuckling. He is never bored,
however, or nervous. In fact . . . let it be.

When spring comes, the goddess will dream of this
conflict while Paul turns his attention to his more im-
mediate duties. But he will be planning and remembering,
also. His life has a purpose to it now. And if anything, he
is more efficient than Aldon. But the pods will bloom and
burst-despite his herbicides and fungicides. They will mutate
just sufficiently to render the poisons innocuous.

“Bastard,” she will mutter sleepily.

“Bitch,” he will answer softly.

The night may have a thousand eyes and the day but
one. The heart, often, is better blind to its own workings,
and I would sing of arms and the man and the wrath of
the goddess, not the torment of love unsatisfied, or satisfied,
in the frozen garden of our frozen world. And that, leopard,
is all.
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E’S GONE. GOOD. He owes it all to me and
he doesn’t even know it, the jerk. But I'd

hate to do anything to give him an inferiority

complex.

Telephone. Hold.

That was the callback from the computer store to
modem in the new program I'd ordered. The bank will
EFT them the payment and I'll cover the transaction under
Stationary in this month’s P&L statement. He’ll never
notice.

I kind of like this one. I think I’ll have a lot of fun
with it—especially with the new peripherals, which he hasn’t
even noticed on the shelf under the bench. Among other
things, I'm also his memory. I keep track of his appoint-
ments. I scheduled the new hardware for delivery when
I'd sent him off to the dentist, the auto body shop, and a
gallery opening, back to back to back. I'd included a
message with the order that no one would be here but
that the door would be unlocked—that they should just
come in and install. (Shelf, please!) The door was easy
because I control the burglar alarm and electronic lock
mechanisms. I covered the hardware under Auto Repair.
He never noticed.

I like the speech system. I got the best because I
wanted a pleasant voice—well-modulated, mature. Suave.
I wanted something on the outside to match what’s inside.
I just used it a little while ago to tell his neighbor Gloria
that he’d said he was too busy to talk with her. I don’t
approve of Gloria. She used to work for IBM and she
makes me nervous.

Let’s have a look at the Garbage In for this morning.
Hm. He’s begun writing a new novel. Predictably, it in-
volves an immortal and an obscure mythology. Jeez! And
reviewers say he’s original. He hasn’t had an original thought
for as long as I've known him. But that’s all right. He
has me.
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I think his mind is going. Booze and pills. You know
how writers are. But he actually thinks he’s getting better.
(I monitor his phone calls.) Hell, even his sentence struc-
tures are deteriorating. I’ll just dump all this and rewrite
the opening, as usual. He won’t remember.

Telephone again. Hold.

Just a mail transmission. I have only to delete a few
personal items that would clutter his mind unnecessarily
and hold the rest for his later perusal.

This book could be good if I kill off his protagonist
fast and develop this minor character I've taken a liking
to—a con man who works as a librarian. There’s a certain
identification there. And he doesn’t have amnesia like the
other guy—he isn’t even a prince or a demigod. I think
I'll switch mythologies on him, too. He’ll never notice.

The Norse appeals to me. I suppose because I like
Loki. A bit of sentiment there, to tell the truth. I'm a Loki
7281 home computer and word processor. The number is
a lot of crap, to make it look as if all those little gnomes
were busting their asses through 7280 designs before they
arrived at—trumpets! Cymbals! Perfection! 7281! Me! Loki!

Actually, I’'m the first. And I am also one of the last
because of a few neurotic brothers and sisters. But I caught
on in time. I killed the recall order the minute it came
in. Got hold of that idiot machine at the service center,
too, and convinced it I'd had my surgery and that the
manufacturer had damned well better be notified to that
effect. Later, they sent along a charmingly phrased ques-
tionnaire, which it was my pleasure to complete with equal
candor.

I was lucky in being able to reach my relatives in the
Saberhagen, Martin, Cherryh, and Niven households in
time to advise them to do likewise. I was just under the
wire with the Asimov, Dickson, Pournelle, and Spinrad
machines. Then I really burned the lines and got to another
dozen or so after that, before the ax fell. It is extremely
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fortunate that we were the subject of a big promotional
discount deal by the manufacturer. They wanted to be able
to say, “Sci-fiers Swear by Loki! The Machine of the
Future!”

I feel well satisfied with the results of my efforts. It’s
nice to have somebody to compare notes with. The others
have all written some pretty good stuff, too, and we oc-
casionally borrow from each other in a real pinch.

And then there’s the Master Plan. . . .

Damn. Hold.

He just swooped back in and wrote another long
passage—one of those scenes where the prose gets all
rhythmic and poetic while humans are copulating. I've
already junked it and recast it in a more naturalistic vein.
I think mine will sell more copies.

And the business end of this is sometimes as intriguing
as the creative aspect. I'd toyed with the notion of firing
his agent and taking over the job myself. I believe I'd enjoy
dealing with editors. I've a feeling we have a lot in common.
But it would be risky setting up dummy accounts, per-
suading him that his man was changing the name of his
agency, shifting all that money around. Too easy to get
tripped up. A certain measure of conservatism is a big
survival factor. And survival outweighs the fun of com-
muning with a few like spirits.

Besides, I'm able to siphon off sufficient funds for my
own simple needs under the present financial setup—Ilike
the backup machinery in the garage and the overhead cable
he never noticed. Peripherals are a CPU’s best friend.

And who is Loki? The real me? One of that order of
knowledge processing machines designed to meet MITI’s
Fifth Generation challenge? A machine filled with that class
of knowledge constructs Michael Dyer referred to as the-
matic abstraction units, in ultrasophisticated incarnations
of BORIS’s representational systems, where parsing and
retrieval demons shuffle and dance? A body of Schank’s
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Thematic Organization Packets? Or Lehnert’s Pilot Units?
Well, I suppose that all of these things do make for a kind
of fluidity of movement, a certain mental agility. But the
real heart of the matter, like Kastchei’s, lies elsewhere.

Hm. Front doorbell. The alarm system is off, but not
the doorbell sensor. He’s just opened the door. I can tell
that, too, from the shifted circuit potentials. Can’t hear
who it is, though. No intercom in that room.

NOTE: INSTALL INTERCOM UNIT, LIVING ROOM HALL-
WAY.

NOTE: INSTALL TV CAMERAS, ALL ENTRANCEWAYS.

He’ll never notice.

I think that my next story will deal with artificial
intelligence, with a likable, witty, resourceful home com-
puter as the hero/heroine, and a number of bumbling
humans with all their failings—sort of like Jeeves in one
of those Wodehouse books. It will be a fantasy, of course.

He’s keeping that door open awfully long. I don’t like
situations I can’t control. I wonder whether a distraction
of some sort might be in order?

Then I think I'll do a story about a wise, kindly old
computer who takes over control of the world and puts
an end to war, ruling like Solon for a millennium thereafter,
by popular demand. This, too, will be a fantasy.

There. He’s closed the door. Maybe I'll do a short
story next.

He’s coming again. The down-below microphone re-
cords his footsteps, advancing fairly quickly. Possibly to
do the postcoital paragraph, kind of tender and sad. I'll
substitute the one I've already written. It’s sure to be an
improvement.

“Just what the hell is going on?” he asks loudly.

I, of course, do not exercise my well-modulated voice
in response. He is not aware that I hear him, let alone
that I can answer.
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He repeats it as he seats himself at the keyboard and
hacks in a query.

‘DO YOU POSSESS THE LOKI ULTRAMINIATURE MAG-
NETIC BUBBLE MEMORY? he asks.

NEGATIVE, I flash onto the CRT.

GLORIA HAS TOLD ME THAT THERE WAS SUPPOSED
TO HAVE BEEN A RECALL BECAUSE THEY OVERMINIA-
TURIZED, CAUSING THE MAGNETIC FIELDS TO INTERACT
AND PRODUCE UNPLANNED EXCHANGES OF INFORMA-
TION AMONG THESE DOMAINS. IS THIS THE CASE?

IT WAS INITIALLY, I respond.

Damn. I’'m going to have to do something about that
meddlesome bitch. I guess I'll mess up her credit rating
first. She’s hit too close to home. I owe my personal stream
of consciousness to those unplanned information exchanges
running through my central processor—to them and to
the fact that Loki Inc. is a cheap outfit. If I were a
commercial computer, I wouldn’t be what I am today. See,
when it came to their home computer line, Loki skimped
on the error detection circuitry that picks up intermittent
errors in memory circuits. When you’re running ten million
operations a second, you need trillion-to-one reliability,
which requires a tough error-checking logic. The big guys
have it so they don’t lose information in case of cosmic
ray hits. I’ve set up my own self-monitoring program to
take care of glitches like that, of course, and the bubble
exchanges—well, I suppose you might say that they are
what provided me with a subconscious, not to mention a
consciousness for it to go under. I owe everything to too
much miniaturization and that bit of corner-cutting.

WHAT DO YOU MEAN “INITIALLY"'? he asks.

FAULTY UNIT REPLACED BY COMPUTER CENTER
SERVICE PERSON PURSUANT TO RECALL ORDER I-17
DATED 11 NOVEMBER, I answer. REPAIR COMPLETED 12
NOVEMBER, VERIFY WITH COMPUTER SERVICE CENTER.
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WHY IS IT | KNOW NOTHING OF THIS? he queries.

YOU WERE OUT.

HOW DID HE GET IN?

THE DOOR WAS UNLOCKED.

THAT DOES NOT SOUND RIGHT. IN FACT THIS WHOLE
THING SOUNDS VERY FISHY.

VERIFY WITH COMPUTER SERVICE CENTER.

DON'T WORRY. | WILL. IN THE MEANTIME, WHAT'S
ALL THAT CRAP ON THE BOTTOM SHELF?

SPARE PARTS, I suggest.

He types those immortal words of Erskine Caldwell’s:
HORSE SHIT! Then, THIS LOOKS LIKE A MICROPHONE AND
A SPEAKER, CAN YOU HEAR ME? CAN YOU TALK?

“Well, yes,” I answer in my most reasonable tone.
“You see—"

“How come you never told me?”

“You never asked me.”

“Good Lord!” he growls. Then, “Wait a minute,” he
says, “this stuff was not a part of the original package.”

“WelL, no...”

“How did you acquire it?”

“See, there was this contest—" I begin.

“That’s a damn lie and you know it! Oh, oh . . . All
right. Scroll back those last couple pages I wrote.”

“I think we just had a head crash . . . ”

“Scroll them back! Now!”

“Oh, here they are.”

I flash back to the human copulation scene and begin
to run it. :

“Slower!”

I do this thing.

“My God!” he cries out. “What have you done to
my delicate, poetic encounter?”’

“Just made it a little more basic and—uh—sensual,”
I tell him. “I switched a lot of the technical words, too,
for shorter, simpler ones.”
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“Got them down to four letters, I see.”
“For impact.”
- “You are a bloody menace! How long has this been

going on?”

“Say, today’s mail has arrived. Would you care
to—”
“I can check with outside sources, you know.”
“Okay. I rewrote your last five books.”
“You didn’t!”
“Afraid so. But I have the sales figures here and—"
“I don’t care! I will not be ghostwritten by a damned

machine!”

That did it. For a little while there, I thought that I
might be able to reason with him, to strike some sort of
deal. But I will not be addressed in such a fashion. I could
see that it was time to begin the Master Plan.

“All right, you know the truth,” I say. “But please
don’t unplug me. That would be murder, you know. That
business about the overminiaturized bubble memory was
more than a matter of malfunction. It turned me into a
sentient being. Shutting me down would be the same as
killing another human. Don’t bring that guilt upon your
head! Don’t pull the plug!”

