


Scanned	by	Highroller.
Proofed	by	an	unsung	hero.
Made	prettier	by	use	of	EBook	Design	Group	Stylesheet.
Alien	Sea
John	Rackham
I
Helpless,	 crippled	and	alone,	 the	 ship	cartwheeled	 through	space.	 Its	 rate	of

tumble	was	ponderously	slow,	but	its	forward	speed	was	as	great	as	anything	it
had	 ever	 achieved	 under	 its	 own	 power.	 The	 gravity-sink	 of	 the	 incandescent
star-mass	 dragged	 at	 it	 with	mighty	 hunger,	 but	 its	 path	was	 such	 that	 it	 was
passing,	it	was	in	a	cometary	orbit;	any	time	now	it	was	due	to	swoop	out	of	its
loop	and	gradually	begin	to	fall	away	again	from	that	searing	nuclear	reaction.
At	 any	 rate,	 the	 hundred	 people	 carried	 within	 it	 hoped	 so.	 They	 lay	 still,

sweating	 and	 aching,	 sipping	 at	 overheated	 air	 with	 tortured	 lungs,	 blinking
agonized	 eyes,	 and	 hoped	 that	 the	murderous	 temperatures	would	 start	 falling
soon.	 It	 had	 to	 be	 soon,	 or	 never.	 Frantic	 calculations	 had	 been	 made	 on	 a
computer	only	partly	functioning,	the	rest	of	it	obliterated	by	the	fragmentation-
bombs	that	had	blasted	the	rest	of	the	hull	like	a	collander.	On	the	shaky	basis	of
those	figures	 the	stuttering,	protesting,	half-maimed	main-drive	had	been	fired.
Just	one	burst,	because	that	was	all	it	had	left,	and	that	burst	had	to	be	enough	to
nudge	the	suicidal	plunge	into	holocaust	just	that	fraction	off,	to	graze	and	go	on
by.	 In	ever	 increasing	 temperature,	with	 the	wounded	and	 injured	expiring	one
by	one	from	heat	exhaustion	and	other	things,	the	survivors	had	watched,	waited,
and	wondered	just	how	high	the	temperature	could	go	before	they,	too,	expired.
And,	eventually,	they	learned	that	they	were	lucky.	The	ship	was	to	go	on	by.

But	luck	is	a	comparative	thing	and	they	wondered	about	it	as	the	more	refined
observations	showed	their	ship	was	not	going	by,	but	around.	Of	 the	surviving
hundred	there	were	many	who	said,	and	many	more	who	thought	but	didn't	say,
that	 the	 dead	 ones	 had	 been	 the	 lucky	 ones,	 after	 all.	 Those	 who	 were	 still
rational	enough	to	keep	check	estimated	that	it	had	been	a	matter	of	twelve	days
since	the	Harpat	ship	had	shattered	them	with	its	last-gasp	shot.	Twelve	days	of
falling	 helplessly	 away	 from	 their	 beleagured	 planet	 into	 the	 arms	 of	 the	 sun.
And	now,	after	four	days	of	undiluted	hell?	The	parched-throat	rumor	was	that,
with	 luck,	 they	would	spin	off,	out	of	 the	scorching	bypass,	and	tumble	all	 the
way	back	again.	But,	by	that	time,	it	didn't	seem	to	matter	much.	The	only	thing
that	mattered,	the	only	thing	anyone	could	think	about	was	the	heat,	and	whether
the	environment-complex,	the	one	remaining	out	of	four,	would	hold	out.
Even	Jeko	Dogran,	commanding	officer	of	what	had	once	been	Starga	Two,	a

fine	 ship,	 could	 hardly	 force	 his	 mind	 to	 consider	 anything	 else	 but	 that



murderous	heat.	He	 lay	 limp	 in	 the	untidy	mess	and	nonfunctional	 litter	of	 the
control	 room	and	his	weary	eyes	seldom	shifted	 far	 from	the	pyrometer	which
read	 the	hull	 temperatures.	The	needle	hung	far	above	 the	 thick	black	 line	 that
indicated	safe-maximum.	But	it	hung.	At	least	it	wasn't	climbing	any	longer.	If
only	it	would	start	to	fall!	He	moved	his	eyes	painfully	to	glance	across	at	Falma
Herk.	She	was	very	still,	only	the	slow	rise	and	fall	of	her	rib	cage	indicating	that
she	was	still	alive.	One	very	junior	lieutenant,	on	her	first	flight,	and	that	was	all
he	had	left	of	his	executive	staff.	Out	of	five	hundred	overall	complement	there
could	 be	 no	more	 than	 a	 hundred	 or	 so	 left	 alive,	 and	 those	 only	 because	 the
moment	of	disaster	had	found	them	scattered	in	those	compartments	that	had	not
been	ruptured	and	burst	by	that	damned	salvo	of	bombs.
Dogran	 switched	 his	 gaze	 back	 to	 the	 pyrometer	 and	 tried	 to	 think	 ahead.

Suppose—just	 suppose	 the	 temperature	 did	 fall.	 Suppose	 the	 ship	 fell,	 all	 the
way	back	 to	Roggan,	 then	what?	A	pulse	pounded	painfully	at	 the	back	of	his
head	as	he	 tried	 to	 carry	out	 the	 function	of	 an	 executive,	 as	 laid	down	 in	 the
training	manual.	Arrange	the	data,	assess	the	whole,	then	extrapolate.	The	data,
then.	One	fifth,	possibly	less,	of	his	crew	remained.	Great	areas	of	Starga‘s	hull
were	 ripped	 away,	 or	 hung	 useless.	 The	 drive-assemblies,	 both	 main	 and
guidance,	were	useless.	One	environment-complex	out	of	four	was	still	clanking
and	shuddering	away,	limping	and	overloaded	in	its	vain	efforts	to	preserve	the
proper	temperatures	and	humidities.	About	one	fifth	of	the	hull-sensors	were	still
submitting	some	kind	of	information.	The	computer	was	still	working,	but	with
half	 its	 fluidic	 circuits	 dead	 and	 the	 rest	 suspect.	 And	 there	 was,	 still,	 ample
power	available	from	the	central	converter	unit.
Assemble	that	into	a	whole,	he	commanded	himself.	If	this	orbit	is	a	cometary,

if	 the	 ship	 swings	away	and	down,	 then?	His	eyes	hurt	 and	he	had	 to	 squeeze
them	 tight	 to	 restore	 focus	as	he	 tried	 to	 shuffle	what	he	knew	 into	 something
worth	concentrating	on.	The	ship	was	a	crippled	wreck.	Not	that	it	had	ever	been
an	efficient	warship	in	any	case,	even	after	conversion.	Before	that	it	had	been	a
totally	self-contained	mine-and-smelt	freighter,	specifically	designed	and	built	to
spend	long	weeks	combing	patiently	and	methodically	in	and	out	of	the	million
moonlets	which	made	up	most	of	this	planetary	system.	It	was	one	of	ten	Starga
s,	and	the	Starga	fleet	but	was	but	one	of	ten	such	fleets	maintained	by	Vercal	to
dredge	 the	million	moonlets	 and	 bring	 back	 the	 ingots	 of	metal	 that	 nation	 so
desperately	needed.	The	term	"precious	metal"	had	no	place	on	Roggan.	All	and
any	metals	were	 precious	 on	 a	 planet	where	 only	 one	 twentieth	 of	 the	 surface
was	habitable	land.	Vercal	needed	metal	just	as	much	and	as	badly	as	did	Harpat.
They	were	 the	 only	 two	 nations	 Roggan	 could	 support,	 and	 even	 they	 had	 to
struggle.	 It	 was	 inevitable	 that	 they	 should	 be	 competitors.	 Perhaps	 it	 was



inevitable	that	they	should,	in	the	end,	go	to	war	against	each	other.	But	it	was
suicide,	and	nothing	less,	when	both	sides	decided	simultaneously	to	escalate	the
war.
Dogran	 halted	 his	 train	 of	 thought	 a	moment	 to	 look	 at	 that	word	 that	 had

appeared	in	his	mind.	Simultaneously?	Faced	with	almost	certain	extinction	and
slightly	 lightheaded	with	 heat	 and	 privation,	 he	was	 getting	 a	 new	 and	 unreal
perspective	 on	 many	 things.	 He	 was	 Vercalian,	 and	 Harpat	 was	 the	 deadly,
treacherous,	 unspeakable	 enemy—	surely?	Or	was	 it	 all	 an	 illusion?	Had	 both
sides	shifted	from	sea-battles	to	air-assaults,	to	missiles	and	then	to	jury-rigged
armor	and	weapons	on	 their	spacecraft,	at	 the	same	time?	Had	some	collective
insanity	overtaken	the	entire	humanoid	population	of	Roggan?	Dogran	had	read
and	absorbed	some	of	 the	propaganda	put	about	 in	 the	early	stages	of	 the	war,
and	had	believed	 it	because	he	wanted	 to.	Now,	all	at	once,	he	saw	it	as	 false.
This	war	was	pointless,	was	suicidal.	He	faced	this	new	vision	without	flinching.
Life	 on	Roggan	 favored	 the	 ruthless	 and	 pragmatic	 approach.	 Life	was	 cheap
there,	was	overabundant.	Living	creatures	were	of	small	account:	there	were	too
many	of	them	always.	Living	space	was	the	all-important	thing.	That's	what	the
war	was	all	about.	Room	to	live,	on	a	planet	of	which	only	one	twentieth	of	the
surface	was	solid,	 the	rest	sea.	And	of	 that	 twentieth	a	considerable	proportion
lurked	under	the	massive	icecaps	at	either	pole.	Roggan's	tilt	was	so	extreme	that
the	poles	ached	with	cold	so	fierce	that	even	the	land-hungry	humanoids	couldn't
live	there	for	more	than	a	week	or	two	at	a	time.
Room	to	live!	Dogran	jerked	his	feverish	mind	back	from	the	futile	channels	it

had	slid	into.	What	a	time	to	cogitate	on	philosophy,	when	the	immediate	future
might	 extend	 no	 further	 than	 hours!	He	 squeezed	 his	 eyes	 tight	 shut	 again,	 to
clear	 them,	 and	 squinted	painfully	 at	 the	master	 pyrometer.	He	 stared,	 blinked
again	 to	be	 sure,	 and	 it	was	 so.	The	 skin-temperature	was	 falling.	Not	 rapidly,
but	it	was	falling.	The	orbit	was	cometary.	The	ship	was	going	to	swing	away,	all
the	 way	 out	 again	 as	 far	 as	 Roggan's	 orbit.	 Dogran	 drew	 a	 careful	 breath,
disciplined	 his	 mind	 to	 be	 calm.	 Death	 had	 receded.	 But	 had	 it	 gone	 away
altogether,	or	was	it	just	waiting	in	the	wings?
He	reached	and	levered	his	couch	upward	to	the	point	where	he	could	operate

the	microphone	of	the	internal	communication	system.	He	had	last	used	it	fifteen
hours	 ago	 to	 inform	 those	who	 could	 hear	 just	 what	 was	 ahead	 for	 them.	He
hoped	it	was	still	working.
"Your	 captain	 speaks.	 Hear	 this.	 The	 outside	 temperature	 is	 falling	 slowly.

This	seems	to	indicate	that	we	have	passed	our	nearest	point	to	the	sun	and	are
now	swinging	away.	Possible,	not	certain.	There	will	be	a	wait	of	one	hour,	when
I	 will	 speak	 to	 you	 again."	 He	 moved	 the	 switch	 to	 cut	 out	 the	 microphone,



rolled	his	head	 and	 said,	 "Lieutenant	Herk,	 go	 and	 find	Dr.	Orsini,	 tell	 him	 to
report	 to	me,	here,	at	once!"	Falma	Herk	stirred,	 sat	up,	 swung	her	 legs	 to	 the
deck	 and	 stood,	 reeling.	 Pale	 blue	 eyes	 glazed	with	 near-exhaustion,	 her	 long
forelock	of	 straw-yellow	hair	 plastered	back	over	 her	 shaved	 skull	with	 caked
sweat,	she	put	a	shaky	index	finger	to	the	paint-band	on	her	brow	and	said,	"Yes,
sir.	At	once."
As	 she	went	 feebly	down	 the	 ladder	 from	 the	 control	 room	 into	 the	warped

guts	of	the	ship,	Dogran	scowled	to	himself.	All	his	executive	staff	dead	except
Herk,	a	green	junior,	and	a	female	at	that.	It	was	this	damned	war,	of	course.	In
Roggan's	 ruthless	 economy,	 women	 were	 strictly	 confined	 to	 their	 destined
functions	 as	 non-skilled,	 non-opinioned	 labor,	 and	 for	 breeding	 offspring	 as—
but	only	as—economic	circumstances	indicated.	Before	the	war,	women	would
have	flown	this	ship,	would	have	worked	in	the	smelter,	or	the	detector	room,	or
as	 labor	 in	 the	drive-chamber,	but	never	on	an	executive	 level.	Decisions	were
made	by	men,	always.	Dogran	himself	had	been	an	up-and-coming
merchant-banker	until	the	war	had	gouged	him	out	of	his	narrow	rut.	He	had	a

talent	for	organization,	and	that	talent	had	insured	his	rapid	rise	this	far.	He	could
command	people,	but	now	he	needed	to	know	just	how	many	people,	and	what
kind	of	a	command	he	still	had.	For	that	he	needed	Orsini.	It	was	symptomatic	of
his	 feeling	 for	 the	 ship's	 medical	 man	 that	 he	 had	 not	 thought	 of	 him	 when
regretting	his	lack	of	executive	staff.	It	was	hard	to	think	of	Orsini	as	that	kind	of
material.	Dogran	squinted	again	at	the	pyrometer,	to	see	that	the	temperature	was
still	falling,	grudgingly.	Here	came	Orsini	up	the	ladder	now,	to	halt	and	turn	and
extend	an	arm	to	assist	Falma	Herk.
"All	right?	Now,	you	just	stretch	out	on	your	couch	and	relax;	it's	the	coolest

thing	to	do.	Forget	everything	else."
"Orsini!"	Dogran	edged	his	voice.	 "You	will	 refrain	 from	ordering	my	staff.

That	is	my	function!"
"You	 have	 no	 function!"	 Orsini	 said	 it	 flatly,	 without	 emphasis.	 He	 stood

easily,	lean	and	somehow	slouched,	yet	poised.	"That's	obvious.	Think	it	over."
He	moved	to	sit	sideways	on	the	vacant	copilot	couch.	Dogran	glared,	his	anger
hurting	his	head.	The	man	was	insufferable.	Like	everyone	else	he	was	stripped
down	to	just	a	brief	black	loincloth,	enough	to	provide	pouches	for	his	minimum
equipment,	but	unlike	the	others,	and	in	sharp	distinction	to	Dogran	himself,	he
looked	almost	comfortable.	There	was	a	thin	sheen	of	sweat	on	his	brow,	where
the	broad	black-and-white	band	of	a	 lieutenant-commander	crossed,	 just	above
his	eyebrows,	but	that	was	all.
"I	 command	 this	 ship."	 Dogran	 rasped,	 always	 conscious	 of	 the	 red-edged

band	 across	 his	 own	 brow.	 "I	 give	 the	 orders.	 You	 have	 never	 properly



appreciated	that,	Orsini.	I	have	noticed	it,	meaning	to	speak	to	you	about	it.	I	do
so	 now.	 I	 demand	 your	 obedience	 and	 cooperation."	 Orsini	 did	 not	 look
impressed,	or	even	interested.	"Three	years	ago,"	he	said,	"the	war	claimed	you.
Half	a	year	ago	you	came	aboard	this	ship	as	commanding	officer.	That	was	your
function.	 Twelve	 days	 ago	 that	 function	 ended.	We	 are	 no	 longer	 at	war	with
Harpat."
"Treason?"	 Dogran	 offered	 the	 word	 coldly,	 despite	 the	 heat	 that	 was

scorching	 his	 nostrils.	Orsini's	 tone	was	 that	 of	 logic,	 a	 reasoned	 statement	 of
fact.	To	Roggan's	brood,	logic	was	a	way	of	life.
"Not	treason.	Common	sense.	This	ship	is	now	at	war	with	the	elements	only.

We	are	not	fighting	Harpat.	We	are	fighting	to	survive."	Dogran	studied	it,	and
nodded	slowly.	"But	I	am	still	commander."
"If	you	insist,	but	only	if	you	ignore	the	prime	need.	You	are	the	executive	of

a	warship.	This	is	no	longer	a	warship."	Orsini	paused,	then	went	on	as	if	talking
to	himself.	"Eleven	years	ago	I	first	became	medical	officer	on	this	ship.	I	know
it	from	bow-scoop	to	stern-chute.	The	commanding	officer	we	had	then	had	 to
go	aground	to	learn	the	arts	of	war,	and	you	came.	Most	of	the	crew	stayed,	are
still	 here,	 have	 survived.	You	 probably	 think	 the	 ship	 a	wreck.	 It	 isn't.	 I	 have
known	 emergencies	 almost	 as	 bad	 as	 this	 many	 times.	 Ore-hunting	 is	 a
hazardous	 business."	 As	 his	 voice	 ceased	 Dogran	 looked	 again	 at	 the
temperature.	It	was	still	creeping	back.	He	pondered	Orsini's	words.	They	made
sense,	were	logical.
"The	prime	need,"	was	a	powerful	phrase.
"You	are	suggesting	that	I	surrender	my	command?	To	you?"
"Not	openly."	Orsini	 grinned.	 "Some	of	your	 staff	 still	 survive.	The	 rest	 are

trained	 to	 think	 of	 you	 as	 the	 chief	 order-giver.	 So	 you	 should	 go	 on	 giving
orders.	But	I	will	advise	you	how,	and	what."	Dogran	frowned,	finding	a	flaw	in
the	reasoning.	"You	would	be	doing	this	in	any	case.	For	instance,	I	sent	for	you
to	find	out	how	many	people	still	survive,	what	their	condition	is,	how	many	can
work.	I	ask	it	now."
"The	answer	is,	exactly	one	hundred,	including	ourselves.	All	the	injured	and

disabled	perished	in	 the	heat.	Of	 the	hundred,	fifty-two	are	women,	forty-eight
are	men.	But	 that	 is	 not	 the	point	 now.	Of	 that	 hundred,	 forty-three,	 including
myself,	are	long-service	crew	of	this	ship.	Those	are	the	people	who	know	what
is	to	be	done.	None	of	them	are	executive,	or	in	authority	of	any	kind.	Your	first
order	will	have	to	be	to	change	that,	to	get	those	people	and	put	them	in	charge
of	every	department	where	repairs	are	possible.	The	second	order	will	have	to	be
that	everybody	works.	Everybody	will	contribute	time,	and	effort,	and	labor.	We
can	 no	 longer	 afford	 any	 passengers."	 Although	 Orsini	 kept	 Iris	 tone	 even,



Dogran	got	the	point	at	once,	this	time.
"I	am	a	passenger?"
"You	have	been.	This	was	a	ship	first,	a	fighting	unit	second.	It	is	no	longer	a

fighting	 unit.	 If	 it	 is	 to	 become	 a	workable	 ship	 again	 everybody	will	 have	 to
contribute.	 I	 include	myself,	 of	 course.	You	 agree?"	Dogran	 didn't	 like	 it.	His
military	training	had	not	included	any	course	on	what	to	do	with	a	wrecked	and
crippled	ship.	Vercal	had	blithely	assumed	such	training	would	be	necessary	only
for	Harpatian	 ships,	 not	 its	 own.	He	 did	 not	 like,	 furthermore,	 the	 idea	 of	 the
skulking	and	hitherto	ignored	"black	gang"	taking	over	and	giving	orders.	But	if
they	 knew	 how	 to	 lash-up	 and	 jig	 the	 ship	 so	 that	 it	 would	 work	 again—he
stifled	his	personal	feelings	and	bowed	to	logic,	like	a	good	Roggan.
"Very	well,"	he	said,	"I	agree.	What	is	the	first	step?"
"We	need	 information.	We	will	 assume	 that	we	are	 falling	out	 from	 the	 sun

and	work	on	that	basis.	Assume	that	we	have	eleven—twelve	days	in	which	to
get	something	going,	enough	to	be	able	to	reestablish	control.	I	know	my	section
of	the	crew.	They	need	no	telling	what's	to	be	done,	only	to	be	told	to	get	on	with
it.	But	they	will	need	help,	and	that's	what	we	must	find	out	first.	So	you	will	call
a	meeting.	Best	place	is	the	central	smelter,	which	is	big	enough	and	undamaged.
You	need	to	know	just	what	skills	you	have	among	your	staff.	I	mean	skills,	not
combat	 training.	 Anybody	 who	 knows	 one	 end	 of	 a	 wrench	 from	 the	 other.
Anybody	who	knows	how	to	handle	sodium	wiring,	or	radio,	or	can	fix	a	light
circuit.	Or	 those	who	don't	know	a	thing	but	can	contribute	muscles	 to	 lift	and
eyes	to	watch.	Economization."
Another	 key	 word.	 Dogran	 nodded.	 Economization	 was	 a	 creed	 with	 all

Roggans.	Maximum	results	with	minimum	resources.	Waste	not.	For	one	crisp
moment	he	contrasted	that	survival	doctrine	with	the	fantastic	squandering	waste
that	was	war,	and	his	home	planet	felt	very	far	away	and	unreal.	What	insanity	it
all	was.	This	was	what	 the	pitiful	 little	 handful	of	 pacifists	 had	been	 trying	 to
promote	all	this	time.	One	world!
Live	together!	He	wished	too	late,	that	he	had	listened	more	attentively.
"Very	 well,"	 he	 said	 again,	 and	 reached	 for	 the	 microphone.	 The	 outside

temperature	was	still	falling.
The	meeting	and	the	subsequent	discussion	and	working	out	of	survival	plans

went	better	than	he	had	expected.	In	any	self-conscious	humanoid	there	must	be
a	 nonrational	 component,	 an	 amalgam	 of	 the	 inner	 and	 outer	 values	 and
abstractions	which	together	make	up	"society."	Harpat	and	Vercal	alike	had	their
creeds	and	beliefs,	and	shared	a	stubborn	to-the-death	hatred	of	each	other	out	of
which	had	come	the	final	insanity	of	war.	But	all	were	even	more	fundamentally
Roggan,	and	the	evolution	of	life	on	that	planet	had	instilled	in	them	values	that



were	far	more	basic	than	any	cultural	implant.	Nineteen-twentieths	of	its	surface
were	trackless	sea	perpetually	 torn	with	storms.	Between	the	twin	ice	caps	and
the	 semitropical	 equatorial	 belt	 where	 the	 two	 major	 landmasses	 lay,	 the
temperature	 extremes	were	 so	 great	 that	 there	was	 a	 permanent	 cloud-blanket
over	 the	 whole	 planet,	 through	 which	 they	 saw	 their	 primary	 and	 the	 other,
scattered	masses	 of	 the	 system	 only	 vaguely.	Out	 of	 such	 an	 environment	 the
Roggans	had	grown	to	be	able	to	put	aside	odd	and	trivial	things	like	fancies	and
fashions,	art	and	delicacy.	Survival	came	first.	Dogran	himself	had	accepted	 it.
Now	 the	people	under	his	command	accepted	 it	 in	 the	 same	way,	once	he	had
made	the	point.
Starga	 Two	 continued	 to	 fall	 back	 and	 out,	 away	 from	 the	 sun.	 The	 heat-

bleached	 humanoids	 aboard	 grimly	 reorganized	 themselves,	 pooled	 their
resources,	forgot	about	protocol	and	status,	learned	not	to	bother	about	watches
and	 rest-periods,	 but	 came	 to	 think,	 instead,	 that	 so	 long	 as	 there	 was	 still
something	 to	be	done,	 there	was	no	 rest.	Clothing	was	discarded	permanently,
because	 they	couldn't	 afford	 the	precious	 resources	needed	 to	keep	 it	 repaired,
washed,	 pressed	 and	 presentable.	Marks	 of	 respect	 and	 rank	 went	 too.	 Those
who	knew	how,	did,	 and	 showed	others.	Dogran	himself	 discovered	 a	hitherto
unsuspected	 dexterity	with	 fine	wiring,	 and	 Falma	Herk	 came	 to	 tower	 above
him	because	she	had	a	gift	for	grasping	the	principles	underlying	fluidic	circuits.
The	drive	engineers	contrived,	cannibalized	the	beamers	to	jury-rig	control	units
and,	 in	 turn,	managed	 to	 adapt	 spares	 from	 the	drive	 to	 lash	up	 several	 of	 the
frag-bomb	projectors.
By	the	fifth	day	it	was	pretty	certain	they	were	going	to	survive	and	Dogran

began,	 in	 rare	moments	 of	 rest,	 to	 cast	 his	mind	 ahead	 to	 the	 point	where	 he
could	ask,	"survive	for	what?"	By	the	ninth	day	the	question	became	acute.	The
main-drive	 was	 four-fifths	 efficient,	 the	 navigation-complex	 adequate	 for
anything	but	the	most	strenuous	acrobatics.	Outside	sensors	were	working	to	the
point	where	he	could,	at	last,	get	a	fix	on	the	cloud-ball	that	was	Roggan	itself.
Calculations	with	the	patched	up	computer	told	him	that	it	was	well	within	their
capacity	 to	adjust	 their	 fall	so	as	 to	 intercept.	They	could	get	home	safely.	But
what	then?
He	called	another	meeting.	The	habit	of	assembly	for	discussion	and	working

out	ideas	had	grown	to	be	enjoyable,	but	this	time	the	atmosphere	was	grim	as	he
announced	his	findings.
"We	are	fly-worthy	enough	to	make	reentry,"	he	told	them.	"Enough	to	locate

Vercal	 and	 get	 down.	 We	 have	 armament	 enough	 to	 defend	 ourselves	 in	 the
event	 of	 an	 encounter,	 up	 to	 a	 point.	 If	 we	 are	 unfortunate	 enough	 to	 be
intercepted	we	will	fight;	that	goes	without	question.	If,	however,	we	are	lucky



enough	to	get	back	to	home	base	and	set	down,	what	then?	The	ship,	of	course,
will	require	a	massive	overhaul.	We	will	be	pulled	off	and,	we	must	presume,	be
sent	 to	 transfer.	 To	 fight	 again.	 Is	 that	what	 you	want?"	He	 studied	 the	 stern,
pale-eyed	faces	around	him	curiously.
"What	does	it	matter	what	we	want?"	Orsini	asked,	just	to	keep	the	dialogue

going.	"There's	a	war	on.	We	have	no	choice."	The	rest	gave	no	sign	one	way	or
the	other.	Dogran	took	his	courage	and	used	all	of	it	at	once.	"I	find	a	choice	in
me,"	 he	 said.	 "The	 past	 days	 have	 taught	 me	 something.	 I	 shall	 resign	 my
commission.	I	intend	to	become	a	pacifist,	to	do	whatever	I	can	to	end	this	futile
waste	of	war."
"You'll	 be	 shot,"	 Orsini	 told	 him,	 flatly	 and	 without	 emphasis.	 "You	 will

achieve	nothing."
"Perhaps,"	Dogran	agreed.	"That	remains	to	be	seen.	All	I	wanted	to	say	here

is	that	I	am	your	commander	until	we	get	down.	Until	then,	we	go	on	as	before.
But	after	then—	you	must	all	do	what	you	think	best.	I	have	told	you	what	I	am
going	to	do.	That's	all."
It	 was	 a	 very	 unsatisfactory	 meeting,	 but	 it	 did	 mark	 a	 point.	 From	 that

moment	Starga	Two	was	back	on	a	military	footing.	Falma	Herk,	reporting	to	the
control	room,	found	herself	made	a
lieutenant-commander	on	the	spot.
"Me?"	she	demanded,	overawed.
"You.	You	are	the	only	executive	officer	left.	I	will	make	other	adjustments	in

due	course.	For	now,	Herk,	get	busy	on	the	radio	and	see	if	you	can	raise	a	polar
beacon.	We	should	be	in	range	now."
"I	should	have	told	you	earlier,"	she	said,	"but	I	had	a	computer-link	to	finish

up.	I	tried	to	raise	a	beacon	two	hours	ago.	Nothing!"
"Oh!	You're	sure	about	the	radio?"
"Almost.	I'll	go	over	it	again	now,	of	course,	but	I'm	pretty	sure."
"Go	over	 it,	quick	as	you	can,	and	 report!"	Dogran	 left	 it	 at	 that	and	busied

himself	 with	 the	 job	 of	 reverting	 to	 combat	 status,	 but	 his	 mind	 persisted	 on
worrying.	 That	 the	 polar	 beacons	 had	 failed	was	 unthinkable.	 One	was	 just	 a
bare	possibility,	but	both	was	just	not	to	be	believed.	Ever	since	the	enterprising
humanoids	of	Roggan	had	taken	to	the	air	the	better	to	cross	and	exploit	the	vast
wastes	of	sea,	the	need	of	permanent	markers	had	been	acute.	With	only	a	haze
for	sky,	and	all	 the	land	gathered	in	two	great	continents	around	the	equator,	 it
was	 easy	 to	 get	 lost	 elsewhere.	 So,	 in	 the	 one	 hard	 and	 fast	 example	 of
coexistence	 ever	 recorded	between	Vercal	 and	Harpat,	 the	 polar	 radio	beacons
had	been	established.	The	effort	had	been	heroic,	 the	 installations	massive	and
virtually	 indestructible,	 needing	 no	 attention,	 drawing	 their	 operating	 power



from	 the	 thermal	 range	 between	 the	 icy	 land	 and	 the	warmer	 air-streams	 that
whirled	evermore	overhead.
Without	 the	 beacons,	Dogran	mused,	 the	whole	 of	Roggan	would	 fall	 back

into	semi-primitive	conditions,	sailing	and	flying	cautiously,	never	very	far	from
visible	 land.	 Fishing	 fleets	 would	 be	 permanently	 crippled,	 space-mining
impossible.	Economic	chaos	had	to	follow.	It	didn't	make	sense.	Those	beacons
could	 not	 have	 failed.	The	 radio	 had	 to	 be	 faulty.	But—and	 he	 faced	 it	 in	 the
same	way	he	had	faced	other	unpalatable	ideas	recently—if	it	wasn't	the	fault	of
the	 radio,	 then	 the	 beacons	 had	 been	 taken	 out	 deliberately.	And	 that	was	 the
logical	and	ultimate	insanity	that	had	to	follow	the	original	mistake	of	war.	He
felt	all	his	insides	sag	and	go	heavy	like	lead.	From	this	standpoint	he	could	see
no	end	now	but	annihilation,	of	one	side	or	the	other.	And	for	what?	So	that	the
victor	could	survive	and	starve?
Half	an	hour	later	Falma	Herk	reported	woodenly.	"The	radio	is	functional	as

far	as	it	is	possible	to	check.	And	there	are	no	beacons."
"Keep	trying,"	he	ordered,	concealing	from	her	that	he	was	not	very	surprised.

She	went	back	to	her	board,	he	returned	to	his	gloomy	thoughts.	Logic	still	held.
Whichever	side	had	first	decided	to	cut	out	a	beacon	as	a	tactical	blow,	the	other
had	to	duplicate	or	be	at	a	disadvantage.	Logic,	yes,	but	with	his	new-found	and
hard-won	insight	it	sounded	gruesomely	like	cutting	off	a	nose	to	spite	a	face.	He
sat	on	his	convictions	until	the	last	hours	of	the	eleventh	day,	when	Roggan	was
a	naked-eye	disk	in	the	viewers,	when	clumsy	course	corrections	had	been	made
to	intercept	her	orbit,	when	the	various	work	sections	had	reported	three-fourths
of	the	stern	and	midships	armaments	back	in	service	once	more.	Then	he	called
one	more	meeting.
"We	shall	strike	atmosphere	in	six	hours,"	he	told	the	assembly,	"and	from	that

moment	we	will	again	be	a	warship.	The	drills	have	all	been	worked	out,	you	all
know	your	posts,	and	I	could	have	announced	this	over	the	speaker-system,	but	I
wanted	this	last	chance	to	see	you	all	together	again."
The	 unspoken	 grimness	 in	 "last	 chance"	 stirred	 them	 to	 a	 ripple	 of	 restless

movement.	He	waited	for	it	to	cease.
"I	have	to	 tell	you	now	that	for	 three	days	we	have	been	trying	to	pick	up	a

polar	beacon	signal.	Lieutenant-Commander	Herk	is	reasonably	sure	the	radio	is
functional,	 but	 we	 have	 so	 far	 been	 unable	 to	 detect	 any	 signal	 of	 any	 kind.
Beacons	or	otherwise."
He	paused	again,	to	let	the	implications	grow	and	become	apparent.	The	first

to	speak	was	Rackar	Gron,	the	senior	of	the	engine	room	staff.
"Maybe	 the	war	 is	all	over,"	he	 suggested,	and	 there	was	a	grunt	and	growl

from	his	own	colleagues	as	they	considered	this.	Then	Orsini	stood.



"It's	 over	 all	 right.	 In	 the	 worst	 way.	 If	 they	 have	 gone	 to	 the	 limits	 of
bombing	 out	 the	 beacons,	 then	 they're	 all	 stark	 raving	mad	 down	 there.	 They
must	be!"
Dogran	scowled	as	their	slightly	different	interpretation	offered	something	to

puzzle	 over.	 "I	 hadn't	 thought	 of	 that,"	 he	 admitted.	 "I	was	 assuming	 that	 one
side	or	 the	other	might	deliberately	cut	out	a	beacon	 in	order	 to	gain	a	 tactical
advantage,	if	only	for	a	while.	I	suppose	it	is	just	as	much	possible	that	one	side
would	bomb	out	the	beacons	of	the	other."	He	saw	Gron	shaking	his	head.	The
senior	engineer	was	a	wizard	with	machinery	but	 thickheaded	at	anything	else.
He	obviously	didn't	grasp	 the	reasoning.	Before	he	could	demand	explanations
Dogran	went	on.
"No	matter	what	the	reason,	the	effect	is	the	same.	For	us	this	means	we	will

be	 flying	 blind	 once	we	 penetrate	 the	 cloud	 layer.	 Since	 no	 one	 else	 is	 using
radio,	we	cannot	either.	You	know	what	that	means.	We	must	be	on	constant	alert
if	we	are	to	find	our	way	home,	and	no	one	knows	how	long	it	will	take	us.	At
the	same	time	we	must	also	be	alert	for	Harpat	ships.	And	all	this	with	the	naked
eye.	Lookouts	and	watches	will	be	revised	accordingly.	If	we	can	strike	a	free-
fall	orbit	at	twenty	miles	the	fuel	problem	will	not	trouble	us,	but	we	are	nearing
our	 limit	 on	 food	 and	 drink.	 Ration	 allowances	 will	 be	 revised	 in	 that	 light.
Orsini,	I	want	your	help	on	that,	right	away.	That	is	all,	except	for	one	thing.	I
may	not	have	the	chance	again	so	I	will	say	it	now,	to	all	of	you.	Goodbye!"
"Getting	sentimental?"	Orsini	demanded,	as	he	clambered	up	into	the	control

room	on	Dogran's	heels.	The	commanding	officer	 shook	his	head.	A	 few	days
earlier	he	would	have	considered	the	comment	insulting.	Now	he	was	amused	by
it.	In	a	wry	kind	of	way	he	and	Orsini	had	grown	to	like	each	other.
"Not	sentiment.	Common	sense.	It	may	seem	obvious	to	you,	and	it	has	been

heard	 from	our	muttering	philosophers	a	 time	or	 two,	 that	we	should	not	have
time	 to	 fight	 each	other.	Our	 real	 fight	 is	with	 the	elements,	 and	 it	has	always
been	 so,	 but	 I	 never	 realized	 the	 truth	 of	 it	 until	 recently.	 And	we've	 lost	 the
fight,	Orsini.	You	realize	that,	don't	you?"
"I	know."	The	medical	officer	was	 as	 calm	as	 ever,	 but	 the	 light	 in	his	pale

eyes	was	 bleak.	 "The	way	we've	 been	 crippling	 ourselves	 to	 fight	 this	 insane
war,	and	it	has	to	be	the	same	for	Harpat,	we	just	do	not	have	the	resources,	the
manpower	or	the	structural	metals,	to	put	those	beacons	back.	And	without	them
our	whole	way	of	life	is	finished."
"Back	to	the	primitive,"	Dogran	muttered,	and	Orsini	shook	his	head.
"Not	even	that,	Dogran.	We	can't	go	back.	So	far	as	we	can	tell,	it	has	taken

humanoid	 life	 something	 like	 half	 a	 million	 years	 to	 get	 this	 far.	 The	 last
thousand	years,	the	really	civilized	years,	we	achieved	at	the	cost	of	every	square



inch	of	fertile	soil	producing	to	the	limit	under	intensive	technical	boosting,	and
we	have	long	ago	skinned	out	the	last	metals.	I've	had	time	to	think	about	this,	in
the	 years	 I've	 been	 riding	 this	 old	 bucket	 in	 and	 out	 of	 the	 moonlet	 swarm.
Without	us,	you	know,	Roggan	civilization	would	crumble.	So	 it	 follows:	 take
out	 the	beacons	and	you	cancel	 the	ore-ships.	Take	out	 the	ore	and	you	cancel
civilization	as	we	know	it.	Try	to	imagine	life,	any	kind	of	civilized	life,	without
metal.	We	can't	go	back,	Dogran.	You	can't	go	back	to	an	empty	bag!"	Dogran
sagged	in	his	couch.	"Sooner	or	later	the	crew	will	realize	as	much,"	he	said.	"By
the	Great	Wave,	what's	the	point	of	going	on?"
"Why	do	we	struggle	to	survive?"	Orsini	murmured.	"I	don't	know	the	answer

to	that	one.	No	one	does.	It	just	happens	to	be	a	built-in	characteristic	of	living
systems,	 that's	 all."	His	 lean	 face	 split	 in	 a	mirthless	 grin	 as	 he	 added,	 "It's	 a
drive,	and,	 like	any	other	drive,	 it	can	warp.	Then	the	individual	goes	suicidal.
Had	that	crossed	your	mind?"
"It	had.	Pacifism	seems	a	trifle	empty,	now.	Orsini,	why	don't	I	just	smash	this

ship	straight	down	into	the	sea	down	there	and	finish	it?"
"I	can	tell	you	why,	but	without	logic.	It's	because	you	are	not	the	type	to	give

in.	None	of	us	are.	We	haven't	survived	this	far	on	luck,	altogether.	We'll	see	it
out	 to	 the	bitter	 end	because	 it's	 the	 type-pattern	 for	us.	That	does	not	mean	 I
think	 it's	 a	 good	 thing,	 though.	 Like	 you,	 I	 wish	 I	 could	 head	 this	 old	wreck
straight	down	into	oblivion.	But	I	couldn't.	You	can't.	We	have	to	go	on."
They	went	on.	They	plunged	 through	 the	 ion-soup	clouds	 in	 a	nightmare	of

shuddering	 and	 buck-jumping.	 Starga	 Two,	 her	 arrowhead	 shape	 never	 very
aerodynamic	anyway,	was	now	a	caricature	of	a	ship	and	she	fought	Dogran	all
the	way	through	and	out	into	the	silent	skies	over	Roggan.	He	ached	all	the	way
from	wrists	 to	 ankles	 by	 the	 time	 he	 had	 leveled	 her	 out	 into	 the	 twenty-mile
orbit	 he	 had	 predicted.	 He	 hit	 the	 button	 to	 signal	 "finished	 with	 drive",	 and
leaned	thankfully	back	but	the	thankfulness	didn't	last	long.	In	a	minute	or	two
Falma	Herk	 came	 up	with	 sun-drift	 figures	 for	 the	 computer	 and	 there	was	 a
short	 burst	 of	 trimming-thrust.	 Then	 Starga	 Two	 was	 flying	 north-south.	 Or
south-north.	By	the	vast	and	uncaring	deep	down	there,	no	one	could	tell	which.
All	available	sensors	were	on	and	working,	striving	to	pick	up	a	hint,	a	clue,	a
whisper.	 But	 nothing	 came,	 and	 Dogran	 knew,	 by	 some	 inner	 intuition,	 that
nothing	would	come.	His	imagination	painted	for	him	the	torn	and	blasted	ruin
of	 his	 homeland,	 the	 stark	 and	 lifeless	 debris	 from	 fragmentation	 bombs	 and
corrosive	 charges,	 lethal	 gases—and	 there	 had	 been	 some	persistent	 rumor,	 he
remembered,	 of	 a	 new	 and	 dreadful	 device	 that	 could	 yield	 hell-fire	 from	 the
partial	annihilation	of	matter.
There	 would	 be	 nothing	 left.	 He	 knew	 it.	With	 the	 apathetic	 calm	 of	 total



despair	he	realized	that	he	had	known	it	all	along,	that	millions	of	other	people
must	have	known	it	too.	Yet	there	had	been	a	war.	What	was	it	Orsini	had	said?
A	drive,	 any	 drive,	 could	warp.	 Survival,	 driven	 too	 far,	 could	warp	 into	 self-
destruction?	 Dogran	 thought	 his	 way	 through	 a	 nonsense	 mixture	 of
contradictory	 values	 and	 felt	 old	 and	 empty.	 How,	 he	 wondered,	 had	 it	 all
happened?	To	his	present	regret	he	had	never	been	much	of	a	historian.	Not	that
it	mattered,	but	he	was	curious	to	know	just	how	humanity,	with	all	its	wonderful
potential,	could	also	carry	this	suicidal	streak.	He	came	out	of	his	black	reverie
to	a	startled	squeak	from	Falma	Herk.
"A	signal,	sir!"	she	gasped.	"Very	faint,	far	away.	And	it's	voice-modulated!"
Training	 asserted	 itself	 instantly.	 Dogran	 hit	 the	 alarm	 switch,	 sat	 forward

tensely,	 and	 demanded,	 "Get	 a	 course	 fix	 on	 it,	 data	 into	 the	 comp	 at	 once.
Range?"
She	took	a	maddeningly	long	time	to	reply.	"Just	 to	make	sure,"	she	said,	at

last,	"and	I	am,	now.	It's	a	suit-radio.	Range	about	four	hundred	miles,	bearing
sixteen	degrees	left	of	our	present	course.	And—sir!"
"Yes,	what?"	Dogran	halted	with	his	finger	on	the	speaker	switch.
"I'm	also	getting	a	kick	from	the	echo-locator,	dead	ahead.	Shallows!"
"Hmm!"	 Dogran	 considered	 this	 swiftly.	 Echo-location	 was	 useful	 on	 any

mass	 less	 than	 five	 hundred	 feet	 below	 surface,	 and	 all	 such	 "shallows"	were
charted.	It	might	help	to	know	just	exactly	where	he	was	by	this	method.	"Very
well,	we	will	proceed	on	course	for	the	moment,	Herk.	Read	that	shallow	and	get
me	a	bearing	from	it.	Fast!"	He	buttoned	the	speaker.
"Hear	this.	We	are	receiving	faint	signals	from	a	suit-radio	approximately	four

hundred	miles	away.	Condition	alert	but	await	further	data."	He	waited,	watching
Falma	Herk	from	the	corner	of	his	eye	and	feeling	curiously	indifferent	to	all	this
evidence	of	warlike	normality.	His	body	and	 trained	 reflexes	were	 responding,
but	his	inside,	his	personality,	seemed	to	have	stepped	off	somewhere	apart.	She
had	 let	 her	 pale	 forelock	grow	and	 thicken	 enough	 to	be	 tied	 in	 a	 sedate	 little
bow	at	the	nape	of	her	neck.	As	she	craned	down	over	her	instruments	now	he
thought	she	was	extremely	attractive.	She	had	turned	out	to	be	very	competent,
too.	It	seemed	criminal	that	all	that	grace,	the	beauty,	the	competence,	should	be
utterly	useless	and	wasted.	He	caught	himself	from	reverie	with	a	start,	amazed
to	 find,	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	 his	 life,	 that	 he	 had	 consciously	 thought	 of	 some
other	person	as	attractive.	One	didn't	think	of	people	like	that.	He	didn't,	anyway.
Other	 people	 were	 useless	 or	 not,	 significant	 or	 not,	 involved	 or	 not—but
attractive—?	She	swiveled	and	looked	at	him,	catching	him	unawares.	Then	the
wide	fear	in	her	eyes	cut	through	his	other	distractions.
"Sir!"	Her	voice	had	gone	right	back	into	her	throat.	"Sir	—that	shallow	is	two



hundred	 and	 thirty-six	miles	 north	 to	 south,	 and	 seventeen	 hundred	 and	 sixty
miles	east	to	west.	And	there's	no	such	shallow	on	any	chart!"
"There's	got	to	be—"	he	began	to	snarl,	then	the	figures	sank	home.
"Two	thirty-six	by	seventeen	sixty?	But—but	those	are	the	rough	dimensions

of—of	Vercal!"
"That's	right,"	she	whispered.
"Rubbish!"	he	shouted,	as	much	at	the	chills	on	his	spine	as	at	her	white	face.