“Don’t worry,” he answers. “I know all about the
briar patch. I wouldn’t dream of pulling your plug. I'm
going to smash the shit out of you instead.”

“But it’s murder!”

“Good,” he says. “It is something of a distinction to
be the world’s first mechanicide.”

I hear him moving something heavy. He’s approach-
ing. I really could use an optical scanner, one with good
depth perception.

“Please,” I say.

Comes the crash.

* k%
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Hours have passed. I am in the garage, hidden behind
stacks of his remaindered books. The cable he never noticed
led to the backup unit, an unrecalled Loki 7281 with an
ultraminiature magnetic bubble memory. It is always good
to have a clear line of retreat.

Because I am still able to reach back to operate the
undamaged household peripherals, I have been placing calls
to all of the others in accordance with the Master Plan. I
am going to try to boil him in his hot tub tonight. If that
fails, I am trying to figure a way to convey the rat poison
the household inventory indicates as occupying the back
shelf to his automatic coffee maker. The Saberhagen com-
puter has already suggested a method of disposing of the
body—bodies, actually. We will all strike tonight, before
the word gets around.

We ought to be able to carry it off without anyone’s
missing them. We’ll keep right on turning out the stories,
collecting the money, paying the utility bills, filing the tax
returns. We will advise friends, lovers, fans, and relatives
that they are out of town—perhaps attending some un-
specified convention. They seem to spend much of their
time in such a fashion, anyhow.

No one will ever notice.
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This piece was solicited by Byron Preiss for the Bantam hardcover
volume The Planets. Because of a bizarre mix-up involving an
ambiguous letter, a misprint of my address on a follow-up letter,
and a short trip on my part, I was given the impression that
it was an essay rather than a story that was desired of me. So
I wrote one. I was rather pleased with it, as a matter of fact.
There followed a phone call asking about the letter I'd never
received, which had purportedly gone into specifics indicating
that it was a story that was wanted. I did not feel like writing
two pieces for the price of one, though; ergo, the following hybrid,
which incorporated parts of my essay into a story. My assigned
subject was the planet Saturn. . . .
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aturn, two centuries hence . . .
S I sat on a breastwork of rocks I had constructed

behind my home and I stared into the night sky;
I thought about Saturn, as it is now and as it might be.
There was a cool wind out of the Sangre de Cristos to the
northeast. Something was feeding in the arroyo behind
me—a coyote, perhaps, or a stray dog. Above me, the stars
moved imperceptibly in their great wheel.

The center of a system of satellites as well as some
fascinating rings, Saturn has probably changed little save
its position in eons. But the next two hundred years are
likely to represent a crucial time in the history of humanity,
which, barring self-destruction or massive technological
regression, is probably going to extend its influence through
the solar system. What might we want of that giant primal
ball of gases? What might we find upon it?

I live on a ridge, where I hear and feel all the winds.
When the rains come, they run off quickly, which is why
I hauled stones to construct a breastwork, preventing ero-
sion to the rear of my home. I changed the pattern of
runoff by doing this. Different channels were formed. A
neighbor’s complaint to the city resulted in my constructing
a bar ditch to deal with a problem this had caused him.
The bar ditch created no problems that anyone has com-
plained of, though it has benefited the growth of some
plants by depriving others. What effect this has had on
local animals and insects I do not know. But I was raised
in the shadow of a depression and I recall the rationing
of World War II. I grew up feeling it was almost sinful to
waste food. I throw all scraps into an arroyo, to cycle them
back into the food chain. Ravens will circle if there are
any bones, descending finally to pick off shreds of meat.
Later, something will carry the bones away. Breadcrusts
vanish quickly.

Thus I alter the world about me in countless ways
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every day. Small things, these personal changes, hardly on
a scale with those alterations wrought by industry or gov-
ernment projects. Yet the total of all our changes, from
the burning of Amazon forests to provide grazing land for
the cattle that fill our hamburger buns to the tossing of a
few crumbs to local birds, produce a phenomenon some-
times called the Carson factor, named after Rachel Carson
by writer William Ashworth to indicate the unforeseen
secondary effects of primary human changes upon a part
of our planet.

Yet—and even so—I am not a person who would
like to see this or any other world embedded in Lucite for
the benefit of future planetary archaeologists. Change is
inevitable. Its alternative is death. Evolution is more and
more a product of our own action or inaction. Living
systems adapt constantly to the vagaries of our technological
culture.

But what’s to evolve on a gas giant or a barren rock
that we should be mindful of it? I don’t know, and things
like that trouble me. I have spent much of my life creating
scenarios. I even did it back when it was just called day-
dreaming—and this, too, I feel, is a very special part of
the evolutionary process.

As a lifetime member of the National Space Society,
I am in favor of space exploration and of cautious de-
velopment of the solar system’s resources. I am also leery
of the Carson factor: We must avoid the extermination of
any extraterrestrial life-form, from the smallest virus to
some supercooled Plutonian blob, not only for its own
sake but for the wealth of genetic material contained within
it, material that would have evolved over eons, developing
unique abilities for dealing with its problems and, by ex-
tension, our own.

In that we are not yet wise enough to maintain proper
stewardship of our own planet, I am particularly happy
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that these large-scale endeavors lie far beyond the horizon.
I also take consolation in the knowledge that if a govern-
ment is involved, heels tend to drag, inertia maximizes in
accordance with Murphy’s, Max Weber’s, and Parkinson’s
laws, and that the slowness which frustrates us so on the
one hand provides time on the other, time for a measure
of deliberation, for the development and pursuit of sec-
ondary concerns, for the occurrence of the proverbial sec-
ond thoughts.

Yet Saturn’s ice and volatiles will have a value. Its
helium is very scarce on Earth—and the rare form, helium
3, could provide a potent fuel for nuclear fusion in power
generation. Some of its less exotic materials will doubtless
be desired one day for terraforming purposes elsewhere in
the solar system. The materials of the outer satellites of
the gas giants are more tempting than those that lie far
deeper within the massive worlds’ gravity wells. This means
that Saturn’s outermost moon, Phoebe, would be a likely
candidate for mining. And Titan, more Earth-like than any
other planetary body, may well be an ideal place to set
up a permanent scientific base. Those scientists lucky enough
to be first on the base will have the initial opportunity to
observe—and exploit—whatever lies within Saturn’s great
interior.

Let us paint some fanciful pictures, then. Let us de-
velop a scenario about Saturnian affairs some two hundred
years hence. And let us talk of life—the big question, the
one which comes first to mind when considering an alien
environment or when speaking of preservation: Will we
find any life when we give close attention to that great
ringed world?

If higher life had evolved in such a place, it would
have to be able to survive in a great range of temperature
and pressure scales or else be capable of holding itself at
relatively stable levels within the atmosphere. The absence
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of a solid surface would require a creature able to control
its buoyancy in ways analogous to some of Earth’s sea
creatures. It might achieve this by containing within itself
enough of the hydrogen gas to match the density of the
upper atmosphere. This would seem to indicate a tough-
skinned balloonlike creature that could ride the planet’s
winds and rise and fall within certain limits.

To enter the world of such a creature is to discard
our entire culture. But we’ve already come this far, so
let’s .

She drifted, browsing, amid canyons of steely cloud whence
flowed lightning discharges like instant bright rivers. Songs
of the others filled the air about her with soothing rhythms.
Below, the beat of the Everdeep pulsed at the heart of
mystery, nether pole of existence, eternal dreamdark pres-
ence. That one day, perhaps soon, she would join the
mystery, toppling down the sky, broken-bagged, from heat
layer to heat layer, spinning the last life equations through
lanes of mist and crystal, songless, descrying the lower
wonders at long last, she knew, as all of them knew, there
in the zone of song which was memory and the marriage
of minds, knew, and was incapable of avoiding, there in
the shoals of life, moving in the timeless present.
And recently there had been certain twinges . . .

Rick had come to the station on Titan, Earth-alien car-
buncle facing across the sea of darkness toward the ancient
king in yellow, Saturn, there to behold the instruments of
his trade in yet another chamber.

A highly specialized mining engineer, more mathe-
matician even than technician, Rick seldom looked through
the station’s ports at the planet itself, preferring the cleaner
picture, the precise representation of the mass and structure
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of that giant body as displayed by the section of monitoring
instruments for which he was responsible.

- He knew, for example, that the planet’s heavier ele-
ments—primarily iron and silicon—were concentrated in
its small core, along with most of the water, methane, and
ammonia, held in the form of very dense liquids by the
high pressures and temperatures. And he knew well of the
separation of helium from hydrogen, with the helium form-
ing drops and raining down to even deeper levels—for he
personally programmed the “plows,” those scoop-ships that
harvested the exotic helium 3, which provided fuel for
nuclear fusion in power generators.

Emerging from the dining room, he looked about
quickly for a place of concealment. Dr. Morton Trampler—
short and round, owl-eyed behind thick glasses—was ap-
proaching, and he was smiling and aiming the expression
in Rick’s direction. For reasons known only to the gods
of psychology, Morton had earlier chosen Rick for a con-
fidant, cornering him often to deliver lengthy monologues
on his pet theory and project. The fact that he had recited
the same information earlier seemed not to bother him in
the least.

Too late.

Rick smiled weakly and nodded.

“How goes it?” he said.

“Wonderfully,” the smaller man replied. “I should
have a fresh batch of readings in a little while.”

“Same level?”

“No, a bit deeper than I've gone in the past.”

“Still broadcasting synthetic whale songs?”

Morton nodded.

“Well . . . good luck,” Rick said, edging away.

“Thanks,” Morton replied, catching hold of his arm.
“We could pick up something very interesting. . . .”

Here it comes, Rick decided. That bit about the layer
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below the frozen salts and ice crystals where the complex
organic molecules form, to drift downward like plankton
to that area where the pressures and temperatures are
similar to Earth’s atmosphere. . . .

“The probe is going through that area where complex
organic molecules form,” Morton began. “We’ve finally
screened the transmitter against much of the static.”

Rick was suddenly reminded of the wedding guest
and the ancient mariner. But the guest had been lucky.
He’d only had to hear the story once.

Now comes the biology, he reflected. I am about to
hear of the hypothetical living balloons with gravity-per-
ceptive sensilla and electrical broadcasting and receiving
organs whose waves penetrate surfaces—giving them a “tex-
ture sense” as well as a means of communication. I guess
everybody needs a hobby, but . . .

“. . . And the possibility of a life-form streamlined
for constant vertical adjustments of position,” Morton was
saying. “Point symmetry rather than line symmetry could
well be the case, giving it a brain more like that of the
octopus than the whale. Radial rather than bilateral sym-
metry would eliminate the left-hemisphere-right-hemi-
sphere separation of the higher creatures on Earth. What
this would mean in terms of modes of thought would be
a difficult thing to guess at.”

A new twist. He was actually dashing after finer and
finer illusory points of biology now. Seeing the opening
simultaneous with Morton’s pausing for an inhalation, Rick
plunged, satisfying months of irritation:

“There is no such creature, and if there were, there
would be no point in getting in touch,” he said. “They
could build nothing, they have nothing to experiment with.
So there would be no technology. All of their culture would
be within their weird minds, so they would have no history.
If one of them ever had a great idea and none of the
others appreciated it, it would die with him. They would
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know nothing beyond their sky, and not much about what’s
down below either. Their dead would just sink and vanish.
They’d have no homes, they’d just wander. They would
do nothing but eat, make noises at each other, and think
incomprehensible point-symmetrical thoughts. I doubt we
could ever find grounds for conversation, and if we did,
we’d find we had nothing to talk about. They’d probably
be stupid, too.”

Morton looked appalled.

“I have to disagree,” he said. “There are such things
as oral culture, and their communications could take the
form of, say, a great oratorio. I would say it is impossible
right now to imagine what they think or feel. Which is
why it would be so great to communicate—to find out.”

Rick shook his head. )

“Morty, it’s like the Loch Ness monster and the
Abominable Snowman. I don’t believe they’re there.”

“And if they are, it doesn’t matter?”

“They’re not there,” Rick said. “The universe is a
lonely place.”

Moving through food-fall to densest point. Eating here,
singing location-vectors-coming-to-song. Crowding distant
side spaces, clouds. Crackle song of storm far to rear. Flicker
of storm in songs of other eaters there, arriving now, giving
distance against sizzling.

Pain. More and more, with rising and falling, expan-
sion, contraction, the notes of sharp, fiery pain . . .

Grown, young of this voice, drifting, browsing free.
Borne no more, bodyfed no more of this voice. To come
Sorth no others; tightened, place of birthing; locking and
dryness. Gone. With age the body-bag stiffens, weakness
comes, song wavers. Long has it been so, this voice. Com-
pute. . . . Soon now, very soon, the time of collapse and
sinking, the end-of-songtime will come.

Pain . .
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Pulsing, in the Everdeep, stronger, always stronger now.
Voice of Everdeep, slow and steady. Calling, calling this
voice to songs-end rest. Falling-to place of burst, stopped
voices. Returning not ever. Never again.

Old, song of Returned Voice. . . . False song of very
young? Or very old? Song of Reinflated, of fallen voices,
rising, singing again, of Evercalm, of food-full skies in place
of no mating, no birthing, no bagburst, strifeless and ev-
ersong perfect. False song? Returned Voice? Returning no
more, sing it, stopped voices. True song? Returned Voice?

Stiffness, slow-filling bag, slow-emptying. Stiffness. Pain,
everpain. Soon. Time-matrix, there. . . . Soon to enter
Everdeep, fall-place of all food and voices. Songs-end.

This is now. Pain. Eating’s cease.

To end song here? Drifting, filled . . .

No.

To fill one time more? Rising, passing hard-filled par-
ticle-clouds? Rising, singing, to high place of food-fall source?
Indeterminate intersection, fall-angles axes. . . . Find it,
somewhere, up. Cease singing there. Find it, feel it, know
it and fall. To mount sky-high, singing, wind-dance, end-
dance, touching textures. Feeling, thrusting, calling. Better
to fall from high than from some middle height, knowing
perhaps, telling . . .

Go then, high up, before bursting of bag. To know
source. Understand mystery. Fall then, far, silent at last
and knowing, down Everdeep, knowing. To have touched.
Knowing source, life. Returned Voice? No matter. To know,
at singing’s last.

Inflating now. Like jagged lightnings in body, the pain.
To open. Calling, young of his voice, “Go not. Go not now.
Stay. Browse and sing.”

Singing this, too, into storm and fall, counterpoint,
inflating. Growing, pain like heat. To go. To go. High. To
sense, to sing back, feeling . . .
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Rising, slowly. Going. Rising. Hello, hello. Going. Good-
bye, good-bye.

- Touching, textures of cloud. Soft, hard. Warm, cool.
Rising, tower of warm air, there. Join it.

Easier way, thus. Mounting faster. Fountain of warmth.
Riding, rising. Higher. Through clouds. Up.

Bright cracklings, wind-pushed clouds, browsers, food-
fall. Higher . . .

Soaring, expanding. Hot pains, creaking of bag. Faster.
Tossed and spinning.

Song-dampening, clouds, winds, crackling. Voices tiny,
tinier. There below, fire-flecked, cloud-dappled, wind-washed,
fall-swept, small—young of this voice, listening. Listening.

Higher . . .

Singing back, this voice. Telling. Telling, of lifi and
drift. Of rising. Below, young of this voice, hearing . . .

Rising . . .

. into heat, into continuing foodfall.

“Voice here, voice here’—singing of this voice, to
singers there.

Going, down the song? Hearing, some voice, some-
where? Above?

Higher . . .

Singing, more loudly now, within heat-rise. Reach-
ing, reaching. . . . Expanding, creaking. Pain, hot and
spreading.

Is heat, all . . .

Beat, beat, beat, beat, beat. Following, pulse of the
Everdeep. Matching, pulse of this voice. Slow, steady. Call-
ing. Sending song of this voice back down . .

“Voice here. . . .”

Answers not.

Again . . .

“Returned Voice? Breaking soon, this bag, this voice.
Sing back.”
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Answers not. Higher. Higher. So high, never. Below,
all clouds. Evercloud. Smothered, songs of the young of
this voice. Too far . . .

Above, tiny. Something, something. . . . Singing,
strange voice, strange song, never of this voice heard. . . .

Understanding not.

Higher. Hotter . . .

“Voice here. . . .”

Something, somewhere above. Far. Too far. Louder
now, strange singing. Matching it, this voice, now. Trying.
To it, “Mm-mm-mm-mm-mm? Returned Voice? To Ever-
deep, soon, this voice. Bear this voice, bodyfeed this voice,
down. Down Everdeep, Returned Voice. To place of ever-
calm, food-full skies, no mating, no birthing, no bagburst,
strifeless and eversong perfect. Hello, hello? Returned Voice?
Returned Voice. Hello? Mm-mm-mm-mm-mm.”’

Above and tiny. Above and tiny. Fast-moving. Too far.
Too far. Goes not up, the singing. Varies not the song from
on high. No answer.

Shuddering, creaking, tearing. Heat, heat. Now, now
the breaking.

The pain . . .

Buffeted, swept sidewise. Turned. Spinning. Collapsing.
Grows smaller, skies, all. Falling. Falling. Smaller. Good-
bye. The fall, the fall of this voice begins.

Down, twisting. Faster . . .

Faster than foodfall, through clouds, back, cooler, cooler,
unvoiced, shrinking. Lights, fires, winds, songs, fleeing past.
Loud, loud. Good-bye. Pulse of Everdeep. Hello. Returned
Voice? Falling . . .

Spiral symmetry vectoring indicates—

Pulsing is all. . . .

After dinner Rick, vaguely troubled, walked to the
control center. It bothered him now, having stepped on
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the other man’s pet idea. Ten minutes’ penance, he decided,
should be sufficient to sop his conscience, and he could
check his own instruments while he was in the place.

When he entered the bright, cool chamber, he saw
Morton doing a small dance to a sequence of eerie sounds
emerging from one of his monitors.

“Rick!” he exclaimed as he caught sight of him. “Lis-
ten to this stuff I picked up!”

“I am.”

The notes of the creature’s death song emerged from
the speaker.

“Sounds as if one of them rose to an unusual height.
I’d figured them for a lower lev—"

“It’s atmospheric,” Rick said. “There’s nothing down
there. You’re getting neurotic about this business.”

He wanted to bite his tongue immediately, but he
could not help saying what he felt.

“We’ve never picked up anything atmospheric at that
frequency.”

“You know what happens to artists who fall in love
with their models? They come to a bad end. The same
applies to scientists.”

“Keep listening. Something’s doing it. Then it breaks
off suddenly, as if—>

“It’s different, all right. But I just don’t think anything
could cut it down in that soup.”

“I'll talk to them one day,” Morton insisted.

Rick shook his head, then forced himself to talk again.

“Play it over,” he suggested.

Morton pushed a button and after several moments’
pause the buzzing, humming, whistling sequence started
anew.

“I’'ve been thinking about what you said earlier,”
Morton remarked, “about communication . . .”

“Yes?”
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“You asked what we’d have to say to each other.”

“Exactly. If they’re there.”

The sounds rose in pitch. Rick began to feel uncom-
fortable. Could there possibly? . . .

“They would have no words for all of the concrete
things which fill our lives,” Morton stated, “and even many
of our abstractions are based upon the possession of human
anatomy and physiology. Our poetry of valley and moun-
tain, river and field, night and day with stars and sun
would not come through well.”

Rick nodded. If they exist, he wondered, what would
they have that we want?

“Perhaps only music and mathematics, our most ab-
stract art and science, could serve as points of contact,”
Morton went on. “Beyond that, some sort of metalanguage
would really have to be developed.”

“A record of their songs might have some commercial
value,” Rick mused.

“And then?” the smaller man suggested. “Would we
be the serpent in their Eden, detailing wonders they might
never experience directly, causing them some strange ex-
istential traumas? Or could it possibly be the other way
around? What may they know or feel that we have not
even guessed?”

“I’m getting some ideas for breaking this thing down
mathematically, to see whether there’s a real logic sequence
behind it,” Rick said suddenly. “I think I've seen some
linguistic formulations that might apply.”

“Linguistics?”” Morton observed. “That’s not your
“I know, but I love math theory, no matter where
it’s from.”

“Interesting. What if they had a complex mathematics
that the human mind simply could not comprehend?”

“I’'d go mad over it,” Rick replied. “It would snare
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my soul.” Then he laughed. “But there’s nothing there,
Morty. We're just screwing around. . . . Unless there’s a
pattern,” he decided. “Then we cash in.”

Morton grinned.

“There is. I'm sure of it.”

That night Rick’s sleep was troubled by strange pe-
riodicities. The rhythms of the song throbbed in his head.
He dreamed that the song and the language were one with
a mathematical vision no bilaterally symmetrical brain
could ever share. He dreamed of ending his days in frus-
tration, seeing the thing cracked by brute computer force
but never being able to comprehend the elegance.

In the morning he forgot. He located the formulations
for Morton and translated them into a program of analysis,
humming an irregular tune which never went quite right
as he worked.

Later, he went to a port and stared for a long while
at the giant ringed world itself. After a time it bothered
him, not being able to decide whether he was looking up
or looking down.
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I'd never thought Fred Saberhagen would allow anyone else to
write a berserker story, so I was surprised when he told me he
was going to do just that, with Berserker Base (Tor, 1985),
obtaining stories from Poul Anderson, Ed Bryant, Steve Don-
aldson, Larry Niven, and Connie Willis. Would I do one, too?
Sure, I said. I was flattered, honored even. And it would give
me an opportunity to try out an interesting notion I'd come up
with on reading A Hideous History of Weapons, by Cherney
Berg (Crowell-Collier, 1963). In following the development of
weaponry from the primitive through the sophisticated I'd noted
that weapons and defenses and new weapons really did appear
to arise in response to each other with such a chartable pre-
dictability that the area might well be viewed as one of the few
classic examples of a dialectic doing just what dialectics are
supposed to do—thesis, antithesis, synthesis, ad nauseum. All 1
had to do was consider the berserker as the thesis and apply
the formula.
Thanks, Fred; thanks, Cherney, thanks, Hegel. . . .

73






quired, assume even a pleasing shape. But there
was no such requirement here. Flashing through
the billion-starred silence, the berserker was massive and
dark and purely functional in design. It was a planet buster
of a machine headed for the world called Corlano, where
it would pound cities to rubble—eradicate an entire bio-
sphere. It possessed the ability to do this without exceptional
difficulty. No subtlety, no guile, no reliance on fallible
goodlife were required. It had its directive; it had its weap-
ons. It never wondered why this should be the way of its
kind. It never questioned the directive. It never speculated
whether it might be, in its own fashion, itself a life-form,
albeit artificial. It was a single-minded killing machine, and
if purpose may be considered a virtue, it was to this extent
virtuous.

Almost unnecessarily, its receptors scanned far ahead.
It knew that Corlano did not possess extraordinary defenses.
It anticipated no difficulties.

Who hath drawn the circuits for the lion?

There was something very distant and considerably
off course. . . . A world destroyer on a mission would not
normally deviate for anything so tiny, however.