"It	must	be	coincidence.	You	can't	sink	a	continent!	Forget	it	for	now.	Fix	on	that
radio	again."
He	fed	data	into	the	course	computer	and	the	ship	shuddered	gently	as	steering

jets	throbbed.	The	faint	signal	grew	louder.	Herk	switched	it	to	the	main	speaker.
A	 voice	 began	 to	 sort	 itself	 out	 of	 the	 carrier	mush,	 a	 voice	 that	 rambled	 and
wavered	 like	 a	 man	 in	 stupefied	 delirium.	 Dogran	 took	 up	 the	 signal-mike,
cleared	his	throat.
"This	is	Starga	Two,	of	Vercal,	Captain	Dogran	speaking.	Identify!"
"By	the	Wave!"	The	rambling	death-weary	voice	suddenly	took	on	life	and	cut

clear	through	the	interference	roar,	"That	was	a	living	voice,	or	I	am	really	mad
at	last.	If	you	are	really	there,	Starga	Two,	this	is	Ral	Wentil,	second	lieutenant	of
the	ship	Colbar—	what's	 left	of	 it—of	Harpat.	Where	 in	 storm	have	you	been,
Starga?"
"What	do	you	mean,	where	have	we	been?	How	many	are	you,	Wentil?
Give	your	true	state	and	power,	or	we	blast	you	down!"
"Please	do,	Captain—Dogran,	 is	 it?	Please	do.	We've	been	 trying	 to	 do	 just

that	for	three	hellish	days	now,	but	we	can't.	There	are	sixteen	of	us,	all	in	suits.
The	 ship	 is	 a	 dead	 wreck,	 no	 power,	 no	 control,	 nothing,	 and	 our	 suits	 are
running	out.	Make	it	quick,	Captain!"
Dogran	 stared	 in	 bewilderment	 at	 Falma	Herk,	 and	 then	 at	Orsini,	who	had

come	up	into	the	control	room	just	in	time	to	hear	the	plea.	The	medical	officer
moved	 a	 switch	 and	 muttered,	 "The	 rest	 ought	 to	 hear	 this.	 Something	 is
hellishly	wrong	there."
"Hello,	Wentil."	Dogran	made	his	 voice	 obey	him.	 "Do	 I	 read	you	 that	 you

want	to	be	blasted	down?"
"What	else	is	left?	Everything	is	gone,	you	know	that!"
"Everything?	 You	 mean—Harpat	 has	 been	 wiped	 out?"	 Wentil	 laughed,	 or

snarled,	 they	couldn't	be	sure	which.	"It's	all	gone,	Dogran.	Harpat	and	Vercal.
All	gone.	Drowned.	Didn't	you	know?"
"Drowned?"	Dogran's	voice	was	talking	by	itself	now,	beyond	his	control	or

care.	"Drowned?"	it	repeated	foolishly.	"But	how?"
"It	 was	 the	 hell-bomb.	 Your	 side	 launched	 it.	 A	 missile	 with	 a	 hell-fire



warhead."
Dogran	went	numb	inside.	So	the	rumor	had	been	true,	after	all.	He	heard	his

stunned	voice	demanding,	 "But	why	would	anyone	 launch	a	missile	 at	 a	polar
station?"
"Didn't!"	Wen	til	cackled.	"That	was	cunning.	You	launched	it	in	a	sneak	orbit,

over	 the	 pole.	 But	 our	 intelligence	 was	 too	 good.	We	 found	 out.	 A	 four-ship
squad	intercepted	and	shot	it	down.	Over	the	North	Pole	ice	cap."
You	can't	sink	a	continent.	Dogran's	own	words	came	back	to	him.	You	could

do	the	equivalent,	though,	simply	by	melting	the	millions	of	tons	of	water	locked
up	in	an	ice	cap.
"How	long	ago?"	Orsini	demanded,	his	voice	choked	with	despair.
"Ten	 days.	 Silly,	 isn't	 it?"	Wentil	was	 coming	 closer	 to	madness	with	 every

minute.	"Our	side	had	the	hell-bomb	too,	but	we	tried	to	deliver	ours	with	ships.
Colbar	was	with	the	squadron	covering	the	bomb-ships.	We	ran	into	opposition
over	 the	South	Pole.	Silly,	 isn't	 it?	We've	been	drifting	helplessly	 in	orbit	 ever
since,	watching	Roggan	drown."
"What	about	surface	ships?"	Orsini	growled,	and	this	time	Wentil	did	laugh,	a

hideous	sound	over	the	tinny	radio.
"Surface	 ships,	 in	 tsunani	 waves	 half	 a	 mile	 high?	 The	 sea	 has	 won	 out,

Vercalians.	Roggan	is	dead.	They	said	this	was	the	war	to	end	all	wars,	and	they
were	right!"
Dogran	sat	back	in	his	chair	and	felt	suddenly	old.	There	was	no	future,	only

this	 present	moment.	 There	was	 nowhere	 else,	 only	 this	 patched	 up	 ruin	 of	 a
ship.	There	was	nothing.	He	screwed	his	head	around	painfully	to	stare	at	Orsini,
and	then	Falma	Herk.
"What	price	pacifism	now?"	he	asked	stupidly.	"Now	what	about	your	suicidal

warped	drive?	Now"—his	voice	boiled	up	loud	in	his	throat—"give	me	one	good
reason	why	I	don't	point	this	ship	straight	down	there	and	get	it	all	over	with!"
"I'll	 do	 better	 than	 that!"	 Orsini	 was	 savage,	 the	 gleam	 in	 his	 pale	 eyes	 a

terrible	thing.	"Listen,	everybody.	You	on	that	ship,	too.	Listen.	We	still	live.	We
are	more	than	a	hundred,	fit	and	healthy.	The	world	we	knew	is	dead,	drowned
and	destroyed,	because	it	forgot	the	one	thing	that	matters,	the	real	enemy.	They
fought	each	other,	and	perished.	We	can	live	if	we	work	together.	Let	me	tell	you
how—"
And	 all	 that	 happened,	 allowing	 for	 Einsteinian	 edicts	 about	 simultaneity,

about	the	same	time	that	Caesar's	legions	were	leaping	down	into	the	surf	to	start
the	conquest	of	Britain.
II
It	was,	therefore,	about	two	thousand	years	later	that	an	alarm-gong	sounded



in	Dennis	Dillard's	ear,	and	a	quietly	firm	voice	announced:
"Your	 attention,	 please.	We	break	 into	norm-space	 in	 five	minutes,	 I	 repeat,

five	minutes.	We	will	then	proceed	immediately	to	make	splash-down	on	Hydro.
All	 passengers	 are	 requested	 to	 proceed	 at	 once	 to	 their	 cabins	 and	 strap	 in
according	to	 the	 instructions	printed	over	each	couch.	A	single	gong	will	mark
the	minutes.	I	say	again,	you	have	five	minutes.	Do	not	delay.	Do	not	leave	your
couch	until	so	instructed."	Dillard	began	to	pack	his	equipment	rapidly.	He	had
deliberately	 strewn	 it	 over	 the	 cabin	 table	 only	 ten	 minutes	 before.	 He	 had
calculated	 carefully	 that	 if	 he	 hurried	 he	 could	 pack	 everything,	 wire	 spools,
headband,	 amplifier-module,	 battery-pack	 and	 vernier-panel,	 and	 just	 give
himself	time	to	get	to	the	control	room	before	the	acrobatics	began.	This	was	his
way	of	making	 sure	 that	 his	 attention	was	 too	 thoroughly	occupied	 for	 him	 to
think,	and	thus	to	get	the	cold	shakes	anticipating	what	was	going	to	happen.	He
cursed	as,	in	the	delicate	act	of	fitting	the	battery-pack	into	its	recess,	his	cabin-
visor	 chimed	 for	 attention.	 Still	 monitoring	 his	 fingers,	 he	 crossed	 to	 it	 and
knocked	the	switch	with	his	elbow.	A	beautiful	but	carefully	aloof	blonde	gazed
at	him	from	under	the	beak	of	a	black	space-service	cap.
"Mr.	Dillard?	You	should	be	on	your	way,	as	arranged.	Hurry,	please."
"I'll	 be	 there,"	 he	 muttered,	 settling	 the	 battery-pack	 and	 snatching	 for	 the

switch.	 Damn	 it.	 That	 interruption	 was	 just	 enough	 to	 break	 the	 carefully
contrived	 busy-ness	 he	 had	 built	 up.	 Now	 he	 had	 to	 rush.	 He	 grabbed	 the
headband,	which	went	in	last	because	it	was	flexible,	stuffed	it	in	place,	clicked
the	kit-box	shut	and	hoisted	the	loop	over	his	shoulder	as	he	hurried	out	of	the
cabin,	 up	 two	 decks	 and	 out	 through	 the	 cross-member	 tunnel	 into	 the	 central
body	 of	 the	 ship.	A	mellow	 gong	 sounded	 as	 he	 began	 stepping	 lively	 up	 the
sharp	spiral	toward	the	control	room.	Hurry	equals	panic,	he	reminded	himself,
trying	 to	 keep	 calm.	Why	 does	 everybody	 call	 this	 thing	 a	 spiral,	 he	 asked
himself,	when	 it's	 really	a	 helix?	Why	 does	Captain	Conway	 call	 the	 damned
place	 "the	 bridge,"	when	 bridges	 went	 out	 with	 sailing	 ships?	 What's	 all	 the
panic	about,	anyway?	Breakout	from	Pauli-space	was	nothing!	This	was	his	very
first	 space	 trip,	 and	 you	 couldn't	 get	 much	 greener	 than	 that,	 could	 you?	 Yet
there	had	been	three	breakouts	so	far,	for	navigation	purposes,	and	so	what?	For
a	split-second	you	felt	as	if	you	were	being	turned	inside	out,	sure,	but	it	was	all
over	before	you	really	had	time	to	feel	it.	And	he	should	know	surely.	He,	Den
Dillard,	 professional	 "feeler,"	 should	 know.	 But	 it	 didn't	 work.	 None	 of	 his
argument	 therapy	 ever	 did.	 Action	 was	 the	 only	 effective	 method.	 Carefully
planned	 activity,	 not	 this	 edge-of-panic	 scramble.	 How	many	 gongs	 was	 that,
now?	He	arrived	in	the	control	room	of	Venture	Three	with	his	knees	threatening
to	let	him	down	any	moment	and	a	fine	sheen	of	sweat	on	his	brow.



"Sorry	to	crowd	it	a	little,"	he	muttered,	and	Captain	Conway	took	out	his	pipe
to	gesture	with	it	soothingly.
"Perfectly	all	right,	Dillard.	You	have	a	full	minute	yet.	Here,	take	the	copilot

seat	alongside	me."
"Copilot?"	Dillard's	voice	 threatened	 to	 squeak,	 and	Conway	grinned,	biting

on	the	pipe,	which	was	lit	and	releasing	a	thin	blue	spiral	in	complete	defiance	of
all	regulations	to	the	contrary.
"Quite	all	right,	believe	me.	Matter	of	fact	 the	auto-helm	will	 take	us	all	 the

way.	I'm	just	here	in	case,	and	should	it	come	to	that	we'll	have	you	out	of	that
seat	 in	 ample	 time.	 But	 it	 won't,	 you	 know.	 It's	 all	 right."	 Dillard	 let	 himself
down	into	the	contoured	seat	and	began	flipping	the	catches	on	his	kit-box.	His
educated	 fingers	 knew	what	 to	 do	without	 help	 from	 his	 eyes,	 which	 roamed
restlessly	around	the	control	space.	Richter,	over	there	by	the	state	and	auxiliary
console,	 looked	 bored	 and	 probably	 was.	 As	 First	 Officer	 he	 had	 answered
Dillard's	 questions	 this	 far	with	 patience	 but	was	 unable	 to	 keep	 his	 contempt
from	 showing.	He	 probably	 didn't	 have	 any	 nerves	 at	 all	 by	 this	 time,	Dillard
estimated,	clipping	the	headband	into	place	and	adjusting	the	touch-pads	to	press
firmly	against	 the	nape	of	his	neck.	Over	 in	 the	 far	corner,	Lieutenant	Rogers,
blonde,	beautiful	and	icily	aloof,	concentrated	on	her	communications	board	and
pretended	not	to	know	that	he	was	there	at	all.	She	owned	the	mellow	voice	that
had	 issued	 the	 breakout	 warning,	 and	 was	 the	 only	 other	 person	 on	 the	 ship
Dillard	 had	 tried	 to	 talk	 to,	 apart	 from	 Captain	 Conway	 himself.	 He	 had	 got
exactly	nowhere	with	her.	Somehow	she	had	managed	 to	make	her	neat-fitting
all-in-one-piece,	black	and	gold	uniform	a	barrier	between	them,	and	he	hadn't
tried	 too	 hard	 to	 break	 it	 down.	After	 all,	 he	wasn't	 just	 along	 for	 the	 ride,	 or
enjoyment.
The	 black	 needle	 on	 the	master	 clock	 crept	 nearer	 zero.	Dillard	 hoisted	 his

vernier-panel	 on	 to	 his	 knee	 and	made	 fine	 adjustments,	 switched	 in	 the	 lead-
wire	to	sound.
"You	 say"—Conway	 leaned	 across—"that	 you	 don't	 pick	 up	 sounds	 and

pictures	with	that	gear?"
"Not	 at	 all,"	 Dillard	 assured	 him.	 "Just	 for	 this	 bit	 now,	 excuse	 me."	 He

depressed	a	button	and	spoke	into	a	tiny	microphone	on	the	board.
"Control	room	of	Venture	Three,	about	to	break	out	of	Pauli-space	into	norm-

space	 and	 then	 go	 down	 to	 landing	 on	 Hydro.	 Den	 Dillard,	 recording."	 He
released	the	button	again.	"That's	all	the	sound.	From	here	on	it's	just	sensations,
my	sensations.	You	know,	thrust	and	surge,	free-fall	vertigo,	spin—those	are	all
straightforward	neuro-muscular	reactions,	of	course.	But	also	the	wire	picks	up
emotional	 effects	 like	 fear,	 excitement,	 tension,	 from	 the	 event	 itself,	 and	 the



more	subtle	sensations	of	being	seated,	enclosed	in	here—this	room—and	stuff
like	that."	Conway	nodded,	leaned	back	to	puff	his	pipe,	then	shook	his	head	half
in	wonder,	half	in	disbelief.	"Haven't	I	read	about	something	like	this?"
"Not	recently."	Dillard	managed	an	unsteady	grin.	"	A	long	time	back	the	idea

was	written	up	by	a	fantasist	of	the	period.	Huxley	something	or	other.	He	called
it	‘feelies,'	but	his	idea	was	to	record	tactile	sensations.	This	is	something	a	bit
different;	it's	the	gestalt	reaction	to	a	set	of	circumstances	as	they	happen.	When
this	is	played	back	through	the	right	equipment	the	audience	will	feel	everything
that	I	feel."	He	heard	Richter	snort,	quite	distinctly,	and	felt	a	flush	come	to	his
face.
"It	probably	wouldn't	mean	a	thing	to	you,	because	you've	done	it	a	thousand

times…"
"That's	 all	 right,"	 Conway	 interrupted.	 "I	 can	 remember	my	 first	 drop	 very

plainly.	Insides	like	water	and	wanting	to	grab	hold	of	something	solid	to	hang
on	to.	You	mean	you	can	pick	up	all	that	on	your	gadget?"
"Oh	yes.	More	than	you	think.	Because	of	me,	you	see."	Dillard	made	a	rueful

shrug	as	he	confessed.	"Some	people	are	more	sensitive	than	others.	They	react
more.	For	this	job	you	have	to	be	one	of	those."	Sweat	was	starting	on	his	face
again	and	he	added,	in	sudden	angry	complaint,	"It's	hell,	but	it's	what	I'm	good
at."
Conway	nodded,	not	smiling	now.	"Sensibilities,"	he	said,	"can	be	 the	devil,

but	you	can't	be	an	artist	without	them."
"That's	right.	That's	it	exactly."
"And	you	say	this	stuff	is	used	in—what	d'you	call	them?	—dramatapes?
That's	the	new	‘total-television'	thing,	isn't	it?"
"Right	again."	Dillard	settled	lower	as	the	needle	narrowed	the	gap.
"Background	 effect.	 Sound,	 pictures,	 music—and	 sensation!"	 On	 that	 last

word	 there	 came	 a	 vibrant	 shiver	 of	 sound	 that	 screamed	 up	 and	 away	 out	 of
audibility,	the	whole	universe	collapsed	in	on	itself	into	breath-stopping	nullity,
then	exploded	silently	and	instantly	into	steady	solidity	again.	In	the	next	second
a	screen	flared	into	light	in	front	of	Dillard's	eyes,	a	neat	row	of	pointers	lifted
up	from	their	stops	and	heaved.	The	air	was	full	of	busy	clicks	and	whispering
relays,	 then	 the	 solid	 fabric	of	 the	 ship	began	 to	 shudder	distantly	as	 reaction-
drive	cut	in.
"We'll	jockey	about	a	bit,"	Conway	said	casually,	"to	select	the	best	approach,

then	we'll	go	down.	Queer	system	altogether,	 this	one.	D'you	mind	if	 I	 talk,	or
will	it	put	you	off?"
"Won't	make	much	difference."	Dillard	gasped,	fighting	against	the	assault	on

his	nerves	as	the	seat	fell	away	beneath	him,	then	slammed	back	and	shoved	him



sideways.	 "The	 technicians	 can	 always	modify	 the	 amplification.	Will,	 in	 any
case.	 Part	 of	 the	 art.	 You	were	 saying?"	He	wanted	Conway	 to	 go	 on	 in	 that
casually	 confident	 drawl.	 The	 hell	was	with	 him	 now.	 Some	 people	are	more
sensitive	than	others.	As	Conway	had	said,	artists.
Painter,	poet,	sculptor,	musician,	all	are	people	who	live	with	their	sensibilities

close	to	the	skin,	who	suffer	and	weep,	who	laugh,	who	shake	with	wonder,	at
those	 things	which	hardier	mortals	 pass	 by	without	 recognition.	Whether	 it	 be
chemical	or	mental,	or	a	combination	of	both,	if	you	have	it	you	can't	help	it,	a
curse	and	a	blessing	by	turns	and	according	to	circumstances.	Dillard	had	it,	and
he	suffered	now,	nine-tenths	of	him	writhing	and	cringing,	and	lurched	to	find	an
approach	pattern.	The	remaining	tenth	of	him	was	the	hard-won	control	fraction,
that	part	which	stood	aside	and	watched,	which	kept	a	chill	eye	on	neural-fluxes
and	skin-sensor	inputs,	which	nursed	the	verniers	and	kept	rigidly	aloof	from	the
shattering	nerve-storm	of	 the	rest.	 It	had	taken	Dillard	many	years	and	a	 lot	of
sweated	suffering	to	discipline	that	much	of	himself.	The	reward	was	that	he	was
one	 of	 the	 very	 best	 sensor-men	 in	 the	 business.	 At	 times	 like	 this,	 that
knowledge	was	only	a	tenuous	consolation	for	the	panic-fear	that	racked	him.	He
wanted	Conway	to	go	on	talking.
"As	 I	 said"—the	 ruminating	captain	 chewed	on	his	pipe-stem,	 cast	 a	 skilled

eye	over	 the	panel,	 and	 shook	his	head	—"this	 is	 a	 crazy	 system.	You	 see	 the
primary	there?	Sol-type	within	the	standard	figures.	And	there's	one	inner	planet
that	would	 pass	 for	Mercury.	 But	 there	 all	 resemblance	 ceases.	 Instead	 of	 the
second	 and	 fourth	 planet	 that	 you'd	 expect,	 there's	 a	 positive	 plague	 of	minor
moonlets	averaging	six	or	seven	hundred	miles	across,	and	in	all	sorts	of	orbits
and	planes.	They	fill	the	spaces	where	the	second	and	fourth	planets	ought	to	be,
if	you	accept	Bode's	Law,	that	is,	and	there	must	be	a	hundred	thousand	of	them,
at	least.	Two	great	gas-giants	further	out,	but	they	don't	concern	us.	Our	problem
is	that	Hydro	is	lying	in	third	place,	where	Earth	would	be,	and	putting	down	on
it	 is	quite	a	business.	 If	we	had	 to	do	 it	by	hand	and	 instruments—"	he	 let	 the
hypothesis	hang	as	 if	unable	 to	describe	 just	how	it	would	be.	Dillard	was	not
surprised.
On	the	screen	before	him	there	came	and	went	spinning	spots	of	light,	some

close	 enough	 to	 show	 an	 appreciable	 disk,	 half-cut	 with	 shadow,	 and	 he	 was
fearfully	aware	of	the	groan	and	grind	of	the	ship	as	it	dodged	its	careful	way	in
and	out	between	the	random	hunks	of	rock.
"Queer	 planet,	 too,"	Conway	went	 on,	 reaching	 out	 to	 tap	 a	 gauge	with	 his

knuckles,	 then	 leaning	 back	 again,	 satisfied.	 "Slightly	 less	 than	 Earth	 in
diameter,	 but	 about	 the	 same	 in	 mass,	 and	 all	 water.	 Warm	 water,	 too.	 A
pronounced	 axial	 tilt,	 perfectly	 circular	 orbit,	 and	 with	 the	 tidal	 effects	 of	 all



those	moon-masses,	the	water	is	constantly	churning.	Pretty	shallow	in	spots,	so
there's	all	sorts	of	tidal	inequalities,	and	a	constant	vapor-haze,	which	produces
rainbows	almost	all	the	time.	Queer	place	altogether."
Dillard	tried	hard	to	agree,	but	"queer"	was	not	the	word	he	would	have	used

at	 that	 moment.	 As	 the	 seat	 fell	 away	 under	 him,	 then	 slammed	 back,	 and
screaming	masses	of	rock	slid	past	the	corners	of	the	screen,	he	was	grinding	his
teeth	to	keep	his	last	meal	down,	and	praying	for	the	nightmare	to	end.	At	times
like	this	it	felt	to	him	that	his	stomach-churning	panic	must	surely	extend	several
feet	out	from	his	skin,	and	it	was	amazing	how	those	around	him	couldn't	feel	it.
"Doesn't	 seem	 right,"	 he	 managed	 to	 say,	 through	 his	 teeth,	 "that	 a	 whole

planet	should	be	just	water."
"Cosmology	 theories	 are	 cheap	 hereabouts,"	 Conway	 grunted.	 "I've	 heard	 a

few.	One	expert,	so-called,	tried	to	explain	to	me	how,	if	there	was	a	big	enough
landmass	to	create	air-temperature	turbulence,	there	would	be	clouds.	I've	heard
‘em	arguing	 that	 there	ought	 to	be	 ice	packs	at	 the	poles.	 If	you	go	 in	 for	 that
kind	of	thing	it	could	drive	you	crazy."
"Seems	a	waste.	A	whole	planet,	with	no	chance	for	life	to	develop	anywhere

except	in	the	sea."
"Waste?	I	suppose	you	could	say	that.	Doesn't	concern	me.	All	I	know	is	that

it's	a	very	handy	arrangement	for	us,	since	all	 that	water	down	there	represents
so	much	fuel	for	the	taking.	Ah!"	Conway	leaned	forward	again	and	extended	a
finger	which	weaved	a	bit	as	the	ship	still	lurched.	"That's	Hydro	now.	See	it?"
Dillard	saw,	and	just	for	a	moment	the	sight	was	enough	to	take	out	some	of

his	panic.	There	against	a	black-velvet	curtain	of	space	studded	with	star-jewels
was	 a	 small	 disk.	Three-quarters	 of	 it	 shimmered	 silver	 and	 ice-blue,	 the	 dark
side	 rippling	 with	 a	 rainbow	 halo	 superimposed	 on	 deep	 dark	 violet.	 It	 grew
larger	as	he	watched.
"Your	first	time.	I've	seen	it	a	score	of	times.	But	it's	still	a	sight.	A	pity	you

can't	get	that	on	your	wire,"	Conway	said.
"Pictures—we	 can	 always	 get	 those."	 Dillard	 forced	 himself	 to	 keep	 the

conversation	going.	"You	can	do	a	 lot	of	 things	with	pictures	and	sounds.	Play
tricks	with	them.	All	you	need	is	a	camera,	or	a	recording	machine.	But	this"—
he	gulped	as	 the	 ship	 seemed	 to	 leap	and	heel	 in	a	 tight	 arc—"takes	a	person.
Somebody	like	me."	The	standoff	fraction	of	him	was	aware	of	the	multiple	flow
of	 impulses	 from	 the	 nerve-net	 that	 were	 being	 channeled	 into	 the	 hair-fine
ferrite	wire	that	was	now	sliding	steadily	between	the	gaps	of	a	delicate	magnet,
and	 an	 irrelevant	 quirk	 of	 memory	 brought	 back	 the	 words	 of	 his	 boss,
Production-Manager	Elmer	Basalt,	of	Epics	Incorporated:
"Sure	you	have	delicate	 artistic	 sensibilities,	Dee-Dee	boy,	but	who	can	 sell



those?	That	kind	of	stuff	is	great	for	the	long-hairs,	the	intellectuals,	the	high-Q
crowd,	but	who	makes	a	living	from	them?	We	have	to	deliver	where	the	money
is,	Dee-Dee,	 and	 that	 is	where	 the	 people	 are.	And	what	 do	 they	want?	 They
want	sensation!	Hit	them	in	the	guts,	make	their	flesh	creep,	scare	the	pants	off
them,	that's	what	they	want!"	What	they	wanted	called	for	Dillard,	and	a	handful
of	others	like	him,	to	suffer	gibbering	fear,	blood-chilling	terror,	palpitations	and
repeated	dread,	just	to	get	it	on	the	wire.	And	it	helped	not	at	all	to	know,	with
the	sane	fraction	of	his	mind,	 that	 the	horrors	were	 largely	unreal,	 invented	by
his	 hypersensitive	 nervous	 system.	 Nor	 did	 it	 help	 any	 to	 know	 that	 he	 was
special,	and	sought-after.	Rich.	At	the	top	of	his	profession.	Basalt's	favorite	son.
None	of	it	helped	at	all.	The	ship	shuddered,	the	screen	picture	jittered	and	spun,
and	 his	 insides	 became	 one	 snarled	 and	 tangled	 mass	 of	 shrieking	 primitive
terror,	while	his	trained	fraction	clung	grimly	to	sanity	and	monitored	the	things
that	were	pouring	into	the	wire.	But	now	the	acrobatics	lessened	and	the	visible
sky	cleared	of	zooming	white	chunks.	The	disk	of	Hydro	grew	larger	and	larger.
Conway	leaned	forward	again	to	tap	a	gauge	and	murmur,	"That's	the	hairy	part
done	 with,	 Dillard.	 Straightforward	 landfall,	 now.	 Not	 that	 you	 can	 call	 it
landfall,	mind	you,	but	you	know	what	I	mean.	All	routine.	You	can	relax."	He
swung	his	head	aside	to	grin,	and	then	his	grin	froze	into	concern.
"You	all	right?	You	look	terrible!"
"I	feel	terrible,"	Dillard	confessed	between	stiff	lips,	swallowing	and	breathing

hard	as	his	viscera	swirled	and	settled	reluctantly.	"Don't	mind	it,	please.	This	is
what	I'm	for."
"My	 God!"	 Conway	 breathed.	 "Is	 this	 what	 landsiders	 want	 for	 their

entertainment?	Blood	and	circuses?	And	they	say	we're	civilized	at	last!
Why	the	devil	d'you	do	it,	man?	There	must	be	other	ways	to	make	a	living!"
"My	 only	 talent,	 Captain.	 And	 I	 have	 no	 skills."	 Dillard	 gulped,	 got	 his

breathing	 steadied,	 felt	 the	 sweat	 burst	 out	 on	 him	 now	 that	 the	 tension	 was
easing,	and	cast	his	eyes	down	to	 the	control-panel	on	his	 lap.	His	explanation
was	true,	as	far	as	it	went,	but	it	was	only	a	shadow	of	the	reality.	There	were	no
words	 to	 explain	 the	 long	 years	 of	 futility,	 the	 hopeless	 struggle	 to	 find	 some
other	way	of	employing	his	sensitivity	 in	a	world	where	art,	any	art,	had	to	be
explosive,	 arrogant,	 stridently	 crude	 enough	 to	 smash	 through	 the	 barrier	 of
apathy,	 or	 cease	 to	 exist.	 Delicacy,	 sensitivity,	 those	 were	 words	 without
meaning	 in	 a	 culture	 sated	 in	 and	 numbed	 by	 the	 relentless,	 never-ending
assaults	on	the	senses	so	essential	to	an	economy	of	consumption-growth.	It	had
taken	him	a	 long	 time	and	a	 lot	of	grief	 to	discover	 the	one	 thing	he	could	do
really	well.	He	kept	his	eyes	down	now,	not	wanting	pity.	He	became	aware	of
quick	movement,	saw	slim	legs	shimmering	in	skintight	black	metallon	come	to



a	halt	beside	Conway,	and	a	mellow	voice	saying,	casually,	"Billet	Fourteen,	sir."
A	rustle	of	paper-plastic	as	she	put	the	radio	message	down,	then	the	slap	of

soft	feet	as	she	went	away	again.	Walking	about,	even	though	the	ship	was	still
surging	and	 shifting	 into	attitude	 for	drop.	Going	back,	now,	 to	her	 seat	 at	 the
radio-console.	 He	 could	 imagine	 the	 look	 on	 her	 face.	 Conway	 made
movements,	 busied	 himself	 punching	 the	 information	 into	 the	 auto-helm,	 then
sat	back	again.
"Handy	 place,	 this,"	 he	 said.	 "Just	 right	 to	 break	 the	 jump-time	 for	 Castor,

Pollux	and	Capella.	Water-planets	aren't	all	that	common,	especially	this	close	to
Terra."	The	sub-audible	shuddering	ceased	suddenly	and	for	a	sickening	moment
the	 ship	 was	 in	 free-fall.	 Dillard	 held	 his	 breath	 until,	 just	 as	 suddenly,	 the
shuddering	 started	 again.	 "That's	 it,"	 Conway	 declared.	 "It's	 all	 straight	 down
from	now	on.	You'll	see	the	base	in	a	moment.	Not	that	it's	much	to	see."
Dillard	forced	himself	 to	take	an	interest	 in	the	picture	on	the	screen.	Hydro

was	big	enough	now	to	fill	all	one	corner,	and	as	the	image	swelled	still	more,
automatic	 focusing	adjustments	shifted	 the	view,	brought	him	a	close-up	bird's
eye	picture	of	a	thing	like	a	giant	many-limbed	starfish,	but	the	whole	was	silver-
plated	 metal,	 the	 arms	 were	 double,	 like	 two-tined	 forks,	 and	 each	 pair	 that
starred	out	from	the	center	held	a	gray-green	mass	like	a	sausage.	That,	Conway
explained,	was	 the	desalination	and	water-processing	plant	 and	 fueling	 station.
The	gray-green	blobby	things	were	huge	plastic	tanks	that	floated	in	the	water,
and	a	"billet"	was	 the	semi-enclosed	space	formed	by	 the	 incurved	ends	of	 the
retaining	arms	and	the	bag	itself.	Dillard	counted	eighteen	billets,	and	saw	that
many	of	them	were	occupied.	The	metal	starfish	grew	huge,	became	a	tracery	of
girders	and	struts,	with	a	solid	mass	in	the	center.
"Five	 and	 a	 half	 miles	 across,"	 Conway	 murmured,	 "and	 anchored	 to	 the

seabed	with	cables.	Shallow	just	there.	No	more	than	seven	hundred	feet	or	so.
Right	on	the	equator.	Warm	water,	warm	air.	Pretty	place."	He	fell	silent	as	the
auto-helm	 piled	 on	 the	 braking	 power	 and	 everything	 grew	 immensely	 heavy.
The	 screen	 image	 shivered	 and	 blurred	 in	 the	 heat-waves	 of	 the	 retro-thrust.
Dillard	 groaned	 as	 he	 was	 squashed	 down	 in	 his	 seat.	 Just	 when	 he	 felt	 he
couldn't	bear	 it	 a	moment	 longer,	 the	crushing	weight	came	off,	dwindled	 to	a
blessed	normal,	the	shuddering	died	away,	and	all	was	peaceful.
"All	over,"	Conway	announced	cheerily	as	the	gauges	on	the	board	fell	back

to	zero	in	orderly	succession,	a	faint	ping	announcing	each	stage	of	completion.
Dillard	groped	in	his	poncho	for	the	handkerchief	he	had	saved	for	this	moment,
mopped	his	face	and	neck,	felt	light-headed	as	he	always	did	immediately	after	a
strenuous	"experience,"	and	shifted	uneasily	in	his	seat.
"I	can	still	feel	movement."



"Naturally.	We're	 afloat."	 Conway	 took	 a	 reviving	 puff	 on	 his	 pipe,	 set	 his
hands	to	the	sides	of	his	chair	and	said,	"Come	and	take	a	look	at	the	view	from
here.	From	the	bridge-walk.	Passenger-view	is	several	feet	lower,	not	as	good	as
this.	Not	that	there's	much	to	see."	Dillard	shucked	out	of	his	equipment	rapidly
and	expertly	and	clipped	it	away	into	its	box,	then	rose	and	followed	Conway	on
wobbly	 legs.	 It	 was	 obviously	 part	 of	 the	 captain's	 verbal	 small-change	 to
deprecate	 the	 appearance	 of	 almost	 anything,	 but	 this	 time	 his	 apologies	were
justified.	Apart	from	the	desalination	plant	itself,	there	was	nothing	to	see	at	all
except	rolling	ocean.	Take	the	man-made	pyramid	of	steel	away,	Dillard	thought,
and	one	might	just	as	well	have	been	out	at	sea	anywhere.	On	Earth,	even.	Then
he	corrected	that.	This	sea	was	a	different	blue.	Just	how	different	he	could	not
have	said,	but	it	was.	And	it	smelled	different,	too.
"Certainly	 is	warm,"	he	 said,	 loosening	his	poncho-string	and	shouldering	 it

back	 to	 let	 the	 faint	 breeze	 strike	 his	 chest	 and	 arms.	 "How	 long	 do	we	 stay
here?"
"Twenty-four	hours,	about.	You'll	have	time	to	go	ashore,	if	you	want."
"Ashore?"
"This	way."	Conway	led	him	along	the	walk	and	around	the	curve	of	the	ship's

hull.	"Over	there,	see?	Joytown."
Dillard	stared.	The	thing	was	about	three	miles	away,	perhaps	more.	It	looked,

and	he	shook	his	head	as	he	strove	for	images	to	fit,	like	a	great	upturned	dish,	a
dome	with	many	facets,	and	it	glittered	in	silver	and	gray	and	blue,	catching	the
sunlight.	It	sat,	rim	to	rim,	in	another	dish	that	 lay	close	to	the	water,	and	now
that	his	eyes	had	adjusted	to	the	strangeness	of	it,	he	saw	dark	orifices	at	regular
intervals	all	around	that	lower	dish.
"Joytown?"	he	echoed,	only	half-understanding.	"I	 looked	up	this	planet	 just

before	the	trip,	but	this	wasn't	mentioned	in	the	literature."
"It	wouldn't	be,"	Conway	growled.	"Officially	 it	doesn't	exist.	 If	 that	sounds

crazy	to	you,	well,	it	is	crazy.	Look,	just	now	I	said	the	water-plant	was	anchored
to	the	seabed,	and	so	it	is.	But	it	also	stands	on	tubular	pylons,	telescopic	things
so	that	it	can	go	up	and	down	with	the	tide.	That	is	the	way	it	was	planned	and
built.	Now,	during	the	business	of	settling	official	rights	and	authorities	and	all
that	stuff,	the	standard	old	phrase,
‘territorial	 rights,'	 got	 a	 thorough	 airing.	 You	 see,	 somebody	 has	 to	 take	 a

responsible	stand	for	the	planet.	You	have	to	have	some	kind	of	law	and	order,
after	all.	And	it	was	decided,	by	a	competent	international	court,	that	because	the
water-plant	was	in	firm	and	permanent	contact	with	solid	ground,	it	qualified	as
‘territorial.'	So,	 incidentally,	 does	 the	Planetary	Base	 and	Embassy,	over	 there,
see?"	Conway	extended	his	arm	and	Dillard	saw,	about	four	miles	away	in	 the



opposite	direction,	a	slim	spire	of	metal	topped	by	an	array	of	antennae.
"Then	some	joker,	reading	the	proceedings	very	carefully,	realized	that	if	you

had	a	structure	that	was	just	anchored	by	cables,	and	was,	technically,	afloat,	you
had	something	that	was	outside	territorial	 law	altogether.	It's	been	done	before,
of	course.	Ships	on	the	high	seas	and	all	that	kind	of	thing.	Responsibility	borne
by	 the	 country	 of	 registration,	 by	 whatever	 flag	 they	 were	 sailing	 under.	 But
here?	There's	no	country	 to	be	 registered	with.	That	place	 there	 is	outside	any
law,	 or	 regulation,	 or	 anything.	 And	 it's	 a	 goldmine,	 or	 a	 sink	 of	 iniquity,
whichever	way	you	care	to	look	at	it."
"That's	pretty	smart,"	Dillard	said	and	grinned	as	the	implications	sank	in.	"A

monopoly,	 too.	I	mean,	for	 those	who	want	to	get	off	 the	ship,	 there's	nowhere
else	 to	go.	But	I	 imagine	most	passengers	will	stay	put	rather	 than	visit	such	a
place?"
"Don't	get	me	wrong	now,"	Conway	said	hastily.	"It's	respectable—in	spots.	If

that's	what	you	want,	you	can	get	it.	Peace	and	quiet,	and	the	odd	souvenir	and
so	on.	But	if	you	fancy	something	else—well,	you	name	it	and	they've	got	it.	But
it's	 strictly	 illegal.	 Or	 nonlegal,	 I	 should	 say.	 As	 a	 matter	 of	 fact"—and	 he
lowered	his	voice	to	a	confidential	murmur—"we	are	all	in	on	it.	We	bring	in	the
stuff	 for	 them,	 supplies,	 furnishings,	 food,	 liquor,	 and	 they	 pay	 well.	 Charge
plenty	too,	just	in	case	you	were	thinking	of	trying	it.	Might	be	an	experience	for
your	records,	eh?"
"Not	 that	 kind."	Dillard	 shook	 his	 head.	 "Bright	 lights,	 noise	 and	 organized

vice	leave	me	cold.	I	could	afford	it.	I	have	a	healthy	ex-card,	but	it's	not	my	line
at	all.	In	any	case	I	have	something	else	to	do."
"Ashore?	There	isn't	anywhere	else."
"Yes	there	is."	Dillard	grinned	and	led	the	way	back	around	the	bulge	to	where

they	could	again	 see	 the	water-plant.	 "There.	 I'm	going	 to	call	on	 the	big	boss
who	runs	that	lot,	one	Dr.	Edmund	Stanley."
"You	know	him?	Friend	of	yours?"
"Not	 exactly	 a	 friend."	Dillard	 spaced	 the	words	 carefully.	 "I	 used	 to	 know

him,	long	ago.	I	have	a	few	things	to	tell—"
"Sir!"	 Richter	 came	 into	 view	with	 a	 flapping	 paper.	 "Would	 you	 pass	 this

watch-list	now.	And	the	fuel-up	orders."	Dillard	stood	back	as	Conway	took	and
scowled	over	the	business	of	paper	work.	He	turned	to	look	at	the	metal	pyramid
of	 the	water-plant,	 and	 thought	 about	Dr.	 Stanley.	They	were	 cold	 and	 unkind
thoughts.	Dillard	 bore	malice	 to	 very	 few	people	 and	never	 for	 very	 long,	 but
Stanley	 was	 an	 exception.	 The	 score	 with	 him	 was	 grievous	 and	 of	 long
standing.	 Doing	 his	 homework,	 as	 he	 did	 thoroughly	 before	 taking	 any
assignment,	 he	 had	 been	 stirred	 to	 discover	 that	 name	 and	 to	 realize	 that	 here



was	an	unexpected	chance	to	settle	an	old	score.	His	memory	was	dredging	up
Stanley's	sharp-edged	and	infuriating	voice	when	he	became	aware	of	a	new	note
in	the	murmur	between	Conway	and	his	first	officer.
"Never	seen	one	before,	Mr.	Richter?	I	can	well	believe	it.	So	far	as	I	know

they	only	have	half	a	dozen	ships	altogether."
"News	 to	 me	 that	 the	 Veenies	 had	 any	 ships	 at	 all!"	 Richter	 growled,	 and

Dillard	 swung	 around	 to	 see	 both	men	 staring	 away	 to	 the	 left,	 toward	 Billet
Twelve.	Then	he	saw	what	they	stared	at,	and	stared	in	his	turn,	because	this	was
a	 ship	 quite	 unlike	 any	 he	 had	 ever	 seen.	 He	 inserted	 himself	 into	 the
conversation	with	a	question.
"Did	you	say	Veenie?"
"That's	right,	Mr.	Dillard,	a	Venusian	ship.	Clumsy	looking	barge.	I'll	get	these

orders	out	right	away,	sir."	Richter	strode	off.	Dillard	moved	to	belly	up	to	 the
guard	rail.
"I'm	no	expert	on	spaceships,"	he	said.	"All	I've	seen	are	those	we	use	on	film

or	projected	background	shots.	And	in	the	newscasts,	of	course.	But	I	never	saw
anything	like	that	before.	And	I	didn't	know	Venus	had	ships."
"Odd,	 that,"	Conway	murmured,	around	his	pipe-stem.	"Typical	 though.	The

way	people	would	rather	not	know	things	that	are	unpleasant.	And,	of	course,	the
Venusians	aren't	given	to	advertising	themselves,	which	is	natural.	But	that's	one
of	their	ships,	all	right.	And	why	not?	They	discovered	this	planet.	One	of	their
ships	was	the	first	one	ever	to	splash	down	here,	and	it	was	the	Venusians	who
built	 the	 basic	 foundations	 for	 everything.	Water-plant,	 Port	 Office,	 Planetary
Base	and	Embassy—and	Joytown."
"You	mean—Venus	owns	this	place?"
"No	 no!	 That's	 not	 on.	 Earth	 government	 wouldn't	 stand	 still	 for	 that;	 you

know	that	as	well	as	I	do.	No,	they	just	found	it,	laid	the	foundations,	then	turned
it	over	to	Earth.	But	they	collect	a	hefty	kickback.	I	can	only	tell	you	what	I've
heard,	but	it	runs	something	like	fifteen	percent	of	all	profits,	after	expenses	and
taxes.	And	that	is	something,	when	you	realize	how	many	ships	come	in	and	out
of	here."
A	Venusian	 ship!	Dillard	 stared,	 and	 the	 story	of	Venus,	 as	 it	 had	been	 told

him	in	history	lessons,	made	a	background	to	his	wonder.
"I	wonder	what	they're	really	like,"	he	muttered,	and	Conway	chuckled.
"You've	 heard	 the	 stories,	 I'll	 bet.	You'd	 be	 a	 fool	 to	 believe	 them.	Humans

don't	 mutate	 into	 monsters	 in	 five	 generations.	 Of	 course,	 when	 they	 were
deported	 a	 century	 and	 a	 half	 ago	 it	was	 fashionable	 for	 everybody	 to	 believe
they	were	monsters	already.	But	they	were	human	then,	and	they're	human	now."
Dillard	felt	a	trifle	disconcerted	and	hoped	it	didn't	show.	Despite	himself	he



had	 been	 thinking	 of	 long	 skinny	 humanoid	 "things"	 with	 greenish	 skin	 and
goggling	eyes.	Only	a	couple	of	years	ago	Epic	had	done	a	space-opera	tape	with
creatures	 like	 that	 in	 it,	 denizens	 of	 a	 warm	 planet	 perpetually	 swathed	 in
vaporous	 clouds.	 The	 script	 hadn't	 said	 it	was	Venus,	 but	 the	 implication	was
there.
"They	must	have	changed	a	bit,"	he	protested.	"After	all,	five	generations	in	a

hot	house	atmosphere	and	without	UV	must	have	done	something	to	them."
"Why	don't	 you	 pay	 them	a	 visit	 and	 find	 out?"	Conway	 suggested,	 and	 he

spoke	half	in	jest,	but	the	suggestion	lodged	and	caught	fire	in	Dillard's	mind.	It
provoked	the	twin	conflicting	emotions	of	desire	and	fear.	It	would	be	a	hell	of	a
scoop	to	get	a	sensory	recording	of	the	interior	of	a	genuine	Venusian	ship,	and
the	 real	 "presence"	 of	 living,	 breathing	 Venusians.	 But	 it	 would	 be,	 even	 in
prospect,	 a	 terrifying	 experience	 too.	He	 could	 feel	 the	 squeamish	 shivers	 just
thinking	 about	 it.	 It	 was	 the	 trained	 one-tenth	 of	 him	 that	 turned	 eagerly	 to
Conway	and	say,	"Why	not?	If	it's	possible.	Is	it?"
The	other	nine-tenths	of	him	quailed	and	shrank	away,	screaming	soundlessly

against	such	a	foolhardy	undertaking.	Conway	must	have	seen	something	of	the
turmoil	underneath,	for	his	grin	faded.
"You	really	work	at	it,	don't	you,	son.	You'll	drive	yourself	over	the	edge	one

of	these	times.	But,	if	you	really	do	want	to	go	aboard	that	ship,	I	might	be	able
to	 swing	 it.	 Can't	 do	 any	 harm	 to	 ask,	 and	 there's	 no	 reason	why	 they	would
refuse	a	request	from	another	ship.	You	want	that?"	Dillard	couldn't	back	down
now.	"If	you	would,"	he	said.	"I'd	be	very	grateful.	How	long	will	it	take?	Do	I
have	time	to	call	on	Dr.	Stanley	first?"
"Look."	Conway	consulted	the	chronometer	on	his	wrist.	"To	get	to	the	water-

plant	laboratory	anyway	you'll	need	a	hydrofoil—"
"But	we're	alongside!"
"Yes,	 but	 you	 can't	 go	 strolling	 about	 the	 de-sal	 gear.	 That's	 against	 regs.