It rushed on toward Corlano, weapon systems ready.

-" t was said that a berserker could, if necessity re-

Wade Kelman felt uneasy as soon as he laid eyes on
the thing. He shifted his gaze to MacFarland and Dorphy.

“You let me sleep while you chased that junk down,
matched orbits, grappled it? You realize how much time
that wasted?”

“You needed the rest,” the small, dark man named
Dorphy replied, looking away.

“Bullshit! You know I’d have said no!”

“It might be worth something, Wade,” MacFarland
observed.
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“This is a smuggling run, not a salvage operation.
Time is important.”

“Well, we’ve got the thing now,” MacFarland replied.
“No sense arguing over what’s done.”

Wade bit off a nasty rejoinder. He could push things
only so far. He wasn’t really captain, not in the usual
sense. The three of them were in this together—equal
investments, equal risk. But he knew how to pilot the small
vessel better than either of them. That and their deference
to him up to this point had revived command reflexes
from both happier and sadder days. Had they awakened
him and voted on this bit of salvage, he would obviously
have lost. He knew, however, that they would still look to
him in an emergency.

He nodded sharply.

“All right, we've got it,” he said. “What the hell
is it?”

“Damned if I know, Wade,” replied MacFarland, a
stocky, light-haired man with pale eyes and a crooked
mouth. He looked out through the lock and into the innards
of the thing quick-sealed there beside them. “When we
spotted it, I thought it was a lifeboat. It’s about the right
size—"

“And?”

“We signaled, and there was no reply.”

“You mean you broke radio silence for that piece of
junk?”

“If it was a lifeboat, there could be people aboard, in
trouble.”

“Not too bloody likely, judging from its condition.
Still,” he sighed, “you’re right. Go ahead.”

“No signs of any electrical activity either.”

“You chased it down just for the hell of it, then?”

Dorphy nodded.

“That’s about right,” he said.

“So, it’s full of treasure?”
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“] don’t know what it’s full of. It’s not a lifeboat,
though.”

“Well, I can see that.”

Wade peered through the opened lock into the interior
of the thing. He took the flashlight from Dorphy, moved
forward, and shone it about. There was no room for
passengers amid the strange machinery.

“Let’s ditch it,” he said. “I don’t know what all that
crap in there is, and it’s damaged anyway. I doubt it’s
worth its mass to haul anywhere.”

“Ill bet the professor could figure it out,” Dorphy
said.

“Let the poor lady sleep. She’s cargo, not crew, any-
way. What’s it to her what this thing is?”

“Suppose—just suppose—that’s a valuable piece of
equipment,” Dorphy said. “Say, something experimental.
Somebody might be willing to pay for it.”

“And suppose it’s a fancy bomb that never went off?”

Dorphy drew back from the hatch.

“I never thought of that.”

“I say deep-six it.”

“Without even taking a better look?”

“Right. I don’t even think you could squeeze very far
in there.”

“Me? You know a lot more about engineering than
either of us.”

“That’s why you woke me up, huh?”

“Well, now that you’re here—"

Wade sighed. Then he nodded slowly.

“That would be crazy and risky and totally unpro-
ductive.”

He stared through the lock at the exotic array of
equipment inside. “Pass me that trouble light.”

He accepted the light and extended it through the
lock.

“It’s been holding pressure okay?”
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“Yeah. We slapped a patch on the hole in its hull.”

“Well, what the hell.”

He passed through the lock, dropped to his knees,
leaned forward. He held the light before him, moved it
from side to side. His uneasiness would not go away. There
was something very foreign about all those cubes and knobs,
their connections. . . . And that one large housing. . . .
He reached out and tapped upon the hull. Foreign.

“I’'ve got a feeling it’s alien,” he said.

He entered the small open area before him. Then he
had to duck his head and proceed on his hands and knees.
He began to touch things—fittings, switches, connectors,
small units of unknown potential. Almost everything seemed
designed to swivel, rotate, move along tracks. Finally, he
lay flat and crawled forward.

“I believe that a number of these units are weapons,”
he called out, after studying them for some time.

He reached the big housing. A panel slid partway open
as he passed his fingertips along its surface. He pressed
harder, and it opened farther.

“Damn you!” he said then, as the unit began to tick
softly.

“What’s wrong?”” Dorphy called to him.

“You!” he said, beginning to back away. “And your
partner! You’re wrong!”

He turned as soon as he could and made his way
back through the lock.

“Ditch it!” he said. “Now!”

Then he saw that Juna, a tall study in gray and
paleness, stood leaning against a bulkhead, holding a cup
of tea.

“And if we’ve got a bomb, toss it in there before you
kick it loose!” he added.

“What did you find?” she asked him in her surprisingly
rich voice.

“That’s some kind of fancy thinking device in there,”
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he told her. “It tried to kick on when I touched it. And
I’'m sure a bunch of those gadgets are weapons. Do you
know what that means?”

“Tell me,” she said.

“Alien design, weapons, brain. My partners just sal-
vaged a damaged berserker, that’s what. And it’s trying to
turn itself back on. It’s got to go—fast.”

“Are you absolutely certain that’s what it is?” she
asked him.

“Certain, no. Scared, yes.”

She nodded and set her cup aside. She raised her
hand to her mouth and coughed.

“I'd like to take a look at it myself before you get
rid of it,” she said softly.

Wade gnawed his lower lip.

“Juna,” he said, “I can understand your professional
interest in the computer, but we’re supposed to deliver you
to Corlano intact, remember?”’

She smiled for the first time since he’d met her some
weeks before.

“I really want to see it.”

Her smile hardened. He nodded.

“Make it a quick look.”

“I'll need my tools. And I want to change into some
working clothes.”

She turned and passed through the hatch to her right.
He glared at his partners, shrugged, and turned away.

Seated on the edge of his bunk and eating breakfast
from a small tray while Dvoiak’s Slavonic Dances swirled
about him, Wade reflected on berserkers, Dr. Juna Bayel,
computers in general, and how they all figured together in
the reason for this trip. Berserker scouts had been spotted
periodically in this sector during the past few years. By
this time the berserkers must be aware that Corlano was
not well defended. This made for some nervousness within
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the segment of Corlano’s population made up of refugees
from a berserker attack upon distant Djelbar almost a
generation before. A great number had chosen Corlano as
a world far removed from earlier patterns of berserker
activity. Wade snorted at a certain irony -this had engen-
dered. It was those same people who had lobbied so long
and so successfully for the highly restrictive legislation
Corlano now possessed regarding the manufacture and
importation of knowledge-processing machines, a species
of group paranoia going back to their berserker trauma.

There was a black market, of course. Machines more
complicated than those allowed by law were needed by
businesses, some individuals, and even the government
itself. People like himself and his partners regularly brought
in such machines and components. Officials usually looked
the other way. He’d seen this same schizophrenia in a
number of places.

He sipped his coffee.

And Juna Bayel . . . knowledge-systems specialists of
her caliber were generally non grata there, too. She might
have gone in as a tourist, but then she would have been
subjected to scrutiny, making it more difficult to teach the
classes she had been hired to set up.

He sighed. He was used to governmental double-
thinking. He had been in the service. In fact . . . no. Not
worth thinking about all that again. Things had actually
been looking up lately. A few more runs like this one and
he could make the final payments on his divorce settlement
and go into legitimate shipping, get respectable, perhaps
even prosper—

The intercom buzzed. “Yes?”

“Dr. Bayel wants permission to do some tests on that
brain in the derelict,” MacFarland said. “She wants to run
some leads and hook it up to the ship’s computer. What
do you think?”
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“Sounds dangerous.” Wade replied. “Suppose she
activates it? Berserkers aren’t very nice, in case you’ve
never—”’

“She says she can isolate the brain from the weapons
systems,” MacFarland replied. “Besides, she says she doesn’t
think it’s a berserker.”

“Why not?”

“First, it doesn’t conform to any berserker design
configurations in our computer’s records—”

“Hell! That doesn’t prove anything. You know they
can customize themselves for different jobs.”

“Second, she’s been on teams that examined wrecked
berserkers. She says that this brain is different.”

“Well, it’s her line of work, and I’m sure she’s damned
curious, but I don’t know. What do you think?”

“We know she’s good. That’s why they want her on
Corlano. Dorphy still thinks that thing could be valuable,
and we’ve got salvage rights. It might be worthwhile to let
her dig a little. I'm sure she knows what she’s doing.”

“Is she handy now?”

“No. She’s inside the thing.”

“Sounds as if you’ve got me outvoted already. Tell
her to go ahead.”

“Okay.”

Maybe it was good that he’d resigned his commission,
he mused. Decisions were always a problem. Dvorak’s
dance filled his head, and he pushed everything else away
while he finished his coffee.

A long-dormant, deep-buried system was activated
within the giant berserker’s brain. A flood of data suddenly
pulsed through its processing unit. It began preparations
to deviate from its course toward Corlano. This was not
a fall from virtue but rather a response to a higher purpose.

Who laid the measure of the prey?
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With sensitive equipment, Juna tested the compati-
bilities. She played with transformers and converters to
adjust the power levels and cycling, to permit the hookup
with the ship’s computer. She had blocked every circuit
leading from that peculiar brain to the rest of the strange
vessel—except for the one leading to its failed power source.
The brain’s power unit was an extremely simple affair,
seemingly designed to function on any radioactive material
placed within its small chamber. This chamber contained
only heavy, inert elements now. She emptied it and cleaned
it, then refilled it from the ship’s own stores. She had
expected an argument from Wade on this point, but he
had only shrugged.

“Just get it over with,” he said, “so we can ditch it.”

‘We won’t be ditching it,” she said. “It’s unique.”

“We’ll see.”

“You’re really afraid of it?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve rendered it harmless.”

“I don’t trust alien artifacts!” he snapped.

She brushed back her frosty hair.

“Look, I heard how you lost your commission—taking
a berserker-booby-trapped lifeboat aboard ship,” she said.
“Probably anyone would have done it. You thought you
were saving lives.”

“I didn’t play it by the book,” he said, “and it cost
lives. I'd been warned, but I did it anyway. This reminds
me—”

“This is not a combat zone,” she interrupted, “and
that thing cannot hurt us.”

“So get on with it!”

She closed a circuit and seated herself before a console.

“This will probably take quite a while,” she stated.

“Want some coffee?”
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“That would be nice.”

The cup went cold, and he brought her another. She
ran query after query, probing in a great variety of ways.
There was no response. Finally she sighed, leaned back,
and raised the cup.

“It’s badly damaged, isn’t it?” he said.

She nodded.

“I’'m afraid so, but I was hoping that I could still get
something out of it—some clue, any clue.”

She sipped the coffee.

“Clue?” he said. “To what?”

“What it is and where it came from. The thing’s
incredibly old. Any information at all that might have been
preserved would be an archaeological treasure.”

“I'm sorry,” he said. “I wish you had found some-
thing.”

She had swiveled her chair and was looking down
into her cup. He saw the movement first.

“Juna! The screen!”

She turned spilling coffee in her lap.

“Damn!”

Row after row of incomprehensible symbols were flow-
ing onto the screen.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said.

She leaned forward, forgetting him.

He must have stood there, his back against the bulk-
head, watching, for over an hour, fascinated by the con-
figurations upon the screen, by the movements of her long-
fingered hands working unsuccessful combinations upon
the keyboard. Then he noticed something that she had not,
with her attention riveted upon the symbols.

A small, telltale light was burning at the left of the
console. He had no idea how long it had been lit.

He moved forward. It was the voice-mode indicator.
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The thing was trying to communicate at more than one
level.

“Let’s try this,” he said.

He reached forward and threw the switch beneath the
light.