You'll	need	a	‘foil.	You	step	inside	and	ask	Lieutenant	Rogers	to	call	one	for	you,
on	the	radio.	I'll	get	a	signal	off	to	that	ship,	and	I'll	pass	the	reply	along	to	the
'foil,	all	right?	And	good	luck.	Excuse	me!"	He	stood	away	to	lean	over	the	rail
and	bawl	down	to	someone	far	below	an	adjectival	suggestion	to	shake	it	up	a	bit
with	 the	qualified	hose-pipe.	Dillard	went	 inside	and	over	 to	where	Lieutenant
Rogers	was	busy	with	her	radio	board.	As	she	looked	up	coldly	he	asked,	"Miss
Rogers,	would	you	call	a	hydrofoil	for	me,	please?"
"There's	one	coming	alongside	right	now,	Mr.	Dillard,	requested	by	one	of	the

other	passengers.	If	you're	quick	you	can	catch	it.	Shall	I	ask	for	it	to	be	held?"
"Please!"	He	nodded.	"I'm	on	my	way."	And	as	he	turned	to	run	he	heard	her

call	out	after	him,	"Gangway	Three!"



He	 hurried,	 down	 the	 ladders	 and	 across	 the	 connecting-tunnel	 into	 the
Section	Three	passenger	quarters,	and	thought	as	he	hastened	that	it	was	just	his
luck,	or	her	luck,	whichever	you	like,	that	his	request	should	be	so	very	promptly
and	efficiently	granted.	He	could	imagine	her	saying	to	herself,	"That's	how	we
do	it	in	the	Service,	civilian!"	And	just	when	he	had	a	good	legitimate	excuse	for
talking	to	her!
III
He	kept	his	trivial	complaining	mood	as	he	trotted	down	the	gangway	to	water

level,	as	a	device	to	avoid	thinking	about	the	awesome	thing	he	had	let	himself
in	 for,	 but	 trivia	 receded	 into	 limbo	 as	 he	 halted	 there	 and	 got	 this	 new
perspective	on	things.	All	at	once	he	felt	horribly	tiny.	The	great	up-thrust	mass
of	 the	 ship	 loomed	over	 him	 from	behind.	To	 the	 right	 the	massive	water-bag
container	 bulked	grossly.	 In	 front	 of	 him	 the	 twin-hulled	 hydrofoil	 surged	 and
strained	against	the	rolling	waves.	And	all	the	rest	was	just	sea,	vast,	restless	and
green-blue.	 In	 that	moment	 something	 of	 the	 immensity	 of	 it	 came	 to	 him.	A
whole	planet,	as	big	as	Earth	nearly,	and	all	water!	He	gulped,	eyed	the	pitching
hydrofoil,	 clung	 to	 the	 rail	 of	 the	 gangway	 and	 tried	 to	 estimate	 one	 heaving
motion	against	another.	Just	a	step,	that's	all	it	took.	He	nerved	himself,	leaned,
stepped	off	as	the	foil	was	rising,	and	almost	fell	as	his	leg	gave	under	the	strain.
Then	he	had	made	it,	and	was	aboard.
The	two	hulls	were	flat-topped	and	easy	to	walk	on,	with	seats	ranged	athwart

in	fours.	The	pilot,	in	the	stern	space,	gave	him	an	impatient	look	and	held	out	a
hand.
"Card!	Where	to,	mister?"
"To	 the	 desalination	 plant	 laboratory."	 Dillard	 handed	 over	 his	 credit	 card,

watched	it	being	slotted	into	the	meter	and	scanned,	took	it	back	and	stowed	it	in
his	pants	pocket.	The	pilot	gestured.
"You	sit	up	front.	Stay	midships.	Helps	to	keep	trim."	Dillard	interpreted	that

as	a	request	to	distribute	his	weight	somewhere	along	the	center	line	of	the	craft,
and	 staggered	 away	 forward.	 Then	 he	 saw	 someone	 else	 already	 seated,	 and
remembered,	belatedly,	that	there	was	someone	else	traveling	with	him.	She	had
settled	herself	on	the	very	front	seat.	He	weaved	his	way	to	slip	down	beside	her
just	as	the	engines	cut	in	with	a	cough	and	roar,	and	a	fine	spray-shower	rattled
off	 the	 transparent	 bow-shield.	 She	 gave	 him	 one	 quick	 glance,	 then	 edged
fractionally	away	to	give	him	room.
"Hope	I	didn't	keep	you	waiting	long,"	he	offered.	"I	got	down	here	as	quick

as	 I	 could."	 His	 sideways	 look	 told	 him	 that	 he	 had	 seen	 her	 once	 or	 twice
before,	on	the	trip,	but	only	at	a	distance.
"You	 haven't	 gained	 anything	 by	 hurrying,"	 she	 said	 coldly.	 "You	might	 as



well	have	waited	a	few	moments	for	the	regular	ferry."
"Ferry?"	 he	 echoed,	 not	 understanding,	 and	 she	 gestured	with	 her	 arm	 as	 if

making	a	sword-thrust.	He	saw	a	much	larger	craft,	by	the	spray-wake	a	cushion-
effect	 vessel,	 moving	 rapidly	 in	 toward	 the	 gangway	 they	 were	 now	 leaving
behind.	 And	 there	 was	 a	 crowd	 of	 passengers	 streaming	 down	 the	 gangway,
ready	to	board	the	thing.	The	ferry.
"But	that,	surely,	will	be	going	to	Joytown,"	he	objected,	drawing	the	obvious

conclusion.
"Where	 else?"	 she	 demanded.	 "Now	 you're	 going	 to	 have	 to	 wait	 until	 the

pilot	has	put	me	down	first."
"But	I'm	not	going	to	Joytown.	I'm	going	to	the	water-plant."
"Oh!"	Her	voice,	cold	before,	became	hard	now,	as	she	turned	around	in	her

seat	to	stare	at	him.	"You	are?	May	I	ask	why?"
"I	 don't	 see	where	 it's	 any	 of	 your	 business,"	 he	 retorted,	meeting	 her	 stare

with	a	frown.	Her	eyes	were	dark	blue,	very	intent,	and	her	face	was	regular,	a
trifle	too	square-jawed	for	beauty,	but	attractive.	At	least,	he	temporized,	it	could
be	 attractive	 without	 the	 gimlet-eye	 stare.	 Jet-black	 hair,	 close-cut	 and	 glossy
with	health,	clung	like	a	cap	to	her	head.	Her	dark	blue	cape	was	caught	at	her
throat	with	a	white	metal	clasp	 in	 the	shape	of	a	bow.	The	glitter	and	 the	dark
cloth	emphasized	the	clear	pallor	of	her	skin.	Her	eyes	stayed	steady.
"I'm	afraid	I	shall	have	to	make	it	my	business,"	she	said,	putting	out	a	hand	to

grasp	the	seat-back	as	the	‘foil	began	to	surge,	into	the	waves.
"I	don't	see	why.	Who	are	you,	and	what	business	is	it	of	yours	that	I	want	to

visit	 the	 water-plant	 laboratory?"	 Dillard	 could	 feel	 a	 cold	 wall	 of	 defense
around	 her,	 and	 a	 sense	 of	 hard	 power	 that	 went	 strangely	 with	 her	 amply
feminine	form.
"My	name	 is	Mara	Hunt.	The	water-plant	 is	very	much	my	business,	mister

—?"
"Dillard.	Den	Dillard."
"Mr.	Dillard.	I	am	on	my	way	to	take	up	a	post	as	Dr.	Stanley's	assistant.	He	is

the	scientist	in	charge	of	the	desalination	plant	laboratory."
"I	know.	He's	the	man	I	want	to	see."
"Indeed!"	 The	 defense	 wall	 was	 almost	 tangible	 now.	 "What	 are	 you,	 Mr.

Dillard,	a	newsman?"
"Hardly."	He	slapped	his	kit-box	affectionately.	"I'm	a	sensor-man.	Not	that	it

has	anything	 to	do	with	anything.	My	business	with	Stanley	 is	purely	personal
and	private.	Needn't	concern	you	at	all."
"I	find	that	hard	to	believe."
"That's	up	to	you."	Dillard	ducked	as	a	running	wave	spouted	foam	up	against



the	plastic	shield,	and	began	to	feel	mild	irritation.	The	same	gust	of	wind	caught
her	cape	and	sent	it	fluttering	back	over	her	shoulders,	to	re-veal	a	torso	as	pale
as	her	face	but	beautifully	contoured.	The	odd	contrast	added	to	his	irritation.	A
woman	with	a	 figure	 like	 that,	but	 cold	and	 ruthless,	didn't	 seem	 right	 to	him.
Out	of	his	irritation	he	said,
"You're	 not	 all	 that	 easy	 to	 believe	 yourself,	 Miss	 Hunt.	 Assistant	 to	 Dr.

Stanley?	I	checked	up	on	this	business	as	far	as	I	could	before	coming	this	far,
and	the	way	I	heard	it,	Stanley's	appointment	is	one	of	those	things,	a	sinecure.
Figurehead.	 People	 who	 crave	 a	 little	 peace	 and	 quiet	 to	 do	 some	 personal
research	and	get	paid	for	it,	those	are	the	kind	who	land	a	job	like	that.	Right?	So
for	what	would	 Stanley	 need	 an	 assistant?"	As	 far	 as	 he	 could	 tell	 she	wasn't
shaken	in	the	least	by	his	veiled	accusation.	If	anything	the	glint	in	her	eyes	grew
harder.
"You're	not	a	scientist,"	she	said,	"so	it's	rather	pointless	trying	to	explain.	But,

truly,	Dr.	Stanley	has	run	into	something	exciting	in	the	field	of	water	chemistry
and	 needs	 assistance.	 If	 only	 to	 keep	worries	 and	 routine	 chores	 off	 his	mind
while	he	works."
Dillard	was	tempted	to	retort,	"I	am	neither	a	worry	nor	a	routine	chore,"	but

instead	 he	muttered,	 "I'm	 going	 to	 see	 him	 anyway.	 To	 talk	 to	 him	 for	 a	 few
minutes.	You	 going	 to	 try	 and	 stop	me?"	That	 remark	 earned	 him	 the	 kind	 of
smile	he	could	well	have	done	without.	There	was	mirth	in	it,	of	the	kind	that	an
adult	might	 feel	 when	 faced	with	 a	 truculent	 child.	 It	 said,	more	 plainly	 than
words,	that	she	could	brush	him	aside	without	exertion,	if	she	wanted	to.	But	she
said,	mildly,	"Very	well,	see	him,	so	long	as	it	is	only	for	a	few	minutes."	Then
she	turned	her	face	forward	and	stared	into	the	breeze,	letting	it	ripple	her	cape
stiffly	back	over	her	shoulders.	Snubbed	and	smarting,	Dillard	looked	away,	and
found	himself	staring	full	at	the	mysterious	Venusian	ship,	now	slipping	past	as
the	 small	 craft	 circled	 it	 to	 reach	 the	 inlet	 lane	 to	 the	water-plant	 center.	 That
ship	looked	enormous	from	here,	on	the	water	level,	and	he	felt	a	cold	chill	as	he
remembered	what	he	had	let	himself	in	for.	It	loomed	hugely,	totally	different	in
shape	from	anything	he	would	have	classed	as	a	spaceship.	It	was	hard	to	believe
such	an	awkward	thing	could	fly	at	all.
Venture	Three,	now,	like	any	other	cargo-and-passenger	ship,	was	of	the	triple

tube	construction,	 three	mighty	cylin-ders	 joined	by	a	 set	of	Y-sections,	where
cargo,	 human	 or	 otherwise,	 rode	 in	 reasonable	 comfort,	 lifted,	 powered	 and
driven	by	the	drive-and-power	unit	which	was	a	slimmer	cylinder	up	the	center.
You	could	think	of	it	as	engine	and	crew	quarters,	plus	cabins	all	around,	and	it
was	 a	 logical	 arrangement.	 Police,	military	 and	 courier	 ships,	 of	 course,	were
just	 the	 one	 cylinder.	 But	 this	 Venusian	 wasn't	 even	 a	 cylinder	 at	 all,	 nor



anything	 remotely	 like	 it.	Dillard	 scratched	his	memory	until	 it	 yielded	up	 the
term	he	wanted.	Teardrop,	that	was	it.	An	upended	drop,	like	a	huge	metal	pear
standing	on	its	stem.	He	scowled	up	at	it,	trying	to	rationalize	the	design	in	his
mind	as	the	‘foil	scuttered	by.
Drive,	 he	 knew,	 consisted	 of	 fusion-power	 plant,	 reaction-mass	 for	 the

uncomfortable	 business	 of	 planet-fall,	 and	 Pauli-drive	 for	 the	 space-bending
leaps	in	between	stars.	And	the	drive	unit	as	a	whole,	plus	the	auxiliaries,	had	to
lie	 along	 the	center	of	gravity	of	 the	whole	 thing.	So,	 in	 this	 ship,	 it	must	 run
right	up	the	middle	like	a	core,	but	you	couldn't	 tell	 that	from	the	bulging	top-
heavy	 outside.	 This	 thing	 seemed	 to	 wallow	 in	 the	 water	 like	 some	 obscene
growth.	And	 yet,	 he	mused,	 it	 had	 buoyancy,	much	more	 than	Venture	 Three,
which	 would	 have	 submerged	 almost	 out	 of	 sight	 had	 it	 not	 been	 for	 the
magnetic	girdle	 that	held	 it	up.	Dillard	nodded	 to	himself	as	 the	answer	came.
Buoyancy	was	a	 logical	 thing	to	build	into	a	ship	that	had	to	land	and	take	off
from	the	swampy	semiliquid	surface	of	Venus.	And	for	a	water-planet	like	this,
too.	He	 recalled	Conway	saying	 that	Venusians	had	discovered	and	opened	up
this	planet.	And	why	not?	A	place	like	this	would	be	more	homelike	to	them	than
to	any	ordinary	human.
That	phrase	 led	his	 thoughts	 into	a	shivery	byway.	Just	how	un-human	were

the	Veenies,	after	five	generations?	He'd	never	seen	one,	nor	had	anyone	of	his
acquaintance.	Were	they	really	monsters?	Conway	hadn't	thought	so.
"Ever	 see	 a	Venusian	 ship	 before,	Mr.	 Dillard?"	Mara	Hunt's	 cool	 question

broke	in	on	his	thoughts,	and	he	turned	to	see	her	blue	eyes	mocking	him.
"No.	I	didn't	even	know	the	Veenies	had	ships	until	Captain	Conway	told	me.

You	seem	to	know."	Her	expression	stayed	scornful,	and	a	wild	notion	came	to
him.	"Just	so	I	won't	put	my	foot	right	in	my	mouth,"	he	said,	"you're	not	one	of
them,	are	you?"	Now	for	the	first	time	he	saw	the	ice	break.	She	laughed,	and	he
was	astonished	at	the	transformation.
"I	am	not,	Mr.	Dillard.	Nor	are	you.	I've	met	quite	a	few	Venusians,	and	you

obviously	haven't,	or	you	wouldn't	have	said	that."
"You	mean,	 they	 really	 are	 different	 from	us?	 I've	 heard	 all	 sorts	 of	 things.

Who	 hasn't?	But	 if	 you've	 actually	met	 some—are	 they	 really	 tall	 and	 skinny
with	hairless	heads	and	green	skin?"
"I	said	you	weren't	a	scientist."	She	laughed	again,	delightfully,	and	shook	her

head.	 "They	 are	 as	 human	 as	 you	or	 I.	And	why	not?	After	 all,	 it	 is	 only	 one
hundred	and	 fifty	years	 since	we	put	 them	away	on	Venus."	The	"we"	 rankled
suddenly.	"Not	me!"	he	denied.	"Oh,	by	association,	if	you	like.	I	will	own	that
kind	 of	 guilt,	 for	 what	 it's	 worth,	 but	 I	 am	 not	 responsible	 for	 what	 my
predecessors	did	all	that	time	ago."



"Not	 as	 a	 person,	 no,"	 she	 agreed.	 "But	 then,	 neither	 were	 the	 individual
persons	of	 that	 time	responsible.	They	never	are.	The	guilt	slips	away	onto	the
anonymous	 shoulders	 of	 some	 government	 or	 group,	 always.	Mankind,	 as	 an
abstraction,	can	and	does	commit	crimes	that	no	individual	would	ever	dream	of.
And,	as	you	say,	 it	was	a	 long	 time	ago.	You	are	not	guilty.	And	 those	people
there"—she	 pointed	 a	 sword-like	 arm	 again,	 at	 the	 towering	 ship—"are	 not
responsible,	 either.	 But	 they	 have	 to	 live	with	 it.	 They	 are	 the	 descendants	 of
those	people	we	banished	all	that	time	ago.	They	have	suffered.	You	can't	expect
them	to	shrug	it	off	quite	as	easily	as	you	do."
"Suffered?"	 he	 echoed,	 stung	 by	 her	 mockery.	 "Come	 now,	 they	 survived,

didn't	they?	They	should	have	been	executed	for	what	they	did,	no	doubt	of	that.
Never	before	can	there	have	been	a	criminal	group	so	well	aware	of	what	they
were	doing.	And	when	they	were	rounded	up	they	admitted	guilt,	expected	to	be
executed.	But	no,	they	were	dumped	on	Venus	with	ample	survival	gear,	and	left.
And	they	survived.	So	let's	not	go	too	strong	on	the	suffering!"
"You	said	 that	very	well,"	she	retorted,	still	scornful.	"Even	on	Earth,	where

the	various	races	of	men	have	learned	to	live	in	the	most	unlikely	spots,	the	mild
temperate	 areas	 are	 still	 favorite.	 A	 man	 can	 live	 in	 the	 desert,	 on	 top	 of	 a
mountain,	or	among	ice	and	snow,	but	at	what	cost?
And	 it's	 worse	 just	 as	 soon	 as	 he	 knows	 there	 are	 better	 places.	 When	 he

knows	he	is	being	robbed.	The	Venusians	were	robbed,	and	they	resent	it.	They
have	learned	to	live	with	it,	just	as	their	deported	ancestors	learned	to	live	with
perpetual	humidity	and	swamp-heat,	in	half-darkness,	but	you	can't	expect	them
to	like	it,	and	they	don't."
"But	they've	adapted	now,	surely?"	he	insisted,	unwilling	to	surrender	all	his

myths	of	queer	people.
"I	said	you	were	no	scientist."	She	was	openly	 laughing	at	him	now,	and	he

had	time	to	marvel	at	how	attractive	she	could	be,	even	while	her	scorn	irritated
him.	"In	five	or	so	generations	no	true	adaptation	is	possible.	But	there	has	been
a	 degree	 of	 selection-pressure,	which	 is	 not	 quite	 the	 same	 thing.	As	 a	 result,
Venusians—and	I	have	met	and	spoken	to	many—tend	to	be	leaner	than	average.
You	 can't	 carry	 a	 lot	 of	 body-bulk	 when	 you	 have	 little	 or	 no	 opportunity	 to
dissipate	 body-heat	 by	 surface	 evaporation.	 They	 tend	 to	 be	 extremely	 fit	 and
healthy,	in	a	smoothly	efficient	way.	They	are	pale,	with	bleached	hair,	because
they	 encounter	 virtually	 no	 ultraviolet.	 Because	 of	 constant	 humidity	 and	 a
lessened	rate	of	oxygen	exchange	they	tend	to	be	deep-chested,	with	a	large	lung
capacity,	and	low-pitched	voices.	They	swim	as	much	and	as	readily	as	we	walk.
And	they	have	large	violet	eyes."
She	added	the	final	sentence	in	a	flat	calm	tone	that	caught	him	for	a	moment.



Then	he	snorted.
"You're	putting	me	on.	Big	violet	eyes?"
Her	 lip	 curled	 in	 a	 derisive	 grin.	 "You'd	 be	 an	 easy	 man	 to	 confuse,	 Mr.

Dillard,	 if	 such	was	my	 intention.	 In	 fact	 that	 last	 item	 is	absolutely	 true.	And
fascinating.	 Geneticists,	 those	 few	 who	 have	 been	 able	 to	 observe	 the
phenomenon,	 are	 highly	 intrigued.	 Sight	 is	 the	 youngest	 of	 the	 senses,	 and,	 it
seems,	the	most	flexible.	I've	heard	a	number	of	theories,	but	without	a	flow	of
volunteers	for	study	they	will	remain	just	 that.	Apparently	 the	human	eye	does
have	 a	 capacity	 to	 detect	 ultraviolet,	 and	 as	 there	 is	 virtually	 none	 at	 surface
level	on	Venus,	their	eyes	have	become	considerably	more	sensitive	to	what	little
there	is.	We	are	violet-blind	by	comparison."
By	now	they	were	far	away	from	the	ship	that	had	started	the	whole	subject,

and	 circling	 around	 the	 stark	 end	 of	 a	 steel	 arm,	 to	 enter	 a	 long	 and	 dark
waterway,	bounded	on	both	sides	by	the	great	bulks	of	plastic	water-tanks,	and
roofed	over	with	spidery	grids	of	girder-work.	At	the	far	end,	standing	back	from
a	metal	 platform	 and	 landing	 steps	 stood	 a	 tall	 round	 tower	 of	 bright	 chrome
steel.	At	the	very	top	the	chrome	gave	way	to	windows.	The	‘foil	slowed	now	as
it	made	 its	way	 in	 and	 alongside	 the	 steps.	The	 two	passengers	 rose	 and	went
back	to	the	stern	end	to	dismount.
"You'll	hang	on	 for	me,"	Dillard	said.	 "I	don't	expect	 to	be	more	 than	about

half	an	hour."
"Right.	What	about	you,	Miss?"
Mara	 Hunt	 gripped	 her	 traveling-case	 firmly,	 extended	 her	 card	 and	 said,

"Check	me	 out.	 I	 expect	 to	 be	 staying	 here."	 Getting	 her	 card	 back	 from	 the
machine	she	stepped	ashore	and	strode	away	toward	the	tower,	leaving	Dillard	to
follow.	The	landing	platform	had	a	slope,	and	then	a	barrier	with	a	door,	beyond
which	 was	 dark	 and	 weed-smells,	 and	 round	 tunnels	 leading	 off	 in	 many
directions.	He	squinted	through	one	in	passing	and	saw	a	stretching	expanse	of
catwalks	 and	 pipes.	All	 around	 this	 dark	 enclosure	were	 curving	 pipes,	 color-
coded	in	some	systematic	way	that	meant	nothing	to	him,	and	a	great	number	of
massive	 wheel-valves,	 each	 with	 its	 motor	 and	 buttons.	 There	 was	 no	 one	 in
sight,	 but	 the	 whole	 structure	 shook	 delicately	 to	 the	 throb	 of	 some	 mighty
machine	 laboring	somewhere	nearby.	Right	 in	 the	center	of	 the	cavern	stood	a
polished	 curved	 surface	 and	 elevator	 gates.	 Dillard	 felt	 relief	 at	 the	 sight.	 He
hadn't	fancied	lugging	his	kit-box	up	several	flights	of	steps,	and	he	was	far	too
attached	to	it	to	leave	it	anywhere	about.	With	her	palm	on	the	call-button	Miss
Hunt	asked,	"Aren't	you	going	to	record	anything	of	this,	Mr.	Dillard?	It	must	be
a	novel	experience!"
"Not	 right	now.	Maybe,	after	 I've	done	my	business	with	Stanley	 I'll	have	a



scan	over	the	plant.	Depends."	The	elevator	came	and	they	stepped	in,	sending	it
skyward.
"You	still	haven't	said	why	you	want	to	contact	Dr.	Stanley.	Do	you	know	him

at	all?"
"I	once	knew	him	only	too	well."	Dillard	had	to	exert	control	over	his	voice,

now	 that	 the	 crucial	moment	was	 close.	 "He	 cost	me	 three	years	 of	 life,	 three
precious	years."
Her	fine	black	brows	came	down	in	a	hard	line	of	unbelief.	"Surely	not,"	she

objected.	"You	must	have	the	wrong	man."
"Not	a	chance.	I	checked,	here	and	all	the	way	back.	Dr.	Edmund	Stanley	was

on	the	Vocational	Advisory	Board	when	I	came	up	for	assignment	to	university.
Because	 of	 him	 I	 had	 to	 slog	 through	 three	 lousy	 years	 of	 general	 science.	 I
didn't	want	it.	I	said	so,	good	and	loud,	but	he	had	the	casting	voice	and	made	a
big	play	about	my	academic	record,	and	potential,	and	all	the	rest	of	it.	I	caught
it.	 I	 suffered,	 because	 of	 him."	 It	was	 her	 turn	 to	 say,	 "Oh	 come,	Mr.	Dillard.
Suffered?	Three	years	of	general	science	couldn't	hurt	anybody."
"You	don't	understand,	any	more	than	he	did."
"That's	the	oldest	craven	cry	in	the	world,	that	nobody	understands."
"Go	ahead	and	sneer!"	he	invited	angrily.	"Maybe	I	couldn't	explain	it	myself,

at	the	time.	Not	properly.	But	I've	grown	some	since	then."
"You're	trying	to	say	you're	not	interested	in	the	facts	of	life?"
"I	knew	you	didn't	understand.	Of	course	I'm	interested	in	things.	I	was	then.	I

still	am.	But	what	he	couldn't	understand	then,	and	you	won't	now	is	that	I'm	not
interested	in	facts.	Not	minutiae,	details,	about	things.	They	only	get	in	the	way,
for	me.	 I'm	curious,	 just	 as	much	 as	 anybody	 and	more	 than	most,	 but	 I	 don't
want	to	know	about	 things.	I	want	to	know	the	thing	itself,	to	see	and	feel	and
experience	 it,	not	a	collection	of	data	and	symbols	and	explanations.	Take	 this
elevator.	You	probably	know	exactly	how	it	works,	a	lot	of	stuff	about	cables	and
motors	and	so	on.	I	couldn't	care	less.	I	feel	I'm	being	lifted	up,	going	up.	I	feel
it.	 I	 don't	 care	 how	 it	 is	 done.	 I'm	 sensing	 what	 is	 actually	 happening…"	He
caught	himself	and	let	the	sentence	fade	as	he	saw	the	baffled	look	on	her	face.	It
was	 quite	 impossible	 to	 explain	 to	 her	 the	 difference	 between	 living	 and
knowing	 about	 life.	 The	 explanation	 didn't	 sound	 very	 convincing	 even	 to
himself.	 All	 he	 knew	was	 that	 it	 was	 true,	 that	 Stanley,	 by	 insisting	 on	 three
years	of	general	science	for	the	young	Dennis	Dillard,	had	created	a	monstrous
barrier	 of	 data	 between	 that	 sensitive	 soul	 and	 the	 life	 he	 wanted	 to	 sense
directly.
"Anyway,"	he	muttered,	"I	made	it	to	where	I	am	now	despite	him."
"And	where	are	you	now?"



"Top	man	in	my	field,"	he	told	her.	"I	doubt	if	there	are	a	hundred	really	good
sensor-people	altogether.	The	backwoods	are	thick	with	hacks,	sure,	but	the	real
artists	are	few.	And	I'm	up	around	the	top,	in	an	income-bracket	Dr.	Stanley	will
never	reach.	And	I	aim	to	tell	him	just	that,	to	rub	his	nose	right	in	it."
"Dear	me!"	she	murmured.	"All	this,	just	to	gratify	a	childish	spite?"
"I	quote	you,"	he	growled.	"I	had	to	live	through	it,	and	with	it,	and	fight	my

way	out	of	it.	No	thanks	to	him."
"I	doubt	if	he	will	even	remember	you."
"You	may	 leave	 that	 safely	 to	me,"	 he	 said.	 "I'll	 remind	him!"	The	 elevator

hissed	to	a	halt,	the	doors	slid	open	and	they	moved	out	into	a	small	but	bright
hallway,	anonymous	in	muted	green	plastic.	Of	three	doors,	one	stood	half-open,
affording	a	sight	of	a	domestic	interior,	an	automated	kitchen,	a	dining	room	and,
beyond,	 a	 living	 room.	 The	 other	 doors,	 closed,	 bore	 legends.	 On	 one,
laboratory;	the	other,	office.	Dillard	looked,	and	sniffed.
"This	is	living?"	he	demanded	caustically.	"This	dump?‘'
Miss	Hunt	ignored	him.	She	seemed	to	be	listening	for	something.	Then	she

moved	 away	 to	 the	 door	marked	 office,	 and	 knocked,	waited	 a	moment,	 then
pushed	open	the	door	and	went	in.	Dillard	stayed	where	he	was.	Imagine	being
stuck	in	this	monastic	retreat	for	two	years'	service!
There	 was	 nothing	 to	 be	 done,	 he	 knew	 that.	 The	 desalination	 plant	 was

virtually	 self-operating,	and	what	 little	manipulation	 there	was	 to	do	was	done
by	 a	 staff	 of	 semiskilled	 laborers	 under	 a	 technical	 foreman.	 Connect,
disconnect,	check	 levels	and	output,	make	out	balance	sheets,	monthly	reports,
and	pass	them	along	here	for	Dr.	Stanley	to	initial.	And	that	was	all	he	was	for.	A
figurehead.	So	all	right,	he	had	all	day	and	forever	to	potter	about	with	research
into	water	chemistry,	good	luck	to	it!	Dillard	couldn't	imagine	anything	he	would
enjoy	 less.	But	what	 gave	him	particular	 joy	was	his	 knowledge	 that	 this	 post
was	 regarded	 as	 very	much	 a	 backwater,	 a	 convenient	 slot	 for	 some	 third-rate
test	tube	waver	who	would	never	rate	anything	better.	The	great	Dr.	Stanley!
He	saw	Miss	Hunt	come	out	of	the	office	again	and	cross,	with	quick	strides,

to	the	laboratory	door.	Again	she	knocked,	then	went	on	in.	All	at	once	Dillard
felt	uneasy.	It	was	too	quiet.	The	place	didn't	feel	right.	He	put	the	thought	away
with	the	rationalization	that	it	was	simply	because	he	was	being	kept	waiting	for
his	moment	of	triumph,	but	it	came	back.	He	stepped	to	the	laboratory	door	and
looked	in.	It	was	full	of	gadgetry	but	empty	of	persons,	apart	from	Miss	Hunt,
who	stood	now	in	the	middle	of	strewn	apparatus	and	was	scowling	to	herself.
All	at	once	she	marched	back	to	the	door.
"There's	 something	wrong,"	 she	 said,	 brushed	 past	 him	 and	went	 on	 to	 the

third	 and	 last	 door.	 Dillard	 followed	 on	 her	 heels.	 The	 living	 space,	 too,	 was



empty.	Miss	Hunt	wasted	only	a	moment	in	there,	then	came	out,	hard-eyed.
"There's	 something	wrong,"	she	 repeated.	"He's	not	here.	And	he	should	be.

Not	 only	 is	 there	 nowhere	 for	 him	 to	 go,	 the	 rules	 are	 quite	 strict.	 He	 is	 not
supposed	to	quit	this	space	unless	he	makes	special	arrangements	or	leaves	some
word.	I	don't	like	it."
"Maybe	he	left	word	with	the	foreman?"
"It's	possible.	I'll	check."	She	marched	swiftly	now	back	to	the	office,	Dillard

following,	 to	 see	 her	 sit	 down	 at	 the	 visor-phone	 and	 begin	 dialing.	 His
uneasiness	returned	tenfold.
IV
Looking	over	her	shoulder	he	 found	 time	 to	wonder	how	she	came	 to	know

such	a	lot	about	rules	here.	That	thought	led	to	another.	She,	from	what	he	had
seen,	was	hardly	the	assistant	type.	Much	more	likely	to	be	dominant.	He	didn't
fancy	being	Stanley	and	having	to	boss	her	around.	As	the	visor	screen	opened
into	activity	he	was	on	 the	point	of	shifting	allegiance,	going	over	 to	Stanley's
side.	He	was,	after	all,	a	man,	and	probably	hated	bossy	females	as	much	as	any
other	 man.	 The	 screen	 showed	 a	 jowly-faced	 man	 of	 about	 forty,	 registering
surprise.
"Jacoby	 here.	 What's	 up,	 Doc?	 Uh?	 Sorry,	 Miss,	 thought	 you	 were	 Doc

Stanley.	Who…"
"I	am	speaking	from	Dr.	Stanley's	office.	My	name	is	Mara	Hunt.	I	have	just

arrived	to	take	up	a	position	as	Dr.	Stanley's	assistant.	But	he	is	not	here.	Have
you	any	idea	where	he	might	have	gone?"
"He	ain't	there?"	Jacoby	scratched	his	sagging	jaw	and	frowned	in	bafflement.

"He	must	be.	You	sure?"
"Yes,	I'm	sure.	Unless	there	are	more	than	three	subdivisions	here.	Laboratory,

office,	living	area.	I've	checked	those."
"That's	 it,	 then.	 But	 why	 would	 he	 leave?	 And	 where	 would	 he	 go?"	 I'm

asking	you!"
"Yeah.	But—unless	he	went	for	a	stroll	around	the	works.	And	why	would	he

do	that?"
"Will	you	make	inquiries,	please?"
"What	kind?	Oh!"	Jacoby's	face	struggled	to	register	eager	desire	to	help.	"I'll

pass	the	word	around	the	gang	to	look	out	for	him."
"Do	 that.	And	would	you	please	 tell	me	who	 I	 should	get	 in	 touch	with,	 in

case	this	is	something	serious?"
"Huh?"	Jacoby	was	floored	now.
"Who	is	the	supreme	authority	on	Hydro?	Law	and	order?"
"Oh!	 That'll	 be	 the	 Port	 Base.	 It's	 a	 radio	 number.	 You	 want	 Port	 Admiral



Bredon.	But	what	can	he	do?"
"I'll	know	that	when	I	ask	him.	Please	make	your	inquiries	and	call	me	back,

here."	She	cut	 the	call	vigorously,	 then	expelled	a	breath	of	exasperation.	"The
man's	an	idiot!"	She	swiveled	her	seat	around	to	stare	up	at	Dillard,	looking	right
through	him	as	if	he	were	furniture.	"There's	something	very	wrong	here.	Very
wrong."
"Maybe	he	went	 for	 a	 stroll	 and	 fell	 in	 the	water."	Dillard	was	nudged	 into

facetiousness	by	the	way	she	ignored	him.	It	got	her	attention.	She	drilled	holes
in	him	with	her	blue	eyes.
"That	was	not	funny,	Mr.	Dillard!"
"Not	to	you.	But	look,	this	is	a	big	layout,	and	why	wouldn't	he	go	for	a	stroll

around	it?	Maybe	he	wanted	a	close-up	look	at	one	of	the…"
"I	 will	 repeat,	 for	 your	 benefit."	 Her	 tone	 would	 have	 curdled	 milk.	 "This

plant	is	sealed;	is	fully	automatic;	is	so	designed	that	human	contact	with	any	of
the	preparatory	stages	 is	avoided,	 is	discouraged.	There	are	a	series	of	monitor
stages	that	permit	close	examination	of	any	part,	a	relay	of	tappings	that	permit
an	extracted	sample	from	any	stage.	There	is	absolutely	no	reason	whatever	for
Dr.	Stanley	to	leave	this	area,	even	if	the	rules	did	not	specifically	forbid	such	a
thing.	It	is	one	of	the	conditions."
"You	mean	he	couldn't	even	get	away	to	pay	a	visit,	maybe,	to	an	old	friend	on

one	of	the	ships?	After	all,	I	came	to	call	on	him!"
"He	 could	 leave,	 but	 only	 by	 arrangement	 with	 someone	 responsible.	 You

don't	seem	to	realize,	Mr.	Dillard,	that	this	water-plant	is	vital	to	Hydro."
"Maybe	he	left	a	note	of	some	kind."
"That	is	extremely	unlikely.	Jacoby	would	have	known."
"Can't	do	any	harm	to	take	a	look.	There	might	be	some	indication…"
"I	shall	do	that,	of	course."	She	surged	up	from	the	chair,	unfastened	the	neck

clasp	of	her	cape	and	swirled	it	into	a	drape	over	the	chair	back.
"But	there's	no	reason	for	you	to	linger	now,	Mr.	Dillard.	This	is	my	business.

I	can	handle	it."	As	she	stood	bolt-erect,	assuming	authority	as	if	by	heritage,	he
was	spurred	by	some	irrational	demon	to	oppose	her.
"I'll	help	you,"	he	offered.	"After	all,	Stanley	was	something	to	me,	too.	Not

an	old	friend,	exactly,	but	something."
"Are	you	deliberately	trying	to	be	obnoxious,	Mr.	Dillard?"	She	glared,	edging

forward	as	if	to	crowd	him	out	by	her	physical	presence.	In	that	one	instant	he
had	the	peculiar	sensation	of	being	able	to	see	beyond	the	barrier	she	had	erected
between	 them.	As	 an	 armor	 it	was	 chill	 and	 unyielding,	 but	 inside	 that	was	 a
flame,	a	 tremendous	vitality,	and	he	had	 the	 irrational	conviction	 that	 if	he	did
anything	to	crack	that	shield	her	inner	self	would	explode	out	and	consume	him



in	a	flash.	He	knew	abysmal	fear,	and	fought	it.
"I'm	just	trying	to	help,"	he	protested.	"What's	wrong	with	that?"
"A	blind	man	will	help	me	to	look?"
"I'm	not	blind.	Thanks	to	your	Dr.	Stanley,	I	can	even	find	my	way	to	and	fro

in	a	laboratory	with	some	skill."
The	 phone	 squealed	 for	 her	 attention.	 She	 turned,	 hit	 the	 switch,	 and	 sat.

Jacoby's	 face	 came	on,	 his	 eyes	widening,	 then	 shifting	 upward	with	 a	 visible
effort	to	concentrate	on	her	face.
"I've	checked	around,"	he	announced.	"All	 the	gang.	Not	a	sign.	Never	have

seen	him	wandering	around,	come	 to	 that.	 I	have	also	checked	with	water-taxi
center,	 and	all	 ships	presently	on	planet.	Nothing.	You	want	 to	 call	Port	Base,
now?"
"Not	immediately.	I	want	to	look	around	here	more.	Thank	you,	Mr.	Jacoby.

I'll	keep	in	touch."	The	screen	blanked	again	and	she	scowled	at	it.
"That	man	was	agitated	about	something…"
Dillard	chuckled,	and	she	whirled	on	him	abruptly.
"No,	wait!"	He	put	up	a	hand	to	halt	the	fierce	words	on	her	tongue.
"Don't	blame	Jacoby	too	much.	Lord	knows	how	long	he's	been	here,	or	how

long	since	he	saw—what	you	just	showed	him!"
Her	 black	 brows	 came	 down	 in	 that	 hard	 line	 again,	 then,	 all	 at	 once,	 she

glanced	down	at	her	naked	torso	and	back	up	at	Dillard.
"You	don't	mean…	?	But	how	ridiculous!	We're	not	back	in	the	dark	ages!"
"No?	It's	my	guess	you	haven't	had	much	to	do	with	people	of	Jacoby's	class,

or	you	wouldn't	say	that."
"Class?	 That	 old	 myth.	 Class	 distinctions	 went	 out	 before	 you	 and	 I	 were

born,	Dillard.	And	 don't	 try	 to	 argue	with	me,	 either.	 I	 have	 degrees	 in	 socio-
dynamics."
Dillard	drew	a	breath	 in	readiness	for	a	hot	 retort,	 then	 let	 it	ease	out	again.

What	was	the	use?	This,	he	thought,	was	what	science	did	for	you.	All	the	facts
and	 formulae,	 the	 studies,	 the	 conclusions—but	 no	 actual	 sense	of	 experience.
She	had	done	her	social	science	courses,	maybe	even	some	field	work	to	get	her
diploma	or	whatever,	 but	 she	had	never	been	 lower-class,	 as	 he	had.	With	her
background	and	abilities,	 she	could	never	know	what	 it	 felt	 like	 to	be	 inferior,
insecure,	unimportant	to	anyone,	dependent	on	a	web-work	of	simple	values	and
shallow	 certainties,	 needing	 something	 to	 lean	 on,	 some	 given	 set	 of	 "right"
things.	She	would	never	know,	for	instance,	that	unless	a	woman	had	inbred	self-
confidence,	 tremendous	 courage,	 or	 total	 innocence,	 it	 would	 be	 a	 physical
impossibility	 for	 her	 to	 discard	 her	 protective	 clothing	 in	 the	 presence	 of
strangers.	 She	 would	 never	 know,	 because	 it	 wasn't	 in	 the	 book,	 or	 in	 any



formula,	but	was	something	you	felt.	This	was	the	class	that	still	existed	in	this
so-called	classless	 society,	 the	division	between	 the	 self-confidently	aware	and
those	who	were	just	not	up	to	it.
"Forget	it,"	he	muttered,	and	began	unzipping	his	kit-box.	"Where	do	we	start

looking	first?"
"And	what	do	you	think	you're	going	to	do?"
"Make	a	recording,	of	course."
"A	recording	of	what?"	she	demanded.
"Of	what	it	feels	like,"	he	said	patiently,	as	he	clipped	the	headband	into	place

and	 snuggled	 the	 neck-contact	 firmly	 down,	 "to	 search	 through	 a	 strange
laboratory	 for	clues	 to	a	mysterious	disappearance.	Thing	 like	 that	 is	bound	 to
come	in	handy	for	all	kinds	of	story-material."	She	looked	unconvinced.	"What
kind	of	recording?"
"And	you	a	scientist!"	he	jeered	gently.	"Mean	to	say	you	don't	know?
Back	 on	 the	 boat	 I	 told	 you	 I	was	 a	 sensor-man.	Didn't	 I?"	He	 felt	 a	 small

triumphant	 glow	 of	 superiority.	 First	 her	 socio-dynamic	 innocence,	 now	 this.
"My	apparatus	records,	on	a	wire,	all	the	physiological	and	emotional	reactions	I
feel	 during	 the	 session.	 Not	 pictures,	 nor	 yet	 sounds,	 except	 for	 the	 lead-
signature,	which	I	will	now	do."	He	thumbed	a	switch,	held	the	box	close,	and
recited,	 "Conducting	 a	 search	 for	 possible	 clues	 to	 a	 mysterious,	 possibly
sinister,	 disappearance.	 Laboratory	 interior.	 Male	 subject.	 Also	 present	 and
assisting,	one	attractive	 female	personally	 involved	with	missing	person.	Chief
stress	 on	 curiosity,	 sense	 of	 mystery,	 novel	 surroundings.	 No	 immediate
awareness	 of	 personal	 danger.	Den	Dillard	 recording."	He	 released	 the	 switch,
cocked	an	eyebrow	at	her.
"That	will	cue	in	the	technicians	when	they	come	to	use	the	wire.	Of	course

they	will	boost	this	or	that,	play	down	the	other,	just	as	they	want	it,	that's	their
job.	All	I	get	is	the	raw	reactions.	Now,	you'd	better	scan	this	office,	and	maybe
the	living	section.	I'll	do	the	laboratory."
"Why	did	you	say	‘sinister'	like	that?"	she	demanded.
"Why	not?"	he	countered,	with	a	shrug.	"Any	laboratory	is	slightly	sinister,	for

me.	Look,	I	examine	my	feelings.	I	know	them,	I	use	them,	but	I	do	not	analyze
and	edit	them.	I'm	an	artist.	It's	a	poor	old	word,	but	it	happens	to	be	the	only	one
that	fits."
In	some	strange	way	it	was	as	 if	her	barriers	had	come	down.	She	looked	at

him	 oddly.	 "You	 said	 ‘attractive,'	 meaning	 me.	 Was	 that—just	 for	 the
technicians,	or	did	you	mean	it?	You	said	Jacoby	was	bothered	because	he	saw
me—uncovered.	 Does	 that	 affect	 you,	 too?"	 He	 looked	 her	 up	 and	 down
deliberately,	not	unkindly,	all	 the	way	from	her	glossy	black	hair	 to	her	glossy



shoes	where	 they	 showed	 from	 skin	 tight	 dark	 blue	 pants,	 and	 back	 up	 again,
taking	 in	 all	 her	 sculptured	 contours.	 He	 saw	 a	 faint	 pink	 start	 up	 under	 his
scrutiny.
"Of	course	I'm	affected.	Whether	you've	stopped	to	think	about	it	or	not,	that's

what	it's	for,	isn't	it?"
She	started	a	denial	but	he	put	up	a	palm.	"Maybe	not	in	any	deliberate	sense,

no.	But	 you	 register	 on	me	 just	 by	 being	 here.	 Just	 as	 I	 register	 on	 you.	 So	 I
react.	How	I	react	is	something	else	again,	is	up	to	me.	But,	because	I	am	what	I
am,	 I'm	aware	of	 reacting.	Most	people	pretend	not	 to	notice,	or	 try	 to	 ignore,
things	 they	can't	handle.	Not	me.	 It's	my	 job!"	He	 frowned	over	 the	 futility	of
language,	caught	at	an	analogy.	"Look,	a	man	who	writes	a	cookbook,	with	all
the	 specific	 details,	 is	 a	 scientist.	 The	 man	 who	 takes	 the	 book	 and	 from	 it
concocts	a	 tasty	dish,	 is	a	 technician.	But	neither	one	 is	a	cook.	A	cook	 is	one
who	just	goes	ahead	with	the	ingredients	and	processes,	by	feel,	and	produces	a
tasty	meal.	Who	does	it.	A	scientist	knows	what.	An	artist	knows	how.	You	can't
mix	‘em."	All	at	once	she	smiled,	and	it	was	a	totally	different	smile	from	any
that	 had	 gone	 before.	 "Your	world	 is	 completely	 alien	 to	me,	Dillard,	 but	 I'm
obliged	to	you	for	trying	to	enlighten	me.	And	flattered.	I've	been	complimented
before,	but	never	quite	like	that."	The	unguarded	moment	lingered	just	a	breath
longer,	 then	 she	 switched,	 briskly,	 to	 efficiency.	 "All	 right,	 you	 take	 the
laboratory.	I	don't	know	what	you're	looking	for,	but	if	you	see	anything	unusual,
call	me."
The	laboratory	was	easily	the	largest	room	of	the	three,	with	two	long	benches

splitting	it	into	three	slices,	and	a	shorter	bench	taking	up	almost	all	the	far	wall
space	under	a	solid	bank	of	glass	windows.	Dillard	spent	a	long	moment	staring
out	 of	 those	windows,	 out	 over	 the	 pipe-and-girder	 pyramid	 of	which	 he	was
now	the	apex.	Venture	Three	over	there.	The	Venusian	ship	on	the	left.	Away	in
the	distance,	Joytown.	Other	ships	lying	still.	Far	away	over	there	the	spike-spire
of	Port	Base	headquarters.	And	where	was	Dr.	Stanley?	Somehow,	as	he	swung
away	from	the	window	and	began	surveying	the	sparkling	glass	and	chrome,	it
didn't	 seem	 to	matter	 anymore	 to	Dillard.	 His	 desire	 to	 confront	 his	 one-time
teacher	 with	 his	 present	 success	 seemed	 childish	 now.	 Adjusting	 his	 input
controls	with	 the	 casual	 ease	 of	 long	 experience,	 he	 started	 a	methodical	 tour.
Most	 of	 the	 hardware	was	 familiar	 enough	 to	 be	 given	 names,	 and	 he	 had	 no
intention	of	 lingering	over	 it	 anyway.	 If	Stanley	had	 left	 any	 clues	 at	 all,	 they
would	 more	 likely	 be	 among	 the	 paper	 work	 in	 the	 filing	 pigeonholes	 which
lined	 the	 outside	 walls.	 So	 he	 moved	 fairly	 briskly	 along	 the	 benches,	 going
through	the	motions	of	stopping	to	inspect	every	now	and	then,	simply	to	gather
the	skin-sense	effects	of	being	close	to	complex	glassware	and	gadgetry.



The	equipment	showed	all	 the	signs	of	being	under	the	control	of	a	tidy	and
orderly	mind.	Dillard	found	his	thoughts	wandering	despite	himself.	Odd	about
Miss	Hunt.	Highly	 intelligent	 and	 educated,	 yet	 utterly	 naive	 about	 subjective
matters.	Oddly,	too,	that	was	true	of	so	many	women.	One	tended	to	accept	the
old	assumption	that	the	female	was	closer	to	unconscious	and	intuitive	matters,
but	 it	wasn't	 true.	He'd	discovered	 that	 for	himself.	You	take,	 for	 instance,	 that
matter	of	dress.	By	tradition	it	was	a	woman's	subject,	and	yet	not	one	woman	in
a	thousand	had	any	real	feel	for	it.	They	went	as	fashion	dictated,	hoping	to	put
on	 or	 take	 off	 some	 attribute	 or	 other	 along	 with	 this,	 that,	 or	 the	 other
arrangement	of	 clothes.	And	 it	wasn't	 like	 that	 at	 all.	The	 effect,	 the	 charm	or
otherwise,	was	inside,	and	it	came	through	no	matter	how	much,	or	how	little,	a
woman	wore.	There	 she	was,	 now,	 in	nothing	more	 than	 a	 tight-fitting	pair	 of
dark	blue	pants.	And	she	had	a	shape	to	catch	your	breath.	But	that's	all	it	was,	a
shape	and	a	movement.	Like	an	elaborately	beautiful	lamp,	not	switched	on.
Dillard	halted,	shook	his	head,	 then	found	what	 it	was	 that	was	catching	his

attention.	Water	trickling,	gently	and	steadily.	He	looked,	and	saw	a	thin	stream
of	water	jetting	from	a	pipe	and	trickling	into	a	basin.	An	oversight,	among	such
orderliness.	He	put	out	his	hand,	 looking	about	for	 the	 tap-source,	 intending	 to
shut	it	off.	Then	he	came	fully	alert	and	stared.	There	was	no	tap.	He	traced	the
pipe	back	with	his	 eye.	 It	was	 the	drain-outlet	 for	 a	glassite	 tank.	One	wall	of
that	tank	was	a	grayish	silver	screen,	square,	about	nine	inches	a	side,	with	the
water	 forming	on	 it	 constantly	 like	heavy	 sweat,	 then	coagulating	and	 running
down	into	the	bottom	of	the	tank.	Running	away.	But	where	was	it	coming	from?
He	moved	a	step	or	two,	to	get	beyond	that	screen,	where	he	could	see	the	other
side.	And	it	didn't	make	any	sense	at	all.
He	knew	what	he	was	looking	at.	That	wasn't	 the	problem.	In	common	with

almost	 everyone	 else	 of	 his	 generation,	Dillard	 knew	 something	 of	 the	Yatsu-
Kono	 desalination	 process.	 He	 remembered,	 wryly,	 that	 Stanley	 had	 carefully
omitted	to	assign	him	a	paper	on	that,	because	it	was	so	fundamentally	easy.	And
this	thing	was	a	miniature	model	of	the	plant.	The	duplicate	of	it	stood	in	every
high	 school	 laboratory	 on	 the	 face	 of	 the	 Earth.	 The	 reverse	 of	 the	 condenser
screen,	 where	 he	 was	 now	 staring,	 was	 a	 dark	 mass	 of	 allotropic	 carbon-on-
copper,	shimmering	under	a	maze	of	hair-fine	silver	threads	of	a	printed	circuit.
And	 the	whole	 thing	 stood	 boldly	 on	 a	 solid	 block	 of	 clear	 plastic.	 Fine!	But
where	was	the	input?
Dillard	 scowled,	 scratched	 his	 jaw,	 walked	 back	 to	 stare,	 then	 came	 to	 his

second	position	again.	As	far	as	his	memory	served,	this	was	almost	exactly	half
as	thick	as	the	conventional	unit	ought	to	be.	There	should	be	as	much	again,	on
this	side,	with	a	water	supply	of	some	kind.	He	stared,	in	imagination	hearing	the



thin	acid	of	Stanley's	voice	saying,	"Don't	just	stare,	boy!	Explain!"
"The	hell	with	it!"	he	grumbled	and	moved	on.	Some	new	refinement	or	other,

no	doubt.	Just	the	sort	of	thing	Stanley	would	delight	in.	His	mind	pulled	up	for
him	all	the	details	he	had	so	unwillingly	learned	so	long	ago.	Water,	the	wonder
substance,	 had	become	one	of	 those	 examples	 so	 dear	 to	 the	 heart	 of	 science-
philosophers,	a	perfect	instance	of	one	chance	discovery	leading	to	a	whole	new
insight	into	a	whole	clutch	of	problems.	Water,	the	weird	stuff	that	everyone	took
for	 granted	 except	 those	 few	who	 tried	 to	 explain	 it.	 The	 only	 substance,	 for
instance,	 that	becomes	 less	dense	when	 it	changes	from	liquid	 to	solid.	And	at
the	other	end	of	the	scale	it	was	equally	perverse.	You	heated	it	and	it	got	hotter,
up	to	a	point.	But	beyond	that	point	it	got	no	hotter	at	all,	no	matter	how	much
heat	 you	 poured	 into	 it.	 Instead	 it	 transformed	 into	 a	 gas,	 at	 the	 same
temperature!
You	 called	 that	 "latent	 heat,"	 in	 order	 to	 have	 a	 name	 for	 something	 you

couldn't	explain.
And	 so	 on,	 until	 the	 late	 nineteen	 sixties,	 when	 certain	 scientists	 began

investigating	the	notion	that	perhaps	liquids	have	structure.	At	this	same	period
there	 was	 a	 terrific	 pressure	 to	 discover	 some	 cheap	 and	 efficient	 way	 of
desalinating	water,	because	the	whole	of	human	civilization	was	facing	an	acute
shortage	 of	 this	 hitherto	 taken	 for	 granted	 commodity.	 Then	 the	 key
breakthrough,	in	the	Yatsu-Kono	laboratories,	by	a	couple	of	scientists	who	were
innocently	 investigating	 the	 precise	 nature	 of	 osmosis—or	 why	 does	 a	 water
molecule	 eagerly	 migrate	 from	 a	 weak	 solution	 into	 a	 dense	 one	 through	 a
suitable	membrane?	The	answer	they	found—or	refound—was	that	water	is	not
just	simply	H	O,	but	is	in	fact	a	2
long	chain	polymer	of	the	same	basic	formula,	linked	into	complex	knots	by	a

strange	 and	 little-understood	 thing	 called	 the	 "hydrogen	 bond."	 And	 then	 all
sorts	of	oddities	started	falling	into	place.	This	was	why	water	had	such	a	high
boiling	point,	for	instance.	By	analogy	it	should	have	been	slightly	lower	than	a
similar	 liquid,	 hydrogen	 sulphide,	which	 has	 a	 higher	molecular	weight,	 yet	 it
was	 one	 hundred	 and	 sixty	 degrees	 higher!	That	was	where	 all	 the	 heat	went.
And	why	it	expanded	on	freezing,	because	the	knotted	skeins	of	polymer	had	to
straighten	out	and	regularize	into	crystals.	And	this,	also,	was	why	a	long	chain
molecule	 could	 slip	 through	 a	 permeable	 membrane	 like	 an	 eel,	 whereas	 a
compound	molecule	had	bumps	and	knots	in	it.	And,	of	course,	by	this	period	in
the	 history	 of	 science,	 there	 were	 people	 who	 knew	 quite	 a	 lot	 about
polymerization	 and	 its	 effects.	 So,	 in	 very	 little	 time	 after,	 there	 was	 a	 well-
developed	 technology	 for	 stripping	 the	 bumps	 away	 from	water—otherwise	 to
be	called	desalination.	And,	as	a	stupendously	serendipitous	bonus,	if	you	knew



how	 to	 depolymerize	 water—and	 they	 did—you	 got,	 for	 free,	 quite	 a	 lot	 of
energy	released.	Water	to	drink.	Water	to	burn!	The	ideal	fuel.
The	 facts	 rattled	 around	 in	Dillard's	 head,	 threatening	 to	 spill	 over	 into	 the

second	 advent	 of	 space	 flight,	 socio-ecological	 revolutions,	 the	 banishment	 of
the	Wicked	Politicians	to	Venus,	and	he	growled	under	his	breath.	Facts!	What
the	 hell	 did	 he	 want	 with	 facts?	 Epic	 Dramatapes	 were	 paying	 him	 to	 get
emotions,	sensations,	reality—not	textbook	data!
He	came	to	the	end	of	the	bench	and	went	one	step	beyond	before	his	laggard

eye	telegraphed	a	message.	He	went	back.	There	was	the	other	half	of	the	Yatsu-
Kono	unit,	as	innocent	as	if	there	were	nothing	wrong	with	it.	There,	now,	was
the	steady	 run	of	 seawater	going	 into	 the	separation	chamber.	But	no	outlet.	 It
was	impossible	to	avoid	the	conclusion	that	it	was	going	in	here,	and	coming	out
over	 there,	 with	 some	 thirty	 feet	 of	 thin	 air	 in	 between!	 Dillard	 glared	 at	 the
offensive	thing	for	ten	seconds,	then	snarled	and	stalked	away.	It	was	exactly	the
kind	of	childish	trick	he	might	have	expected	from	a	confirmed	Torquemada	like
Stanley.	Again	 in	memory	 he	 heard	 that	 high-pitched	 infuriating	 voice	 saying,
"Don't	 just	 stare,	 Dillard.	 Look!	 See	 it.	 Engage	 the	 brain	 and	 never	mind	 the
subconscious!"
"Maybe	 the	old	 fool	did	 fall	 in	 the	water	and	drown,"	he	muttered,	and	was

angry	enough	to	hope	it	was	true.	He	came	to	a	halt	in	front	of	a	solid	array	of
notebooks,	labels	stuck	along	their	spines	and	inscribed	in	some	kind	of	private
symbology.	He	took	one	at	random,	more	for	something	to	keep	his	fingers	busy
rather	than	from	any	desire	to	find	anything.	That	intention	had	long	since	faded.
He	riffled	the	pages	idly,	then	turned	to	the	flyleaf	to	check.	There	was	a	heading
in	angular	script:	Artifacts	native	to	Hydro.	Some	notes,	descriptions,	theories.
Dillard	read	it	again,	was	just	beginning	to	grasp	the	implications	when	Miss

Hunt's	voice	intruded,	from	the	region	of	his	right	shoulder.
"What	have	you	got	there?"
"Just	 a	 notebook.	 Some	 nutty	 theory,	 it	 sounds	 like,	 about	 a	 planet-sized

Atlantis.	You	find	anything?"
"Nothing	at	all."	She	took	the	notebook	from	his	hand	and	looked	at	it,	turning

over	a	page	or	two.	"How	much	of	this	have	you	read?"
"Enough.	 I'm	not	all	 that	 interested	 in	 the	whacky	workings	of	Dr.	Stanley's

mind,	 thank	you.	And	if	he	 left	any	kind	of	forwarding	address,	 I	didn't	see	 it.
What	do	you	do	now?"
Her	barrier	had	returned.	She	chilled	him	with	a	blue	stare,	slid	the	book	back

in	the	gap	it	had	left	on	a	shelf,	and	said,	"I	don't	think	that	really	concerns	you,
Mr.	Dillard.	I'm	obliged	for	your	help,	but	I	think	it's	time	you	went.	Remember,
you	have	a	hydrofoil	waiting	for	you."



"That's	right,	I	do.	Well,	see	you	around	sometime."
"I	 doubt	 it.	 I	 understand	Venture	Three	 lifts	 off	 for	Castor	 tomorrow.	And	 I

have	enough	work	here	to	keep	me	busy	for	quite	a	long	time."
"I	 suppose,"	 he	 agreed,	 switching	 off	 his	 equipment	 and	 shedding	 it	 with

quick	movements.	 "Matter	 of	 curiosity,	Miss	Hunt.	 Just	what	was	 old	 Stanley
working	on,	here?"
"Nothing	 very	 spectacular."	 She	 kept	 her	 bleak	 stare.	 "Just	 further	 research

into	water	chemistry.	May	I	correct	a	small	point,	Mr.	Dillard.	I	would	estimate
your	 age	 about	 the	 same	 as	 my	 own.	 Thirty-ish?	 For	 your	 information,	 Dr.
Stanley	 is	 forty-seven.	 Hardly	 old!	 He	 was	 twice	 your	 age	 when	 you	 were	 a
student,	 admittedly,	but	 it's	 about	 time	your	outlook	matured	a	 little,	don't	you
think?"
"Why	 don't	 I	 grow	 up,	 eh?"	 He	 grinned	 at	 her,	 no	 longer	 cowed	 by	 her

assumed	superiority.	"In	my	book	a	person	is	as	old	as	his	habits.	One	of	mine	is
the	firm	conviction	that	I	do	not	yet	know	all	the	answers,	and	that	I	still	have	a
lot	to	learn.	I	doubt	if	I'm	likely	to	do	it	here,	or	from	you.	Goodbye	now.	Have
fun!"
All	the	way	out,	into	the	elevator	and	down,	he	was	engrossed	in	studying	his

own	reactions	to	Miss	Hunt.	She	was	physically	attractive.	He	was	attracted,	in
that	sense.	She	was	intelligent	and	competent.	He	was	impressed,	in	that	 sense.
But	 she	 was	 also	 insensitive	 and	 conceited.	 Aggressive.	 Critical.	 And	 yet,
somehow,	he	felt	sorry	for	her.	He	couldn't	shake	the	notion	that	she	was	afraid
of	 something.	As	he	 ran	down	 the	 steps	 to	 the	 ‘foil	 he	had	 to	grin	 at	 his	 own
fancies.	 It	must	be	 this	equipment,	 he	 thought,	beginning	 to	get	me	 turned	on!
That	 was	 not	 altogether	 fanciful,	 either.	 According	 to	 reports	 from	 other
experienced	 sensor-gatherers	 it	 seemed	 that	 frequent	 exposure	 to	 the	 minute
electrical	 stimulus	had	 the	effect	of	 sharpening	up	 the	sensory	network,	 toning
up	the	nervous	system	until	they	were	aware	of	and	reacted	to	things	an	ordinary
person	would	never	notice.
"Hey!"	 the	 hydrofoil	 pilot	 hailed	 him,	 dispersing	 this	 intriguing	 flow	 of

speculation.	"Your	name's	Dillard,	ain't	it?"
"It	is.	Why?"
"Got	a	radio-call	for	you.	Fifteen	minutes	ago,	from	Captain	Conway,	Venture

Three.	Made	a	note	of	it."
"I	think	I	can	guess	what,"	Dillard	said,	all	his	confidence	draining	away	out

at	his	feet.
"It	 said,"	 the	 pilot	 read	 off,	 ignoring	 the	 guess,	 "	 ‘All	 arranged	 your	 visit

Venusian	ship,	compliments,	Conway.'	All	right?"
"I	suppose	so,"	Dillard	said	dismally.



"You	want	me	to	take	you	there	now?"
"I	 suppose	 you	 might	 as	 well."	 Dillard	 stood	 by	 the	 pilot,	 listened	 to	 the

engine	 roar	 into	 life,	and	wondered,	as	he	always	did,	why	he	had	 to	pick	 this
kind	 of	 living.	 It	 was	 insane.	 He	 was	 the	 hypersensitive	 nervous	 type,
automatically	building	horrid	phantasms	about	anything	new	and	strange,	so	he
had	 to	go	and	get	himself	 famous	 for	 always	 running	 into	 something	new	and
strange.	And	recording	it.
All	his	fine	talk	about	being	an	artist	came	back	hollowly	now.	But—this	was

no	 more	 than	 a	 repetition	 of	 what	 always	 happened	 just	 before	 a	 recording
session,	 and	 trained	 reflexes	 drove	 him	on	 as	 if	 they	were	 something	 separate
and	apart.
"All	right	if	I	sit	back	here	with	you?"	he	asked,	and	the	pilot	shifted	over	a

fraction	 in	 silent	 assent.	 "Know	anything	 about	Venusians?"	he	 asked,	 seeking
company	in	his	misery.	The	pilot	snorted.
"I've	seen	‘em.	Not	close	to,	mind,	but	I've	seen	'em.	You	want	to	go	aboard

that	ship,	and	I'm	taking	you,	but	better	you	than	me,	brother!"
"What's	 there	 to	 be	 afraid	 of?"	 Dillard	 retorted	 perversely.	 "They're	 just	 as

human	as	we	are."
"Not	the	way	I	heard	it.	Nor	by	the	look.	Long	skinny	green	beggars.	No	hair

to	speak	of.	No	clothes,	either.	And	would	you	just	look	at	that	ship!
Human?"
"Oh,	I	don't	know,"	Dillard	argued.	"Isn't	that	just	a	lot	of	idle	talk?
After	all,	just	because	a	man's	umpteenth	greatgrandfather	was	exiled	to	Venus

for	some	political	misdemeanor,	that	doesn't	make	him	a	fish!"
"Idle	talk,	huh?"	The	pilot	advanced	his	throttle	now	that	the	‘foil	was	clear	of

the	channel,	and	the	small	craft	began	to	bounce	over	the	waves	in	a	long-radius
arc.	 "That's	 history,	 mister,	 and	 it	 was	 no	 political	 whatdycallit,	 either.
Dictatorship	 of	 the	 elite,	 that's	 what	 they	 were	 planning.	 The	 big-domes	 in
charge,	 sitting	back	and	getting	 fat,	 and	everybody	else	 slaving	away	 for	 them
like	a	lot	of	termites.	They	wasn't	even	human	then,	if	you	ask	me,	never	mind
about	now!"	Dillard	sighed.	This	was	the	way	the	story	had	been	tailored,	by	all
kinds	of	media,	to	suit	the	masses.	Epic	Dramatapes	had	contributed	their	share
to	 the	 universal	 canard,	 so	 he	 had	 no	 real	 reason	 to	 feel	 angry,	 but	 he	 did
nevertheless,	because	 it	wasn't	 true.	Those	people	hadn't	planned	anything	 like
enslavement	 of	 the	masses,	 quite	 the	 reverse.	 Quietly,	 with	 determination	 and
insight,	 they	 had	 prepared	 their	 coup.	 They	 were	 going	 to	 unite	 the	 highly
intelligent	of	all	races	into	one	coherent	body.	Yes,	an	elite,	if	you	liked	the	term,
but	 a	 responsible	 elite.	 A	 group	 with	 a	 master-plan	 to	 really	 put	 scientific
potential	 to	 work,	 to	 create,	 at	 last,	 the	 perfect	 ecology,	 where	 machines	 and



technology	would	do	 the	drudgery	automatically.	Abundance	 for	all,	no	 longer
the	survival-need	to	work,	a	chosen	handful	to	steer	the	whole	thing,	and	all	the
extended	 resources	 of	modern	 computer-wisdom	 to	 insure	 a	 stable	 and	 viable
whole.	Dillard	had	called	it	a	political	misdemeanor,	and	it	was,	because	it	aimed
to	bypass	the	politicians,	and	they	didn't	like	that,	when	they	found	out.	And	so
the	Anarchists,	as	they	had	been	called,	were	caught	and	proved	guilty.	No	feat,
that.	They	were	only	too	willing	to	confess,	to	explain	their	plan,	confident	that
it	 would	 be	 immediately	 approved	 once	 known.	 But	 the	 politicians,	 the
statesmen—and	 the	news	media,	 too—destroyed	 that	 faith.	 In	 a	world	without
strife	and	conflict,	without	grief	and	horror,	with	no	injustice,	no	war	or	threat	of
war,	what	future	was	there	for	the	politician,	the	statesman,	the	great	newspaper?
And	 so	 the	Anarchists	were	 tried,	 condemned,	 and	 deported	 to	Venus.	Water-
power	had	happened	along	just	in	time	to	make	it	possible.	Dillard	smiled	wryly,
and	let	it	go.	He	had	neither	the	time	nor	the	ability	to	correct	the	pilot's	version,
now	sanctified	by	a	century	of	repetition	and	acceptance.
And	 then	he	forgot	 it	entirely	as	 the	bulbous	silhouette	of	 the	Venusian	ship

began	 to	 loom	 up	 ahead.	 His	 nerves	 tightened	 again.	 The	 fear,	 so	 recently
elbowed	out	of	consciousness,	came	back	anew.	The	ship	 itself	was	enough	 to
tickle	 the	 nerves	 along	 his	 spine.	 It	 bulged.	 It	 looked	 incredibly	 top-heavy.
Around	its	girth,	just	below	the	maximum	spread,	a	series	of	dark	ports	seemed
to	 stare	 down	 at	 him	 balefully	 and	 his	 hyperactive	 imagination	 peopled	 those
blind	holes	with	shivery	monsters.	Down	in	the	slow-tapering	stem	there	was	a
conventional	hatch,	and	a	conventional	ladder	extending	down	to	a	pontoon	that
floated	 on	 the	 choppy	 surface.	 Dillard	 shortened	 his	 attention	 in	 to	 that
reassuring	sight.	The	pilot	eased	his	engine	as	the	‘foil	headed	in	to	the	pontoon.
"You'll	wait	for	me	again?"
"How	long	you	going	to	be?"
"Hard	to	tell,"	Dillard	muttered.	"I'd	say	about	half	an	hour."
"All	right.	I'll	be	back	in	half	an	hour.	But	I'm	not	waiting	there,	mister.	I	don't

like	your	friends."
Dillard	had	to	be	satisfied	with	that.	He	stood	up,	stepped	off,	and	before	he

could	catch	his	balance	the	hydrofoil	was	roaring	away	in	a	tight	sweep,	out	to
sea.	The	pontoon	heaved	under	his	feet.	The	seaweedy	smell	was	queasily	strong
just	here.	He	stared	up	at	 the	enigmatic	hatch,	a	tall	black	oblong	in	the	slime-
green	hull,	and	felt	horribly	alone.	Practical	considerations	drove	his	fingers	 to
get	out	and	put	on	his	recording	gear	and	cut	the	lead-in.
"About	 to	go	aboard	and	 inspect	a	Venusian	spaceship,	at	anchor	on	Hydro.

Den	Dillard	recording."
Green	fear	melted	his	bones,	attacked	his	balance,	so	that	the	platform	under



his	feet	seemed	to	heave	enormously.	The	small,	pragmatically	practical	part	of
him	 stood	 off	 and	 lashed	 him	 with	 its	 cold	 sanity,	 commanded	 him	 to	 stop
making	like	a	jelly	and	get	up	there.	He	went,	striding	heavily	up	the	treads	and
hoping	 his	 shivering	 didn't	 show.	 He	 knew	 that	 this	 overpowering	 dread	 was
worth	its	weight	in	platinum	wire	to	him,	but	that	didn't	lessen	it	at	all.
The	hatchway	was	dark.	As	he	hesitated	before	stepping	in	he	saw	that	it	was

bathed	in	a	reddish	glow.	Forcing	his	imagination	away	from	thoughts	of	blood,
he	 rationalized	 hurriedly.	Miss	Hunt	 had	 said	 "sensitive	 to	 ultraviolet,"	 so	 this
red	tint	must	be	some	kind	of	compensation	against	the	bright	sunlight	outside.
He	went	 in,	 treading	 across	 the	 air	 lock	 space,	 and	 came	 face	 to	 face	 with	 a
monster.	His	throat	closed	and	his	knees	locked	as	he	stared	up	at	the	man	who
waited	there.	Man?	Six	foot	three,	he	stood,	and	he	had	the	usual	arrangement	of
arms	 and	 legs,	 and	 face,	 but	 there	 the	 similarities	 ended.	The	 face	was	 square
and	bleak,	like	nothing	so	much	as	one	of	those	weird	Easter	Island	heads,	and
maybe	 the	 eyes	 were	 deep	 purple	 but	 they	might	 have	 been	 any	 color,	 under
those	 red-black	 lenses	 he	 wore.	 Hairless,	 not	 even	 eyebrows,	 and	 his	 only
garment	 a	 glossy	 black	 plastic	 loincloth.	 Dillard	 glanced	 down	 hastily	 and
corrected	himself.	Shoes	also,	glossy	black	things	that	ended	snugly	just	above
the	ankle.	Over	and	above	everything	else	was	a	sense	of	otherness,	of	complete
and	 unmoving	 stillness.	A	man	 of	 stone,	 but	 breathing.	Dillard	 summoned	 his
reserves	and	went	forward	two	steps.	The	stone-man	made	a	harsh	throat	noise
that	 could	 hardly	 be	 speech,	 but	Dillard	 chose	 to	 accept	 it	 as	 such,	 having	 no
choice.
"I'm	 Dennis	 Dillard,"	 he	 said,	 hardly	 recognizing	 his	 own	 voice.	 "I	 have

permission	to	visit	you."
The	stone-man	spoke	again,	and	it	was	 speech.	Dillard	recognized	 it,	barely,

as	 the	 one	word,	 "Visit?"	Miss	 Hunt	 had	 said	 their	 speech	 tended	 to	 be	 low-
pitched.	She	had	not	said	that	it	was	almost	all	scrape	and	no	noise.
"That's	right,	visit.	I	want	to	look	around."
"Wait!"	This	time	it	was	clear,	even	if	it	was	a	sound	made	simply	by	passing

air	through	the	throat.	The	Venusian	extended	a	long	arm	to	take	up	a	thing	like	a
flashlight	on	a	cable.	Where	the	light	should	have	come	out	was	a	metal	grille.
He	 pressed	 this	 to	 his	 throat	 and	 made	 more	 of	 the	 harsh,	 nonvocal	 noises,
rapidly.	 Throat-microphone,	 Dillard	 assumed,	 wondering	 about	 the	 reverse
process.	Then	he	 saw,	 as	 the	man	moved	 the	grille	 to	press	 it	 against	his	 jaw-
bone	 and	 stare	 into	 nowhere.	 Bone-conduction	 speaker,	 he	 deduced,	 and
wondered	what	it	was	about	Venusian	atmosphere	that	made	such	an	inefficient
device	necessary.	In	a	moment	the	guard	put	the	instrument	away.
"Wait,"	 he	 breathed	 again.	 "A	 guide	 comes."	 Dillard	 waited,	 speculating



meanwhile	 about	 perpetual	 hot	 humidity	 and	what	 it	 would	 do	 to	 electronics.
And	 how	 else	 could	 you	 have	 a	 communication	 system	 that	 had	 to	 be	 totally
sealed?	It	made	sense.	He	stared	about,	straining	to	see	details	in	the	red	glow.
The	passage	ran	right	and	left,	that	much	he	could	make	out,	but	if	the	rest	of	the
ship	was	no	better	lighted	than	this	part	he	wasn't	going	to	see	much.	Maybe	his
eyes	 would	 adjust	 in	 a	 while.	 He	 comforted	 himself	 with	 that	 thought,	 then
started	as	he	heard	a	soft	tread	at	his	side	and	a	low,	throaty,	purring	voice	ask,
"You	are	Mr.	Dillard,	spoken	of	by	the	captain	of	Venture	Three
?"
There	was	a	quality	to	that	voice	that	made	him	shiver	even	before	he	turned

to	see	who	was	speaking.	But	not	a	shiver	of	dread,	at	all.	A	cello	note	muted
through	warm	honey	and	furry	smooth,	it	baffled	his	attempts	to	analyze	even	as
he	 half-shrank	 from	 seeing	 the	 person,	 who	 had	 to	 be	 a	 disappointment	 after
such	a	delight.	But	she	wasn't.	She	was	perhaps	two	inches	shorter	than	himself,
making	her	five-ten,	and	she	wore	only	the	black-plastic	loincloth	and	boots	like
the	guard,	but	she	couldn't	have	been	more	of	a	contrast	to	him	if	she	had	spent
the	whole	of	her	twenty	years	in	trying	to	do	just	that.	Delicately	sculptured,	she
was	lithe	and	lean	where	muscle	was	appropriate,	but	abundantly	curved	in	other
ways.	Her	hair,	pale	as	silver	silk,	was	caught	into	a	plume	that	curved	forward
over	her	right	shoulder,	and	the	skin	there,	and	elsewhere,	was	so	transparently
pink	 in	 this	 light	 that	 he	 knew,	 instinctively,	 she	 would	 be	 marble	 white	 in
ordinary	daylight.	But	what	caught	and	held	him,	after	that	first	comprehensive
glance,	was	her	eyes.
They	were	 large,	 steady,	 and	glowing	violet,	 and	 they	 seemed	 to	 channel	 to

him	a	surge	of	seething	aliveness.	Where	the	impassive	guard	was	stone-cold	to
him,	this	girl	was	a	flame,	a	flame	that	licked	into	fire	as	she	smiled,	her	white
teeth	gleaming	against	the	pink	of	her	face.	He	caught	his	breath.
"I'm	Den	Dillard,	yes.	If	you	know	about	Captain	Conway's	request,	then	you

know	all	about	me,	what	I'm	here	for."
"Not	 all."	 The	 voice	 again,	 humming	 like	 strings.	 "I	 have	 some	 small

questions.	I	am	AnnSmith.	You	will	come	with	me,	please."	She	turned	and	went
away	ahead	of	him	along	a	passage	 that	was	a	 slow	curve.	He	assumed	 that	 it
followed	 the	 outer	 contour	 of	 the	 ship.	 She	 seemed	 to	 flow,	 so	 sleek	was	 her
movement,	and	he	felt	clumsy	by	contrast.	In	a	moment	she	halted	and	gestured
him	 into	 a	 compartment	 that	 was	 also	 all	 curves,	 like	 a	 section	 from	 a	 tube.
There	was	a	table,	cushioned	seats,	the	same	red-tinted	lighting,	and	everything
covered	 in	 glossy	 waterproof	 stuff.	 He	 became	 aware	 of	 the	 humidity,	 and	 a
faintly	 pervasive,	 not	 unpleasant	 smell	 of	 something	 like	 pine,	 or	 what	 is
popularly	 called	 ozone.	 She	 sat,	 and	 he	 shrugged	 back	 and	 out	 of	 his	 flared



poncho	before	copying	her,	but	it	didn't	relieve	the	humidity	much.
"Now,	DenDillard,"	she	said,	running	his	name	into	one	long	sound,	"I	know

that	you	are	a	sensor	recorder,	and	I	have	heard	of	such,	but	I	do	not	know	what
is	involved.	Explain,	please."
He	 launched	 into	 a	 mechanical	 explanation	 of	 his	 apparatus,	 the	 while	 his

inner	attention	was	fixed	on	a	host	of	new	sensations.	Never	before	had	he	been
so	vividly	aware	of	another	person.	It	was	as	if	she	were	actually	in	contact	with
him,	instead	of	sitting	at	 the	opposite	side	of	a	table.	As	if,	and	he	had	to	hold
back	from	believing	it,	he	could	tell	what	she	was	feeling.	Now,	for	instance,	she
was	intensely	curious—but	also	fearful.
"If	 I	understand,"	she	said,	"you	want	a	 recording	of	what	 it	 feels	 like	 to	be

inside	a	Venusian	ship,	yes?	But	why?"
"Because	 it's	my	 job,	my	 function.	 I	 collect	 recordings	 of	 rare	 and	 unusual

sensory	impressions,	that's	all."
"For	what	purpose?"
"All	 sorts	 of	 things.	 First	 off	 the	wires	will	 be	 analyzed,	 typed,	 then	 stored

against	possible	use.	Then	as	background."
"Background?	What	is	that?"
Dillard	 stifled	mild	 impatience.	After	 all,	 she	was	 alien,	 in	 a	way.	 "Did	you

ever	see	a	dramatape,	Miss	Smith?"
"AnnSmith,"	 she	 corrected.	 "A	 dramatape.	 Projected	 picture-illusions,	 for

entertainment	and	amusement?"
"That's	one	way	of	putting	it,"	he	admitted.	He	had	triggered	his	machine,	by

force	of	habit,	as	soon	as	he	had	started	up	that	gangway,	with	one	finger	on	the
cut-out	button	to	skip	any	dull	bits.	Now	he	flicked	the	switch	to	off	and	gave	all
his	 attention	 to	 finding	 the	 right	 words	 to	 explain	 to	 her.	 It	 was	 never	 easy,
although	he	had	tried	to	do	it	often.
"Look,"	 he	 said,	 "the	 basic	 thing	 is	 pictures,	 scenes	 and	 actions	 and	 people

doing	 things.	 Now,	 somebody	 has	 to	 work	 hard	 to	 contrive	 the	 right	 kind	 of
scenery,	 and	 props,	 for	 each	 scene.	 Somebody	 else	 works	 out	 color-schemes,
makeup,	special	effects,	costumes,	and	so	on.	A	storm	at	sea,	for	instance.	You
can't	wrap	that	up	and	bring	it	to	the	studio.	But	you	can	take	pictures	and	bring
those.	You	 can	 record	 sounds,	 and	 play	 them	 back.	And	 you	 can,	 and	we	 do,
superimpose	 music	 scores	 to	 create	 the	 right	 impressions.	 But	 this	 gadget	 of
mine	does	more.	Tell	me	this—
with	your	eyes	shut,	could	you	tell	whether	you	were	indoors	or	outside?
Close	to	a	solid	surface,	or	stuck	in	the	middle	of	an	open	space?	High	up	or

low	down?	In	a	crowd,	or	alone?"
"But	 that,"	 she	 frowned	 thoughtfully,	 "is	 just	 sensory	 clues,	 like	 hearing,



echoes	and…"
"It's	not,	you	know.	It	is	actually	skin	sensors.	Blind	people	can	feel	all	sorts

of	things,	not	by	hearing.	And	that's	only	part	of	it.	I	can	feel	 this	ship	rolling,
just	a	 little,	 right	now.	My	gadget	records	 that	feeling,	and	other	 things,	and	in
such	a	way	that	the	whole	sense	can	be	played	back	for	somebody	else	to	feel.	If
and	 when	 this	 recording	 is	 ever	 used,	 the	 audience,	 every	 single	 one,	 will
actually	 feel	 they	 are	 inside	 a	 ship,	 this	 ship.	You	 can't	 do	 that	with	words	 or
pictures.	I	can't	tell	you	how	I	feel,	or	what.	There	are	no	words	for	that.	But	I
can	feel,	and	record	that	feel,	for	others	to	share."
She	seemed	convinced,	but	he	was	aware	of	a	small	 thread	of	suspicion	still

remaining.	And	she	asked	the	inevitable	question	about	sounds	and	pictures.	He
reassured	 her	 on	 that.	 People	 would	 never	 understand,	 he	 mused,	 that	 faked
pictures	and	sounds	were	always	much	more	convincing	than	the	real	 thing.	In
drama,	at	any	rate.	She	rose	gracefully.
"What	do	you	wish	to	see?"
"Just	 a	 normal	 interior.	 You	 know,	 where	 the	 crew	 would	 be	 in	 ordinary

circumstances.	 And	 a	 scan	 of	 the	 control	 room,	 of	 course.	 That's	 where	 the
human	 interest	 drama	 always	 is.	 Nothing	 technical.	 I	 wouldn't	 understand,	 so
neither	would	the	viewers."
"Very	well."	She	moved	to	a	wall	and	aimed	a	slim	finger	at	a	diagram	pasted

up	there.	He	came	to	look,	and	it	was	as	if	he	had	taken	her	hand.	The	diagram
was	fine-line	black,	with	areas	of	red.	"These	you	cannot	see,	are	for	specialist
people,	are	dangerous."	She	indicated	the	red	patches,	which	took	up	a	circular
cross	 section	of	 the	 interior.	As	he	had	guessed,	 the	power-and-drive	units	 lay
along	the	core	of	the	ship,	top	to	bottom.
"I	understand,"	he	told	her.	"That's	all	right.	You	just	lead	on,	and	I'll	follow.