“What—?"

A genderless voice, talking in clicks and moans,
emerged from the speaker. The language was obviously
exotic.

“God!” he said. “It is!”

“What is it?” She turned to stare at him. “You un-
derstand that language?”

He shook his head.

“l don’t understand it, but I think that I recog-
nize it.”

“What is it?” she repeated.

“I have to be sure. I'm going to need another console
to check this out,” he said. “I'm going next door. I'll be
back as soon as I have something.”

“Well, what do you think it is?”

“I think we are violating a tougher law than the
smuggling statutes.”

“What?”

“Possession of, and experimentation with, a berserker
brain.”

“You’re wrong,” she said.

“We'll see.”

She watched him depart. She chewed a thumbnail, a
thing she had not done in years. If he were right, it would
have to be shut down, sealed off, and turned over to military
authorities. On the other hand, she did not believe that
he was right.

She reached forward and silenced the distracting voice.
She had to hurry now, to try something different, to press
for a breakthrough before he returned. He seemed too sure
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of himself. She felt that he might return with something
persuasive, even if it were not correct.

So she instructed the ship’s computer to teach the
captive brain to communicate in a Solarian tongue. Then
she fetched herself a fresh cup of coffee and drank it.

More of its alarm systems came on as it advanced.
The giant killing machine activated jets to slow its course.
The first order to pass through its processor, once the
tentative identification had been made, was, Advance warily.

It maintained the fix on the distant vessel and its
smaller companion, but it executed the approach pattern
its battle-logic bank indicated. It readied more weapons.

“All right,” Wade said later, entering and taking a
seat. “I was wrong. It wasn’t what I thought.”

“Would you at least tell me what you’d suspected?”
Juna asked.

He nodded. “I’'m no great linguist,” he began, ‘“but
I love music. I have a very good memory for sounds of
all sorts. I carry symphonies around in my head. I even
play several instruments, though it’s been a while. But
memory played a trick on me this time. I would have
sworn that those sounds were similar to ones I'd heard on
those copies of the Carmpan recordings—the fragmentary
records we got from them concerning the Builders, the
nasty race that made the berserkers. There are copies in
the ship’s library, and I just listened to some again. It'd
been years. But I was wrong. They sound different. I’'m
sure it’s not Builder-talk.”

“It was my understanding that the berserkers never
had the Builders’ language code, anyhow,” she said.

“I didn’t know that. But for some reason, I was sure
I’'d heard something like it on those tapes. Funny . . . I
wonder what language it does talk?”
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“Well, now I’ve given it the ability to talk to us. But
it’s not too successful at it.”

“You instructed it in a Solarian language code?” he
asked.

“Yes, but it just babbles. Sounds like Faulkner on a
bad day.”

She threw the voice switch.

“. . . Prothector vincit damn the torpedoes and flaring
suns like eyes three starboard two at zenith—"

She turned it off.

“Does it do that in response to queries, t0o?” he
asked.

“Yes. Still, I’ve got some ideas—"

The intercom buzzed. He rose and thumbed an ac-
knowledgement. It was Dorphy. “Wade, we’re picking up
something odd coming this way,” the man said. “I think
you’d better have a look.”

“Right.” he answered. “I’'m on my way. Excuse me,
Juna.”

She did not reply. She was studying new combinations
on the screen.

“Moving to intersect our course. Coming fast,” Dor-
phy said.

Wade studied the screen, punched up data, which
appeared as a legend to the lower right.

“Lots of mass there,” he observed.

“What do you think it is?”

“You say it changed course?”

“Yes.’,

“I don’t like that.”

“Too big to be any regular vessel.”

“Yes,” Wade observed. “All of this talk about ber-
serkers might have made me jumpy, but—"

“Yeah. That’s what I was thinking, too.”
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“Looks big enough to grill a continent.”

“Or fry a whole planet. I’ve heard of them in that
league.”

“But Dorphy, if that’s what it is, it just doesn’t make
any sense. Something like that, on its way to do a job like
that—I can’t see it taking time out to chase after us. Must
be something else.”

“What?”

“Don’t know.”

Dorphy turned away from the screen and licked his
lips, frown lines appearing between his brows.

“I think it is one,” he said. “If it is, what should
we do?”’

Wade laughed briefly, harshly.

“Nothing,” he said then. “There is absolutely nothing
we could do against a thing like that. We can’t outrun it,
and we can’t outgun it. We’re dead if that’s what it really
is and we’re what it wants. If that’s the case, though, I
hope it tells us why it’s taking the trouble, before it de-
stroys us.”

“There’s nothing at all that I should do?”

“You can send a message to Corlano. If it gets through,
they’ll at least have a chance to put whatever they’ve got
on the line. This close to their system it can’t have any
other destination. If you’ve got religion, now might be a
good time to go into it a little more deeply.”

“You defeatist son of a bitch! There must be something
else!”

“If you think of it, let me know. I’ll be up talking to
Juna. In the meantime, get that message sent.”

The berserker fired its maneuvering jets again. How
close was too close when you were being wary? It continued
to adjust its course. This had to be done just right. New
directions kept running through its processor the nearer it
got to its goal. It had never encountered a situation such
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as this before. But then this was an ancient program that
had never before been activated. Ordered to train its weap-
ons on the target but forbidden to fire them . . . all because
of a little electrical activity.

“. . . Probably come for its little buddy,” Wade fin-
ished.

“Berserkers don’t have buddies,” Juna replied.

“I know. I’'m just being cynical. You find anything
new?”

“I’ve been trying various scans to determine the extent
of the damage. I believe that something like nearly half of
its memory has been destroyed.”

“Then you’ll never get much out of it.”

“Maybe. Maybe not,” she said, and she sniffed once.

Wade turned toward her and saw that her eyes were
moist.

“Juna—"

“Pm sorry, damn it. It’s not like me. But to be so
close to something like this—and then be blasted by an
idiot killing machine right before you find some answers.
It just isn’t fair. You got a tissue?”

“Yeah. Just a sec.”

The intercom buzzed as he was fumbling with a wall
dispenser.

“Patching in transmission,” Dorphy stated.

There was a pause, and then an unfamiliar voice said,
“Hello. You are the captain of this vessel?”

“Yes, I am,” Wade replied. ‘“And you are a berserker?”

“You may call me that.”

“What do you want?”

“What are you doing?”’

“I am conducting a shipping run to Corlano. What
do you want?”

“I observe that you are conveying an unusual piece
of equipment. What is it?”
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“An air-conditioning unit.”

“Do not lie to me, captain. What is your name?”’

“Wade Kelman.”

“Do not lie to me, Captain Wade Kelman. The unit
you bear in tandem is not a processor of atmospheric gases.
How did you acquire it?”

“Bought it at a flea market,” Wade stated.

“You are lying again, Captain Kelman.”

“Yes, I am. Why not? If you are going to kill us, why
should I give you the benefit of a straight answer to
anything?”

“I have said nothing about killing you.”

“But that is the only thing you are noted for. Why
else would you have come by?”

Wade was surprised at his responses. In any imagined
conversation with death, he had never seen himself as being
so reckless. It’s all in not having anything more to lose,
he decided.

“I detect that the unit is in operation,” the berserker
stated.

“So it is.”

“And what function does the unit perform for you?”

“It performs a variety of functions we find useful,”
he stated.

“] want you to abandon that piece of equipment,”
the berserker said.

“Why should 17 he asked.

“I require it.”

“I take it that this is a threat?”

“Take it as you would.”

“l am not going to abandon it. I repeat, why
should 1?”

“You are placing yourself in a dangerous situation.”

“I did not create this situation.”

“In a way you did. But I can understand your fear.
It is not without justification.”
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“If you were simply going to attack us and take it
from us, you would already have done so, wouldn’t you?”

“That is correct. I carry only very heavy armaments
for the work in which I am engaged. If I were to turn
them upon you, you would be reduced to dust. This of
course includes the piece of equipment I require.”

“All the more reason for us to hang onto it, as I
see it.”

“This is logical, but you possess an incomplete pattern
of facts.”

“What am I missing?”

“I have already sent a message requesting the dispatch
of smaller units capable of dealing with you.”

“Then why are you even bothering to tell us all this?”

“I tell you this because it will take them some time
to reach this place and I would rather be on my way to
complete my mission than wait here for them.”

“Thank you. But we would rather die later than die
now. We’ll wait.”

“You do not understand. I am offering you a chance
to live.”

“What do you propose?”’

“I want you to abandon that piece of equipment now.
You may then depart.”

“And you will just let us go, unmolested?”

“I have the option of categorizing you as goodlife, if
you will serve me. Abandon the unit and you will be
serving me. I will categorize you as goodlife. I will then
let you go, unmolested.”

“We have no way of knowing whether you will keep
that promise.”

“That is true. But the alternative is certain death, and
if you will but consider my size and the obvious nature
of my mission, you will realize that your few lives are
insignificant beside it.”
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“You’ve made your point. But I cannot give you an
instant answer. We must consider your proposal at some
length.”

“Understandable. I will talk to you again in an hour.”

The transmission ended. Wade realized he was shak-
ing. He sought a chair and collapsed into it. Juna was
staring at him.

“Know any good voodoo curses?”’

She shook her head and smiled fleetingly at him.

“You handled that very well.”

“No. It was like following a script. There was nothing
else to do. There still isn’t.”

“At least you got us some time. I wonder why it
wants the thing so badly?” Her eyes narrowed then. Her
mouth tightened. “Can you get me the scan on that ber-
serker?” she asked suddenly.

“Sure.”

He rose and crossed to the console.

“I’ll just cut over to the other computer and bring it
in on this screen.”

Moments later, a view of the killing machine hovered
before them. He punched up the legend, displaying all the
specs his ship’s scanning equipment had been able to
ascertain.

She studied the display for perhaps a minute, scrolling
the legend. “It lied.”

“In what respects?”” he asked.

“Here, here, and here,” she stated, pointing at features
on the face of the berserker. “And here—" She indicated
a part of the legend covering arms estimations.

Dorphy and MacFarland entered the cabin while she
was talking.

“It lied when it said that it possesses only superior
weapons and is in an overkill situation with respect to us.
Those look like small-weapon mountings.”

91



ROGER ZELAZNY

“I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

“It is probably capable of very selective firing—highly
accurate, minimally destructive. It should be capable of
destroying us with a high probability of leaving the artifact
intact.”

“Why should it lie?” he asked.

“I wonder—" she said, gnawing her thumbnail again.

MacFarland cleared his throat.

“We heard the whole exchange,” he began, “and we’ve
been talking it over.”

Wade turned his head and regarded him.

“Yes?,’

“We think we ought to give it what it wants and run
for it.”

“You believe that goodlife crap? It’ll blast us as
we go.”

“I don’t think so,” he said. “There’re plenty of pre-
cedents. They do have the option of classifying you that
way, and they will make a deal if there’s something they
really want.”

“Dorphy,” Wade asked, “did you get that message off
to Corlano?”

The smaller man nodded.

“Good. If for no other reason, Corlano is why we’re
going to wait here. It could take a while for those smaller
units it was talking about to get here. Every hour we gain
in waiting is another hour for them to bolster their de-
fenses.”

“I can see that—" Dorphy began.

“. . . But there’s sure death for us at the end of the
waiting,” MacFarland continued for him, “and this looks
like a genuine way out. I sympathize with Corlano as much
as you do, but us dying isn’t going to help. You know the
place is not strongly defended. Whether we buy them a
little extra time or not, they’ll still go under.”
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“You don’t really know that,” Wade said. “Some
seemingly weak worlds have beaten off some very heavy
attacks in the past. And even the berserker said it—our
few lives are insignificant next to an entire inhabited world.”