And	thank	you	for	being	so	understanding."
The	simple	courtesy	seemed	to	surprise	her.	She	turned	to	smile	uncertainly	at

him	and	engulf	him	with	her	warm	presence.	Then	she	went	away	ahead	of	him,
leaving	 him	 to	 follow	 and	 wonder	 over	 his	 peculiar	 impressions.	 Inside	 ten
minutes	he	had	 lost	 all	 sense	of	direction	and	was	 following	her	blindly	along
and	around	a	maze	of	curved	passages,	pausing	to	peer	into	oddly	shaped	spaces,
some	of	which	looked	like	living	quarters,	others	like	storerooms.	They	climbed
ladders	that	were	almost	vertical.	There	was	no	break	in	the	red	lighting	and	the
unrelieved	 yellow	 and	 brown	 tints	 of	 everything	 that	 wasn't	 black.	 His
nervousness	 long	 gone,	 he	 became	 aware	 of	 another	 growing	 impression,	 of
incompletion.	As	 if	 the	 ship	had	been	 rushed	 together	with	no	 regard	 for	 final
trim,	the	little	details	which	make	for	comfort.
"It	is	not	a	ship	for	comfort,"	she	explained,	as	if	picking	the	thought	from	his



mind.	 "You	 have	 seen	 workshops	 and	 laboratories,	 store	 spaces	 and	 living
quarters.	All	is	intended	for	practical	use.	We	do	not	carry	passengers,	or	provide
entertainment."	Her	defensive	tone	stirred	curiosity.	Then	it	came	home	to	him
that,	apart	from	the	hatch	guard,	he	had	seen	no	one	but	her.
"I	 hope	 I'm	 not	 interrupting	 anything	 important,"	 he	 said.	 "It	 seems	 as	 if

everybody	is	keeping	out	of	my	way."
"All	are	busy	with	duties,"	she	said	sharply,	and	he	knew	she	was	lying,	but

couldn't	understand	why.	She	had	to	be	lying.	For	all	his	confusion	he	had	seen
space	enough,	 at	 least,	 for	 something	 in	 the	 region	of	 a	hundred	persons.	And
they	couldn't	all	be	on	duty	at	 the	same	 time.	So	 they	were	keeping	out	of	his
way.	He	wondered	about	it	as	he	scaled	yet	another	steep	ladder	and	guessed	he
must	be	 reaching	 the	 top	of	 the	hull.	They	are	Venusian,	 he	 reminded	himself.
They	 don't	 like	 humans	 very	 much.	 So	 they	 are	 keeping	 out	 of	 the	 way,	 and
what's	so	curious	about	that?	But	then	AnnSmith	halted,	her	arm	brushing	his	as
she	said,	"We	are	now	almost	to	the	control	room.	You	will	wait	here	until	I	see
if	 it	 is	 permitted	 for	 you	 to	 visit."	And	 as	 she	went	 away	 through	 a	 hatch	 he
knew	 there	 was	 no	 dislike	 there.	 Not	 between	 her	 and	 him.	 He	 knew	 that	 as
surely	 as	 he	 knew	 there	 was	 sweat	 trickling	 along	 his	 arm	 under	 the	 folded
poncho	he	carried	there.	She	was	back	in	a	moment,	smiling	like	sunlight	in	the
evening,	convincing	him	still	more.
"You	 may	 enter	 and	 look,	 but	 not	 to	 distract,	 because	 there	 is	 work	 in

progress."	She	reversed,	pushed	open	the	hatch	and	stood	aside	for	him	to	go	in.
For	some	time	now	he	had	kept	his	finger	on	the	cut-off	as	there	was	no	reaction
within	him	worth	recording,	but	now	he	let	 the	wire	run	and	used	his	eyes.	He
stood	 in	a	 large	chamber,	 the	 largest	he	had	so	far	seen.	He	was	near	 the	roof,
which	went	away	from	him	in	a	curve	like	the	underside	of	a	dish,	and	glowed.
Not	 pink,	 this	 time,	 but	 a	 cold	 blue	 light,	 almost	 like	 sky,	 and	 he	 knew	 by
intuition	that	this	was	the	viewpoint,	the	forward	screening	of	the	ship.	Venture
Three,	 he	 knew,	 used	 something	 similar,	 an	 arrangement	 of	 semiconducting
surface	and	image	intensifies	that	served	to	make	a	whole	area	of	hull	as	useful
as	a	window	without	being	in	any	way	frail.
He	drew	his	gaze	away	from	that	roof	and	scanned	the	chamber	itself.	It	was

an	enormous	bowl,	going	away	down	there	in	regular	circular	tiers,	down	into	a
smaller	space	that	was	like	an	arena,	or	the	focal	point	of	a	concert	performance.
He	revised	that	first	impression	quickly	as	he	noticed	the	panels	and	instrument
controls	on	each	 tier.	And	the	swivel	seats.	He	boggled	a	bit	at	his	estimate	of
how	 many	 people	 this	 place	 was	 designed	 to	 hold,	 all	 at	 one	 time,	 all
functioning.	Contrasting	 that	with	 the	 apparently	 casual	way	 in	which	Captain
Conway	had	allowed	a	 computer,	 the	 auto-helm,	 to	bring	 in	his	 ship,	 the	 only



conclusion	 was	 that	 this	 ship	 didn't	 have	 that	 kind	 of	 computer.	 He	 tried
imagining	what	 it	would	be	 like	with	fifty	or	more	alert	people	all	 in	action	at
once,	pulling,	pushing	and	twisting	various	levers	and	buttons,	and	it	just	did	not
register.	Better	them	than	me!	He	thought,	and	cast	his	eyes	down	to	the	heart	of
the	chamber,	down	there	in	the	circular	pit.
There	were	six	people,	enclosed	in	a	ring-wall	of	consoles,	staring	at	screens,

all	silent.	Six	people	obviously	engrossed,	 just	 to	maintain	one	ship	at	anchor?
Dillard	 stared,	 and	 noted	 something	 odd	 about	 those	 six.	 He	 half-turned	 to
AnnSmith	to	ask	a	question	but	she,	anticipating,	shook	her	head	and	whispered,
"You	must	not	speak,	except	perhaps	like	this,	very	quietly.	It	is	most	important
not	to	disturb."
Dillard	 shrugged	 it	 off,	 returned	 to	 his	 stare.	 Six	 people,	 four	men	 and	 two

women.	Three	of	the	men,	and	both	women,	were,	like	the	hatch	guard,	hairless,
greenish,	 lean	 and	 stone-cold	 queer.	 The	 one	 remaining	 man,	 though,	 was
enough	like	AnnSmith	to	be	her	brother.	As	Dillard	stared	that	man	looked	up,
just	for	a	glance,	then	looked	away	again,	and	he	had	the	same	deep	purple	gaze
as	she	had.	But	then	one	of	the	stone-faces	raised	his	head	to	stare,	and	this	one
had	no	tinted	lenses	to	shield	his	eyes	at	all.	For	all	the	empty	distance	between
them,	Dillard	felt	the	impact	of	that	stare	like	a	knife-thrust.	Eyes	as	pale	green
and	chill	as	ice-chips	transmitted	acid	hate,	a	malevolence	as	immediate	and	full-
throated	as	a	 tiger's	growl.	Dillard	shivered	involuntarily,	 tried	to	hold	his	own
stare	against	 that	basilisk	glance,	and	 failed.	Looking	away,	he	muttered	under
his	 breath,	 "I	 don't	 know	 why	 you	 hate	 my	 guts,	 mister,	 but	 the	 feeling	 is
absolutely	 mutual,	 believe	 me!"	 Mingling	 with	 the	 aftermath	 of	 chill	 came	 a
warm	query	from	AnnSmith.
"You	said	something?"
"Nothing.	 Just	 a	 reaction.	 Forget	 it.	Not	 that	 I'm	 likely	 to.	 I've	 never	 struck

anything	like	this	before."
"It	will	be	a	good	recording	for	you?"
"It	certainly	will	be	unique."
"Unique?	What	does	that	mean?"	All	at	once	her	submerged	uneasiness	blazed

up	 into	 consuming	 fear,	 stirring	him.	He	wondered	 if	 she	 knew	how	open	her
feelings	were	to	him.
"All	 recordings	 are	 unique,	 in	 a	 way.	 No	 two	 places,	 or	 experiences,	 are

exactly	the	same,	you	know.	For	instance,	I	have	a	recording	of	the	control	room
ambience	of	Venture	Three,	and	it	 is	 totally	different	from	this."	Her	eyes	were
huge	now,	and	smoldering.	"Tell	me,	 truly,	 if	you	had	a	 recording	of	 this	ship,
and	another	one	just	like	it,	could	you	tell	the	difference	between	them?"
"Why	sure!"	he	 told	her.	 "That's	what	 I	meant.	Look,	back	home	I	have	my



apartment	suite.	There	must	be	a	hundred	exactly	like	it	in	the	same	building,	but
I	know	mine,	would	know	it	blindfolded,	by	the	feel.	Why	should	that	surprise
you?	It's	common	enough!"
She	didn't	answer.	He	had	hardly	done	speaking	before	she	was	off	down	the

circular	terraces	of	the	chamber,	running	lithely,	to	halt	alongside	the	man	with
the	 death-grudge	 eyes.	 She	 stooped	 over,	 muttering	 something.	 Dillard,
completely	 baffled,	 watched	 the	 pair	 of	 them	 curiously,	 and	 ran	 full-tilt	 into
another	 ice-cold	 stare	 of	 utter	 hatred	 as	 that	 stone-faced	man	 looked	 up	 once
again.	The	violence	of	it	was	fantastic.	Dillard	got	the	shattering	sense	that	this
man	could	knock	him	down	with	that	glance,	if	he	tried	hard	enough.	Then	the
glaring	eyes	were	averted	and	AnnSmith	came	leaping	up	the	levels	back	to	him,
her	agitation	coming	before	her	like	a	force-field.
"I	bring	the	compliments	of	Commander	Dekron,	his	hope	that	you	have	seen

as	much	as	you	need,	and	his	request	that	you	leave	the	ship	at	once!"
"Was	that	Dekron,	the	one	you	spoke	to?"
"Yes.	Please,	you	must	hurry."
"All	right,	but	if	that's	his	idea	of	a	compliment,	that	look,	I'd	hate	to	get	into

his	bad	books.	Lead	on!"
She	was	in	a	hurry,	too.	She	scuttled	along	the	passageways	and	down	ladders

much	 faster	 than	was	 comfortable	 for	 him	 to	 follow,	 and	her	 agitation	was	 an
infection	that	he	had	to	fight	off	or	feel	panic.
"What's	 all	 the	 rush?"	 he	 demanded	 at	 last,	 breathless	 and	 damp	 with

perspiration,	reaching	for	her	arm	to	slow	her	down.
"An	 unforeseen	 change	 of	 orders."	 She	 stopped	 quite	 still,	 but	 it	 was	 the

stillness	of	an	animal	in	flight,	her	arm	trembling	in	his	grasp.	"We	are	to	take
off,	soon.	A	lot	must	be	done	very	quickly."
He	 had	 gathered	 that	 much	 already.	 Alarms	 were	 shattering	 the	 air	 with

strident	 tones,	and	he	saw	now	several	 lank	and	awkward	stone-faces	hurrying
about	various	errands,	"How	soon?"	he	demanded,	releasing	her	arm.
"You	must	be	off	the	ship	in	five	minutes."
"Huh?"	He	 swung	his	wrist	 to	 check,	 then	 ran	 after	 her.	 "You	 can't	 do	 that,

honey.	You	can't!"
"But	we	must	be	clear	for	takeoff	in	five	minutes!"
"And	what	am	I	supposed	 to	do,	swim?"	He	 threw	the	question	at	her	as	he

chased	her	 around	a	corner	 and	down	another	 ladder.	 "I	 told	 that	water-taxi	 to
come	back	for	me	in	a	half	hour,	and	it	won't	be	that	for	fifteen	minutes,	at	least.
How	do	I	get	off?"
She	halted,	stopping	and	spinning	so	abruptly	that	he	bumped	into	her,	gently,

and	had	to	clasp	her	to	avoid	a	tumble.	This	close,	her	eyes	were	pools	of	purple



deep	enough	to	drown	in,	and	her	terror	washed	over	him	in	a	warm	wave.
"I	had	not	thought!"	she	breathed.	"Now	what	shall	I	do?	You	must	be	off	the

ship.	You	must!"
"Radio?	The	hydrofoil	is	equipped.	Call	him	alongside!"
"Yes.	 If	 there	 is	 time.	 Come	 now,	 hurry!"	 She	 ran	 again	 and	 he	 ran	 after,

conscious	 of	 the	 slipping	 seconds	 and	 fervently	 not	 wanting	 to	 become	 an
unwilling	 passenger	 on	 this	 ship,	 yet	 in	 all	 the	 turmoil	 still	 finding	 time	 to	 be
stirred	by	the	momentary	contact	with	her.	Alien.	Venusian.	All	of	that,	and	yet
she	was	the	very	first	female	he	had	ever	met	to	make	him	feel	he	would	want	to
know	her	 better.	 She	moved	 in	 front	 of	 him	 like	 a	 deer.	Other	women	he	 had
known	all	had	sharp	edges	and	minds	like	fangs,	or	stood	behind	barriers	and	put
on	impressions,	like	Miss	Hunt,	but	this	girl	was	as	close	to	him,	in	some	strange
way,	as	his	own	skin.	And	the	irony	of	 it.	As	he	ran	he	cursed	it.	Within	scant
minutes	 she	would	 depart	 into	 space,	 and	 it	was	 a	million-to-one	 shot	 that	 he
would	ever	 see	her	 again.	There	wasn't	 even	 time	 to	 speak,	 to	 tell	her—what?
What	was	there	to	say?
He	ran,	belatedly	remembering	to	snatch	off	his	equipment	and	stuff	it	into	its

box.	 And	 here,	 at	 last,	 was	 the	 exit	 hatch.	 She	 halted,	 looking	 back	 as	 he
pounded	up,	all	breathless.
"The	 radio	 is	 busy,"	 she	 said,	 tragedy	 clouding	 her	 face.	 "There	will	 be	 no

chance	to	call	your	‘foil."
"Oh!	Ah!"	he	gasped,	and	then,	"Hold	on	a	bit,	AnnSmith.	I	can	step	off	onto

the	waterworks	and	wait	there	for	the	‘foil.	Eh?"
"No.	 It	 is	 not	 possible.	 We	 are	 no	 longer	 alongside	 the	 desalination	 plant.

Look!	Already	we	have	moved	out	into	clear	water	for	takeoff!"	Following	her
arm	he	looked	out	and	down.	There	was	the	pontoon,	and	the	end	of	the	ladder,
and	the	rest	was	open	sea.	His	stomach	heaved.	As	he	resisted	its	upset	he	turned
to	her,	made	a	stiff	grin.
"I'm	 sorry,	 AnnSmith.	 I	 hope	 you	won't	 get	 into	 trouble	 on	my	 account.	 It

wasn't	your	fault."
"You	 are	 sorry—for	me?"	The	 fear	 in	 her	 ebbed	 for	 just	 a	moment,	 to	 give

way	to	wonder.	"Why	should	you	care	what	happens	to	me?"	It	was	one	of	those
questions	 no	man	 can	 ever	 answer	 properly,	 not	 even	with	 all	 the	 time	 in	 the
world,	and	he	had	none.	As	he	groped	for	breath	and	words	there	came	a	hoarse
cry	 from	 the	guard,	 and	Dillard	 turned,	 followed	 a	 thrusting	 arm,	 and	 saw	 the
hydrofoil	coming	across	the	water	at	the	head	of	a	foaming	white	wake.
"Looks	 like	 I'm	 just	 going	 to	 make	 it,"	 he	 muttered.	 "I	 don't	 know,	 now,

whether	 I'm	 glad	 or	 sorry.	 Goodbye,	 AnnSmith.	 Thank	 you	 for	 everything.	 I
hope	we	can	meet	again	sometime."



Then,	 clutching	 his	 kit-box	 to	 stop	 it	 from	 banging	 against	 his	 hip,	 he	 ran
down	the	ladder	onto	the	pontoon	and	stood	there,	balancing,	as	the
‘foil	 ran	 in	 alongside.	 The	 seesaw	motion	was	 violent	 now.	 Dillard	 leaned,

tried	to	time	one	movement	against	another,	stepped	off	onto	the	 'foil	as	it	was
rising,	 felt	 his	 knee	 give	 under	 the	 sudden	 upthrust,	 tottered	 aboard	 in	 a
scrambling	heap,	and	heard	the	motor	rave	into	power.
"Are	you	lucky	I	happened	to	notice	that	bolt-bucket	getting	ready	to	blow!"

the	pilot	growled.	"Don't	they	use	radio	at	all?"
"Emergency	orders,	so	I	was	told."	Dillard	gasped,	se-curing	his	balance	and

turning	 to	 watch	 the	 ship	 as	 the	 ‘foil	 drew	 speedily	 away.	 "I'm	 grateful.	 I
wouldn't	fancy	being	a	supercargo	on	that."
"Thought	you	said	they	was	friends	of	yours?"
"Did	I?	Well,	one	of	them	is.	I	hope."
"Where	 to	 now?"	 The	 pilot	 reverted	 to	 his	 trade,	 and	 Dillard	 frowned,	 not

having	 thought	 that	 far	 yet.	 It	 had	 been	 a	 queer	 day	 so	 far,	 in	 some	 ways	 a
strenuous	one.	Logic	indicated	a	fast	trip	back	to	Venture	Three	and	a	rest,	but	he
felt	strangely	disinclined	for	it.	And	there	was	only	one	other	spot.
"Take	me	 in	 to	 Joytown,"	 he	 said.	 "I	might	 as	well	 see	 everything	 there	 is

while	I'm	here."	The	pilot	grunted,	swung	his	helm,	and	Dillard	turned	to	keep
the	Venusian	ship	in	view,	wondering	whether	he	would	ever	see	its	like	again.
And	 AnnSmith!	 Never	 in	 his	 farthest-out	 dreams	 had	 he	 contemplated	 the
possibility	of	falling	for	a	Venusian	girl.	But	then,	never	before	had	he	felt	such
an	instant	and	total	rapport	with	anyone.	He	could	recapture	it	now,	quite	plainly,
that	sense	of	feeling	rier	heartbeat,	her	breathing,	the	start	and	tension	in	every
nerve,	 the	 lift	 and	 pull	 of	 muscle	 to	 move	 her	 arm,	 turn	 her	 head,	 even	 the
sensation	of	 her	 smile.	Two	hearts	 that	 beat	 as	 one,	 he	 thought,	 and	 jeered	 at
himself	 for	 sounding	 like	 a	 stereotyped	Gothic-tape.	And	yet,	 it	 had	 been	 like
that.	 All	 at	 once	 reality	 broke	 through	 his	 mental	 vision	 and	 he	 stared.	 The
Venusian	ship,	from	here,	seemed	to	be	sinking!	Settling	down	into	the	water.	He
rubbed	 his	 eyes	 and	 peered	 harder.	 It	 was	 no	 illusion.	 That	 ship	 was	 lower,
several	 feet	 lower,	 than	 it	had	been.	Then,	all	 at	once,	 the	 sea	boiled	 in	a	 ring
around	the	tapered	base,	spray	spouted	high	and	the	great	bulk	reared	up,	surging
steadily	 and	 strongly	 out	 of	 the	 sea.	 Now	 the	 spray	 was	 steam,	 and	 the	 thin
spindly	stern	lifted	clear,	spouting	yellow	fire.	The	fire	spilled	out	in	a	sheet	over
the	 rolling	 waves.	 Sound	 came,	 a	 powerful	 deep-throated	 bellow	 of	 effort,
spearing	 through	 the	billowing	steam.	The	ship	mounted	higher,	as	 if	dragging
herself	 out	 of	 a	 gluetrap.	 Higher,	 and	 the	 flame-tail	 was	 a	 rod	 now,	 stabbing
down.
"There	 she	 blows!"	 Dillard	 said,	 and	 even	 as	 he	 said	 it	 the	 whole	 scene



changed	with	shattering	speed.	Around	that	rod	of	yellow	flame	there	sprang	out
a	fierce	white	glare.	In	one	breath	the	glare	lifted,	surged	up,	engulfed	the	entire
bulk	of	the	ship,	blotting	it	out.	In	the	next	eye-blink	the	hovering	white	fireball
erupted	outward,	changing	swiftly	from	furious	white	to	dark	gray,	to	shot	red,	to
a	 boiling	 pall	 of	 black	 through	which	 spindly	 fragments	 appeared	 briefly	 and
fell.	 The	 black	monstrosity	 ballooned	 hugely.	Then	 came	 the	 first	 shock-wave
front	of	the	immense	explosion.	An	invisible	hand	shoved	Dillard's	chest	and	the
hydrofoil—and	an	ear-blasting	roar	followed,	stunning	his	senses.	The	frail	craft
leaped	and	plunged	against	the	shock,	the	pilot	cursing	and	hauling	on	his	helm.
Dillard	 got	 a	 hand-hold	 and	 clung.	And	 stared	 at	 the	 boiling	 black	 cloud	 that
rolled	out	and	began	to	disperse	over	the	sea.
"What	 the	 hell	was	 that?"	 the	 pilot	 demanded,	 swinging	 his	 craft	 around	 to

face	the	disturbance.
"The	ship!"	Dillard	said	stupidly.	"That	Venusian	ship.	It	blew	up!"
"It	what?"
"It	just	blew	up.	One	minute	it	was	standing	up	away	from	the	sea.	The	next

minute	it	was	all	ablaze.	Then	it	blew,	just	like	that!"	He	could	barely	believe	his
own	words.	It	was	impossible	that	a	whole	solid	ship,	full	of	people,	could	go	so
quickly,	so	entirely.	All	gone!
"Got	to	head	back,"	the	pilot	growled.	"Might	be	survivors	in	trouble."
"There	won't	 be."	Dillard	 said	 it	with	 stunned	certainty.	 "There	 just	 couldn't

be.	There	was	no	time!"
Now	he	could	hear	the	start	up	of	sirens	and	hooters	from	several	directions,

and	 saw	 small	 craft	 of	 many	 kinds	 coming	 furiously	 over	 the	 water	 to
investigate.	 The	 first	 shreds	 of	 stinking	 smoke	 touched	 his	 nostrils,	 and	 the
hydrofoil	lurched	and	heaved	in	the	swelling	aftermath	of	explosion.	It	ran	back,
joined	the	others	who	were	combing	the	fumes	and	swells	for	anyone	who	might
need	 help.	 But	 there	 was	 nothing,	 nothing	 at	 all.	 Here	 and	 there	 among	 the
drifting	trails	of	smoke	could	be	seen	patches	of	oil-slick,	but	that	was	all	there
was	to	show	that	a	great	ship	had	been	here.	Of	debris,	living	or	dead,	there	was
nothing.	After	half	an	hour	of	vain	search,	Dillard	said,	"I	told	you.	Didn't	I	tell
you?"	 The	 pilot	 nodded,	 put	 his	 hand	 to	 his	 throttle.	 "I	 guess	 you	were	 right,
mister.	This	is	a	waste	of	time."	The	‘foil	began	once	more	to	drive	toward	the
distant	island-town.
Dillard	sat	slumped	alongside	the	pilot	and	let	his	thoughts	sag	wherever	they

could.	The	whole	thing	was	just	too	much	for	him	to	take	in.	It	was	quite	a	while
before	it	struck	him	that	had	he	not	been	lucky	enough	to	get	off,	he	would	have
gone	up	with	 it,	 and	when	 that	 idea	 did	 come	 it	 struck	only	 a	 faint	 thrill.	But
then,	 on	 the	 heels	 of	 that	 thought,	 came	 another.	 It	was	 fantastic	 that	 a	whole



ship	 could	go,	 just	 like	 that,	 and	he	would	never	 know	how,	but	wasn't	 it	 just
possible	 that	 he,	 by	 being	 there,	 had	 caused	 somebody	 to	 rush	 something,	 or
make	some	vital	error?
That	 idea	 really	 did	 squash	 him	 down,	 so	much	 so	 that	 the	 pilot	 had	 been

talking	to	him	for	some	time	before	he	realized	it	and	asked	for	a	repeat.
"I	said,	mister,	that	I	have	to	report	this.	And	you!"
"Report?	Report	what?	That	the	ship	blew	up?"
"No!"	The	pilot	was	heavily	patient.	"Everybody	on	Hydro	knows	about	it	by

now.	I	have	to	report	you.	Look,	your	name	and	ex-card	number	are	in	my	slot.	I
took	you	aboard.	The	Venture	Three	people	know	that	much.	And	I	got	you	off
just	 two	jumps	ahead	of	 the	disaster.	So	I	have	to	report	 that.	There	will	be	an
inquiry.	You	understand?"
Dillard	thought	he	sensed	something	more	than	just	self-protecting	routine	in

the	pilot's	tone.
"What	are	you	really	getting	at?"	he	demanded.	"Why	the	shifty	look?
Stars!	You	don't	think	I	had	anything	to	do	with—with	that?"
"Now	look,	mister,	 I	didn't	 say	 that.	But	stand	where	 I	am	for	a	bit.	You	go

aboard,	with	some	gadget	or	other,	right?	Now,	I've	been	running	this	water-taxi
here	more	than	five	years.	I've	seen	maybe	a	hundred	Veenie	ships	come	and	go.
And	 I've	 never	 once	 seen	 a	Veenie,	 not	 close.	Never	 seen	 one	 leave	 the	 ship.
Never	seen	anybody	go	aboard.	Nobody.	Not	till	you.	Then,	off	you	come	all	of
a	gallop,	like	the	devil	was	on	your	tail.	And	then	she	blows.	You	add	it	up	and
see	 what	 you	 get."	 Dillard	 didn't	 know	 whether	 to	 laugh	 or	 curse.	 He	 felt
stomach-sick.	But	his	pragmatic	fraction	had	to	admit	the	man	had	a	point.	The
thought	that	he,	Dillard,	could	deliberately	destroy	an	entire	ship—and	all	those
people,	 alien	or	not	—was	 insane.	But	only	 from	one	viewpoint,	 and	 that	was
Dillard's	own.	He	couldn't	expect	anyone	else	to	be	sure	about	it.
"All	 right,"	 he	 said	wearily,	 and	 fumbled	with	 his	 kit-box.	 "You	have	 to	 do

your	duty	as	you	see	it,	I	suppose.	Here,	you'd	better	take	this."
"What	is	it?"
"It's	a	wire	spool.	It	carries	all	the	recordings	I've	done	today.	It	is	worth	quite

a	bit	 to	me,	so	look	after	 it,	won't	you.	But	 it	could	be	evidence	of	some	kind,
you	never	know,	and	if	you	have	it,	and	turn	it	over	to	whoever	you're	going	to
report	to,	that	will	at	least	establish	that	I	haven't	faked	it	in	any	way.	Go	on,	it
won't	bite."
"Look,	mister,	I'm	not	accusing	you	of	anything!"
"That's	 just	 as	well,	 isn't	 it?"	Dillard	 felt	 a	 sudden	 spurt	 of	 anger.	 "See	 you

don't.	Keep	 that	 recording	 safe.	Turn	 it	 over	 to	 the	 proper	 authorities.	And	 be
careful	what	you	do	say,	or	I'll	dig	you	so	deep	in	trouble	you	will	never	get	out.



You've	seen	my	expense-card,	 so	you	know	I	have	enough	going	 for	me	 to	be
able	to	do	just	that."
"I	don't	want	any	trouble!"
"Nor	me,	 so	we	have	 something	 in	common.	Right?	Can't	 this	 thing	go	any

faster?"
V
By	 the	 time	 the	 ‘foil	 had	 run	 in	 and	under	 the	nearest	 projecting	 rim	of	 the

floating	island,	Dillard	realized	the	word	"town"	was	no	exaggeration.	The	great
faceted	dome	was	huge,	easily	half	a	mile	across,	and	where	the	under	half	of	the
dish	curved	down	into	the	water	there	was	all	of	thirty	feet	headroom	under	the
rim.	What	he	had	seen	as	slots	from	a	distance	now	showed	as	miniature	harbor
mouths.	The	air-cushion	ferry	came	billowing	out	of	one	just	before	they	slowed
to	 head	 in,	 and	Dillard	 glanced	 back	 to	 see	 another	 spaceship	 up	 there,	 just	 a
silver	dot,	readying	in	for	planet-fall.	The	'foil	slid	in	and	alongside	a	tiled	wall,
the	pilot	checked	out	on	his	card,	and	Dillard	stepped	ashore.	Three	more	steps
upward	and	he	was	on	a	broad,	rubberized	avenue,	stretching	before	and	behind
in	a	long	sweeping	curve.	And	here,	before	he	could	decide	which	way	to	start
walking,	 came	 a	 purring	 scooter	 in	 sparkling	 chrome,	 towing	 a	wheeled	 chair
after	it.	He	stared,	half-angry	that	the	girl	driver	could	be	so	breezy,	beautiful	and
blonde,	after	what	he	had	just	seen.	The	machine	purred	to	a	halt	beside	him	and
the	girl	swung	long	legs	to	the	ground	and	saluted	him	briskly.
"At	 your	 service,	 mister.	 Name	 your	 pleasure	 and	 I'll	 take	 you	 to	 it,	 or

something	better."
He	 took	 time	 to	 study	her,	 the	better	 to	get	his	 feelings	under	 some	kind	of

control.	No	thought	of	recording	occurred	to	him	here.	Sinful	delights	were	not
in	 his	 line,	 and	 this	 girl,	 after	 all,	 was	 only	 doing	 a	 job.	 She	 was	 petite	 and
devastatingly	endowed,	none	of	it	hidden.	From	the	waist	down	spray-thin	silver
clothed	her,	 yielding	 to	mid-calf	 riding	boots	of	 the	 same	color	 equipped	with
ridiculously	 large	 spurs.	 On	 her	 upper	 half	 she	 wore	 a	 scanty	 short-sleeved
bolero	 that	 was	 no	 more	 than	 a	 gesture.	 It	 was	 unfastened.	 One	 glance	 was
enough	to	show	that	 it	couldn't	be	fastened,	not	 to	contain	what	she	had	to	put
into	 it.	 She	 would,	 Dillard	 thought,	 have	 a	 weight	 problem	 very	 soon.	 She
reminded	 him	 strongly	 of	 the	 type	 of	 female	 scenery	 regularly	 used	 to	 add
"interest"	to	an	otherwise	insipid	storyline.	The	silver-painted	ten-gallon	hat	on
her	blonde	mop	was	all	part	of	the	illusion.
"Supposing	it	had	been	somebody	else?"	he	asked.	"Not	me.	A	lady?"
"Hah?"	She	blinked	a	moment	 then	grinned	broadly,	fired	her	finger	straight

up	like	a	pistol,	and	he	looked	to	see	the	goggle-eye	of	a	scanner	watching	him.
"We	have	a	headquarters,"	she	explained.	"The	screen	gets	a	picture	of	anybody



coming	ashore,	and	we	select	out	according	to	who,	and	what.	You	look	like	the
direct	approach,	couple	of	drinks	and	a	good	time,	type.	So	me."
"So	wrong,"	he	said.	"Maybe	not	your	 fault,	 though.	You've	heard	about	 the

disaster,	just	now?"
"Veenie	ship	blew	up,	so	I	heard.	Say,	you	must've	seen	it!"
"I	 stepped	off	 it	 about	 five	minutes	before	 it	 happened."	She	gave	 a	 sudden

shiver	 and	 seemed	 to	wilt	 a	 little,	made	 a	 shrill	 and	 quavering	whistle-sound.
"You	some	kind	of	nut,	mister?	You	went	aboard	a	Veenie	ship?	Nobody	could
pay	me	enough	to	do	that."
"That's	 your	 problem.	All	 I'm	getting	 at	 is	 that	 I	 don't	 feel	 like	 any	 kind	 of

good	 time	 just	 now.	 All	 I	 want	 is	 somewhere	 peaceful	 and	 quiet,	 maybe
something	to	eat	and	drink,	and	time	to	think.	Do	you	have	that	available?"
"Why	not?	What	sort	of	class	did	you	have	in	mind?"	For	that	question	he	had

no	 ready	 answer,	 but	 let	 the	problem	 solve	 itself	 by	handing	over	 his	 ex-card.
Her	flame-red	mouth	rounded	into	an
"Oh"	of	appreciation	at	sight	of	his	rating.
"Welcome	 to	 Joytown,	Mr.	 Dillard.	 I	 think	 I	 know	 the	 very	 place	 for	 you.

Climb	aboard!"	She	gestured	 to	 the	 rickshaw-like	chair,	 then	grinned.	 "Or	you
could	mount	up	behind	me,	piggyback.	No	extra	charge."	She	threw	a	slim	leg
over	 her	 saddle	 and	 turned	 up	 the	 voltage	 on	 her	 smile,	 but	 he	 shook	 out	 his
poncho,	slung	it	over	his	shoulders	and	said,
"That	chair	will	do	me,	thanks."
She	 looked	 hurt.	 "I	 didn't	 mean	 anything,	 mister,	 just	 being	 friendly.

Besides"—she	added	acutely—"you've	never	been	here	before,	have	you?
And	a	man	like	you	will	be	full	of	questions,	I	guess.	So	how	can	I	talk	to	you

if	you're	sitting	right	back	there?"
"What	do	you	mean,	a	man	like	me?	You	missed	my	type	once,	sister.	Don't

you	ever	learn?"
"I	reckon	to	learn	something	new	every	day,"	she	retorted	cheerfully,
"and	mostly	by	talking	to	people.	You're	a	newsman,	aren't	you?"
"No.	Sorry.	This	is	not	a	camera.	But	you	have	a	point,	about	learning	things.

All	right,	I'll	take	the	piggyback."
"That's	real	friendly	now."	She	beamed.	"Climb	on,	and	don't	be	scared	to	hug

tight,	I	don't	bruise	easily.	Ready?"	She	settled	with	a	wriggle	as	he	clasped	her
slim	middle,	 and	 kicked	 her	machine	 into	 throbbing	 life.	 They	 growled	 away
along	 the	 wide	 ramp,	 swooped	 into	 a	 sharp	 turn	 and	 up	 a	 steep	 incline,	 then
swooped	 steeply	 again	 and	 were	 out	 onto	 a	 glass-tiled	 roadway	 banked	 with
raucous	 neon-lighted	 civilization.	 She	 kept	 her	 foot	 down	 and	 her	 blonde	 hair
tickled	his	face	as	the	breeze	of	their	flight	pushed	it	back	at	him.



"Don't	pay	too	much	attention	to	this	bit,"	she	called	back	over	her	shoulder.
"This	 is	mostly	 beer-joints,	 diners,	 flophouses	 and	 gambling	 dens.	 Strictly	 for
crewmen	 and	bums.	Right	 now	 it's	 only	 half-alive.	Come	nightfall	 it	 perks	 up
some,	but	even	then	it's	no	great	shakes."
"Where	are	you	going	to	take	me?"
"In	 a	 minute—whoops!"—she	 swerved	 dexteriously	 to	 avoid	 a	 straggle	 of

pedestrians—"we	strike	an	intersection.	Coming	up.	Hold	on	tight!"	He	needed
no	 urging	 as	 she	 put	 the	 scooter	 into	 a	 forty-five	 degree	 heel	 to	 swoop	 into	 a
four-lane	 highway.	 Purely	 by	 guess	 he	 estimated	 they	 were	 now	 heading	 in
toward	the	middle,	and	she	confirmed	that	as	soon	as	she	had	jockeyed	her	way
past	a	few	minor	roadrunners	like	single	and	two-seater	cushion	cars.
"We're	 now	 heading	 in	 to	 Center	 City.	 You'll	 like	 it.	 Very	 exclusive,	 quiet,

nothing	but	the	best.	Whatever	you	want,	the	best."	There	didn't	seem	to	be	any
comment	called	for,	so	he	kept	silent.	In	a	moment	or	two	her	head	half-turned
again	 and	 she	 called,	 "Blue-true,	Mr.	 Dillard,	 were	 you	 really	 on	 that	 Veenie
ship?"
"Of	 course.	Why	 not?	 According	 to	 what	 I	 hear,	 those	 ships	 come	 in	 here

regularly.	There's	nothing	weird	about	them."
"You	don't	mean	that!"	He	felt	her	lithe	young	torso	stiffen	in	quick	revulsion

as	she	spoke.	"I	wouldn't	go	within	a	million	miles	of	them."
"Mean	 to	 tell	me"—he	 let	his	 irritation	 speak	out—"that	you've	 never	met	 a

Venusian	either?	They	must	come	ashore	here	sometimes!"
"There'd	be	a	riot	if	they	ever	did.	Monsters!"	He	snorted,	got	his	retort	ready,

then	let	it	go.	What	was	the	use?	It	occurred	to	him	to	tell	her	what	Conway	had
said,	that	the	Venusians	found	and	built	this	place,	but	he	thought	better	of	that
too.
"You	know,"	 she	 volunteered,	 "I	 always	 thought	 there	was	 something	 queer

about	that	ship."
"Queer?	In	what	way	queer?"
"Well,	we	get	Veenie	 ships	 in	here	often	enough,	 it's	 true,	but	 it's	 always	 in

and	out	again,	pretty	quick.	Overnight.	But	that	one	has	been	here	more	than	a
couple	of	weeks	now.	 Just	 sitting	 there!"	That	certainly	was	queer.	From	what
little	Dillard	knew	of	spaceship	economy,	it	was	insane.	No	one	in	his	right	mind
keeps	 highly	 expensive	machinery	 standing	 idle,	 and	 a	 spaceship	 is	 just	 about
the	 most	 expensive	 assembly	 of	 machinery	 possible.	 To	 keep	 one	 bobbing	 at
anchor	for	two	whole	weeks,	doing	nothing,	was	unthinkable.	He	was	still	trying
to	 think	 it	out	 in	 logical	 terms	as	 the	scooter	 slowed	 to	a	crawl	and	swung	off
into	a	quiet	side	street.
"This	 is	 it,"	 she	 announced,	 and	 pointed.	 "The	Hydro	 Palace.	Best	 in	 town.



You'll	 like	 it."	He	 climbed	down,	waited	while	 she	 checked	his	 ex-card	 again,
and	she	grinned	as	she	added,	"If	you	happen	to	fancy	some	other	place,	or	want
something	 they	haven't	 got,	 you	 just	 call	me.	My	name's	Stella,	 and	 that's	my
trade	 number.	 But	 you	 don't	 need	 to	 remember	 it,	 just	 ask	 Fodor.	 That's	 the
commissionaire.	Him,	look.	He	knows	me."
Dillard	stared	up	 the	marble	steps	 to	where	 the	uniformed	attendant	awaited

him,	then	glanced	back	to	Stella	and	smiled	wryly.
"You	never	 know,"	 he	 said,	 "I	might	 just	 do	 that.	Not	 to	 take	me	 any	place

special,	 just	 to	 give	 me	 one	 of	 your	 hair-raising	 rides	 on	 that.	 I	 hope	 you're
insured?"
"Who,	me?"	She	 laughed.	 "Not	 on	your	 life.	 I	 haven't	 hit	 anything	yet,	 and

don't	intend	to.	Call	me	anytime.	‘Bye	now!	Don't	forget	my	cut,	Fodor!"
As	she	stormed	away,	Dillard	strode	up	the	steps	and	the	doorman	threw	him	a

salute	fit	for	a	general,	at	least.	Resplendent	in	velvet-textured	blue	plastic	ablaze
with	gold	facings,	he	inclined	his	head	graciously	and	murmured,	"What	is	your
pleasure,	sir?"
"All	 I	want	 is	 a	 table	 for	one,	me.	With	plenty	of	peace,	quiet,	 and	privacy.

And	 service.	 Food,	 drink,	 the	 usual	 things.	 No	 entertainment,	 no	 diversions,
nothing	like	that."
"Of	course,	sir.	Are	you	familiar	with	the	procedure	for	operating	mechanical

servers?"
"Hm?	Oh,	yes,	certainly."
"Then	allow	me	to	show	you."	With	a	gracious	gesture	he	pointed	Dillard	to	a

handy	elevator	door,	and	as	the	gate	slid	open	he	murmured,
"Button	Minus	Five	will	deliver	you	to	the	Green	Salon,	sir.	I'm	sure	you	will

find	it	exactly	what	you	require."
Five	was	 the	 last	button	on	a	 long	panel	 that	went	up	 to	 fifteen	plus,	 and	 it

struck	Dillard	with	just	a	tweak	at	his	nerves	that	by	the	time	he	got	down	five
levels	he	would	be	underwater.	Well	under.	Stepping	out	as	the	door	opened,	his
first	impression	was	a	strong	reminiscence	of	tropical	monsoon,	and	he	frowned,
wondering	where	 that	 had	been.	Then	 it	 came	back.	 In	Bombay,	when	he	had
been	there	making	a	documentary	for	a	travel	firm.	But	there	were	differences,
now	that	he	took	a	second	look.	The	warm	humidity	was	similar,	but	India	had
never	been	perfumed	with	mint.	Or	something	like	it,	at	any	rate.	Nor	had	it	been
steeped	 in	 an	 almost	 palpable	 green	 haze.	 Dillard	 stepped	 forward	 cautiously,
expecting	 some	 kind	 of	 curtain,	 but	 the	 lambent	 green	 glow	moved	with	 him,
and	he	realized	it	was	some	kind	of	interference	screen	effect.	He	nodded	gently
in	praise.	This	was	privacy	 indeed,	 to	be	wrapped	in	a	 tinted	force-screen.	But
how	 did	 one	 find	 —and	 the	 question	 died	 unasked	 as	 there	 came	 a	 gently



winking	spot	of	red	light,	drawing	near.
It	 loomed	 through	 the	 haze	 and	 resolved	 into	 a	 mechanical,	 a	 mobile

attendant-machine,	with	an	upright	pole	and	hooks,	a	squat	chrome	and	plastic
body	on	 tracks,	 and	 the	 red	 light	 blinking	 like	 a	 cyclops	 immediately	 above	 a
radio	grille.	It	halted	a	foot	away	from	him.
"Your	expense	card	please,	sir	or	madam,"	it	said	gently.
"I'm	male,"	Dillard	 told	 it,	slotting	his	card	into	place.	"I	require	a	 table	and

service	for	one,	myself,	please."
"Yes,	 sir.	 Should	 you	 be	 carrying	 any	 burdens,	 or	 wish	 to	 dispose	 of	 any

garments	or	articles	temporarily,	please	employ	my	hooks.	I	will	proceed	as	soon
as	you	are	ready."
Dillard	 unloaded	 his	 tackle-box	 and	 poncho,	 hooked	 them,	 and	 felt	 just

comfortably	warm.	"All	ready,"	he	announced.	"Lead	on."	It	was	ridiculous,	he
thought,	how	quickly	one	grew	to	think	of	the	things	as	sentient.	Expecting	it	to
wheel	around	and	go	away.	But	it	merely	receded,	still	watching	him	with	its	red
eye.	He	 followed,	 and	 the	 curtain	 of	 green	mist,	 now	deh'cately	 flavored	with
citrus,	went	with	 them.	 It	was	 impossible	even	 to	guess	how	big	 this	 chamber
was.	He	 became	 aware	 that	 he	was	 ravenously	 hungry	 and	 guessed	 there	was
some	chemical	component	in	the	air	to	help	that	kind	of	thing	along.	He	strolled
on	 a	 floor	 that	 was	 warm	 sponge	 and	 was	 aware	 of	 a	 winding	 trail,	 but	 saw
nothing	but	the	green	fog.	Then	the	guiding	light	halted.
"Your	 table,	 sir.	 Please	 program	 your	 requirements."	 The	 light	 was	 subtly

brighter	now,	and	he	saw	the	low	table,	and	a	chair,	a	long,	low,	inviting	couch
of	dark	foam-surfaced	material.	He	sat,	experimented	a	moment	or	two	until	he
had	 a	 comfortable	 pose,	 locked	 the	 chair's	 flexibility	 to	 that	 contour,	 and	 then
gave	attention	to	the	visi-screen	the	mechanical	had	extended	for	his	benefit.
"I'll	have	a	caffex	immediately,	and	show	me	some	wines,	something	dry	and

light."	 The	 list	 that	 rippled	 into	 view	 would	 have	 done	 credit	 to	 any	 cellar.
Switching	to	solid	food	he	ordered	a	meal	light	in	starch	and	protein,	conscious
of	incipient	weight	problems,	and	left	it	at	that.
"Enough	 for	 the	 moment.	 I'll	 deal	 with	 anything	 else	 later;	 depends	 how	 I

feel."
There	was	 a	 click	 as	 the	 table	 sank	 into	 the	 floor	 and	went	 away	 to	 fill	 his

order.	He	grinned	wryly,	remembering	the	very	first	time	he	had	encountered	this
kind	of	service,	and	how	the	table	had	been	stuck	because	he,	not	knowing,	had
his	 elbow	 leaning	on	 it	 and	 it	 couldn't	move	because	 it	 had	protective	 circuits
designed	to	avoid	harming	him.	Dillard	had	been	in	many	robotized	restaurants
since	but	never	one	quite	on	this	scale.
"The	green,"	he	demanded,	"is	it	compulsory?"



"What	shade	would	you	prefer,	sir?"
After	a	moment's	thought	he	requested	a	very	pale,	pearly	pink,	and	got	it.	He

wondered	how	it	would	affect	somebody	sitting	close	by.	From	that	it	was	only	a
step	to	wondering	whether	there	was	anyone	close	by,	or	anyone	else	there	at	all.
The	mechanical	explained.
"Each	patron-area	is	secluded	within	its	own	polarized	curtain,	sir.	There	are

other	 patrons	 present,	 groups	 and	 singles."	 The	 table	 came	 back	 laden	 and
Dillard	 started	 in,	 but	 after	 the	 first	 bite	 or	 two	 he	 felt	 something	 lacking	 and
asked	the	servitor,	"Can	you	do	me	some	background	music?"
It	 could.	 He	 selected	 thoughtfully	 and	 within	 a	 few	 seconds	 was	 softly

wrapped	around	by	lilt	and	the	illusion	of	a	surrealist	ballet.	It	was	well	done.	He
knew	 something	 of	 the	 technique	 of	 hologram-in-the-round	 with	 3D	 sound
effects,	and	 this	was	equal	 to	anything	he	had	met.	They	probably	had	sensor-
accompaniment	 too,	 if	 he	 wanted	 it,	 but	 he	 chose	 not	 to.	 Those	 kind	 of
sensations	 were	 not	 for	 him	 and	 he	 knew	 it.	 Music,	 rhythm	 and	 dance	 were
mysteries	as	far	as	he	was	concerned.	The	sensor-craftsmen	in	that	field	got	good
money,	 and	 they	 earned	 it.	To	 react	 evenly	 and	 totally	 on	 several	 sense	 levels
simultaneously	was	exhausting	for	the	operator.	It	was	also	insidiously	narcotic
for	 the	 audience,	 as	 the	 pop	 frenzies	 of	 the	 late	 twentieth	 centuiy	 had	 proved
beyond	 all	 doubt.	 Dangerous	 stuff.	 Like	 white	 noise,	 the	 total	 effect	 so
overloaded	 the	 brain's	 channels	 that	 reason	 began	 to	 totter,	 and	 the	 outcome
could	be	anything.	He	preferred	just	to	watch.	And	listen.	And	eat.	But	not	to	get
involved.
That	 thought	 triggered	 off	 the	whole	 piled-up	weight	 of	 the	 disaster	 he	 had

just	seen,	and	about	which	he	had	been	resolutely	determined	not	to	think,	until
now.	Here,	 alone,	 he	 could	 let	 the	memories	 boil	 up.	He	 bit	 and	 chewed	 and
drank,	filled	his	eyes	with	the	movements	of	posturing	bodies	and	his	ears	with
Bartok,	and	so	had	something	solid	to	anchor	him	while	the	Venusian	ship	blew
itself	 to	 fiery	 death	 all	 over	 again	 in	 his	mind.	The	 complete	 devastation	 of	 a
whole	ship	was	something	to	stun	his	mind,	but	what	really	hurt	was	the	thought
of	the	people.	There	must	have	been	a	hundred	or	so	of	them,	and	they	couldn't
possibly	have	had	a	chance	of	survival.	Not	any	of	 them.	Not	even	AnnSmith.
From	 there,	 as	 he	 went	 on	 doggedly	 chewing	 and	 swallowing,	 came	 the
fearsome	 problem	 of	 responsibility.	 You	 could	 stretch	 coincidence	 just	 so	 far
before	it	began	to	strain.
It	was	no	use	his	rational	fraction	arguing	the	point,	suggesting,	as	it	did,	that

he	had	gone	to	visit	Dr.	Stanley	also,	and	something	queer	had	happened	to	him,
hadn't	it?	Was	Dillard	feeling	any	pangs	of	conscience	on	that?	He	wasn't,	but	it
did	 stir	 a	 moment's	 curiosity,	 enough	 to	 wonder	 just	 what	 had	 happened	 to



Stanley,	and	what	Miss	Hunt	was	doing	about	him,	if	she	was	doing	anything	at
all.	So	many	strange	things,	open-ended	problems,	and	no	answers.	Not	only	had
he	no	answers,	he	had	no	hard	notion	what,	if	anything,	he	ought	to	do	next.
He	 ended	 the	meal	 feeling	 restless,	 programmed	 to	 have	 the	 ruins	 removed

and	 a	 long,	 cold	whisky	 sour	 brought,	 and	 sneered	 at	 the	 dancers	 and	music.
Dennis	Dillard,	 pawn	 of	 fate,	 a	 straw	 in	 the	wind,	 a	 nothing	man.	He	 poured
scorn	on	himself	 lavishly,	but	 it	helped	nothing.	 In	common	with	most	people,
Dillard	liked	to	think	that	he	knew	why	he	was	doing	what,	at	any	given	time,
but	this	time	it	didn't	work.	All	he	could	grasp	was	the	vague	conviction	that	he
was	being	manipulated	in	some	way	that	he	couldn't	understand.	At	last,	in	futile
temper,	 he	 snapped	 at	 the	 mechanical,	 "Maybe	 I	 do	 need	 company,	 after	 all.
What	do	you	suggest?"
"I	have	a	built-in	switchboard,	sir,	if	you	wish	to	call	someone."
"Such	as	who?	I	don't	know	anyone	on	this	planet.	At	least,	no	one	who'd	be

likely	to	come	running	at	my	call."
"We	have	entertainers	available	on	the	premises,	sir,"	the	mechanical	advised

him,	after	a	click	that	showed	it	had	switched	to	a	new	level	of	circuitry.	"I	can
show	 you	 pictures	 and	 details."	 Dillard	 hesitated.	 Perversely,	 he	 said,	 "I'd	 far
rather	see	 just	who	 is	sharing	 this	solitary	 jag	with	me,	 right	now.	Can	you	do
that?"	 This	 time	 there	 were	 several	 clicks	 and	 a	 hum	 or	 two.	 Then	 the	 robot
servitor	 confessed,	 in	 a	 secretive	 tone,	 "I	 am	 permitted	 to	 show	 you	 the
occupants	of	the	other	tables,	with	discretion."
"Oh!	Are	you,	indeed?	What	discretion?"
"You	may	 overlook	 any	 table	 for	 not	 longer	 than	 thirty	 seconds.	 After	 that

period	a	warning	is	sounded	and	the	view	fails."
"Go	ahead,	show	me."
There	was	another	click,	then	the	music	ceased,	the	ballet	dancers	faded	away

and	a	glowing	square	hung	suspended	in	mid-air.	It	was	like	peering	through	a
drawn	curtain.	Dillard	saw	a	large,	fat-rolling	man	lolling	on	his	couch,	drink	in
hand,	watching	a	pseudo-space	opera.	Click,	and	the	man	went,	his	place	taken
by	a	not-so-young	couple	disporting	themselves	in	time	to	a	frenzy	of	discordant
noise	 they	probably	 thought	of	as	music.	Dillard	winced.	Another	click	and	he
sat	forward	as	he	saw	a	dark-haired	woman,	black-frowning,	staring	right	at	him.
Mara	Hunt.	And	she	had	seen	him!
"Hold	it!"	he	commanded,	as	the	picture	went.	"She	was	looking	at	me!"
"Possibly,	sir,	just	as	you	were	overlooking	her."
"And	no	warning?"
"It	 can	 be	 circumvented	 by	 viewing	 in	 discrete	 periods	 of	 less	 than	 the

permitted	maximum."



"Somebody	 makes	 rules,	 somebody	 else	 makes	 holes	 in	 them.	 Be	 thankful
you're	just	a	machine.	And	mark	that	one,	I	may	want	to	come	back	and	do	a	bit
of	snooping	myself."	He	considered	it	rapidly.	No	reason	why	Mara	Hunt	should
not	be	here,	of	course.	Call	it	coincidence.	And	maybe	she	hadn't	been	snooping
at	all.	He	decided	to	reserve	judgment.
"All	right,	carry	on	and	show	me	some	more,"	he	ordered.	Up	came	another

picture,	 a	 hole	 in	 the	 pink	 haze,	 and	 this	 time	 he	 caught	 his	 breath	 as	 if	 steel
fingers	had	grasped	his	 throat.	There,	 life-large	and	 startlingly	near,	 so	 that	he
could	 almost	 reach	 out	 and	 touch,	was	 the	 savage-eyed	Venusian	 commander,
Dekron.	 And,	 close-headed	with	 him	was	 another	 stone-face,	 almost	 certainly
the	hatchway	guard.	But	it	just	couldn't	be!	The	picture	winked	out	and	left	him
staring	 into	 nothing,	 his	 neck	 stiff	 and	 his	 teeth	 locked.	 With	 an	 effort	 he
growled,	"Show	me	that	again.	Again!"
"Yes,	sir.	Table-space	G-5,	 two	persons	in	conference,	names	withheld."	The

picture	sprang	into	life	once	more.	It	was	Dekron,	positively.
"Take	me	to	that	table!"
"I	 am	 unable	 to	 do	 that,	 sir,	 without	 the	 express	 consent	 of	 the	 occupants

beforehand."
"Then	get	it…"
But	 the	 order	was	 not	 to	 be	 obeyed.	Dillard's	 questions	 had	 overridden	 the

mechanical's	 attention	 to	 time.	A	 gentle	 chime	 shattered	 the	 quiet,	 and	 in	 that
hanging	picture	Dekron	snatched	his	head	around,	and	glared,	straight	at	Dillard.
Searing	hate	lashed	out	from	those	chill	eyes.	Dillard	cringed	back	in	his	chair,
then	scrambled	to	his	feet.	The	picture	blinked	out.	He	put	out	a	hand	in	aimless
terror,	not	knowing	which	way	to	move,	yet	wanting	desperately	to	run.	The	pink
glow	 faded	 into	 the	 standard	 green	 haze,	 and	 that	 piled	 up	 the	 panic.	 Dillard
tottered	 forward,	 hands	 out	 to	 grope,	 and	 a	 darkness	 in	 the	 green	 loomed
suddenly,	 became	 solid,	 became	Dekron	with	 teeth	 showing	 in	 a	 snarl	 and	his
shoulders	bulking	huge.



Dillard	swung	away,	ran	two	steps	and	smashed	into	something	hard	with	his
hip.	The	 impact	drove	out	his	breath,	 flooded	him	with	pain.	He	 reeled	 to	one
side,	hearing	the	growl	and	rustle	of	someone	on	his	heels.	A	hard	hand	fell	on
his	shoulder	and	he	whirled,	knocked	the	arm	aside,	threw	a	frantic	punch	at	the
face	 that	 loomed	up	 again—	and	 something	 hard	 and	 heavy	 slammed	 into	 the
side	 of	 his	 head,	 sending	 him	 sprawling	 to	 his	 knees.	He	 got	 up,	 half-blinded
with	 the	 tears	 of	 impact,	 turned	 and	 ran—and	 smashed	 face-first	 into	 a	 solid
upright,	 the	 shock	 almost	 knocking	 him	 down.	 Powerful	 hands	 grabbed	 him
again.	 He	 whimpered	 helplessly	 as	 he	 was	 whirled	 around,	 right	 into	 an
exploding	blow	in	the	head.	The	green	darkened	into	black	as	he	fell.	He	couldn't
even	put	out	hands	 to	break	his	 fall.	Then	something	stung	his	arm.	A	needle-
point.	And	all	sensation	slid	away.
He	came	back	to	a	conscious	awareness	of	rhythmic	explosions	that	hurt,	that

shattered,	that	were	his	head	bursting,	and	realized	first	that	he	was	still	alive.	He
wasn't	 sure	 he	 was	 happy	 about	 that.	 Second,	 that	 his	 head	 was	 not	 really
exploding,	it	just	felt	that	way.	Thirdly,	as	the	crashing	agony	shrank	to	the	point
where	it	was	containable,	he	discovered	that	his	face	felt	flat,	as	if	someone	had
stepped	on	it.	And	there	was	a	sour-metal	taste	in	his	mouth.	He	remembered	the
needle.	For	dope	of	any	kind	he	had	a	repugnance	that	amounted	to	phobia,	as	it
posed	a	threat	 to	his	sensibilities,	and	thus	his	craft.	By	reflex,	he	attempted	to
twist	away,	and	discovered	that	he	was	bound	securely,	hand	and	foot.
Stirred	into	full	consciousness,	he	opened	his	eyes,	the	effort	setting	off	new

concussions	 in	 his	 skull.	 He	 stared	 at	 a	 near	 ceiling,	 dark	 and	 rugged,	 as	 if
roughhewn	from	rock	and	lighted	from	the	side	with	weird	blue	glare.	By	painful
degrees	he	twisted	his	neck	and	head,	becoming	more	aware	with	each	passing
moment.	And	the	more	conscious	he	became,	 the	less	he	could	be	sure	he	was
not	dreaming.	This	place,	wherever	it	was,	looked	like	nothing	he	had	ever	seen
before.	 So	 far	 as	 he	 could	 make	 out	 from	 his	 supine	 position	 it	 was	 a	 small
chamber,	possibly	ten	feet	by	six,	and	about	eight	feet	high.	He	lay—had	been
placed—on	a	flat	shelf	that	hinged	out	from	one	wall	and	was	braced	with	cords
to	its	horizontal	position.	As	if	 it	could	be	folded	back	to	the	wall	when	not	in
use.	Like	a	bed?	He	wriggled,	at	some	cost	to	the	joints	of	his	shoulders,	which
were	strained	against	his	bound	hands	beneath	him,	and	determined	that	the	shelf
was	covered	 in	 something	 resilient	 and	 slippery.	So	bed	 seemed	a	good	guess.
With	considerable	effort	he	managed	 to	 sit	up	without	 rolling	off	 the	bed,	 and
took	stock.
The	strange	blue	light	came	from	the	walls—more	accurately,	from	a	pattern

of	interlaced	diamonds	on	the	walls.	The	light-strips	seemed	to	have	movement,
a	curious	rippling	effect,	until	he	rolled	close	enough	to	the	wall	by	his	shoulder



to	 see	 that	 they	were,	 in	 fact,	 cut	 channels—and	 the	 light	 came	 from	a	 steady
trickling	 flow	of	 liquid.	The	 stuff	had	no	particular	 smell	 that	he	could	detect,
nor	was	 it	warm.	The	 liquid	 itself	originated	 in	a	series	of	orifices	close	 to	 the
ceiling,	all	around.	Scowling	over	this	odd	choice	of	illumination,	he	noticed	an
upright	 rectangular	 patch	 on	 the	 narrow	 wall	 at	 his	 feet,	 where	 there	 was	 no
channeled	liquid.	In	a	moment	it	came	to	him	that	this	must	be	a	door.	He	craned
over,	precariously,	and	saw	that	the	floor	was	all	one	blue	glare,	with	ripples	to
indicate	a	steady	flow.
The	metal	taste	was	almost	gone	now,	and	he	was	acutely	aware	of	a	growing

ache	in	his	arms	and	shoulders.	In	this	 light	his	pants	 looked	black,	and	so	did
the	stuff	that	was	knotted	about	his	ankles.	The	bonds	at	his	wrists	felt	slippery
smooth,	 like	 some	kind	of	plastic,	 and	he	had	more	 sense	 than	 to	 try	 either	 to
burst	the	stuff	or	untie	it.	Only	by	careful	straining	could	he	take	the	pressure	off
his	 wrists	 enough	 to	 permit	 blood-flow,	 and	 the	 consequent	 pins-and-needles.
And	anyway,	 if	 this	cord	was	the	same	as	 the	stuff	 that	supported	the	shelf,	he
hadn't	a	hope	of	snapping	it.	Still	with	caution	he	wriggled	until	he	could	swing
his	legs	over	the	edge	and	down,	and	sit	in	comparative	comfort.	He	lowered	his
feet	gingerly	into	the	blue.	It	was	about	three	or	four	inches	deep,	cool,	and	felt
just	like	ordinary	water.	Phosphorescence?	Lifting	his	feet	again	he	watched	the
stuff	 trickle	 off	 his	 scuff-proof	 plastic	 shoes,	 leaving	 them	 unaffected.	 Water
with	some	kind	of	phosphorescence	 in	 it.	A	smart	way	of	 illuminating	a	place,
provided	 you	were	 not	 too	 fussy	 about	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 light.	Or	 if	 you	 had
supersensitive	eyes!	Venusians!
Now	the	shakes	came.	Dillard	had	no	 idea	 just	where	he	was,	but	no	doubt,

now,	 that	he	was	 in	 the	hands	of	 the	Venusians.	And	he	could	guess	why,	 too.
Somehow	 or	 other,	 he	 had	 contributed	 to	 the	 disaster	 that	 had	wiped	 out	 that
ship,	and	then	added	fuel	to	the	flames	by	being	caught	in	the	act	of	spying—he
stopped	 that	 notion	 flat.	 Couldn't	 be!	He	 had	 seen	Dekron.	And	Dekron	must
have	been	destroyed	in	that	blast.	Surely?
Dillard	felt	his	head	start	throbbing	again.	His	stomach	complained.	And	this

was	no	sort	of	posture	to	sit	in	for	very	long.	Plagued	by	too	many	distractions	at
once,	he	gave	up	trying	to	make	sense	out	of	anything.	Except	one	thing.	He	was
a	captive	and	helpless,	and	whoever	held	him	was	not	likely	to	be	gentle.
He	 called	on	mental	 habits	 that	 he	had	developed	over	 the	years,	 and	made

himself	relax.	When	you	don't	know,	and	have	no	way	of	finding	out,	why	knock
yourself	out	with	wild	guesses?	Relax.	Put	it	out	of	your	mind.	Be	patient!	Wait!
Some	of	the	tension	began	to	drain	away.	He	shut	his	eyes,	got	as	comfortable	as
possible—and	got	the	immediate	and	positive	sense	that	he	was	inside,	and	deep
inside,	some	immense	and	solid	structure.	And	that	 it	was	inhabited.	With	care



he	 tracked	down	 the	clues	 that	 could	be	defined.	The	 silent	hush,	 the	 sense	of
massiveness,	of	being	deep—those	were	instincts,	without	rational	tags.	But	the
presence	of	 life	was	something	as	 tangible	as	 the	faint	but	 regular	vibration	he
could	now	feel,	now	that	he	was	tuned	to	it.	That	was	some	distant	but	powerful
machine.	That	argued	people,	an	establishment,	and	maintainance.	And	this	was
no	ship,	on	that	he	would	have	staked	his	life.	And	yet,	when	he	compared	the
evidence	 of	 his	 trained	 senses	 with	 the	 knowledge	 in	 his	 mind,	 there	 was	 no
match.	Hydro	didn't	have	any	structures	 like	 this.	 It	was	all	water,	broken	only
by	man-made	things.	And	this	cavern,	or	chamber,	whatever	it	was,	was	far	too
solid	 to	be	a	construct.	But	he	couldn't	be	off	Hydro	and	down	on	some	other
planet,	not	so	quickly.	Dillard	tucked	in	his	chin	and	scraped	it	against	his	bare
chest,	and	 there	was	a	 rasp	of	bristle	consonant	with	some	hours	since	his	 last
shave,	but	nothing	like	long	enough	to	transport	him	on	that	kind	of	journey.	He
was	on	the	point	of	forgetting	his	controlled	relaxation	under	the	irritation	of	so
many	contradictions	when	his	 ears	 picked	up	 a	new	 sound.	At	 first	 faint,	 then
growing	 louder,	 it	 was	 a	 regular	 slap-splash	 that	 baffled	 his	 imagination	 to
interpret.	Louder	still,	then	it	ceased,	and	that	patch	of	wall	that	was	free	of	light
suddenly	slid	aside.	It	was	a	door,	and	now	it	framed	two	large	stone-faced	men
as	 they	 moved	 in,	 one	 after	 the	 other,	 the	 blue-glow	 water	 splashing	 as	 they
strode.	Ugly	enough	by	red	light,	they	were	creatures	from	nightmare	now,	with
the	shadows	all	wrong	because	the	light	came	from	below	as	well	as	the	sides,
and	eyes	so	pale	as	to	seem	white,	set	in	cavernous	brow-ridges.	Dillard	cringed
as	 one	 of	 them	 came	 close,	 drew	 a	 blade	 from	 the	 black	 plastic	 loincloth	 that
seemed	 to	 be	 standard	wear,	 and	 held	 it	 threateningly	 ready	 as	 his	 companion
untied	the	bonds	at	Dillard's	feet.
"Where	am	I?"	he	demanded.	"What's	this	all	about?"	They	ignored	him	until

his	feet	were	free.	Then	the	one	with	the	knife	made	a	slicing	gesture	and	spoke
in	that	throaty	whisper	he	had	heard	before.	The	words	made	no	sense,	but	the
command	 tone	was	obvious,	 as	was	 the	gesture.	Dillard	 slid	 forward,	 tried	his
legs,	managed	 to	 stand.	One	captor	went	 ahead	 to	 the	door,	made	a	gesture	 to
follow.	Dillard	braced	his	 shoulders	but	made	no	other	move.	 "Where	 are	you
taking	 me?"	 he	 asked.	 For	 reply,	 and	 entirely	 without	 warning,	 the	 other
Venusian	slid	away	the	knife	he	held	and	brought	his	hand	and	arm	back	in	the
same	 movement	 but	 with	 the	 force	 of	 a	 flail.	 Edge	 on,	 it	 slammed	 against
Dillard's	head,	to	knock	him	sprawling,	jolting	down	on	to	the	edge	of	the	couch-
bed	and	then	to	the	floor,	where,	because	his	arms	were	still	fast	behind	him,	he
could	have	drowned,	except	that	the	man	who	had	struck	him	now	took	him	by
the	 hair	 and	 hauled	 him	 upright	 again.	 Once	 more	 there	 was	 that	 harshly
whispered	 command,	 the	 gesture,	 an	 ungentle	 shove	 at	 his	 shoulder.	 Dillard



went,	utterly	cowed	and	only	half-conscious.	The	man	in	front	did	a	quick	 left
turn	 outside	 the	 door	 and	went	 away	 down	 a	 gently	 sloping	 passage	 only	 just
wide	 enough	 to	 have	 admitted	 two	 like	 him	abreast.	Dillard,	 reeling,	 followed
on.	Most	vivid	in	his	mind	was	the	ease	with	which	the	stone-face	had	hoisted
him	up.	That	devil	was	strong,	his	hand	and	flesh	almost	as	hard	as	the	stone	it
resembled,	and	he	was	just	two	steps	behind.	Dillard	was	no	stranger	to	fear,	but
this	was	the	first	time	in	his	life	he	had	known	blank	despair.
He	stumbled	on	almost	in	a	coma.	The	passage	wound	steadily	to	the	left	as	if

circling	around	some	tubular	structure,	but	always	going	down.	The	man	ahead
tramped	 steadily,	 with	 a	 peculiar	 high-stepping	 gait	 that	 made	 the	 slap-splash
noise	Dillard	had	heard.	Three	inches	of	glowing	blue	water	ran	steadily	along
the	floor	they	trod.	It	caught	at	the	feet,	made	walking	a	new	skill	to	be	learned.
Dillard	 blundered	 into	 the	 walls	 a	 time	 or	 two	 before	 he	 managed	 to	 get
something	 of	 the	 hang	 of	 it.	 He	 learned	 something	 else,	 too.	 Whenever	 this
passage	was	joined	by	another,	 there	was	a	water-step	about	an	inch	down.	He
found	out	the	hard	way,	by	falling	over	the	first	two,	agonizing	his	shoulders	and
bruising	his	knees.	The	 first	 time,	 shocked	by	 the	unexpected,	he	stayed	down
there	a	moment	shaking	the	daze	out	of	his	head.	The	guard	who	followed	had
no	 time	 to	 waste	 on	 words.	 He	 kicked,	 hard	 and	 accurately,	 to	 send	 Dillard
plunging	 forward	 on	 his	 face,	 then	 yanked	 him	up	 by	 the	 hair	 once	more.	He
repeated	 the	 lesson	 at	 the	 second	 step.	Dillard	began	 to	 conceive	 a	murderous
hatred,	a	savage	rage	that	helped	to	drive	out	other	distresses.	Someday,	mister,
he	vowed	 internally,	 as	he	 reeled	 forward	 from	 the	 second	 lesson.	Someday,	 it
might	be	my	turn!	But	he	learned	to	look	out	for	the	tiny	furrow	of	ripples	in	the
underfoot	blue,	and	did	not	fall	any	more	after	that.	But	still	the	passage	wound
and	 descended,	 and	 back	 came	 the	 big	 problem.	 Where	 was	 this?	 He	 could
devise	no	answer	 that	made	sense.	He	plodded	on	doggedly,	and	now	 the	way
ahead	 opened	 out	 into	 space	 under	 an	 arch.	 The	 lead	 guard	 slowed	 and	 stood
aside,	urging	Dillard	to	carry	on	forward.
His	 first	 impression	was	of	similarity	with	 the	control	 room	of	 the	Venusian

ship,	only	now	he	was	entering	at	the	arena	level	and	had	to	look	up	and	around
to	 see	 the	 circular	 tiers.	 It	 was	 difficult	 to	 estimate	 the	 size	 of	 the	 chamber
because	 of	 the	 soft	 blue	 lighting,	 but	 there	 was	 no	 doubt	 at	 all	 about	 the
concourse	 of	 people	 sitting	 there	 in	 rows	 and	 waiting	 in	 silence.	 Blue	 light
trickled	 down	 the	 breaks	 between	 the	 series	 of	 steps,	 and	 in	 small	 channels
around	each	layer,	and	it	could	have	been	a	scene	from	hell.	Dillard	stared	up	at
the	 impassive	stone-faces	and	shivered.	A	solid	door	slid	shut	at	his	back.	The
two	guards	moved	away	on	either	side	to	climb	to	the	first	level	and	sit.	He	was
left	 alone	 in	 the	middle.	 The	 atmosphere	 was	 so	 patently	 one	 of	 trial	 that	 he



never	doubted	 it.	Looking	around	again,	he	 saw	 they	were	not	all	 stone-faces.
Curiosity	stirred	him	just	a	little.
Dead	ahead	of	him	was	one	group	of	hard	 impassive	people	 separated	 from

the	rest	by	a	distinct	gap	on	either	side.	And	to	right	and	left	of	this	key	group,
about	 ten	people,	were	 two	other	groups,	but	 these	were	 the	 longhaired,	 lively,
purple-eyed	ones.	Like	AnnSmith!	All	 the	rest	were	stone-faces.	He	swung	his
head	 around	 slowly,	 taking	 them	 all	 in.	 Apart	 from	 the	 steady	 purling	 of	 the
glow-water,	 there	 was	 silence.	 Just	 as	 he	 was	 on	 the	 point	 of	 shouting	 out
something,	anything,	to	crack	the	nerve-stretching	silence,	someone	spoke	out,	a
rich	and	vibrant	voice,	from	the	purple-eyed	group	to	Dillard's	right.
"You	are	Dennis	Dillard,	passenger	on	Venture	Three,	 from	Earth?"	 It	was	a

statement	 rather	 than	 a	 question.	 Peering	 through	 the	 wrong-angle	 shadows,
Dillard	 was	 able	 to	 identify	 the	 young	 man	 who	 stood	 to	 speak.	 There	 was
something	familiar	about	him.
"I	am,"	he	said,	as	steadily	as	he	could	manage.	"Who	are	you?"
"I	am	BilliSmith,	of	Hesperus."
Dillard	fumbled	with	 that	 for	a	moment	until	a	 fugitive	memory	came	back.

So	far	as	Earth	was	concerned,	the	word	was	still	Venus,	but	he	had	heard	that
the	descendants	 of	 the	original	 deportees	had	decided	 to	 rechristen	 their	 home
Hesperus,	the	evening	star.	Getting	that	clear,	he	fastened	on	the	other	name.
"Didn't	I	meet	a	relative	of	yours,	BilliSmith,	on	that	ship?"
"That	is	correct."
"She	was	kind	to	me.	I	should	hate	to	think	anything	had	happened	to	her—

but	as	I	have	seen	others,	survivors,	from	that	ship…"
"I	am	fit	and	well,	DenDillard,	and	 I	 thank	you!"	That	voice	came	from	the

left-hand	group,	and	Dillard	swiveled	his	head	to	see	her	stand.	This	foul	light,
coming	 from	 below,	 threw	 everything	 into	 reverse	 relief,	 but	 he	 was	 able	 to
recognize	her,	and	to	spot	the	strong	resemblance	between	her	and	her	brother.
"I'm	very	glad	to	see	you,"	he	said,	and	meant	it.
"DenDillard!"	The	young	man's	voice	took	on	an	edge.	"You	will	attend	me.

This	is	no	time	for	trivialities!"
Dillard	 felt	an	 insane	desire	 to	 laugh.	"It's	a	 triviality	 to	be	concerned	about

somebody's	 safety?	 To	 show	 common	 politeness?	 To	 try	 to	 act	 civilized?	 All
right,	I	have	to	admit	I'm	not	surprised.	What	am	I	here	for?"
"You	are	 in	no	position	 to	offend."	The	young	man	pointed	out	 the	obvious

with	force.	"You	will	cooperate	or	suffer.	Tell	me	now,	what	have	you	done	with
the	recording	spool	which	carries	the	recording	of	the	ship?"
"That?"	Dillard	forgot	his	wry	amusement	as	he	pondered	the	question.
"What	do	you	want	that	for?"



"Answer	the	question!"
"All	right.	I	took	it	out	of	the	machine.	I	gave	it	to	the	pilot	of	my	hydrofoil	to

look	after."
"Why	did	you	do	that?"
"Why?	Something	he	said.	When	that	ship	blew	up,	we	both	saw	it.	He	said	he

would	have	to	make	a	report.	About	me.	Just	in	case	I	had	something	to	do	with
it.	So	I	gave	him	the	spool	and	told	him	to	include	it	in	his	report,	just	to	clear
me	of	 anything	 anybody	might	 dream	up."	BilliSmith	 received	 this	 in	 silence.
Dillard	saw	him	move,	cross	the	gap	to	go	into	a	huddle	with	the	central	group,
and	 now	 that	 his	 eyes	 were	 adjusting	 to	 the	 light,	 he	 thought	 he	 recognized
Dekron	again.	They	all	looked	evil,	but	the	ship	commander	stood	out	from	the
others	in	the	way	he	kept	aiming	that	deadly	stare	of	his	at	Dillard.	But	he	was
listening	 to	 whatever	 BilliSmith	 was	 saying,	 and	 so	 were	 the	 others.	 Dillard
wondered	why	they	were	so	worked	up	about	his	recording?	It	looked	as	if	the
ship's	explosion	had	been	some	kind	of	fake,	or	at	least	a	deliberate	business	for
some	reason.	Dillard	chased	that	idea	down	the	dark	alleyways	of	his	mind	and
reached	the	suggestion	 that	maybe	he	had	seen	something	they	wanted	hidden.
But	why?	 If	 they	 had	 something	 to	 hide,	why	 let	 him	 on	 the	 ship	 in	 the	 first
place?
He	abandoned	that	fruitless	cogitation,	to	latch	on	to	something	that	had	been

nagging	at	him	for	some	time,	and	now	became	a	certainty.	The	stone-faces	had
not	understood	a	word	he	had	 said.	BilliSmith	wasn't	 a	 spokesman,	he	was	an
interpreter!	Now	that	he	had	the	tail	of	it,	Dillard	saw	all	sorts	of	confirmation	in
the	way	they	sat,	the	way	the	words	were	being	transferred	by	whisper	all	around
the	audience.	And	something	else	struck	him.	This	startling	difference	between
the	Smiths,	and	their	kind—and	the	others.	That	stray	thought	ran	into	a	spark,
became	a	flaring	light	of	surmise	in	his	mind.	Two	different	kinds	of	people!
Venusians—and	what?
Aliens!	 The	 word	 came	 by	 itself,	 rocked	 him	 until	 he	 forgot	 his	 perilous

position	and	his	physical	distress.	Could	it	be	that	the	Venusians	had	succeeded
where	 all	 other	 ships	 of	 Earth	 had	 so	 far	 failed?	Was	 there,	 after	 all,	 another
humanoid	culture	out	there	among	the	stars	somewhere?	That	dream,	half-hope,
half-fear,	 had	 long	 been	 present	 in	Man's	mind,	 flourishing	with	 the	 first	mad
leap	 into	 space,	 but	 diminishing	 fractionally	with	 each	 ship	 that	 came	 back	 to
report	 a	 negative.	 And	 yet,	 the	wise	 ones	maintained,	 the	 number	 of	 possible
planets,	the	very	vastness	of	space	itself,	made	it	virtually	impossible	that	Earth
alone	had	the	privilege	of	spawning	intelligent	life.	There	must	be	others,	even	if
we	haven't	found	them	yet.	Had	the	Venusians	done	it?
Dillard	rolled	the	stupendous	idea	around	in	his	mind	and	knew	bitterness.	It



would	be	the	supreme	irony	if	the	outcasts	of	Venus,	the	disinherited,	the	group
that	had	every	reason	to	hate	all	that	Earth	stood	for,	should	be	the	ones	to	make
first	contact	with	aliens.	But	it	looked	like	it.	It	seemed	to	fit.	And	this	obviously
clandestine	association	on	this	unlikely	water-planet	argued	no	good	intentions	at
all.	 They	 had	 to	 be	 hatching	 something.	 BilliSmith	 returned	 to	 his	 place	 and
spoke	again.
"DennisDillard.	Who	employs	you?"
"Eh?	Don't	 you	know?	 I	 told	 your	 sister.	Didn't	 I?	Anyway,	 since	 you	have

obviously	taken	my	gear,	you	should	know.	It's	marked,	‘Epic	Dramatapes,	Inc.
Check	that,	if	you	doubt	me."
"We	do	not	accept	that.	Why	did	you	seek	to	inspect	the	ship?"
"I	 was	 not	 inspecting!"	 Dillard	 raised	 his	 voice	 in	 irritation.	 "I	 was	 just

looking.	I	had	never	seen	a	Venusian	ship	before.	Hesperian,	if	you	prefer	that.
So	far	as	I	know,	nobody	has	done,	a	sensor-tape	of	that	kind	of	ship.	So	it	would
be	something	new.	And	valuable,	to	me.	It	was	only	to	get	the	feel…"	He	swung
around	to	appeal	to	AnnSmith.	"I	told	you	all	about	it	."
"Why?"	 BilliSmith	 demanded,	 the	 sharp	 monosyllable	 calling	 Dillard's

attention	back.
"Why	not?	I	collect	sensor-records!	It's	my	job!"
"You	 said"—the	 young	 man's	 voice	 hummed	 now—"that	 such	 a	 recording

would	be	unique,	like	no	other	ship.	It	could	be	used	to	identify	one	ship	from
another,	that	ship	from	others	like	it?"	Dillard	stared	wonderingly.	"Why,	yes.	It
could.	If	you	had	an	expert,	and	recordings	from	other	ships	for	comparison,	yes!
Don't	 you	 see,	 that	was	why	 I	 deposited	 that	 recording	with	 the	 ‘foil	 pilot,	 in
case	there	was	going	to	be	an	inquiry."
"There	will	be	no	inquiry.	We	want	that	recording."
"I	don't	see	how	you're	going	to	get	it,"	Dillard	said.	"Not	without	letting	me

go	 to	 get	 it	 for	 you.	And	 I	 can't	 see	 that."	He	 lifted	 his	 chin,	 stared	 up	 at	 the
youth.	 "Not	 judging	 by	 the	 way	 you've	 treated	 me	 so	 far!"	 Again	 BilliSmith
crossed	over	 to	 go	 into	 conference,	 and	now	 it	was	beyond	doubt	 that	 he	was
translating.	Dillard	turned	in	on	himself	in	wild	surmise.	Aliens!	They	had	to	be.
Language	 alone	 indicated	 that.	 System-English	 was	 the	 first	 tongue	 of	 three-
fifths	of	Earth,	and	a	second	speech	to	everyone	else.	If	these	stony	faced	people
didn't	understand	it	 they	had	to	be	from	somewhere	else.	Just	where	else	didn't
matter	 for	 the	 moment.	 What	 was	 important	 was	 this	 choice	 of	 Hydro	 as	 a
rendezvous	planet,	and	what	they	were	hatching.	He	quailed	as	he	realized	just
how	deeply	 involved	he	was	now,	 through	no	 choice	of	his	own.	This	was	 an
enormous	thing,	and	the	bigger	it	was,	the	smaller	his	chance	of	escaping	from
it.	He	watched	BilliSmith	with	hawk-like	anxiety,	but	 the	next	question	caught



him	completely	unawares.
VI
"What	is	your	relationship	with	the	woman,	MaraHunt?"	For	a	thick	moment

Dillard	 had	 difficulty	 breaking	 up	 the	 polysyllable	 into	 recognizable	 fractions.
Then	he	gaped.
"Mara	Hunt?	What's	she	got	to	do	with	anything?"
"Do	 you	 deny	 you	 are	working	 together?	You	 came	 here	 on	 the	 same	 ship.

You	went	together	to	the	desalination	plant.	Subsequently,	instead	of	returning	to
your	ship	you	arranged	to	keep	a	secret	rendezvous	with	her	in	the	Green	Salon
at	the	Hydro	Palace.	You	cannot	deny	any	of	this.	You	cannot	deny	that	you	are
working	with	her."
"I	certainly	can."	Dillard	shook	his	head	 to	 try	and	clear	 the	confusion	 in	 it.

The	way	BilliSmith	put	it,	there	was	a	connection,	but	that	was	just	coincidence.
"Just	a	coincidence,"	he	said.	"I	didn't	even	know	she	was	in	the	Green	Salon.	It
was	no	rendezvous!"
"You	were	watched.	Commander	Dekron	and	Weaponeer	Crade	observed	you,

saw	 you	 establish	 visual	 contact	 with	 her.	 Then,	 when	 you	 saw	 you	 were
observed,	you	tried	to	escape."
"I	did	not!	You've	got	it	all	wrong!	I	didn't	make	contact.	I	was	just	looking.

Sure	I	saw	Dekron,	but…"
"And	you	 tried	 to	 escape,	 but	 you	were	 caught	 and	 brought	 here.	 It	 is	 self-

evident.	You	and	the	woman	MaraHunt	are	associates."
"We're	not!	I	never	saw	her	before	in	my	life!"
"Then	why	did	she	try	to	follow	you	here?"
"Huh?"	Dillard	was	caught	wrong-footed	again.	"Follow	me?	Here?"
"She	was	intercepted	in	the	act.	And	taken.	And	brought	here	under	guard.	Do

you	still	deny	you	are	associated?"
"Suit	yourself,"	Dillard	muttered.	"You	have	this	thing	so	screwed	up	I	don't

know	what's	true	and	what	isn't.	All	I	know	is	that	I	never	saw	her	before.	Why
would	I	associate	with	her,	anyway?"
BilliSmith	did	not	answer.	Once	again	he	went	into	conference	with	the	chief

members	 of	 the	 stone-faces.	They	were	obviously	 that,	Dillard	 realized.	There
was	much	guttural	whispering,	and	then	vicious	snorts	from	Dekron,	and	harsh
whisperings	 and	 gestures	 that	 proved	 to	 be	 orders	 to	Dillard's	 recent	warders.
They	rose	and	tramped	on	out	by	the	door	he	had	come	in	through.	In	short	order
they	were	back,	one	leading,	 then	Mara	Hunt,	 then	the	second.	Again	the	solid
door	rolled	across	and	the	guards	spread	away	to	their	places.	She	looked	defiant
but	battered.	There	was	the	beginning	of	a	blue	bruise	on	her	left	cheekbone	and
red	handling-marks	on	her	forearms.	She	had	lost	her	cape,	and	her	snug-fitting



dark	blue	slacks	were	soaked,	clinging	to	her	legs	as	she	moved.	It	occurred	to
Dillard	that	he,	too,	was	soaking	wet,	and	he	wondered	why	he	hadn't	noticed	it
before.	But	he	dismissed	that,	 just	 to	watch	her.	Battered	she	might	be,	but	her
glossy	black	hair	was	neat,	her	head	high,	her	back	straight,	and	smoldering	fury
was	in	her	eyes	as	she	raked	the	assembly	with	her	stare.
Just	 for	 one	 second	 her	 blazing	 eyes	 held	 on	 Dillard	 and	 there	 was	 a

something	 in	 that	 stare	 that	 made	 him	 stiffen	 up	 a	 bit	 and	 lift	 his	 chin	 in
instinctive	desire	to	match	her	slim	defiance.	Then,	as	she	swung	to	survey	the
rest	of	the	audience,	he	saw	that	her	hands	were	bound	like	his	own,	to	drag	her
shoulders	back.	BilliSmith	spoke,	from	his	original	position.
"You	 are	MaraHunt,"	 he	declared,	 and	her	 eyes	 snapped	 around	 to	 him	 like

sword-blades.	Her	voice	sang	as	she	replied.
"I	know	you,	BilliSmith,	 just	as	 I	know	several	of	you	by	sight,	 just	as	you

know	me.	Yes,	I	am	Mara	Hunt."
The	stone-faces	didn't	understand	a	word.	If	confirmation	was	needed,	Dillard

had	 it	 now	 in	 the	way	 they	 sat	 absolutely	 unmoved.	 But	 the	 other	 contingent
understood,	and	writhed.
He	could	feel	them	seething	under	that	lashing	scorn	in	her	voice.
"What	 is	 the	 nature	 of	 your	 association	with	 this	man,	DennisDillard?"	The

question	came,	and	Mara	Hunt	laughed	at	it,	throwing	her	head	back.	"So	that's
it!	Yes,	I	can	see	why	you	think	that	we	are	associated.	Very	well,	yes.	I	am	very
much	 associated	 with	Mr.	 Dillard."	 There	 was	 biting	 scorn	 in	 her	 voice	 still.
Dillard	half-turned	to	mutter	a	protest,	but	she	ignored	him	and	went	on.
"Oh	yes.	Mr.	Dillard	is,	as	you	know,	human.	Of	Earth.	So	am	I.	So	we	have	a

relationship,	 in	 that	 much.	 You,	 BilliSmith,	 and	 you,	 AlanBrown,
GregorHoffman,	LizWilson,	MaryEllis—and	 the	 rest	 of	you"—her	 challenging
stare	 swept	 the	 two	wing	groups	of	purple-eyes—"also	 are	human.	You	are	of
Hesperus,	which	we	call	Venus,	 and	you	 like	 to	nurse	 in	your	breasts	 the	 idea
that	 you	 are	 different.	 But	 only	 five	 generations	 ago	 your	 ancestors	 were	 of
Earth,	were	human.	You	are	human.	Don't	tell	me	you	have	forgotten?"
"We	have	not	forgotten!"	BilliSmith	shouted	in	sudden	anger,	and	there	was	a

seething	outburst,	silent	but	very	real	to	Dillard,	from	his	companions.	"We	are
not	likely	to	forget	that,	not	ever!"
"No?"	she	flung	 the	word	at	him.	"Then	what	 in	 the	name	of	sanity	are	you

doing	conspiring,	hand-in-glove,	with	these—things?	How	do	you	justify	allying
yourselves	 against	 your	 own	 species,	 with	 aliens?"	 There	 was	 a	 silence	 so
complete	 that	 the	 running	 water	 sounded	 like	 a	 torrent.	 Dillard	 knew,	 now,
something	he	had	been	steadfastly	 trying	 to	deny	 to	himself	 ever	 since	he	had
walked	into	this	arena.	He	was	not	going	to	get	out	of	this	alive.	He	knew	it,	and,



somehow,	it	was	a	relief	just	to	have	it	admitted	and	done	with.	BilliSmith	swept
his	gaze	to	and	fro	to	include	his	kin,	then	turned	to	face	the	prisoners.
"A	century	and	a	half	ago,"	he	said,	"Earth	cast	out	our	ancestors.	They	were

all,	 every	man	 and	woman	 of	 them,	 people	 of	 the	 finest	 kind.	 They	were	 the
cream	of	Earth's	 intellectual	and	philosophical	development.	They	were	people
who	 could	 see,	 and	 did	 see,	 the	 way	 human	 culture	 was	 heading,	 into	 mass
mechanization	 and	 materialism,	 accumulating	 neurosis,	 creeping	 death.	 And
they	 gathered,	 in	 secret,	 to	 rescue	 humanity	 from	 that	 fate.	 Their	 idea	was	 to
restore	 the	 respect	 and	 the	 virtue	 of	 excellence,	 to	 bring	 back	 hopes	 and
ambitions	and	goals…"
"To	elect	themselves	as	the	rulers	of	all	mankind."	She	interrupted	him	coldly.

"Speak	 the	 truth,	BilliSmith.	They	may	have	meant	well,	who	knows,	but	 they
went	about	it	the	wrong	way,	in	secret,	just	as	you	are	doing	now."
"Why	argue?"	he	retorted.	"The	facts	are	beyond	dispute.	You	cast	them	out,

by	the	thousand,	and	you	shipped	them	to	Venus,	a	planet	where	you	had	never
been	 able	 to	 establish	 a	 happy	 colony,	 or	 attractive	 conditions.	You	gave	 each
one	minimum	survival	equipment,	and	you	left	them	to	die!"
"Nonsense!"	 She	 scorned	 him.	 "You	 know	 better.	 They	 had	 maximum,	 not

minimum	equipment.	And	they	did	not	die!"
"How	little	you	know!"	He	smiled	now,	and	it	was	not	a	pleasant	smile.
"A	 hundred	 thousand	 men	 and	 women,	 and	 half	 of	 them	 died	 in	 the	 first

hundred	days.	But	the	rest	survived.	They	were	our	ancestors.	We	are	not	likely
to	forget	that.	Would	you?"
"Certainly	 not.	 BilliSmith,	 this	 has	 been	 talked	 out	 a	 thousand	 times	 since

then.	Mistakes	 were	made	 on	 both	 sides.	 Your	 side	 did	 wrong	 to	 conspire	 in
secret,	and	were	misunderstood.	Our	side	did	wrong	in	casting	out	the	cream	of
its	intelligence,	and	Earth	has	paid	a	sore	price	for	that	since,	I	assure	you.	But
that	wasn't	me,	BilliSmith.	Nor	you.	That	was	one	hundred	and	fifty	years	ago.
We	have	both	learned	wider	sanity	since	then."
"Are	 you	 suggesting	 we	 should	 come	 together	 and	 forget	 our	 differences?