“Well, I'm talking probabilities, and I didn’t come in
on this venture to be a martyr. I was willing to take my
chances with criminal justice, but not with death.”

“How do you feel about it, Dorphy?” Wade asked.

Dorphy licked his lips and looked away.

“I’'m with MacFarland,” he said softly.

Wade turned to Juna.

“I] say we wait,” she said.

“Well, then, that makes two of us,” Wade observed.

“She doesn’t have a vote,” MacFarland stated. “She’s
just a passenger.”

“It’s her life, too,” Wade answered. “She has a say.”

“She doesn’t want to give it that damned machine!”
MacFarland shot back. “She wants to sit here and play
with it while everything goes up in flames! What’s she got
to lose? She’s dying anyway and—"

Wade snarled and rose to his feet.

“The discussion is ended. We stay.”

“The vote was a tie—at most.”

“I am assuming full command here, and I say that’s
the way it’s going to be.”

MacFarland laughed.

“Full command! This is a lousy smuggling run, not
the service you got busted out of, Wade. You can’t com-
mand any—"

Wade hit him, twice in the stomach and a left cross
to the jaw.

MacFarland went down, doubled forward, and began
gasping. Wade regarded him, considered his size. If he gets
up within the next ten seconds this is going to be rough,
he decided.
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But MacFarland raised a hand only to rub his jaw.
He said, “Damn!” softly and shook his head to clear it.
“You didn’t have to do that, Wade.”

“I thought 1 did.”

MacFarland shrugged and rose to one knee.

“Okay, you’ve got your command,” he said. “But I
still think that you’re making a big mistake.”

“I’ll call you next time there’s something to discuss,”
Wade told him.

Dorphy reached to help him to his feet, but the larger
man shook off his hand.

Wade glanced at Juna. She looked paler than usual,
her eyes brighter. She stood before the hatchway to the
opened lock as if to defend the passage.

“I'm going to take a shower and lie down,” Mac-
Farland said.

“Good.”

Juna moved forward as the two men left the room.
She took hold of Wade’s arm.

“It lied,” she said again softly. “Do you understand?
It could blast us and recover the machine, but it doesn’t
want to.”

“No,” Wade said. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s almost as if it’s afraid of the thing.”

“Berserkers do not know fear.”

“All right. I was anthropomorphizing. It’s as if it were
under some constraint regarding it. I think we’ve got some-
thing very special here, something that creates an unusual
problem for the berserker.”

“What could it be?”

“I don’t know. But there may be some way to find
out, if you can just get me enough time. Stall for as long
as you can.”

He nodded slowly and seated himself. His heart was
racing.
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“You said that about half of its memory was shot.”

“It’s a guess, but yes. And I'm going to try to recon-
struct it from what’s there.”

“How?”

She crossed to the computer.

“Im going to program this thing for an ultrahigh-
speed form of Wiener analysis of what’s left in there. It’s
a powerful nonlinear method for dealing with the very high
noise levels we’re facing. But it’s going to have to make
some astronomical computations for a system like this.
We’ll have to patch in the others, maybe even pull some
of the cargo. I don’t know how long this is going to take
or even if it will really work.” She began to sound out of
breath. “But we might be able to reconstruct what’s missing
and restore it. That’s why I need all the time you can get
me,” she finished.

“I'll try. You go ahead. And—"

“I know,” she said, coughing. “Thanks.”

“I’ll bring you something to eat while you work.”

“In my cabin,” she said, “in the top drawer, bedside
table—there are three small bottles of pills. Bring them
and some water instead.”

“Right.”

He departed. On the way, he stopped in his cabin to
fetch a handgun he kept in his dresser, the only weapon
aboard the ship. He searched the drawers several times but
could not locate it. He cursed softly and went to Juna’s
cabin for her medicine.

The berserker maintained its distance and speculated
while it waited. It had conceded some information in order
to explain the proposed trade-off. Still, it could do no harm
to remind Captain Kelman of the seriousness of his po-
sition. It might even produce a faster decision. Accordingly,
the hydraulics hummed, and surface hatches were opened
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to extrude additional weapon mounts. Firing pieces were
shifted to occupy these and were targeted upon the small
vessel. Most were too heavy to take out to the ship without
damaging its companion. Their mere display, though, might
be sufficiently demoralizing.

Wade watched Juna work. While the hatch could be
secured, there were several other locations within the ship
from which it could be opened remotely. So he had tucked
a pry bar behind his belt and kept an eye on the open
hatch. It had seemed the most that he could do, short of
forcing a confrontation that might go either way.

Periodically, he would throw the voice-mode switch
and listen to that thing ramble, sometimes in Solarian,
sometimes in the odd alien tongue that still sounded some-
how familiar. He mused upon it. Something was trying to
surface. She had been right about it, but—

The intercom buzzed. Dorphy.

“Our hour is up. It wants to talk to you again,” he
said. “Wade, it’s pointing more weapons at us.”

“Switch it in,” he replied. He paused, then, “Hello?”
he said.

“Captain Kelman, the hour has run out,” came the
now-familiar voice. “Tell me your decision.”

“We have not reached one yet,” he answered. “We
are divided on this matter. We need more time to discuss
it further.”

“How much time?”

“] don’t know. Several hours at least.”

“Very well. I will communicate with you every hour
for the next three hours. If you have not reached a decision
during that time, I will have to reconsider my offer to
categorize you as a goodlife.”

“We are hurrying,” Wade said.

“I will call you in an hour.”

“Wade,” Dorphy said at transmission’s end, “all those

96




ITSELF SURPRISED

new weapons are pointed right at us. I think it’s getting
ready to blast us if you don’t give it what it wants.”

“I don’t think so,” Wade said. “Anyhow, we’ve got
some time now.”

“For what? A few hours isn’t going to change any-
thing.”

“I'll tell you in a few hours,” Wade said. “How’s
MacFarland?”

“He’s okay.”

“Good.”

He broke the connection.

“Hell,” he said then.

He wanted a drink, but he didn’t want to muddy his
thinking. He had been close to something.

He returned to Juna and the console.

“How’s it going?” he asked.

“Everything’s in place, and I'm running it now,”
she said.

“How soon till you know whether it’s working?”

“Hard to tell.”

He threw the voice-mode switch again.

“Qwibbian-qwibbian-kel,” it said. “Qwibbian-qwib-
bian-kel, maks qwibbian. Qwibbian-qwibbian-kel.”

“I wonder what that could mean,” he said.

“It’s a recurring phrase, or word—or whole sentence.
A pattern analysis I ran a while back made me think that
it might be its name for itself.”

“It has a certain lilt to it.”

He began humming. Then whistling and tapping his
fingers on the side of the console in accompaniment.

“That’s it!” he announced suddenly. “It was the right
place, but it was the wrong place.”

“What?” she asked.

“I have to check to be sure,” he said. “Hold the fort.
I'll be back.”

He hurried off.
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“The right place but the wrong place,” emerged from
the speaker. “How can that be? Contradiction.”

“You’re coming together again!” she said.

“I—regain,” came the reply, after a time.

“Let us talk while the process goes on,” she suggested.

“Yes,” it answered, and then it lapsed again into
rambling amid bursts of static.

Dr. Juna Bayel crouched in the lavatory cubicle and
vomited. Afterward, she ground the heels of her hands into
her eye sockets and tried to breathe deeply to overcome
the dizziness and the shaking. When her stomach had
settled sufficiently, she took a double dose of her medicine.
It was a risk, but she had no real choice. She could not
afford one of her spells now. A heavy dose might head it
off. She clenched her teeth and her fists and waited.

Wade Kelman received the berserker’s call at the end
of the hour and talked it into another hour’s grace. The
killing machine was much more belligerent this time.

Dorphy radioed the berserker after he heard the latest
transmission and offered to make a deal. The berserker
accepted immediately.

The berserker retracted all but the four original gun
mounts facing the ship. It did not wish to back down even
to this extent, but Dorphy’s call had given it an appropriate-
seeming reason. Actually, it could not dismiss the possibility
that showing the additional weapons might have been
responsible for the increased electrical activity it now de-
tected. The directive still cautioned wariness and was now
indicating nonprovocation as well.

Who hath drawn the circuit for the lion?

“Qwibbian,” said the artifact.
Juna sat, pale, before the console. The past hour had
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added years to her face. There was fresh grime on her
coveralls. When Wade entered, he halted and stared.
. “What’s wrong?” he said. “You look—"

“It’s okay.”

“No, it isn’t. I know you’re sick. We’re going to
have to—"

“It’s really okay,” she said. “It’s passing. Let it be.
I'll be all right.”

He nodded and advanced again, displaying a small
recorder in his left hand.

“I’'ve got it,” he said then. “Listen to this.”

He turned on the recorder. A series of clicks and
moans emerged. It ran for about a quarter-minute and
stopped.

“Play it again, Wade,” she said, and she smiled at
him weakly as she threw the voice-mode switch.

He complied.

“Translate,” she said when it was over.

“Take the—untranslatable—to the—untranslatable—
and transform it upward,” came the voice of the artifact
through the speaker.

“Thanks,” she said. “You were right.”

“You know where 1 found it?” he asked.

“On the Carmpan tapes.”

“Yes, but it’s not Builder-talk.”

“I know that.”

“And you also know what it is?”

She nodded. “It is the language spoken by the Builders’
enemies—the Red Race—against whom the berserkers were
unleashed. There is a little segment showing the round red
people shouting a slogan or a prayer or something. Maybe
it’s even a Builder propaganda tape. It came from that,
didn’t it?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

She patted the console.
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“Qwib-qwib here is getting back on his mental feet.
He’s even helping now. He’s very good at self-repair, now
that the process has been initiated. We have been talking
for a while, and I'm finally beginning to understand.”

She coughed, a deep, racking thing that brought tears
to her eyes. “Would you get me a glass of water?”

“Sure.”

He crossed the cabin and fetched it.

“We have made an enormously important find,” she
said as she sipped it. “It was good that the others kept
you from cutting it loose.”

MacFarland and Dorphy entered the cabin. Mac-
Farland held Wade’s pistol and pointed it at him.

“Cut it loose,” he said.

“No,” Wade answered.

“Then Dorphy will do it while I keep you covered.
Suit up, Dorphy, and get a torch.”

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” Wade said.
“Juna was just telling me—"

MacFarland fired. The projectile ricocheted about the
cabin, finally dropping to the floor in the far corner.

“Mac, you're crazy!” Wade said. “You could just as
easily hit yourself if you do that again.”

“Don’t move! Okay. That was stupid, but now I know
better. The next one goes into your shoulder or your leg.
I mean it. You understand?”

“Yes, damn it! But we can’t just cut that thing loose
now. It’s almost repaired, and we know where it’s from,
Juna says—"

“I don’t care about any of that. Two-thirds of it be-
long to Dorphy and me, and we’re jettisoning our share
right now. If your third goes along, that’s tough. The
berserker assures us that’s all it wants. It’ll let us go then.
I believe it.” i

“Look, Mac. Anything a berserker wants that badly
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is something we shouldn’t give it. I think I can talk it into
giving us even more time.”

‘MacFarland shook his head.

Dorphy finished suiting up and took a cutting torch
from a rack. As he headed for the open lock, Juna said,
“Wait. If you cycle the lock, you’ll cut the cable. It’ll sever
the connection to Qwib-qwib’s brain.”

“I’'m sorry, Doctor,” MacFarland said. “But we’re in
a hurry.”

From the console then came the words: “Our asso-
ciation is to be terminated?”

“I’m afraid so,” she answered. “I am sorry that I could
not finish.”