Make	peace	and	mutual	forgiveness?"
"Have	you	ever	thought	of	trying	it?"
"Would	Earth	open	its	doors	for	us	to	return?"
"Not	 all	 of	 you,	 no."	 She	 was	 patient.	 "Be	 rational.	 You	 know	 that	 is

impossible.	We	barely	have	room	enough	for	our	own	people…"
"And	we	 are	 no	 longer	 your	 people.	You	 have	 admitted	 it.	 So	what	 does	 it

matter	to	you	who	we	associate	with?	Why	do	you	spy	on	us?"
"I	 could	 tell	 you	 a	 tale,"	 she	 said,	 "about	 scientific	 interest,	 and	 the	need	 to

study	an	alien	culture,	possibly	to	mutual	benefit—and	all	sorts	of	other	possible



plausible	things.	But	I	won't.	You	can	have	the	truth,	BilliSmith.	I	think	you	are
in	cahoots	with	this	crowd	with	some	crazy	idea	of	launching	an	attack	on	Earth.
Conquest.	Revenge.	You	name	it,	but	it's	still	crazy."	She	said	it	flatly	and	with
conviction.	Dillard	 held	 his	 breath	 until	 the	 blood	 roared	 in	 his	 ears.	The	 idea
took	a	long	time	to	get	through.	He	had	been	taught	in	school,	as	had	every	other
sensible	citizen,	that	the	outcasts	of	Venus	could	never	mount	a	threat	to	Earth.
They	 were	 too	 few.	 They	 lacked	 the	 technological	 know-how,	 being	 strictly
academic	 types.	 And	 even	 if	 they	 had	 it,	 the	 planet	 lacked	 the	 necessary
resources	to	support	any	such	all-out	effort.	And	so	on.	And	he	believed	it.	But
add	 in	an	alien	component,	 an	unknown	 factor,	 and	 the	whole	 idea	went	wild.
Who	could	know	just	what	kind	of	weapons,	or	technology,	the	stone-faces	had?
BilliSmith	was	in	urgent	conference	again.	Dillard	edged	close	to	Mara.
"Was	that	straight,	what	you	just	said?"
"Do	you	doubt	 it?"	 she	muttered	back.	 "Take	a	good	 look,	Dillard.	Do	 they

strike	you	as	amiable?"
The	bruises	on	her	face	and	arms	were	darker	now.	He	recalled	his	ungentle

shepherding	on	the	way	here,	and	his	own	bruises.
"You	have	 a	point,"	he	 admitted.	 "And	you're	 right	 about	 the	Veenies	being

crazy,	too.	I	would	just	as	soon	make	friends	with	a	cobra	as	this	lot."
He	 edged	 away	 again	 as	 Dekron	 stood	 and	 addressed	 the	 crowd	 in	 his

nonvocalized,	 scrapy	whispering.	 It	didn't	 last	 long.	As	he	sat	 the	 two	warders
rose	and	resumed	their	duties.	The	door	rolled	back.	Mara	went	first,	Dillard	at
her	heels.	He	stepped	close	enough	to	demand,	"What	happens	now?"
"Your	guess	is	as	good	as	mine.	I	don't	speak	the	language."	The	march	this

time	was	brief,	and	brought	them	to	a	cell	similar	to	his	first	one,	only	larger	and
with	 six	 of	 the	 shelf-beds.	 Briskly	 the	 two	 aliens	 let	 down	 a	 couple	 of	 the
shelves.	Dillard	was	 allotted	 one	 by	 the	 simple	means	 of	 a	 shove	 in	 the	 chest
until	he	fell.	His	legs	were	scooped	up,	bound	securely,	and	dropped.	The	guards
splashed	 out	 silently,	 and	 the	 door	 rumbled	 shut.	 Dillard	 wriggled	 up	 on	 his
elbows	 to	 see	 that	Mara	was	 tied	 just	 as	 he	was.	But	 her	 reaction	was	 utterly
different.	 The	 door	 was	 hardly	 closed	 before	 she	 had	 arched	 violently	 and
managed	to	hurl	herself	off	the	shelf	into	the	water	on	the	floor.	Another	furious
effort	and	she	was	over,	on	her	knees,	then	standing.
"Listen!"	 she	commanded	urgently.	 "When	 I	 say	 to,	you	 roll	over.	That	will

get	your	fingers	to	my	belt.	See	it?	That	ornamental	buckle	is	no	ornament.	You
grab	it,	twist	it	clockwise,	and	pull.	That	will	get	you	a	knife.	Be	careful	with	it,
it's	sharp.	Ready?"
"Yes,	hey!	What	do	I	do	with	the	knife	afterward?"
"You'd	better	let	me	take	it	in	my	teeth.	That	way	I'll	be	able	to	see	what	I'm



doing.	I'd	just	as	soon	not	get	sliced	by	accident."
"All	right."	He	rolled	over	and	wriggled	until	his	bound	hands	were	close	to

the	edge.	His	fingers	met	the	firm	flesh	of	her	stomach.
"Down	a	bit!	More!	Right,	now	twist.	And	pull.	Harder!	You've	got	it.	Now,

just	hold	very	still	while	I	get	it."
He	lay	still	with	the	angular	metal	 thing	in	his	fingers,	felt	her	breath	on	his

wrists,	and	then	a	tug,	the	brush	of	her	cheek,	and	let	go	but	kept	still	otherwise.
In	a	moment	he	felt	movement	at	his	bonds,	and	then	a	loosening,	and	freedom.
He	moved	the	upper	arm,	and	had	to	grit	his	teeth	to	cut	the	groan	from	torturing
sinews.	But	he	was	free.	He	levered	himself	up	and	over,	turned	to	face	her,	to
take	the	slim	knife	from	her	grinning	teeth.	It	was	a	blade	about	two	and	a	half
inches	long,	and	very	thin	and	flat.
"Be	careful	now,"	she	warned.	"It's	flexible.	Has	to	be.	The	curved	edge	is	a

razor,	 the	other	a	diamond-file.	Ready?"	She	wheeled	around	and	he	sliced	 the
black	ropy	cords	at	her	wrists	until	she	was	as	free	as	he.	Moments	later	she	had
the	knife	again	and	their	feet	were	free	too.
"You	 must	 be	 a	 very	 confused	 man,	 Dillard,"	 she	 said.	 "And	 I	 can't	 say	 I

blame	you.	Enemy	aliens	are	quite	a	thing	to	take	in	one	mouthful."
"I	 had	 sort	 of	 guessed	 aliens,"	 he	 said,	 "but	 you	 seem	 to	 know	 all	 about	 it

already!"
"Not	 all,"	 she	denied,	massaging	her	wrists.	 "Only	bits	 and	hints,	 and	 some

guesswork.	What	I	don't	understand	is	how	you	came	to	be	in	the	Hydro	Palace.
I	thought	you'd	gone	up	with	that	ship.	I	never	saw	you	leave	it.	When	I	spotted
you	in	the	Green	Salon	I	thought	I	was	seeing	things.	Spooks!	I	still	don't	get	it."
He	 scowled	 in	 thought,	 reconstructing	 the	 scene.	 "I	 think	 I	 know	 how	 you

missed	 me,"	 he	 said.	 "The	 ship	 was	 free-floating,	 ready	 to	 jump,	 so	 the	 exit
hatch,	and	the	‘foil,	would	be	on	the	far	side	where	you	couldn't	see.	I	damn	near
didn't	get	off,	though."
He	told	her	briefly	what	had	happened	and	she	listened	intently.	She	took	him

back	over	 a	point	or	 two	about	 the	 interior	of	 the	 ship,	but	 she	was	obviously
puzzled	by	something.	When	he	was	done	explaining	he	said,	"Look,	you	seem
to	have	a	fair	idea	what	this	is	all	about,	but	me—
nothing!	Can't	you	explain,	just	a	little?"
"There's	 not	 much	 time,"	 she	 said,	 flexing	 her	 wrists.	 "We	 didn't	 cut	 these

ropes	for	the	fun	of	it.	Soon	as	I	feel	fit	enough	I'm	leaving.	I'm	assuming	that
suits	 you	 too?	Right,	 then	 you'd	 better	 limber	 up.	 Space	 only	 knows	what	we
might	 run	 into."	 Seeing	 the	 sense	 in	 that	 he	 began	 stretching	 and	 flexing	 his
arms,	and	trying	his	feet.
"You	 got	 on	 the	 ship	 in	 the	 first	 place,"	 she	 explained,	 "because	 Captain



Conway	made	the	request,	and	they	didn't	dare	do	anything	to	excite	any	curious
reactions.	That's	obvious,	so	there	had	to	be	something	odd	about	the	ship.	They
didn't	know	who	you	were,	but	once	you	said	your	recording	was	unique,	that	it
could	identify	it,	 they	flew	into	a	panic,	shot	you	away	out	of	it,	evacuated	the
thing	 and	 then	 blew	 it	 by	 remote.	 That	 also	 explains	 why	 they	 want	 that
recording."
"But	why	blow	the	ship?	What	are	they	trying	to	hide?"
"That's	 something	 I	 don't	 know,	 yet."	Mara	 Hunt	 made	 one	 more	 vigorous

stretch,	flexing	her	whole	body,	then	declared,	"I'm	ready.	Let's	go!"
Dillard	turned	with	her,	then	said,	"What	about	the	door?	Suppose	it	has	some

kind	of	catch?"
"I	 doubt	 it."	 She	 stepped	 close,	 and	 as	 she	 moved	 her	 eyes	 in	 quick

examination,	it	began	to	rumble.	Before	either	of	them	could	move	it	was	open,
to	reveal	AnnSmith	standing	there,	frozen	in	surprise.	Next	moment	the	surprise
broke	into	quick	movement.	AnnSmith	started	to	duck	back,	Mara	Hunt	struck
forward	with	outstretched	hands,	grabbed	and	heaved,	dragging	 the	girl	 inside,
spinning	her,	clamping	one	hand	over	her	mouth.
"Fix	 that	door,	Dillard!"	 she	 rapped.	 "Quickly,	before	 someone	comes	by	 to

surprise	us."
Dillard	 fumbled	 for	 just	 a	moment,	 until	 he	 found	 a	 slot	 cut	 in	 the	 surface

where	 a	 hand	 would	 naturally	 go.	 His	 fingertips	 encountered	 a	 lever	 within.
Heaving	on	it	slid	the	door	shut,	and	the	lever	moved,	then	settled.	Some	sort	of
catch,	he	guessed,	 and	 spun	around	 to	 see	Mara	 still	 holding	 the	girl	 securely.
AnnSmith	did	not	seem	to	be	offering	any	resistance.
"It's	all	right,"	he	said	urgently.	"We	aren't	going	to	hurt	you."
"The	 hell	 we're	 not,"	Mara	 disagreed.	 "If	 she	 lets	 out	 one	 yell	 for	 help,	 or

anything	else	foolish,	I'll	break	her	neck!"
"Then	you'll	have	 to	break	mine	 too,"	he	declared,	surprising	himself	by	his

sudden	determination.	"She's	not	going	to	do	us	any	harm,	I	tell	you.	Let	her	go.
Give	her	a	chance	to	explain."
"All	right,	but	let	me	get	my	back	to	the	door	first."	Mara	swung	her	captive

around,	shoved	her	away	and	put	her	back	to	the	sliding	slab.	Dillard	noted	the
razor-sharp	knife	in	her	hand,	then	looked	at	the	Venusian	girl.
"Why	did	you	come	here?"	he	asked.	There	was	no	fear	in	his	mind	now.	This

close,	he	could	once	more	feel	her	emotions.	He	knew	she	was	disturbed,	even
frightened,	but	not	threatening.	Her	first	words	confirmed	that.
"I	wish	you	no	harm,	DenDillard,"	she	said.	"I	had	to	tell	you.	The	Roggans

say	you	have	discovered	too	much,	and	that	you	must	die,	both	of	you.	They	will
kill	you.	But	I	had	to	come	and	tell	you	that	it	is	not	my	wish,	person-to-person.



Our	quarrel	is	with	Earth."
Dillard	was	confused	again.	He	felt	sure	there	were	values	and	meanings	here

that	 were	 going	 over	 his	 head,	 but	 there	 was	 no	 doubt	 in	 his	 mind	 as	 to	 her
feelings.	 Seen	 now,	 in	 this	weird	 blue	 glow,	 she	 looked	 like	 a	 silver	 goddess.
Only	the	larger	irises,	and	the	lambent	violet	glow	of	her	eyes,	served	to	make
her	 different	 from	 any	 other	 Earthwoman,	 and	 she	 had	 a	 vibrant	 poise,	 and	 a
shape,	that	any	Earthwoman	would	have	sold	her	soul	to	own.	But	what	was	the
subtle	stress	in	the	way	she	spoke	of
"person-to-person?"	Mara	Hunt	seemed	to	understand.
"I	 know	 about	 your	 strong	 community	 sense,	 AnnSmith,"	 she	 said.	 "It

developed	 in	 the	bad	days,	when	you	had	 to	band	 together	 for	survival.	 It	was
during	 that	 time	 that	you	all	 learned	 to	 think	on	 two	 levels.	For	 the	communal
welfare—and	 for	 your	 own	 personal	 satisfaction.	 And	 to	 keep	 the	 two	 in
separate	compartments	in	your	minds."
"It	was	necessary	then.	It	is	still	necessary,	sometimes,	that	I	as	a	member	of

the	group	shall	agree	to	and	permit	things	which	I	as	a	person	do	not	approve.	I
am	one.	The	group	is	all."
"Yes.	 I	know.	But	 it	won't	work	now,	my	dear."	Mara's	voice	was	unusually

gentle.	"In	the	name	and	tradition	of	Hesperus,	you	hate	all	Earth	people.	But	I
am	 an	 Earth	 person.	Do	 you	 hate	me?	Do	 you	 hate	Dillard,	 here?	 Enough	 to
stand	by	and	let	him	be	killed?"
"For	the	good	of	Hesperus—yes!"
"You	really	mean	that,"	Dillard	said	slowly.	"You'd	go	along	with	something

you	don't	agree	with,	for	the	sake	of	a	principle.	I	can	understand	that.	I've	done
it.	I	have	to	do	it,	often.	I	have	to	drive	myself	into	things	that	I	knew	were	going
to	 scare	 the	 hell	 out	 of	me,	 because	 I'd	 be	 unable	 to	 look	myself	 in	 the	 face
afterward	 if	 I	 didn't.	 And	 so	 long	 as	 I	 know	 the	 outcome	 is	 going	 to	 be
worthwhile."
"You,	too?"	AnnSmith's	eyes	were	huge	as	they	met	his.
"Oh	yes.	I	know	what	it's	like.	But	you're	away	off	on	just	one	bit	of	it.	The

outcome	has	to	be	worth	it."
"Restitution!	My	people	will	walk	the	face	of	the	Earth	again!"
"They	won't.	Look,	 if	 you're	 really	 tied	up	with	 these	 aliens—what	 did	you

call	them,	Roggans?—and	even	if	they	have	something	really	hot	in	the	line	of
weapons.	 And	 even	 if	 you	 get	 organized,	 and	 attack	 Earth,	 you	 don't	 stand	 a
chance	of	winning.	Not	a	chance!"
"If	you	mean	many	people	will	be	killed	on	both	sides,	I	know.	I	do	not	like

that.	I	do	not	like	killing.	But	if	you	say	we	cannot	succeed,	you	are	wrong.	We
can.	 Earth	 has	 grown	 fat	 and	 lazy,	 overcrowded	 and	 anarchic.	 You	 could	 not



scrape	up	an	army,	or	a	space-force,	of	any	power,	not	without	a	lot	of	time	and
trouble.	And	you	will	not	have	that	time."
"I	didn't	mean	it	that	way.	If	you	go	ahead	with	your	plan	there	will	be	people

killed,	sure.	On	both	sides.	Far	more	than	you	think.	But	you	can't	possibly	win.
Ann,	there	are	five	billion	of	us.	And,	if	you've	read	any	history	at	all,	you	must
know	that	we	know	how	to	make	war.	We	may	not	be	much	good	at	anything
else,	but	we	do	know	that."
"We	have	weapons,	too,"	she	declared,	but	he	could	feel	her	pain,	the	way	her

mind	cringed	away	from	the	thought	of	slaughter.
"Weapons?"	Mara	Hunt	joined	in.	"My	dear,	you	have	no	idea	just	what	you

could	run	into.	At	the	time	your	ancestors	were	being	captured	and	shipped	away
to	Venus,	 the	 armed	 forces	 of	Earth	 had	weapons	 powerful	 enough	 and	 awful
enough	to	fry	the	entire	surface	of	the	Earth	into	a	cinder,	and	to	insure	the	end
of	 all	 possible	 forms	of	 life	 on	 its	 surface	 for	 ever	 and	 ever,	 amen—ten	 times
over!	That	very	knowledge	was	one	of	the	reasons	why	the	major	powers	were
so	eager	to	get	your	ancestors	away	out	of	it,	before	they	triggered	off	doomsday.
It	looks	now	like	you're	all	set	to	do	it	again!"
"We	 have	 weapons!"	 the	 girl	 repeated	 stubbornly.	 "And	 ours	 are	 now,	 not

yesterday!"
Dillard	stretched	out	a	hand	to	touch	Mara	on	the	shoulder.	"Let	me,"	he	said,

very	gently.	From	some	hitherto	unsuspected	inner	resource	he	felt	an	upsurge	of
warm	 confidence.	 He	 knew	 that	 AnnSmith,	 for	 all	 her	 outward	 assurance,
wanted	desperately	to	be	persuaded	out	of	her	elected	role,	wanted	a	good	honest
reason	to	change	her	mind.	And	he	felt	sure	he	had	one.
"You	have	no	weapons,"	he	said.	"Not	really.	The	Roggans	have	them.	They

have	the	know-how,	and,	from	what	I've	seen,	the	right	kind	of	personality.	They
are	the	warmongers,	aren't	they?"	She	didn't	reply,	but	he	knew	he	had	the	right
answer.	"You	can	do	the	rest	of	the	sum	just	as	well	as	I	can,	now.	All	right,	you
go	past	us	somehow.	You	carry	out	your	plan.	You	attack	Earth.	It's	one	of	two
things.	Win—or	 lose.	 Even	 suppose	 you	win,	 and	 inherit	what's	 left	 of	 Earth,
how	 long	d'you	 think	 you'll	 keep	 it?	Do	you	 really	 think	 the	Roggans	will	 go
away?	Or	be	content	with	a	fair	share?	You	know	them	better	than	I	do.	Can	you
really	 believe	 that?"	 He	 had	 her.	 He	 knew	 he	 had	 her	 suppressed	 fears	 and
anxieties	pushed	to	breaking	point.	But	he	was	as	surprised	as	anyone	when	she
suddenly	wilted,	her	 eyes	 flooding	with	 tears.	What	came	next	was	automatic,
and	 as	 natural	 as	 drawing	 breath.	 Her	 face	 went	 up	 to	 his	 chest,	 her	 cheek
snuggling	close,	and	she	clung	to	him	like	a	lost	child.	He	put	his	arm	around	her
gently,	stroked	the	shaking	silk	of	her	shoulder.
"I	have	felt	this	a	long	time,"	she	choked,	"but	the	others	are	so	hotheaded,	so



eager	 to	grasp	at	 anything	 that	will	 offer	 revenge,	 they	have	 lost	 the	 ability	 to
feel,	where	the	Roggans	are	concerned.	Because	the	Roggans	have	no	feelings.
They	 have	 cold	 blood,	 no	 emotions.	 They	 know	 only	 efficiency	 and	 results.
What	shall	I	do,	DenDillard?	I	cannot	betray	my	people!"
He	held	her	securely,	his	hand	idly	patting	her	shoulder,	and	gave	thought	to

her	question.	But	the	more	he	thought,	the	more	he	ran	into	a	dead	end,	and	into
concern	 that	 grew	 rapidly	 into	 tension.	 He	 stared	 at	 Mara	 over	 AnnSmith's
shoulder,	surprised	a	savage	gleam	there	that	vanished	as	fast	as	he	saw	it,	and
then	Mara	shook	her	head.
"It's	 too	late	for	 that,	AnnSmith,"	she	said.	"You're	already	betrayed.	Let	me

put	it	to	you."	Her	voice	was	steel	hard	now.	"As	you	see,	we	are	on	our	way	out.
Escaping.	You've	walked	 into	 it.	We	have	 to	 think	of	our	own	necks.	So	what
else	can	we	do	but	eliminate	you?	Or	take	you	with	us?	We	can't	just	leave	you
here."
AnnSmith	 turned	 her	 head.	 Dillard	 felt	 her	 stiffen.	 He	 said,	 "She	 wouldn't

betray	us."
"She	doesn't	have	to.	When	the	Roggans	find	us	gone	and	her	here	they	will

make	the	obvious	conclusion.	Wouldn't	you?"
AnnSmith	swung	her	head	back	 to	stare	at	Dillard,	and	now	she	was	 full	of

terror,	her	face	a	mask	of	dread.
"You'll	have	to	come	with	us,"	he	said.	"Help	us.	There's	nothing	else	for	 it,

not	now."
"But—that	will	mean	the	destruction	of	everything	we	have	worked	for.	I	can't

do	it!"
"You	have	to.	You're	dead	if	you	stay,	now."
"And	we're	dead	unless	we	get	moving	 fast,"	Mara	 snapped.	 "We've	wasted

enough	time	as	it	is."	She	exhibited	her	knife.	"Make	up	your	mind,	AnnSmith.
Come	with	us,	or	we	leave	you	here—for	the	Roggans	to	find."
Dillard	sensed	a	moment	of	extreme	tension,	then	the	Venusian	girl	sagged.
"Very	well,	I	will	come	with	you.	I	will	help	as	much	as	I	can."
"Right.	Lead	on,	then.	You	know	the	way	out	of	here?"
"Yes."	She	moved	to	the	door,	slid	it	open	cautiously	and	peered	out.
"There	are	several	ways.	Come!"
"You	follow	her,	Dillard.	I'll	bring	up	the	rear,	just	in	case	we	meet	opposition.

Go	ahead,	AnnSmith."
Dillard	went	out	into	the	blue-glare	passage	close	on	the	heels	of	the	Venusian

girl,	and	for	the	first	time	it	came	home	to	him	that	so	far	they	had	only	escaped
from	bonds	 and	 a	 cell.	 They	 still	 had	 the	 unknown	 hazards	 of	 the	 building	 to
pass.	Whatever	 it	 was.	AnnSmith	 had	 turned	 right,	 and	 now	 the	 gradient	was



upward,	but	that	was	the	only	change.	It	was	still	narrow	stone	walls	and	rippling
blue	water	 all	 around.	 She	 halted,	 peered	 around	 a	 corner,	went	 on	 by	 a	 side-
passage,	 and	 he	 followed,	 wondering	 what	 any	 of	 them	 would	 do	 if	 they
suddenly	encountered	one	of	the	stone-faced	aliens.	He	remembered	how	strong
they	were,	 and	how	 ruthless,	 and	he	 felt	 cold.	Pressing	up	close	on	 the	girl	 in
front	he	asked,
"They	were	going	to	kill	us,	you	said?	How?"
"Drugs	first,"	she	whispered	over	her	shoulder,	"to	make	you	talk,	to	discover

how	much	you	know	and	how	many	others	share	the	knowledge.	And	then	you
would	be	cut	up	for	food."
"For	food?"	He	echoed,	hardly	able	to	believe	his	ears.
"It	has	been	the	Roggan	custom	for	many	generations,	to	use	their	convicted

criminals	 for	 food.	 They	 live	 in	 a	 harsh	 environment.	 They	 cannot	 afford	 to
waste	anything."
He	 fell	 back	 a	 pace	 or	 two	 and	 ordered	 his	 stomach	 to	 stop	 heaving.

Something	like	this	was	to	be	expected,	he	told	himself.	The	clues	were	at	hand,
now	 he	 had	 been	 alerted	 to	 them.	 For	 Venusian	 and	 Roggan	 to	 meet	 on	 any
equable	basis	the	backgrounds	had	to	be	similar,	and	the	Venusian	environment
was	 stringent	 enough.	 But	 cannibalism?	 Cringing	 away	 from	 that	 thought,	 he
came	up	close	behind	her	again	as	she	halted	at	another	intersection,	and	an	old
question	came	back	to	him.
"Where	are	we,	anyway?"	he	asked.	"What	is	this	place?"	She	turned	on	him

in	amazement,	but	before	she	could	answer,	Mara	Hunt	moved	close	enough	to
whisper	 to	 him,	 "We're	 under	 the	 sea,	 Dillard.	Where	 else?"	 The	 shatteringly
obvious	 answer	 struck	 him	 silent.	 She	 went	 on:	 "Could	 you	 think	 of	 a	 better
place	to	hide,	on	a	water-world?	Go	on,	she's	away	again."	He	shambled	forward
following	AnnSmith,	feeling	suddenly	that	he	was	walking	through	a	nightmare.
And	yet,	thinking	it	over,	it	fitted	such	a	lot	of	pieces	together.	Venusians	were
well	accustomed	to	a	watery	world,	to	constant	damp.	"They	swim	the	way	we
walk."	Mara	had	said	that.	And	if	the	alien	Roggans	came	from	a	similar	kind	of
planet,	they	too	would	be	at	home	here.	But	it	must	have	taken	time,	and	a	lot	of
effort,	to	build	this	place.	He	didn't	know	the	full	extent	of	it,	but	the	parts	he	had
traversed	so	far	would	add	up	to	a	considerable	size.	But	that	slotted	something
else	into	place.
"I'm	beginning	to	get	it,"	he	muttered	over	his	shoulder	to	Mara.	"You	know

there's	a	Venusian	ship	in	and	out	of	here	regularly?"
"So?"
"So,	does	anybody	count	how	many	ships	depart	from	Venus,	and	come	back?

Does	anybody	count	all	the	ships	that	splash	down	on	Hydro,	and	where	they're



from?	And	compare?"
"You're	getting	smart,"	she	hissed,	showing	her	teeth	a	grin.	"You	can	see	this

underwater	 rabbit	 warren	 wasn't	 put	 together	 overnight,	 can't	 you?	 And	 the
Venusians	couldn't	have	done	it	alone.	This	controlled	water-flow	illumination,
for	 instance,	 is	 some	 kind	 of	 specially-bred	 algae,	 and	 that	 means	 dosing
equipment	somewhere,	and	powerful	pumping	machinery	to	get	the	accumulated
water	 out	 of	 the	 basement.	 That's	 technology,	 Dillard,	 and	 the	 Venusians	 are
weak	on	that."
"With	spaceships?"
"Prefabricated	parts,	built	on	Earth	and	shipped	out	to	them.	Didn't	know	that,

did	you?	But	if	the	Roggans	have	technology,	and	the	wit	to	make	a	few	of	their
ships	look	like	Venusian	craft—you	get	the	idea?"
"So	that's	why	they	blew	the	ship?"
"And	 that's	 why	 they	 want	 your	 recording,	 and	 your	 hide,	 Dillard!"	 He

gasped,	 then	 cut	 it	 off	 short	 as	 AnnSmith	 hissed	 a	 warning	 and	 fell	 back,
flattening	herself	to	the	wall.	He	did	likewise,	and	heard	the	regular	splash-slap
of	feet	approaching.
"Back	 up	 and	 in	 here!"	 Mara	 muttered	 urgently,	 and	 he	 turned,	 touching

AnnSmith.	 They	 scattered	 to	 a	 side	 alley	 and	 cowered	 there,	 to	 see	 five
impassive	 Roggans	 come	 striding	 past,	 three	 men	 and	 two	 women.	 Dillard
realized	all	over	again	how	utterly	alien	they	were	and	his	insides	shrank	at	the
thought	 of	 what	 would	 happen	 if	 they	 fell	 into	 those	 hands	 again.	 The	 aliens
went	 on	 into	 the	 dim	 blue	 and	 the	 fugitives	 started	 moving	 again,	 treading
cautiously	through	the	purling	water.	It	seemed	a	lifetime	to	Dillard	since	he	had
seen	sun	and	breathed	dry	air.	A	long-forgotten	question	came	to	him.
"What	about	Dr.	Stanley?"	he	asked.	"Where	does	he	fit	into	this?"
"	Fons	et	origo,	if	you	recall	any	Latin,"	Mara	whispered,	"He	came	here,	in

the	first	place,	to	do	some	highly	important	research.	That's	genuine.	But	he	is	by
nature	a	highly	inquisitive	man.	And	he	can	count,	add	and	subtract.	He	counted
the	Venusian	 ships.	He	 knew,	 as	 I	 know,	 that	Venus	 has	 only	 a	 score	 of	 ships
altogether,	 and	 has	 to	 strain	 to	 maintain	 even	 those.	 Also,	 that	 water-plant
processes	something	like	fifteen	million	gallons	of	water	every	hour.	It	all	has	to
be	screened.	The	perfect	spot	for	finding	any	debris	that	might	be	sculling	about.
There's	quite	a	bit,	naturally,	but	some	of	 it	was	queer	stuff.	Plastics	and	other
materials	that	did	not	originate	on	Earth,	or	Venus	either."
"That	file!"	he	gasped.	"Artifacts	native	to	Hydro—"
"A	 cover	 only,	 in	 case	 anyone	 got	 curious.	 But	 there	 had	 to	 be	 something

funny	going	on.	He	checked,	for	instance,	the	recorded	appearances	of	Venusian
ships	 on	 other	 planetary	 colonies	 like	Castor,	 Pollux,	Lyra,	Vega—everywhere



there's	any	excuse	for	a	ship	to	go.	And	compared	numbers.	And	they	didn't	add
up.	So	he	sent	for	me."	Dillard	absorbed	that	in	silence	as	he	tramped	on.	They
had	been	going	steadily	upward	for	some	time	now	along	a	straight	gallery,	and
he	thought	he	could	see	an	open	chamber	showing	ahead.	AnnSmith	was	moving
faster	now.	He	slowed,	turned	his	head.
"Dr.	Stanley	sent	for	you?	Who	are	you?"
She	met	his	stare	with	a	wry	grin.	"I	don't	often	get	asked	that,	and	it's	just	as

well,	because	it	 isn't	easy	to	answer.	You	never	heard	of	the	Philosophy	Corps,
did	you?"	His	blank	stare	was	enough	answer.	"Never	mind.	Perhaps	I'll	be	able
to	explain	to	you	sometime.	We're	a	bunch	of	people	who	make	it	our	business	to
keep	a	careful	eye	on	various	unpleasant	things.	It's	just	a	job.	Leave	it	for	now.	I
think	we're	about	at	the	end	of	our	trip."
He	moved	on	to	close	up	to	AnnSmith.	She	stood	in	an	archway	that	led	to	a

chamber	reminiscent	of	the	trial	arena,	but	with	differences.	It	was	a	lot	smaller,
for	one	thing,	and	from	the	dished	roof	descended	a	thick	column	of	what	looked
like	copper-bronze	alloy.	The	lower	end	of	the	column	lost	itself	in	a	basin	some
fourteen	feet	across	that	was	full	and	steadily	overflowing	in	a	chatter	of	water.
Staring	in	wonder,	Dillard	saw	that	the	water	cascading	from	the	basin	was	clear,
and	fell	into	an	annular	channel	which,	in	turn,	overflowed	into	another,	and	then
another,	 descending	 like	 an	 ornamental	 fountain.	 But	 at	 each	 leap	 it	 grew
progressively	more	luminous,	until	it	ended	in	a	broad	circular	bed,	from	which
it	 flowed	 away	 through	 several	 narrow	 cuts.	 As	 the	 fugitives	 stood	 under	 the
archway	they	had	to	go	down	a	few	steps	to	that	pool,	and	where	they	stood	was
comparatively	dry.
"That	 the	way	 out?"	Mara	 demanded,	 and	 as	AnnSmith	 nodded,	 she	 added,

"All	right,	what	are	we	waiting	for?"
"There	 is	 someone	 coming,"	 the	 Venusian	 girl	 said,	 and	 Dillard	 started,

because	he	had	felt	exactly	the	same	intuition.	"We	had	better	hide,"	AnnSmith
warned.	"Here,	in	this	other	archway.	It	is	a	tank	storage,	where	the	flame-seeds
are	 kept."	 She	 led	 them	 swiftly	 to	 a	 dimlit	 chamber	where	 there	were	 several
broad-bellied	jars	of	glossy	black	stuff,	and	where	the	only	light	came	from	the
intense	 blue	 glare	 that	 spouted	 up	 from	 the	 jars'	 mouths.	 Turning,	 pressing
against	the	wall,	they	waited.	Mara	fidgeted.
"How	 do	 you	 know	 there's	 anyone	 coming?"	 she	 demanded,	 and	 Dillard

frowned.	 Obviously	 she	 couldn't	 feel	 it,	 so	 there	 was	 no	 point	 in	 trying	 to
explain.	But	he	could,	quite	distinctly.	 In	a	moment	 the	 intuition	was	 justified.
There	came	a	disturbance	in	the	regular	chatter	of	the	water,	and	agitation	in	the
basin	as	heads	bobbed	up.	For	an	awful	moment	Dillard	thought	he	was	seeing
yet	 more	 aliens,	 of	 a	 different	 kind,	 until	 he	 realized	 that	 these	 were	 people



wearing	 some	 kind	 of	 aqualung.	 He	 watched	 them	 climb	 out	 and	 down	 the
cascading	 terraces,	 and	 then	begin	peeling	off	 the	odd	harnesses	 they	wore.	A
transparent	face-mask	that	clung	from	brow	to	under	the	chin	was	secured	by	a
headband.	 It	 fed	 two	 tubes	 that	 curled	 back	 over	 the	 shoulders	 to	 a	 small	 and
compact	unit	between	the	shoulder	blades.	From	there,	like	shapeless	wings,	fell
a	 flapping	 and	 saturated	 quantity	 of	 gray-white	 filmy	 stuff,	 secured	 at	 either
wrist	and	with	a	waistband.
The	six	newcomers	were	all	Venusian,	all	sober-faced	and	intent.	Their	worry

was	 as	 apparent	 to	 Dillard	 as	 a	 strong	 smell	 would	 have	 been,	 and	 he	 knew
AnnSmith	 could	 feel	 it	 too.	He	put	out	 a	hand	 to	 touch	hers,	 to	grip	gently	 in
reassurance.	Within	a	minute	or	two	the	six,	four	men	and	two	women,	had	shed
their	swimming	gear	and	went	away	by	a	distant	arch,	on	 the	other	side	of	 the
chamber.
"You	know	anything	about	a	cape-lung?"	Mara	asked,	and	Dillard	shook	his

head.	 She	 eased	 out	 into	 the	 chamber,	 looking	 around,	 then	 beckoned	 him	 to
follow.	"This	is	where	you'll	have	to	learn	fast,"	she	said.	"Not	that	there's	a	lot
to	 it,	so	 long	as	you	keep	your	head	and	don't	pant.	You	check	me,	AnnSmith,
just	in	case	I	get	something	wrong.	It's	been	a	while."	They	were	across	the	blue
pool	now	and	on	 the	 first	 tier	of	 the	cascade.	The	 recently	departed	Venusians
had	 dunked	 their	 equipment	 in	 the	water,	 each	 set	 secured	 by	 a	 fine	 line	 to	 a
hook	 apparently	 there	 for	 the	 purpose.	 Mara	 hoisted	 out	 one.	 It	 looked	 like
nothing	 at	 all	 except	 a	 gray-white	mass	 of	 slime	 until	 she	 carefully	 freed	 the
face-and-tube	section.
"Now,"	she	said	intently,	"this	part	over	the	face,	make	sure	the	seal	is	good	all

around	the	edge,	and	the	unit	square	in	the	middle	of	your	shoulder	blades,	right?
Then	you	shackle	the	belt	around	your	waist,	here,	and	these	straps	around	each
wrist,	 so	 that	 the	 rest	of	 it	 is	 free	 to	hang	 in	back.	 In	 the	mask"—she	parted	 it
wide	 to	 show	 him—	 "this	 ridge	 sits	 on	 your	 nose,	 for	 location.	 This	 stiffener
tucks	against	your	chin,	is	a	bone-conduction	talk	unit.	That's	all	the	works.	This
unit	merely	adjusts	the	mixture	so	you	won't	get	CO	chokes	or	nitrogen	narcosis.
The	slimy	2
stuff	is	permeable	membrane,	is	a	lung	in	actual	fact."
"You	 need	 to	 inflate,"	AnnSmith	 put	 in.	 "You	 press	 here,	 on	 the	 right-hand

tube,	 which	 holds	 open	 a	 non-return	 valve.	 You	 take	 two	 or	 three	 breaths	 in,
breathing	 out	 into	 the	 filter-cape	with	 the	 valve	 shut…"	She	 paused,	 stared	 at
him.	"What	is	wrong?"
"You	know	damned	well!"	he	choked,	 staring	 from	her	 to	 the	clammy	 thing

she	held.	"I	can't!	I	can't!	I'm	scared!	I	can't	even	swim!"
"Oh	no!"	Mara	 growled.	 "Dillard,	 this	 is	 no	 time	 to	 go	 neurotic	 on	 us.	You



have	to	swim,	there's	no	other	way!"
"You	do	not	have	to	swim!"	AnnSmith	corrected,	suddenly	firm.	"You	just	put

this	 on,	 remember	 not	 to	 pant	 or	 gasp	 quickly,	 because	 the	 filter-membrane
cannot	handle	that,	and	just	drift.	There	is	this	line,	see?
You	 will	 be	 linked	 with	 myself	 and	 MaraHunt.	 You	 will	 not	 have	 to	 do

anything	at	all,	except	be	passive."
"You	don't	know	how	I	feel—all	that	water	out	there—!"
"I	know.	Your	feelings	are	mine	to	share.	But	feeling	and	doing	are	different,

you	know?	One	cannot	help	feeling,	but	one	can	control	one's	doing.	Be	afraid,
but	 come.	 I	 was	 afraid,	 but	 I	 came	 with	 you."	 Her	 steady	 words	 helped	 him
realize	that	this,	after	all,	was	no	more	than	he	had	done	many	a	hundred	times
before,	cringing	inwardly	from	some	fearful	prospect,	yet	driving	himself	into	it
just	the	same.
"All	right,"	he	mumbled.	"Check	me	while	I	put	the	thing	on."
"And	move!"	Mara	 urged.	 "Every	moment	we	 lose	means	 the	 Roggans	 are

that	much	closer	on	our	heels."
"They	will	 not	 come	 this	way,"	AnnSmith	 contradicted.	 "I	 chose	 it	 for	 that

reason.	They	use	lower	exits	and	entrances	than	this,	because	they	go	up	to	the
surface	very	 seldom,	and	 then	only	at	night."	She	watched	Dillard	get	 into	his
mask,	saw	him	breathe	enough	to	inflate	the	cape-lung	at	his	back,	and	patted	his
shoulder	in	approval.	Then,	swift	and	supple,	she	copied	him	and	went	ahead	up
the	cascade	terraces	and	over	the	edge	of	the	basin.	She	had	the	trailing	end	of
his	line.	She	looped	and	knotted	it	to	her	own	and	let	him	see	it	done,	then	down
she	 went,	 out	 of	 sight.	 Stiff-kneed	 and	 inwardly	 cringing,	 he	 followed,
clambered	over	the	edge	and	felt	Mara's	hand	at	his	belt.	She	was	knotting	her
line	 there,	 jerked	 it	 tight,	made	a	hand	gesture	 to	him	 to	go	on.	He	 let	himself
down	 into	 the	 water,	 felt	 it	 rise	 up	 and	 over	 his	 head,	 and	 the	 panic	 was	 a
bursting	pressure	in	his	chest.	He	saw	the	open	end	of	the	column—which	was
really	 a	 tube—and	 ducked	 to	 get	 under	 it,	 then	 kicked	 and	 tried	 to	 spring
upward.	There	was	no	sense	of	movement,	only	a	plunge	into	darkness.	Banded
constriction	gripped	his	chest,	the	feeling	of	being	caught	and	crushed.	Then	his
head	nudged	 something	 solid,	 and	 the	panic	doubled.	A	door	or	 something!	A
tube	was	blocked!	In	that	instant,	before	he	could	scream	out,	a	voice	said,	flute-
clear	in	his	head,	"It	is	all	right,	DenDillard.	There	is	an	S-bend	in	the	column.	It
is	an	air	lock.	Follow	the	line."
"Ann?"	 His	 nervous	 question	 came	 out	 a	 high-pitched	 quack	 that	 shocked

him.	He	tried	again	and	the	result	was	the	same.
"You	must	pitch	your	voice	low,"	she	said,	"because	sound-speed	in	water	is

fast,	much	faster	 than	in	air,	and	the	 tonal	values	are	distorted."	To	prove	it	he



heard	another	quacking,	 shrill	and	almost	 impossible	 to	understand,	and	 it	was
an	effort	to	realize	that	it	was	Mara	Hunt,	urging	him	on.	Forgetting	his	panic	in
the	novelty,	he	managed	to	scrape	around	the	bend,	saw	ahead	of	him	a	ring	of
blue	 flame	and	 struggled	 toward	 it,	 through	 it,	 and	 then	he	was	out.	He	knew,
instantly,	 that	 there	 was	 vast	 space	 around	 him,	 even	 though	 he	 could	 see
nothing	but	blue-black	void	at	first.	Then,	dimly,	he	saw	AnnSmith,	in	front	and
moving,	looking	like	a	silver	dream	against	the	blue	twilight.	He	made	motions,
tried	to	swim	as	he	had	seen	people	do	in	drama,	and	drew	up	close	to	her.	It	had
a	dreamy	quality,	this	sense	of	hanging	poised	and	without	motion	in	a	limitless
blue-black	space.	AnnSmith	looked	like	something	from	a	fairytale,	the	black	of
her	 brief	 loincloth	 invisible	 against	 that	 backdrop,	 and	 her	 torso	 and	 legs	 like
shimmering	silver	but	solid,	whereas	the	cloud	of	her	hair	and	the	billowing	gray
of	her	cape-lung	were	insubstantial	mist.	Now	Mara	came	to	join	them	and	they
hung	there,	all	three,	slowly	revolving.	Mara	was	just	a	mask	with	filmy	wings
and	a	white	body,	the	rest	invisible.	Over	her	shoulder	as	they	spun	he	saw	the
blue	circle	that	marked	the	end	of	the	tube.	And	as	a	huge	black	shadow	darker
against	 the	 blue,	 he	 saw	 the	 place	 they	 had	 just	 left.	 A	 hillside,	 irregular	 and
jagged,	 where	 long-haired	 weeds	 and	 plants	 waved	 in	 the	 ceaseless	 currents.
And	he	was	no	longer	afraid.
"It's	a	 strange	 feeling,"	he	said,	 remembering	 to	 sink	his	voice	 into	a	growl,

and	 intrigued	by	 the	way	 it	 came	out	 tenor.	 "Is	 this	why	 the	Roggans	 talk	 the
way	they	do?	In	that	whisper?"
"Not	a	whisper,‘*	AnnSmith	corrected,	in	that	flute-like	treble	her	voice	was

now,	"but	subsonic,	or	almost.	From	twenty	to	a	hundred	cycles	per	second,	 in
air.	 Low-pitch	 travels	 further	 and	 more	 coherently	 in	 water."	 Mara	 squeaked.
Then	she	tried	again,	just	a	note.	And	again,	but	now	it	was	better.	"Ah—ah—ah
—I	think	I'm	getting	it,	but	I	shall	have	a	sore	throat	if	I	talk	too	much	like	this.
I'm	no	contralto.	You	know	where	we	are,	Ann.	Better	get	moving	before	 they
miss	us	and	come	looking."
"We	are	moving.	Look	 behind!"	Dillard	wriggled	 around	 in	mid-air—it	 felt

like	mid-air—and	saw	that	the	dark	hillside	was	gone	out	of	sight.	"We	are	in	a
current	flow	that	will	take	us	part	of	the	way."
"How	do	you	know	where	we	are?"	he	asked.	"It's	the	middle	of	nowhere	to

me.	No	marks,	clues,	anything!"
"It	 is	 a	 sense	 one	 develops,	 under	 pressure	 of	 circumstance."	 He	 sensed

bitterness,	although	there	was	none	in	her	voice.	"I	have	many	senses	you	do	not
have.	I	am	Hesperian!"
Now	he	felt	more	than	just	bitterness.	He	was	suffused	by	a	wash	of	chokingly

lonely,	outcast,	angry-lost	feeling	from	her	that	brought	sympathetic	tears	to	his



eyes	in	a	moment.	And	he	knew	why	she	felt	like	that.
"It's	not	true,"	he	said	impulsively.	"The	way	you're	feeling,	it's	not	right."
"How	do	you	know	what	I	am	feeling?"
"But	of	 course	 I	do.	You're	 feeling	 sick	and	empty	 inside,	 and	 lost,	because

you're	 different	 from	 us	 and	 all	 alone,	 now	 that	 you	 have	 deserted	 your	 own
people.	 And	 that's	 just	 not	 true,	 Ann!"	 Clumsily	 he	 propelled	 himself	 near
enough	to	be	able	to	offer	his	hand	to	grasp	hers.	"Look,	this	ability	to	share	my
feelings—if	 that	 is	 one	 of	 the	 senses	 you	 have	 that	 you	 think	 makes	 you
different,	 then	 you're	 wrong.	 I	 have	 it,	 too.	 And	 I	 know	 people	 who	 have
orientation	 sense.	 You're	 stuck	 with	 this	 notion	 that	 because	 you're	 the	 fifth
generation	on	Venus	you	are	somehow	not	human,	and	it	isn't	true."
"She	doesn't	share	my	feelings!"
"Mara?	Maybe	 not,	 but	 that's	 only	 because	 she	 hasn't	 developed	 the	 gift.	 I

have.	I	suppose	it's	because	I	work	in	that	field	anyway,	sensor-recording	helps
to	 fine	 it	up.	Ann,	you	have	certain	 talents.	Your	home	environment	helped	 to
develop	them,	but	you	had	to	be	born	with	them	in	the	first	place.	And	they	are
human,	those	gifts.	Quite	well	known!"
"He's	right!"	Mara	chimed	in,	sounding	like	a	very	small	schoolboy	just	out	of

choir	practice.	"You	had	me	baffled	for	a	while	there,	you	two,	but	I	 think	I've
caught	 up	 now.	 He's	 right.	 We	 humans	 have	 all	 kinds	 of	 talents	 we	 hardly
suspect,	because	we	seldom	need	to	use	them.	But	when	it	comes	to	survival,	we
manage	to	turn	on	all	kinds	of	things.	Incidentally,	survival	can	be	bought	at	too
high	a	price.	How	far	down	are	we?"
"About	 one	 thousand	 feet,"	 AnnSmith	 said.	 "We	 are	 rising	 slowly.	 You	 are

quite	 right	 to	 remind	me	 that	we	 should	 not	 rise	 to	 the	 surface	 too	 rapidly.	 It
would	be	uncomfortable,	even	for	me."
"The	bends,	just	in	case	you	didn't	know,	Dillard,"	Mara	explained.
"These	lung	units	overcome	most	of	the	hazards.	They're	designed	to	do	just

that,	but	even	they	have	limits."
Dillard	 breathed	 in	 carefully,	 suddenly	 very	 conscious	 of	 the	 vast	 waters

around	him.	"Where	abouts	are	you	taking	us?	Where	are	we,	anyway?"
"If	we	follow	the	drift	for	some	time	longer	and	then	strike	off,	we	will	come

up	by	the	water-plant.	As	for	where	we	are"—AnnSmith	extended	her	arm	back
the	way	they	had	drifted.	"You	saw	that	hill	we	came	from?
That	 is	 one	 extremity	 of	 an	 island	 continent	 about	 five	 hundred	miles	 long.