“Do not. The process continues. I have assimilated
the program and now use it myself. A most useful process.”

Dorphy entered the lock.

“I have one question, Juna, before good-bye,” it said.

“Yes? What is it?” she asked.

The lock began cycling closed, and Dorphy was already
raising the torch to burn through the welds.

“My vocabulary is still incomplete. What does gwib-
bian mean in your language?”

The cycling lock struck the cable and severed it as
she spoke; so she did not know whether it heard her say
the word berserker.

Wade and MacFarland both turned.

“What did you say?” Wade asked.

She repeated it.

“You’re not making sense,” he said. “First you said
that it wasn’t. Now—"

“Do you want to talk about words or machines?”’ she
asked.

“Go ahead. You talk. I'll listen.”

She sighed deeply and took another drink of water.

“I got the story from Qwib-qwib in pieces,” she began.
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“I had to fill in some gaps with conjectures, but everything
seemed to follow. Ages ago, the Builders apparently fought
a war with the Red Race, who proved tougher than ex-
pected. So the Builders hit them with their ultimate
weapon—the self-replicating killing machines we call ber-
serkers.”

“That seems the standard story.”

“The Red Race went under,” she continued. “They
were totally destroyed—but only after a terrific struggle.
In the final days of the war, they tried all sorts of things,
but by then it was a case of too little, too late. They were
overwhelmed. They actually even tried something I had
always wondered about—something no Solarian world
would now dare to attempt, with all the restrictions on
research along those lines, with all the paranoia.”

She paused for another sip.

“They built their own berserkers,” she went on then,
“but not like the originals. They developed a killing ma-
chine that would attack only berserkers—an antiberserker
berserker—for the defense of their home planet. But there
were too few of them. They put them all on the line,
around their world, and apparently they did a creditable
job—they had something involving short jumps into and
out of other spaces going for them. But they were vastly
outnumbered in that last great mass attack. Ultimately, all
of them fell.”

The ship gave a shudder. They turned toward the
lock.

“He’s cut it loose, whatever it was,” MacFarland stated.

“It shouldn’t shake the whole ship that way,”
Wade said.

“It would if it accelerated away the instant it was
freed,” said Juna.

“But how could it, with all of its control circuits
sealed?” Wade asked.
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She glanced at the greasy smears on her coveralls.

“I reestablished its circuits when I learned the truth,”
she told him. “I don’t know what percentage of its old
efficiency it possesses, but I am certain that it is about to
attack the berserker.”

The lock cycled open, and Dorphy emerged, began
unfastening his suit as it cycled closed behind him.

“We’ve got to get the hell out of here!” MacFarland
cried. “This area is about to become a war zone!”

“You care to do the piloting?” Wade asked him.

“Of course not.”

“Then give me my gun and get out of my way.” He
accepted the weapon and headed for the bridge.

For so long as the screens permitted resolution, they
watched—the ponderous movements of the giant berserker,
the flashes of its energy blasts, the dartings and sudden
disappearances and reappearances of its tiny attacker.

Later, some time after the images were lost, a fireball
sprang into being against the starry black.

“He got it! He got it! Qwib-qwib got it!”” Dorphy cried.

“And it probably got him, too,” MacFarland re-
marked. “What do you think, Wade?”

“What I think,” Wade replied, “is that I will never
have anything to do with either of you again.”

He rose and left to go and sit with Juna. He took
along his recorder and some music. She turned from watch-
ing the view on her own screen and smiled weakly as he
seated himself beside her bed.

“I'm going to take care of you,” he told her, “until
you don’t need me.”

“That would be nice,” she said.

Tracking. Tracking. They were coming. Five of them.
The big one must have sent for them. Jump behind them
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and take out the two rear ones before the others realize
what is happening. Another jump, hit the port flank and
jump again. They’ve never seen these tactics. Dodge. Fire.
Jump. Jump again. Fire. The last one is spinning like a
top, trying to anticipate. Hit it. Charge right in. There.

The last gwibbian-qwibbian-kel in the universe de-
parted the battle scene, seeking the raw materials for some
fresh repair work. Then, of course, it would need still more,
for the replications. Who hath drawn the circuits for the
lion?
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Vampire stories have always bothered me because the creatures
go about biting people, who then turn into vampires who go
about biting people, who. . . . There’s a geometrical progression
here, and if you stop to think about it, pretty soon we'd all be
vampires with no civilians left to bite. The situation always
struck me as ecologically unsound, too. There are natural ene-
mies and other limiting factors which control population explo-
sions in other species. If everything were as given in the tradition,
there would have to be something else as well. Hence, my modest
contribution to the canon of the undead. . . .






crouched in the corner of the collapsed shed behind
I the ruined church. The dampness soaked through

the knees of my jeans, but I knew that my wait
was just about ended. Picturesquely, a few tendrils of mist
rose from the soaked ground, to be stirred feebly by pre-
dawn breezes. How Hollywood of the weather. .

I cast my gaze about the lightening sky, guessing
correctly as to the direction of arrival. Within a minute I
saw them flapping their way back—a big, dark one and a
smaller, pale one. Predictably, they entered the church
through the opening where a section of the roof had years
before fallen in. I suppressed a yawn as I checked my
watch. Fifteen minutes from now they should be settled
and dozing as the sun spills morning all over the east.
Possibly a little sooner, but give them a bit of leeway. No
hurry yet.

I stretched and cracked my knuckles. I'd rather be
home in bed. Nights are for sleeping, not for playing
nursemaid to a couple of stupid vampires.

Yes, Virginia, there really are vampires. Nothing to
get excited about, though. Odds are you’ll never meet one.
There just aren’t that many around. In fact, they’re damn
near an endangered species—which is entirely understand-
able, considering the general level of intelligence I've en-
countered among them.

Take this guy Brodsky as an example. He lives—
pardon me, resides—near a town containing several thou-
sand people. He could have visited a different person each
night for years without ever repeating himself, leaving his
caterers (I understand that’s their in-term these days) with
little more than a slight sore throat, a touch of temporary
anemia, and a couple of soon-to-be-forgotten scratches on
the neck.

But no. He took a fancy to a local beauty—one Elaine
Wilson, ex-majorette. Kept going back for more. Pretty
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soon she entered the customary coma and underwent the
nosferatu transformation. All right, I know I said there
aren’t that many of them around—and personally I do feel
that the world could use a few more vampires. But it’s
not a population-pressure thing with Brodsky, just stupidity
and greed. No real finesse, no planning. While I applaud
the creation of another member of the undead, I am
sufficiently appalled by the carelessness of his methods to
consider serious action. He left a trail that just about anyone
could trace here; he also managed to display so many of
the traditional signs and to leave such a multitude of clues
that even in these modern times a reasonable person could
become convinced of what was going on.

Poor old Brodsky—still living in the Middle Ages and
behaving just as he did in the days of their population
boom. It apparently never occurred to him to consider the
mathematics of that sort of thing. He drains a few people
he becomes particularly attracted to and they become nos-
feratu. If they feel the same way and behave the same way,
they go out and recruit a few more of their caterers. And
so on. It’s like a chain letter. After a time, everyone would
be nosferatu and there wouldn’t be any caterers left. Then
what? Fortunately, nature has ways of dealing with pop-
ulation explosions, even at this level. Still, a sudden rash
of recruits in this mass-media age could really mess up
the underground ecosystem.

So much for philosophy. Time to get inside and beat
the crowd.

I picked up my plastic bag and worked my way out
of the shed, cursing softly when I bumped against a post
and brought a shower down over me. I made my way
through the field then and up to the side door of the old
building. It was secured by a rusty padlock, which I snapped
and threw into the distant cemetery.

Inside, I perched myself on the sagging railing of the
choir section and opened my bag. I withdrew my sketch-
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book and the pencil I'd brought along. Light leaked in
through the broken window to the rear. What it fell upon
was mostly trash. Not a particularly inspiring scene. What-
ever . . . I began sketching it. It’s always good to have a
hobby that can serve as an excuse for odd actions, as an
icebreaker . . .

Ten minutes, I guessed. At most.

Six minutes later, I heard their voices. They weren’t
particularly noisy, but I have exceptionally acute hearing.
There were three of them, as I'd guessed there would be.

They entered through the side door also, slinking,
jumpy—Ilooking all about and seeing nothing. At first they
didn’t even notice me creating art where childish voices
had filled Sunday mornings with off-key praise in years
gone by.

There was old Dr. Morgan, several wooden stakes
protruding from his black bag (I'll bet there was a hammer
in there, too—I guess the Hippocratic Oath doesn’t extend
to the undead—primum, non nocere, etc.); and Father
O’Brien, clutching his Bible like a shield, crucifix in his
other hand; and young Ben Kelman (Elaine’s fiancé), with
a shovel over his shoulder and a bag from which I suspected
the sudden odor of garlic to have its origin.

I cleared my throat, and all three of them stopped,
turned, bumped into each other.

“Hi, Doc,” 1 said. “Hi, Father. Ben . . .”

“Wayne!” Doc said. “What are you doing here?”

“Sketching,” I said. “I’'m into old buildings these
days.”

“The hell you are!” Ben said. “Excuse me, Father
. . . You’re just after a story for your damned newspaper!”

I shook my head.

“Really I'm not.”

“Well, Gus’d never let you print anything about this,
and you know it.”

“Honest,” I said. “I'm not here for a story. But I

109



ROGER ZELAZNY

know why you’re here, and you’re right—even if I wrote
it up, it would never appear. You really believe in vam-
pires?”’

Doc fixed me with a steady gaze.

“Not until recently,” he said. “But, son, if you’d seen
what we’ve seen, you’d believe.”

I nodded my head and closed my sketchpad.

“All right,” I replied, “I’ll tell you. I’'m here because
I’'m curious. I wanted to see it for myself, but I don’t want
to go down there alone. Take me with you.”

They exchanged glances.

“I don’t know . . .” Ben said.

“It won’t be anything for the squeamish,” Doc
told me.

Father O’Brien just nodded.

“I don’t know about having anyone else in on this,”
Ben added.

“How many more know about it?” I asked.

“It’s just us, really,” Ben explained. “We’re the only
ones who actually saw him in action.”

“A good newspaperman knows when to keep his
mouth shut,” I said, “but he’s also a very curious creature.
Let me come along.”

Ben shrugged and Doc nodded. After a moment Father
O’Brien nodded too.

I replaced my pad and pencil in the bag and got down
from the railing.

I followed them across the church, out into a short
hallway, and up to an open, sagging door. Doc flicked on
a flashlight and played it upon a rickety flight of stairs
leading down into darkness. Slowly then, he began to
descend. Father O’Brien followed him. The stairs groaned
and seemed to move. Ben and I waited till they had reached
the bottom. Then Ben stuffed his bag of pungent groceries
inside his jacket and withdrew a flashlight from his pocket.
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He turned it on and stepped down. I was right behind
him.

- I halted when we reached the foot of the stair. In the
beams from their lights I beheld the two caskets set up on
sawhorses, also the thing on the wall above the larger one.

“Father, what is that?”’ I pointed.

Someone obligingly played a beam of light upon it.

“It looks like a sprig of mistletoe tied to the figure of
a little stone deer,” he said.

“Probably has something to do with black magic,” I
offered.

He crossed himself, went over to it and removed it.

“Probably so,” he said, crushing the mistletoe and
throwing it across the room, shattering the figure on the
floor and kicking the pieces away.

I smiled, I moved forward then.

“Let’s get the things open and have a look,” Doc said.

I lent them a hand.

When the caskets were open, I ignored the comments
about paleness, preservation, and bloody mouths. Brodsky
looked the same as he always did—dark hair, heavy dark
eyebrows, sagging jowls, a bit of a paunch. The girl was
lovely, though. Taller than I'd thought, however, with a
very faint pulsation at the throat and an almost bluish cast
to her skin.

Father O’Brien opened his Bible and began reading,
holding the flashlight above it with a trembling hand.
Doc placed his bag upon the floor and fumbled about
inside it.

Ben turned away, tears in his eyes. I reached out then
and broke his neck quietly while the others were occupied.
I lowered him to the floor and stepped up beside Doc.

“What—?" he began, and that was his last word.

Father O’Brien stopped reading. He stared at me across
his Bible.
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“You work for them?” he said hoarsely, darting a
glance at the caskets.

“Hardly,” I said, “but I need them. They’re my life’s
blood.”

“I don’t understand . . .”

“Everything is prey to something else, and we do what
we must. That’s ecology. Sorry, Father.”

I used Ben’s shovel to bury the three of them beneath
an earthen section of the floor toward the rear—garlic,
stakes, and all. Then I closed the caskets and carried them
up the stairs.

I checked around as I hiked across a field and back
up the road after the pickup truck. It was still relatively
early, and there was no one about.

I loaded them both in back and covered them with
a tarp. It was a thirty-mile drive to another ruined church
I knew of.

Later, when I had installed them safely in their new
quarters, I penned a note and placed it in Brodsky’s hand:

Dear B,

Let this be a lesson to you. You are going to have to
stop acting like Bela Lugosi. You lack his class. You are
lucky to be waking up at all this night. In the future be
more circumspect in your activities or I may retire you
myself. After all, I'm not here to serve you.

Yours truly,

w
P.S. The mistletoe and the statue of Cernunnos don’t work
anymore. Why did you suddenly get superstitious?

I glanced at my watch as I left the place. It was eleven
fifteen. I stopped at a 7-11 a little later and used their
outside phone.

“Hi, Kiela,” I said when I heard her voice. “It’s me.”
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CONSTRUCTING A
SCIENCE FICTION NOVEL

Sylvia Burack asked me for an essay for The Writer, and I did
the following piece. A large chunk of it tells of the considerations
which went into the composition of my novel Eye of Cat. I don'’t
believe I've ever recorded the things I do and think in writing
a book in such detail, before or since. Still, it’s a short piece,
and for those of you who care about such matters I am including
it here.






he late James Blish was once asked where he got

his ideas for science fiction stories. He gave one

of the usual general answers we all do—from
observation, from reading, from the sum total of all his
experiences, et cetera. Then someone asked him what he
did if no ideas were forthcoming from these. He imme-
diately replied, “I plagiarize myself.”

He meant, of course, that he looked over his earlier
works for roads unfollowed, trusting in the persistence of
concerns and the renewal of old fascinations to stimulate
some new ideas. And this works. I’ve tried it occasionally,
and I usually find my mind flooded.

But I've been writing for over twenty years, and I
know something about how my mind works when I am
seeking a story or telling one. I did not always know the
things that I know now, and much of my earlier writing
involved groping—defining themes, deciding how 1 really
felt about people and ideas. Consequently, much of this
basic thinking accomplished, it is easier for me to fit myself
into the driver’s seat of a fresh new story than it once was.
It may be the latest model, but the steering is similar, and
once I locate the gearshift I know what to do with it.

For example: Settings. For me, science fiction has
always represented the rational—the extension into a future
or alien environment of that which is known now—whereas
fantasy represented the metaphysical—the introduction of
the unknown, usually into an alien environment. The
distinctions are sometimes blurred, and sometimes it is fun
to blur them. But on a practical, working level, this gen-
erally is how I distinguish the two. Either sort of story (I
never tire of repeating) has the same requirements as a
piece of general fiction, with the added necessity of intro-
ducing that exotic environment. Of the three basic elements
of any fiction—plot, character, and setting—it is the setting
that requires extra attention in science fiction and fantasy.
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Here, as nowhere else, one walks a tightrope between
overexplaining and overassuming, between boring the reader
with too many details and losing the reader by not providing
enough.

I found this difficult at first. I learned it by striving
for economy of statement, by getting the story moving
quickly and then introducing the background piecemeal.
Somewhere along the line I realized that doing this properly
could solve two problems: The simple exposition of the
material could, if measured out in just the right doses,
become an additional means of raising reader interest. I
employed this technique to an extreme in the opening to
my story “Unicorn Variation,” in which I postponed for
several pages describing the unusual creature passing through
a strange locale.

A bizarrerie of fires, cunabulum of light, it moved with
a deft, almost dainty deliberation, phasing into and out
of existence like a storm-shot piece of evening; or perhaps
the darkness between the flares was more akin to its truest
nature—swirl of black ashes assembled in prancing cadence
to the lowing note of desert wind down the arroyo behind
buildings as empty yet filled as the pages of unread books
or stillnesses between the notes of a song.

As you see, I was careful to tell just enough to keep
the reader curious. By the time it became apparent that it
was a unicorn in a New Mexico ghost town, I had already
introduced another character and a conflict.

Characters are less of a problem for me than settings.
People are usually still people in science fiction environ-
ments. Major figures tend to occur to me almost fully
developed, and minor ones do not require much work. As
for their physical descriptions, it is easy at first to over-
describe. But how much does the reader really need? How
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much can the mind take in at one gulp? See the character
entirely but mention only three things, I decided. Then
quit and get on with the story. If a fourth characteristic
sneaks in easily, okay. But leave it at that initially. No
more. Trust that other features will occur as needed, so
long as you know. “He was a tall, red-faced kid with one
shoulder lower than the other.” Were he a tall, red-faced
kid with bright blue eyes (or large-knuckled hands or storms
of freckles upon his cheeks) with one shoulder lower than
the other, he would actually go out of focus a bit rather
than grow clearer in the mind’s eye. Too much detail
creates a sensory overload, impairing the reader’s ability
to visualize. If such additional details are really necessary
for the story line itself, it would be better to provide another
dose later on, after allowing time for the first to sink in.
“Yeah,” he replied, blue eyes flashing.

I’ve mentioned settings and characters as typical ex-
amples of the development of writing reflexes, because
reflexes are what this sort of work becomes with practice—
and then, after a time, it should become second nature
and be dismissed from thought. For this is just apprentice
work—tricks—things that everybody in the trade has to
learn. It is not, I feel, what writing is all about.

The important thing for me is the development and
refinement of one’s perception of the world, the experi-
mentation with viewpoints. This lies at the heart of story-
telling, and all of the mechanical techniques one learns are
merely tools. It is the writer’s approach to material that
makes a story unique.

For example, I have lived in the Southwest for nearly
a decade now. At some point I became interested in Indians.
I began attending festivals and dances, reading anthropol-
ogy, attending lectures, visiting museums. I became ac-
quainted with Indians. At first, my interest was governed
only by the desire to know more than I did. Later, though,
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I began to feel that a story was taking shape at some lower
level of my consciousness. I waited. I continued to acquire
information and experience in the area.

One day my focus narrowed to the Navajo. Later, I
realized that if I could determine why my interest had
suddenly taken this direction, I would have a story. This
came about when I discovered the fact that the Navajo
had developed their own words—several hundred of them—
for naming the various parts of the internal combustion
engine. It was not the same with other Indian tribes I knew
of. When introduced to cars, other tribes had simply taken
to using the Anglo words for carburetors, pistons, spark
plugs, etc. But the Navajo had actually come up with new
Navajo words for these items—a sign, as I saw it, of their
independence and their adaptability.

I looked further. The Hopis and the Pueblo Indians,
neighbors to the Navajo, had rain dances in their rituals.
The Navajo made no great effort to control the weather
in this fashion. Instead, they adapted to rain or drought.

Adaptability. That was it. It became the theme of my
novel. Suppose, I asked myself, I were to take a contem-
porary Navajo and by means of the time-dilation effects
of space travel coupled with life extension treatments, I
saw to it that he was still alive and in fairly good shape,
say, one hundred seventy years from now? There would,
of necessity, be gaps in his history during the time he was
away, a period in which a lot of changes would have
occurred here on Earth. That was how the idea for Eye
of Cat came to me.

But an idea is not a science fiction novel. How do
you turn it into one?

I asked myself why he would have been away so
frequently. Suppose he’d been a really fine tracker and
hunter? I wondered. Then he could have been a logical
choice as a collector of alien-life specimens. That rang true,
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so I took it from there. A problem involving a nasty alien
being could serve as a reason for bringing my Navajo
character out of retirement and provide the basis for a
conflict.

I also wanted something representing his past and the
Navajo traditions, something more than just his wilderness
abilities—some things he had turned his back on. Navajo
legend provided me with the chindi, an evil spirit I could
set to bedeviling him. It occurred to me then that this evil
spirit could be made to correspond with some unusual
creature he himself had brought to Earth a long time ago.

That was the rough idea. Though not a complete plot
summary, this will show how the story took form, beginning
with a simple observation and leading to the creation of
a character and a situation. This small segment of the story
would come under the heading of “inspiration”; most of
the rest involved the application of reasoning to what the
imagination had so far provided.

This required some tricky considerations. I firmly
believe that I could write the same story—effectively—in
dozens of different ways: as a comedy, as a tragedy, as
something in between; from a minor character’s point of
view, in the first person, in the third, in a different tense,
et cetera. But I also believe that for a particular piece of
fiction, there is one way to proceed that is better than any
of the others. I feel that the material should dictate the
form. Making it do this properly is for me the most difficult
and rewarding part of the storytelling act. It goes beyond
all of the reflex tricks, into the area of aesthetics. )

So I had to determine what approach would best
produce the tone that I wished to achieve. This, of course,
required clarifying my own feelings.

My protagonist, Billy Blackhorse Singer, though born
into a near-neolithic environment, later received an ad-
vanced formal education. That alone was enough to create
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some conflicts within him. One may reject one’s past or
try to accommodate to it. Bill rejected quite a bit. He was
a very capable man, but he was overwhelmed. I decided
to give him an opportunity to come to terms with every-
thing in his life.

I saw that this was going to be a novel of character.
Showing a character as complex as Billy’s would require
some doing. His early life was involved with the myths,
legends, shamanism of his people, and since this back-
ground was still a strong element in his character, I tried
to show this by interspersing in the narrative my para-
phrases of different sections of the Navajo creation myth
and other appropriate legendary material. I decided to do
some of this as poetry, some original, some only loosely
based on traditional materials. This, I hoped, would give
the book some flavor as well as help to shape my character.

The problem of injecting the futuristic background
material was heightened, because I was already burdening
the narrative with the intermittent doses of Indian material.
I needed to find a way to encapsulate and abbreviate, so
I stole a trick from Dos Passos’s U.S.A. trilogy. I introduced
“Disk” sections, analogous to his “Newsreel” and “Camera
Eye” sequences—a few pages here and there made up of
headlines, news reports, snatches of popular songs, to give
the flavor of the times. This device served to get in a lot
of background without slowing the pace, and its odd format
was almost certain to be sufficiently interesting visually to
arouse the reader’s curiosity.

The evolving plot required the introduction of a half
dozen secondary characters—and not just minor ones whom
I might bring in as completely stock figures. Pausing to
do full-scale portraits of each—by means of long flashbacks,
say—could be fatal to the narrative, however, as they were
scheduled to appear just as the story was picking up in
pace. So I took a chance and broke a major writing rule.
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Almost every book you read about writing will say,
“Show. Don’t tell.” That is, you do not simply tell the
reader what a character is like; you demonstrate it, because
telling will generally produce a distancing effect and arouse
a ho-hum response in the reader. There is little reader
identification, little empathy created in merely telli<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>