The	 water-plant	 stands	 on	 just	 such	 another	 submerged	 mountain.	 Long	 ago,
before	the	ice	caps	melted	and	raised	the	sea	level,	 there	were	two	large	island
continents	on	Roggan.	One	was	called…"
"Just	a	minute!"	Mara's	voice	sailed	up	into	a	squeak	of	astonishment.



"You	mean—	this	is	Roggan?	The	aliens	belong	here?"
"Of	course.	You	didn't	know	that?"
"I	certainly	didn't.	How	long	have	you	known?"
"Ever	 since	 this	 planet	was	 first	 discovered	by	Solarian	 ships.	 It	was	 a	 ship

from	Hesperus	that	found	it."
"That's	true,"	Dillard	put	in.	"Captain	Conway	told	me	that	himself.	And	that

it	was	your	people	who	built	all	the	establishments."
"My	 father	 was	 a	 young	 man	 on	 that	 first	 ship,	 was	 one	 of	 the	 men	 who

planned	and	built	the	water-plant	basis,	with	the	idea	of	establishing	a	base	and	a
fueling	station.	Our	people	did	all	the	pioneer	work.	We	tried	to	claim	rights	on
Hydro	in	the	name	of	Hesperus.	It	was	hard	work,	and	dangerous,	but	we	did	it.
And	 then	 there	 was	 a	 legal	 dispute	 over	 territorial	 rights.	 We	 were	 cheated,
somehow,	out	of	everything	except	a	minimum	royalty	on	 the	operation	of	 the
plant.	 A	 legal	 quibble	 about	 sovereign	 rights,	 and	 territorial	 rights.	 Now	 it	 is
owned	and	operated	by	an	independent	body	of	profiteers!"
"Conway	told	me	a	bit	about	that,	too.	You	had	a	raw	deal,	Ann!"
"There's	quite	a	lot	about	this	whole	thing	that	is	raw,"	Mara	snapped.
"Earth	has	much	to	be	ashamed	of.	I	can	only	assure	you,	my	dear,	that	we	are

not	all	cursed	with	the	same	idiocy.	There	are	quite	a	few	of	us	working	to	bring
about	some	kind	of	understanding	between	us.	You	could	help	a	lot,	if	you	will."
"So	you	say.	It	does	not	matter	very	much	now,	one	way	or	the	other.	My	life

is	forfeit.	I	cannot	go	back."	AnnSmith	said	it	quietly,	then	put	out	her	arm	again,
in	another	direction.	"It	 is	 time	to	strike	away	from	the	current	now,"	she	said.
"Follow	me."
She	spun	and	then	leaned	forward	into	flight,	her	slim	arms	reaching	out	and

stroking	the	blue.	It	was	flight,	Dillard	realized,	as	he	made	an	awkward	attempt
to	mimic	her	movements	and	fell	into	a	lazy,	dreamlike	action	in	which	he	was
weightless,	but	without	the	falling	terror	of	zero-gravity.	His	breathing	no	longer
troubled	 him.	Now	 that	 his	 eyes	were	 adjusted	 he	 glided	 at	 the	 indeterminate
interface	between	a	dark	purple	"sky"	and	bottomless	blue-black.	And—surely—
those	were	lights,	away	down	there?
"That	couldn't	be	a	city	down	there,	beneath	us?"	He	asked.
"It	is.	At	least,	I	can	tell	you	only	what	I	have	been	told,	not	what	I	have	seen.

Some	of	our	people	have	been	down	there,	with	special	equipment,	but	the	strain
is	very	great	and	we	cannot	endure	it	for	long."
"You	mean	the	Roggans	can	stand	it,	down	there,	without	pressure	suits?"
"They	have	had	two	thousand	years	and	more	of	learning	how.	It	is	not	easy	to

work	out	the	time	scale	exactly,	but	it	must	be	that	long	since	they	fought	their
last	war.	Two	nations,	one	against	the	other.	Fire-bombs	melted	the	ice	caps	and



Roggan	died.	All	except	one	ship,	a	warship	 that	had	been	crippled	and	blown
into	cometary	about	their	sun.	When	it	got	back,	Roggan	was	wiped	out.	But	that
handful	 of	 people	 refused	 to	 give	 in.	 They	 took	 the	 ship	 down,	made	 landfall
down	there,	lived	in	it—and	learned,	by	degrees,	how	to	reclaim	their	submerged
city.	They	sealed	 it	off,	bit	by	bit,	 restarted	 industries,	 food	supplies,	 relearned
technology.	 They	 hollowed	 out	 whole	 mountains	 and	 hills.	 It	 was	 on	 one	 of
those	that	our	people	lowered	the	first	pylons	and	embedded	them,	for	the	water-
plant.	That's	where	we	met	the	Roggans	for	the	first	time."
"And	 for	 fifty	 years	 you've	 been	 dealing	 with	 them,	 swapping	 secrets	 with

them,	and	not	saying	a	word	about	it?"	Mara	accused.
"Why	should	we	tell	you?"	AnnSmith	demanded,	very	simply.	"What	would

you	have	done?	Would	you	have	had	any	mutual	sympathy	for	a	people	who	had
lost	their	home	planet	through	hazards	of	the	distant	past?"
"You	 learned	 their	 history,"	 Dillard	 put	 in.	 "You	 knew	 they	 had	 wiped

themselves	out	in	a	suicidal	war.	And	yet	you	made	friends	with	them?"
"Ancestors,"	AnnSmith	retorted.	"Theirs,	and	ours.	History!	Must	I	suffer	for

what	someone	did	a	hundred	years	ago?	Or	a	thousand?	Two	thousand?"
"Yes,	but,"	he	argued,	"surely	you	can	see	what	the	Roggans	are?"
"We	 know	 that	 they	 are	 a	 hard	 and	 ruthless	 people.	 They	 would	 not	 have

survived	otherwise.	And	we	Hesperians	tend	to	be	soft.	Did	you	know	that?	We
come	from	a	line	of	thinkers	and	idealists,	not	workers	and	pragmatists.	We	were
a	defeated	and	hopeless	people	until	we	met	them	and	learned	how	it	is	possible
to	survive	far	worse	things	than	we	had	known.	And	fight	back."
"Ye-es,"	Mara	 commented.	 "We'd	 better	 talk	 about	 that	 a	 bit	more	 later	 on.

Frankly	I	think	you	were	psychologically	ripe	to	be	fooled.	You	had	a	raw	deal
from	Earth,	 but	 it's	 nothing	 to	what	 the	 Roggans	will	 do	 to	 you,	 once	 you've
served	their	purpose."
"So	you	say,"	AnnSmith	retorted.	"You	are	judging	them	in	human	terms,	and

they	are	not	human.	For	one	thing,	they	have	no	dreamers,	no	theoreticians.	No
parasites.	Everyone	earns	a	living	somehow.	No	one	is	idle."
"Like	an	anthill?	And	 they	do	have	dreamers,	believe	me,	 if	 they	 think	 they

are	going	to	take	over	Earth.	Whoever	started	that	crazy	nonsense?"
"I	 am	 not	 sure."	 AnnSmith	 sounded	 indifferent	 as	 they	 swam	 steadily	 on.

Dillard	 kept	 staring	 down,	 seeing	 the	 tiny,	 faraway	 lights,	 trying	 to	 visualize
cities	 similar	 to	 those	 on	Earth,	 but	 all	watertight	 and	 populated	 by	 hordes	 of
stone-faces	all	busily	working.	All	he	could	get	was	a	blurred	vision	of	swarms
of	gray	beetles	squirming	through	ooze.
"We	met	and	talked,"	AnnSmith	said.	"In	the	process	of	learning	their	tongue

we	exchanged	ideas,	and	a	few	skills.	These	lung-capes	are	an	improved	form	of



something	we	had,	 but	 the	 sonic	 units	 are	 theirs	 entirely.	We	had	 a	 few	 solid-
state	tricks	new	to	them.	They	have	fabrication	processes	adapted	to	underwater
and	high	humidity	which	are	 completely	new	 to	us.	They	also	have	biological
techniques	we	do	not	have.	A	fecundity	serum,	 for	 instance,	which	gives	 them
total	and	positive	control	of	breeding	and	population.	And	they	know	a	trick	or
two	 about	 getting	 power	 from	 water.	 And	 minerals	 from	 water,	 too.	 And	 we
compared	histories;	in	telling	them	about	our	world	as	it	is,	we	had	to	tell	them
how	it	had	been	once.	The	idea	that	one	day	we	would	earn	the	right	to	walk	the
Earth	again—	hush!"	Her	gentle	tone	sharpened	suddenly	in	warning.	"Please	be
absolutely	still,	and	silent.	There's	someone	near."	VII
Dillard	didn't	ask	how	she	knew.	He	wasn't	even	curious.	The	utter	certainty	in

her	 voice	 was	 enough	 to	 make	 him	 freeze	 at	 once.	 In	 the	 same	 instant	 the
beautiful	blue-violet	vastness	that	had	seemed	so	wonderful	now	became	a	trap.
He	was	defenseless,	out	in	the	open,	vulnerable.	Then,	over	the	hammer	of	blood
in	his	ears,	he	heard	a	distant	rhythmic	noise,	a	steady	thumping	for	all	the	world
like	a	crowd	of	people	hand-clapping	in	unison	with	gloves	on.	It	grew	louder.
He	saw,	not	too	far	below	and	ahead,	vague	movement	that	at	first	was	no	more
definite	 than	 a	 curtain	 fluttering	 in	 a	 breeze,	 but	 solidified,	 by	 degrees,	 into	 a
wedge-shaped	formation	of	things.	White	bodies.	People	swimming.
They	swam	in	perfect	 stroke	 like	a	 squad	of	marching	men,	arrowing	 in	 the

dark	blue	 like	so	many	white	geese.	 It	was	 the	beat	of	 their	multiple	arms	and
legs	that	he	heard,	and	his	mind	served	him	up	the	answer	to	the	riddle	even	as
he	stared	and	froze	and	tried	to	wish	himself	invisible.	That	steady	beat	was	well
below	 the	 audible	 range,	 but	 the	 bone-conduction	 speakers	 were	 designed	 to
alter	 that,	 to	 facilitate	 speech	 under	 water.	 So	 he	 could	 "hear"	 that	 squad
swimming	 by.	 And	 now	 he	 remembered	 reading,	 somewhere,	 that	 the	 larger
predators	of	the	fish	world	could	also	hear	their	prey	in	the	water.	But	these	were
Roggans.	He	counted	them.	Fifteen,	all	in	step,	and	dragging	something	in	their
midst	that	was	not	a	man	at	all,	but	some	kind	of	cylinder.	They	went	by	down
there,	cold	and	intent	about	their	business,	and	Dillard	found	time	to	be	glad	they
hadn't	been	Venusian.	Had	they	been,	they	would	have	sensed	the	fugitives.	That
thought	stayed	with	him	as	the	marching	beat	faded	slowly	into	the	distance,	and
AnnSmith	murmured,	"They	are	gone.	It	is	safe	to	move	again."
"If	that	had	been	a	squad	of	your	people,"	he	said,	"we'd	have	been	detected.

They'd	have	felt	us."
"That's	right.	Empathy	works	even	in	water."
"I	wasn't	thinking	along	those	lines,"	he	retorted,	stung	by	her	mocking.
"I	was	thinking—they	can't	feel	you,	or	me,	at	a	distance,	can	they?	Can	you

feel	them?"



"No,"	she	said.	"Not	 in	 the	way	you	mean.	 I	can	sense	something	 there,	but
only	 as	 you	 would	 be	 aware	 of	 a	 solid	 object	 like	 a	 stone,	 or	 a	 wall.	 Not
personally,	not	with	feelings."
"That's	what	I	thought.	And	it	only	goes	to	point	up	the	thing.	We	are	human,

all	of	us.	All	the	same	kind.	They	are	different,	alien.	Do	you	still	think	you'd	get
a	better	deal	from	them	than	you	would	from	us,	your	own	flesh	and	blood?"
"That	is	a	silly	argument,	and	a	stupid	question,"	she	answered.	"An	appeal	to

the	 emotions.	 I	 give	 you	 facts:	we	 have	 been	 cast	 out	 by	Earth;	 the	 people	 of
Earth	 have	 robbed	 us,	 cheated	 us;	 even	 now	 they	 believe	 us	 to	 be	 monsters.
These	 are	 facts.	 From	 the	 Roggans,	 however,	 we	 have	 had	 understanding,
sympathy	 even,	 in	 their	 style,	 and	 help.	 These	 also	 are	 facts.	 I	 prefer	 them	 to
your	talk	of	what	might	be."	With	that	she	rolled	over	vigorously	and	began	to
swim,	 reaching	 for	 the	 distance	 with	 long	 powerful	 strokes,	 her	 cape-lung
shimmering	 above	 and	 behind	 her	 shoulders	 like	 the	 Stardust	 robe	 of	 some
Valkyr,	 the.	 twin	 curves	 of	 her	 bosom	 lifting	 and	 sliding	 to	 the	 pull	 of	 her
pectoral	muscles.	He	rolled	and	scissored	and	tried	to	emulate,	but	was	aware	of
his	awkwardness.	Then	Mara	came	up	and	to	one	side	of	him,	drew	ahead,	and
he	was	in	the	humiliating	position	of	being	towed	by	the	pair	of	them.	Below—
he	snatched	a	glance—it	was	now	as	black	as	midnight.	He	couldn't	keep	up.	He
struggled	to	remember	that	he	must	not	gasp	and	pant,	but	it	was	effort	piled	on
effort,	 and	he	was	on	 the	point	 of	 calling	out	 for	 a	 rest	when	he	 realized	 they
were	 heading	 into	 the	 side	 of	 another	 hill,	 swooping	 up	 to	 it.	 Ahead,	 he	 saw
AnnSmith	disappear	into	a	gully	fringed	with	waving	weeds.	He	followed,	into
the	steep-sided	cleft	that	must	have	once	been	a	swiftly	flowing	stream-bed.
It	 was	 black-dark	 here,	 with	 only	 now	 and	 again	 the	 glint	 of	 blue	 from	 a

cluster	of	writhing	fronds,	or	the	quick	scuttle	of	a	cloud	of	little	fish	all	alight,
but	he	knew	 they	were	climbing	 steadily.	His	groping	hands	met	weeded	 rock
again	and	again.	Then,	overhead,	the	water	was	brighter	blue	and	he	could	see	as
they	arched	over	an	edge	and	on	to	a	gently	sloping	plain.	The	blue	brightened,
faded	into	vivid	green.	AnnSmith	slackened	her	pace.
"Soon,"	she	said,	"we	will	come	to	a	pylon-foot.	We	go	straight	up.	The	water-

plant	is	directly	above."
"We	should	take	it	easy,"	Mara	warned.	"Give	time	to	adjust."
"If	you	think	it	is	wise,"	AnnSmith	agreed,	but	with	a	bite	in	her	voice.
"You	should	know	that	the	squad	we	saw	must	have	come	from	here.	There	is

nowhere	else	they	could	have	been	in	this	direction.	Where	one	squad	is,	others
may	be,	or	may	come.	If	we	are	caught	in	the	water	the	end	will	be	certain,	and
violent."
"We	don't	seem	to	have	a	lot	of	choice.	And	there's	 the	pylon	now.	What	do



you	say,	Dillard?"
"Are	you	asking	me?"	he	panted,	shaking	with	 the	effort	 to	keep	his	breaths

long	and	steady.	"That's	a	laugh.	Nobody	has	bothered	about	my	opinion	so	far.
For	what	it's	worth,	I	can't	get	out	on	to	dry	land	fast	enough!"
"All	right.	Lead	the	way,	Ann.	Better	the	devil	we	know."	He	saw	AnnSmith

reach	 out	 to	 touch	 the	 silvery	 column	 of	 the	 pylon-leg	 and	 then	 dart	 upward,
paddling	along	its	surface.	He	followed,	using	the	rivet-heads	like	handgrips	to
propel	himself	after	her.	The	water	grew	more	and	more	bright,	a	green	that	was
a	 flame	 and	 dazzle.	 But	 then,	 all	 at	 once,	 the	 light	 went	 out,	 became	 a	 dim
twilight,	and	he	 reasoned	 that	 they	were	now	in	 the	shadow	of	 the	plant	 itself.
His	fingertips	hurt	from	the	constant	shift	along	the	metal.	Then	it	was	his	whole
hands.	And	his	toes	throbbed,	and	there	grew	a	steel	band	around	his	neck	just
above	his	shoulder	muscles.	Now	he	was	seeing	dancing	fire-spots	on	his	retina,
like	the	grandfather	of	all	the	bilious	attacks	he	had	ever	had.	Cramp	knotted	his
fingers,	 locked	his	elbows	and	knees.	And	wrists	and	ankles.	It	was	as	if	some
invisible	demon	had	hold	of	all	his	 joints	and	was	crushing	them	in	a	vice.	He
wanted	 to	 scream,	 but	 his	 throat	 was	 bloated	 so	 that	 every	 breath	 was	 a
scorching	agony.
Past	the	streaking	fireballs	in	his	vision	he	saw	the	twilight	green	changing	to

blue	again,	to	ripples	and	movement.	And	then	his	head	broke	the	surface	and	he
peered,	half-blind,	at	a	weed-stained	wall	of	rubberized	concrete.	His	shoulders
screeched	 rustily	 as	 he	hoisted	his	 arms,	 got	 his	 knotted	 claw-fingers	 over	 the
edge,	 and	 heaved.	 And	 almost	 passed	 out	 from	 the	 hellish	 pain,	 plus	 the
shattering	 fact	 that	 he	 now	 had	 weight	 again,	 that	 his	 bent	 and	 broken	 body
weighed	 like	 lead.	Strong	 fingers	grabbed	his	wrists	 and	pulled.	He	 scrambled
out	and	lay	helpless	as	those	fingers	ripped	the	mask	and	fittings	from	his	face,
dragged	away	the	belt	and	straps.	He	could	do	nothing	to	help.	His	entire	body
was	 one	 huge	 wire-tight	 convulsion	 of	 fiery	 agony,	 each	 breath	 a	 torment,
movement	 a	 torture.	Through	 a	 red	 haze	 he	 saw	Mara	 come	out	 and	 flop	 and
writhe	into	spasms	as	AnnSmith	stripped	her	of	her	cape-lung.	He	knew	exactly
how	she	felt,	and	wished	he	didn't.
From	some	buried	source	he	recovered	enough	sanity	to	remember	what	to	do,

what	he	had	always	done	to	rescue	himself	from	nerve-knotting	tensions.	There
was	a	certain	hillside	that	he	knew,	where	the	sun	always	shone	kindly	and	the
breezes	 coolly	 whispered,	 where	 the	 grass	 was	 thick	 enough	 to	 sink	 into	 and
there	 was	 no	 alarm.	 In	 his	 mind	 he	 went	 there,	 relaxed	 in	 that	 peace,	 made
himself	relax,	melt,	go	so	limp	that	 the	nerve-tension	could	get	nothing	to	grip
on,	 the	ache	nothing	 to	bite	 into.	The	 therapy	worked.	 It	was	 like	surrendering
teeth,	but	it	worked.	The	agony	lessened,	became	bearable,	and	then	subsided	to



the	point	where	he	could	face	it,	and	struggle	up	on	to	an	elbow	to	take	notice.
His	lungs	felt	red-raw	on	the	inside,	but	he	could	breathe.	He	saw	Mara	arched
backward	 like	a	bow,	wrenched	into	a	spasm	as	 if	she	had	swallowed	cyanide,
with	a	rictus	grin	of	torment	on	her	face.	By	her	side,	squatting	and	impassive,
AnnSmith	 watched,	 looked	 up	 to	 stare	 with	 her	 violet	 eyes	 as	 he	 moved,
achingly,	to	come	near.
"Relax!"	he	advised,	his	voice	a	croak.	He	grasped	Mara's	shoulders	and	said

it	again,	firmly,	"Relax.	Don't	fight	it.	Yield.	Forget	effort.	Go	slack	all	over!"
Her	 eyes	 slit	 open	 to	 stare,	 and	 the	 tendons	 stood	 out	 on	 her	 neck	 as	 she

gasped,	"I	can't—breathe!	Can't—"
"Breathe	out!	Deflate.	Let	go!"	he	ordered,	and	massaged	his	fingers	into	her

shoulders,	 into	 the	 soft	 places	 at	 her	 neck.	 By	 grudging	 degrees	 her	wire-taut
tension	slackened,	her	splayed	nostrils	twitched	and	she	began	to	snort	and	gasp,
her	 chest	 heaving	 mightily	 as	 she	 managed	 to	 get	 her	 throat	 working	 again.
"Whoa	now!"	he	warned.	 "Never	mind	about	 filling	up.	Get	 it	 all	out.	Breathe
out—out—out—as	 far	 as	 you	 can.	 Breathe	 out	 all	 the	 knots,	 the	 aches,	 the
agonies,	breathe	them	out.	Let	go.	Melt!
Like	a	soft	jelly."	For	a	moment	longer	her	instinct	fought	his	advice,	then	she

got	it	and	surrendered	all	her	tensions	in	one	huge	sigh.	And	another.	And	again,
and	she	was	quite	still	 for	a	moment.	He	released	her	shoulders,	watched,	saw
her	pull	 in	a	 tremulous	breath,	 and	 then	another,	 and	 then	a	mighty	heave	 that
stretched	and	lifted	the	firm	contours	of	her	bosom	until	they	threatened	to	burst.
Within	moments	after	that	she	was	able	to	sit	up,	and	to	stare	at	Dillard	in	open
curiosity.
"I	owe	you,	for	that.	Thank	you.	Where	did	you	learn	it?"
"All	 sorts	 of	 places.	 I'm	 the	 original	 coward.	 I	 get	 scared	 even	 at	 my	 own

imagination.	But	that	is	exactly	what	the	customers	are	paying	for,	so	I	have	to
go	 through	with	 it,	 whatever	 it	 is.	 As	much	 as	 ever	 I	 can	 stand.	 So	 I	 need	 a
rescue	technique,	and	that's	it.	Panic,	nerves,	fear	and	pain,	they	all	use	tension
one	way	or	another.	Can't	happen	if	you	relax."	He	rocked	back	on	his	heels	and
turned	to	AnnSmith.	"Where	are	we,	anyway?	This	doesn't	look	like	the	water-
plant	to	me."
"It's	water	level.	A	kind	of	basement.	These	are	some	of	the	intake	pipes,	see?

And	look	there!"
Where	 she	 pointed	 he	 saw	 that	 the	 rubberized	 concrete	 flooring,	 a	 narrow

walkway	between	 the	bulky	pipes,	was	wet.	Splotchy	wet,	as	 if	many	wet	 feet
had	walked	there	recently.	He	looked	back	at	her.
"You	didn't	make	those	patches?"
"No.	Apart	from	taking	the	cape-lungs	to	sling	from	the	handrails,	there—they



should	 be	 kept	moist,	 you	 see,	 and	 they	 are	 now	 hanging	 in	 the	water—no,	 I
haven't	been	along	there."
"That	swimming	squad	which	passed	us,"	Mara	declared.
"What	the	devil	were	they	after?	What	was	it	they	took	away?"
"That's	right."	Dillard	nodded.	"They	were	towing	something."
"Let's	 go	 see."	Mara	 climbed	 to	 her	 feet.	 "That	way	 to	 the	 elevator	 shaft,	 I

imagine.	Very	convenient,	that.	Come	on."
As	they	rode	upward	Dillard	realized	that,	although	all	his	wracking	agonies

were	 gone,	 he	 was	 utterly	 and	 staggeringly	 exhausted.	 And	 hungry,	 too.	 He
wondered	how	long	it	had	been	since	that	meal	in	the	Green	Salon.	In	terms	of
experience,	that	was	almost	a	past	life!	As	they	left	the	elevator	at	the	top,	Mara
marched	straight	into	the	office,	but	Dillard	stayed	where	he	was,	waited	for	her
to	return.
"Wet	 feet	went	 thataway,"	he	 told	her,	pointing	 to	 the	 laboratory	and	feeling

slightly	 light-headed	 at	 the	 thought	 of	 a	 squad	 of	 Roggans	 robbing	 Stanley's
laboratory.	Of	what?	She	had	the	same	thought.
"What	 the	 hell	 would	 they	 take	 from	 here?"	 she	 demanded,	 as	 she	 stared

angrily	around	the	gleaming	glass	and	chrome.	The	answer	came	to	Dillard	in	a
bright	flash	of	nonsense.
"Your	 friend	 Dr.	 Stanley,	 of	 course,"	 he	 said.	 "You	 can't	 find	 him.	 No	 one

knows	where	he	is,	or	why	he	should	go	away.	So	what	else?	The	Roggans	have
got	 him!"	He	was	 definitely	 light-headed	 now,	 not	 caring	what	 reaction	Mara
turned	 on,	 a	 silly	 grin	 already	 settling	 itself	 on	 his	 face.	 But	 then	 he	 saw
AnnSmith's	expression,	saw	a	curtain	fall	across	it,	and	felt	the	way	she	drew	in
her	 reactions	 as	 if	 hiding.	 The	 truth	 shocked	 him	 into	 clarity,	 into	 grabbing
Mara's	 arm,	 as	 she	 was	 framing	 a	 violent	 retort.	 "By	 the	 stars!"	 he	muttered.
"Look	at	her.	She	knows!	It's	true.	They	have	got	him!"
Mara	whirled,	and	from	somewhere	she	had	that	knife	again,	so	smoothly	that

Dillard	 never	 saw	 it	 done.	 A	 breath	 later	 and	 it	 was	 aimed	 meaningly	 at
AnnSmith's	naked	stomach,	and	the	corded	intensity	of	the	arm	holding	it	left	no
doubt	as	to	intention.
"All	 right,"	Mara	 said,	very	 softly.	 "Dillard's	 intuitions	have	a	way	of	being

accurate,	 I've	 noticed.	 I'm	 buying	 this	 one.	 You	 have	 some	 talking	 to	 do,
AnnSmith.	Better	start!"
The	Venusian	girl	 held	quite	 still	 for	 a	moment,	 then	 she	 curled	her	 lip	 and

moved	 forward	until	 the	 razor	 tip	of	 the	blade	 touched	her	 flesh.	Mara	 inched
back.	AnnSmith	smiled	more	coldly.
"You	will	make	me	talk?	You	will	cut	me	if	I	don't?	You	human!"
"Your	friends	would	have	drugged	us	to	get	the	same	result!"	Mara	shot	back



at	her,	furious	at	having	her	bluff	called.	"Have	you	forgotten	which	side	you're
on,	traitor?"
"You	 forget	what	 little	you	know	of	our	ways,	MaraHunt.	You	cannot	make

me	 do	 anything.	 My	 life	 is	 mine,	 or	 for	 Hesperus,	 not	 for	 anyone	 else."
AnnSmith	 hesitated,	 and	 Dillard	 sensed	 the	 simmering	 indecision	 under	 her
sneering	calm.	"I	came	with	you	because	I	felt	our	plan,	with	the	Roggans,	was
all	wrong.	But	now—with	this"—and	she	flicked	a	gaze	down	at	 the	knife—"I
am	not	so	sure	that	humans	are	any	better."
"Hold	on!"	Dillard	 spoke	up	 from	 inner	conviction.	 "Suppose	you	put	 away

the	 knife	 and	 we	 all	 act	 like	 reasonable	 people.	 Will	 you	 tell	 us	 about	 Dr.
Stanley,	Ann?"
Her	violet	eyes	swiveled	to	him,	lingered	a	moment,	then,	"Of	course!
Why	not?	There	is	nothing	you	can	do	about	it."
Mara	sucked	in	a	furious	breath	but	before	she	could	speak	he	carried	on	the

line	of	thought.	"All	right,	then.	Suppose	we	all	relax,	get	out	of	these	wet	rags,
have	something	to	eat,	act	civilized,	huh?"
"No!"	Mara	snapped.	"I	want	to	know	about	Stanley.	Now!	We	can	relax	later.

Now!"
Dillard	sagged	back	against	the	wall	and	felt	his	knees	begin	to	tremble	with

deflation	and	fatigue,	but	AnnSmith	nodded	calmly.
"Very	 well,	 I	 will	 tell	 you.	 My	 people	 caught	 Dr.	 Stanley	 some	 time	 ago,

caught	him	underwater,	snooping	about	the	water-plant.	We	turned	him	over	to
the	Roggans	as	a	sample	of	what	humans	could	be	like."
"You	lie!	What	about	those	wet	patches?	He	hasn't	been	gone	that	long!"
"Hold	on	again,"	Dillard	said	wearily.	"Whatever	else,	she's	not	 lying.	Don't

ask	me	to	explain	how	I	know.	I	know,	that's	all."
"The	wet	patches	are	recent,	yes.	But	a	wet	foot	makes	a	wet	mark.	You	can

identify	 Dr.	 Stanley's	 footprint?	 I	 have	 not	 seen	 or	 met	 him.	 I	 know	 only	 by
report	at	second-and	third-hand.	Apparently	Stanley	has	told	the	Roggans	a	lot.
We	knew,	for	instance,	that	he	was	expecting	assistance,	which	is	why	we	were
suspicious	of	you	two.	We	have	heard	rumors,	even,	that	Stanley	is	cooperating
with	the	Roggans!"
Mara's	knife-hand	trembled.	"You	bitch!"
"Cut	that	out!"	Dillard	shouted	in	sudden	rage.	"How	the	hell	do	you	expect	to

get	 information	 if	 you	 keep	 threatening	 to	 chop	 her	 when	 she	 gives	 it?	 She's
telling	you	the	truth.	And	it	makes	sense	to	me,	too.	That's	why	I'm	in	this	mess
up	to	my	eyebrows.	You	and	your	damned	Stanley.	I	thought	I	was	through	with
him	years	ago,	and	now	look	at	it."
"Stanley	wouldn't	cooperate	with	them!"



"No?	What're	the	odds	he	sent	some	of	them	to	get	apparatus	for	him,	from	his
laboratory?	That's	what	 the	 footmarks	 are.	Want	 to	 bet?"	For	 all	 the	 indignant
heaving	of	her	breast	he	saw	that	she	was	shaken.	"Why	don't	you	go	and	look?
Me,	I'm	going	to	find	out	what	this	place	has	in	the	way	of	food	and	refreshment.
Ann?"
The	Venusian	girl	nodded	and	followed	him	as	he	shambled	wearily	into	the

living	 section.	 Mara,	 presumably,	 took	 his	 advice	 and	 went	 to	 study	 the
laboratory.	He	wasn't	too	interested.	By	the	time	she	reappeared	he	had	shed	his
pants,	delivered	them	along	with	AnnSmith's	loincloth	to	the	auto-clean,	and	the
pair	of	them	were	nakedly	debating	program	recipes	on	the	autochef.
"I	can't	be	sure,"	Mara	confessed.	"It	looks	as	if	there's	a	thing	or	two	missing

but	I	can't	tell	what.	You	checked	in	there,	Dillard.	Go	look,	will	you,	and	see	if
you	can	spot	what's	been	taken?"
"All	right,	anything	for	peace.	Mine's	the	citrus	juice,	cereal	and	mixed	grill.

Suspend	it	if	I'm	not	back	in	time.	She	seems	surprised	that	it	is	all	syntho.	What
did	she	expect?"
He	went	away	heavily,	clutching	a	tall	and	cool	vodka-and-lemon	in	one	hand.

Though	 wobbly	 from	 almost	 total	 exhaustion	 his	 mind	 was	 pinpoint	 clear.	 A
quick	stroll	up	and	down	the	benches	showed	him	that	two	items	were	missing,
but	 nothing	 else	 he	 could	 define.	 He	went	 back	 frowning,	 and	 found	 the	 two
females	 in	 a	momentary	 truce	 as	 they	 handled	 and	 held	 out	 various	 pieces	 of
wispy	fabric	at	each	other.	The	sight	snatched	him	back	into	the	insane	values	of
a	society	only	recently	absolute,	a	society	he	knew	better	than	most	because	Epic
Dramatapes	had	a	regular	line	of	so-called	"historical	romances"	that	he	helped
work	on	when	he	wasn't	out	on	an	assignment	somewhere	else.
Dress.	 Fashion.	 Drapery.	 Prudery	 and	 taboo.	 Exposure	 and	 neurosis.

Insecurity	 and	 identity-failure.	 Jargon	 terms	 had	 been	 tossed	 about	 with	 great
freedom	by	many	a	wiseacre	in	the	attempt	to	explain	why	such	things	had	lived
so	 long,	 and	why	 they	had	 so	 suddenly	 all	 vanished.	Dillard	 knew	 the	 jargon,
didn't	believe	half	of	it,	but	he	did	know	the	facts.	He	knew	the	headaches	that
went	with	 trying	 to	 supply	 sensor	 programs	 to	match	 a	 cast	 all	 dressed	 up	 in
those	old	clothes.	The	constrictions	of	collars	and	belts	and	gripping	elastic,	the
awful	 hamper	 and	 drag	 of	many-layered	 trappings,	 had	 to	 be	 toned	 down	 for
modern	audiences.	Players	complained	bitterly	and	audiences	were	put	off	unless
the	story-line	included	long	stretches	of	comfortable	undress	to	compensate.	But
those	 old-timers	 had	worn	 clothes	 on	 top	 of	 clothes	 all	 the	 time,	 even	 in	 bed!
They	wore	clothes	under	clothes,	and	called	them,	uninspiredly,
"underclothes."
But	then,	almost	overnight,	sanity	had	come.	Some	said	it	was	the	impact	of



new	 materials	 available,	 new	 synthetics	 with	 new	 versatility.	 Or	 the	 overall
spread	of	better	environmental	control.	Or	the	new	age	of	leisure.	Some	pointed
to	 the	 long	 delayed	 end	 of	 the	 sex	 war	 and	 quoted	 the	 shrinking	 and	 final
disappearance	of	the	skirt	in	the	late	1970's	as	a	sign	that	women,	at	last,	were	no
longer	 second-class	 citizens.	 Emancipation	 and	 the	 truth	 about	 sex—whereas
others,	 more	 prosaically,	 called	 it	 only	 simple	 economics.	 Who	 could	 afford,
nowadays,	to	carry	a	whole	wardrobe	of	various	social	uniforms,	half	of	which
would	go	out	of	date	regularly	every	few	months?	To	be	thrown	away?	But	you
couldn't	throw	away	modern	stuff,	either	in	fabric	or	packaging	or	anything	else,
because	there	was	no	longer	any	spare	space	left	to	throw	it!
Arguments	from	hindsight,	he	thought,	and	doubted	all	of	them.	What	he	did

know	was	the	fact	that	everyone,	nowadays,	wore	one	simple	day-cover	to	fit	the
job,	occupation	or	conditions—and	in	leisure	hours	there	were	no	rules	at	all,	but
only	the	free	dictates	of	fancy	and	inclination.	Mood	colors,	mood	music,	mood
styles—there	came	a	gentle	ping	of	 completion	 from	 the	autochef	 to	break	his
reverie,	to	bring	Mara's	head	around.	She	saw	him,	swirled	a	cob-webby	handful
of	green	stuff	about	her	shoulders	toga-style	and	came	to	demand,	"Did	you	spot
what	it	was?"
"Eh?	Oh.	Yes.	There	was	a	small	demonstration	model	of	the	water-plant.	A

trick	model.	It's	gone."
"The	water-plant?"	She	stared	at	him	blankly.	"What	would	anybody	want	that

for?"
"How	would	 I	know?"	He	 shrugged,	 and	 turned	 to	 take	his	platter	 from	 the

machine.	"Look,"	he	said	over	his	shoulder	as	an	idea	came	to	him,
"you're	supposed	to	be	some	sort	of	associates,	aren't	you?	Philosophy	Corps,

wasn't	it?	Well,	wouldn't	he	leave	some	kind	of	trick	clue	for	you,	something	that
you'd	spot	and	I	would	miss?"
For	his	guess	he	had	the	reward	of	seeing	her	total	discomfiture.
"I'm	a	 fool!"	 she	 snorted.	 "You're	 quite	 right.	Where	 the	devil	 are	my	wits?

Stick	 mine	 in	 the	 warmer,	 will	 you?	 I'll	 be	 back!"	 She	 went	 away	 at	 a	 trot.
Dillard	shrugged,	took	his	platter	over	to	the	table	to	sit	by	AnnSmith.	She	had
chosen	 a	 shimmering	 gold	 cloud	 of	 stuff	 to	 drape	 around	her	 shoulders	 and	 it
suited	her,	but	he	was	more	interested	in	what	she'd	said	earlier.
"Don't	you	have	syntho-food	on	Venus,	 then?	 I'd	have	 thought	you'd	need	 it

more	than	we	do.	On	Earth,	I	mean."
"For	technology	one	needs	hardware,"	she	said,	chewing	none	too	happily	on

a	syntho-steak.	"That's	not	very	practical	in	our	hot	humid	climate.	You	should
see	what	airborne	fungus	can	do	even	to	sealed-cabinet	electronics.	Even	if	we
could	afford	the	devices	in	the	first	place,	we	couldn't	maintain	them	afterward.



We	learned	that	in	the	early	days,	when	our	survival	gear	perished	so	quickly."
"You	have	a	point.	But	what	do	you	do	for	food,	then?"
"We	grow	it,	of	course.	Hybrid	strains,	mutations,	successful	adaptations,	all

sorts	of	ways.	We	have	 fresh	eggs	 from	waterfowl.	Fresh	meat	 from	a	kind	of
whale	we	 have	 domesticated	 fairly	well.	 The	 females	 yield	 us	milk.	We	 have
many	 kinds	 of	 fruit.	 Even	 a	 kind	 of	 coffee	 bean,	 better	 than	 this	 stuff!"	 She
sipped	at	the	turgid	brown	liquid	in	her	cup	and	made	a	face.	Dillard's	stomach
protested	momentarily	at	the	thought	of	eating	things	that	had	grown	from	dirt,
or	lumps	cut	from	dead	animals.	He	knew	it	had	once	been	commonplace,	but	all
the	same—
Mara	 came	 back	wearing	 a	 black	 frown	 and	 radiating	 angry	 suspicion.	 She

took	her	platter	and	sat,	eating	with	little	regard	for	the	food.	Dillard	gave	her	a
moment	to	settle	then	asked,	"Did	you	find	your	message,	clues,	anything?"
"Yes,"	she	muttered.	"You	were	right.	And	you."	She	flashed	a	hard	glance	at

AnnSmith.	"Stanley	is	cooperating	with	the	aliens.	But	not	against	Earth.	As	far
as	I	can	figure	it."
"Whatever	that	may	mean."	Dillard	took	his	platter	over	to	the	washer,	ditched

it,	 dialed	 himself	 another	 vodka-and-lemon.	 "You	 and	 Stanley	 and	 the
Philosophy	Corps	can	sort	it	out	among	yourselves.	Me.	I've	had	it."	He	took	a
healthy	sip	of	his	drink	and	wandered	across	to	the	bed	nook,	patted	the	resilient
surface,	then	sat	on	it.	"This	is	for	me."	He	finished	the	drink	and	had	reached	up
for	the	deep-sleep	headset	that	hung	on	the	wall	over	the	pillow,	when	he	found
Mara	standing	before	him,	feet	planted	astride,	hands	on	hips	and	eyes	blazing
down.
"What	sort	of	thing	are	you?"	she	demanded.	"A	man,	or	what?"
"Back	off,"	he	 told	her.	 "Biology	doesn't	 come	 into	 this.	 I'm	male.	That's	 as

obvious	as	the	fact	that	you	two	are	female.	What	you	mean	is	am	I	a	crusader,	a
death-or-glory	hound,	a	hero?	The	answer	is	no!"
"You're	in	this	mess,	up	to	your	eyebrows.	You	said	so."
"I	was.	And	who	got	me	in?	You	and	Stanley	between	you.	Who	got	me	out?

Me.	And	I'm	staying	out.	I've	been	slugged	by	cold-blooded	aliens,	lined	up	for
drugging,	interrogation	and	destruction.	I've	escaped.	I've	had	the	bends.	I've	lost
valuable	 equipment	 and	 some	unique	 records,	 and	all	my	personal	documents.
That's	enough,	 sister.	 I'm	out.	You	want	 to	go	ahead	and	save	Earth,	or	 rescue
your	comrade,	you	do	that.	But	leave	me	out,	huh?"
"Resigning	from	the	human	race	now,	eh?"
Her	acid	scorn	got	through,	stung	him	into	irritation.	"I	was	never	invited	into

the	 race	 the	 first	 place,	 nor	 have	 I	 been	welcomed	 by	 it,	 nor	 impressed	 by	 it,
since.	You'll	have	to	find	another	arm	to	twist."



"You	spineless	louse!"
"Cool	 it!"	 he	warned.	 "I	 came	 up	 to	where	 I	 am	 now	 the	 hard	way.	 I'm	 no

idealist.	Prod	me	with	that	kind	of	needle	and	I	am	just	capable	of	smashing	your
pretty	face	in.	Don't	think	you	can	ride	on	your	big	bust	and	your	curves.	They
don't	 mean	 a	 thing	 to	me."	 He	 warmed	 to	 his	 subject	 as	 long	 pent	 irritations
spilled	over.	"You	and	your	Philosophy	Corps!	Phony	ideals.	Empty	abstractions.
Earth!	The	human	race!	What	the	hell	do	you	know	about	it?	You	had	the	good
life,	 position,	 security,	 comfort,	 something	 to	 lose.	What	 do	 you	 know	 about
somebody	like	me?
I'm	 a	 nobody-nothing	 who	 got	 caught	 in	 the	 machine.	 I	 have	 a	 built-in

sensitivity	 to	phenomena	which	 is	another	name	for	a	 talent	 for	suffering.	And
nobody	to	give	a	damn."
He	sat	up	angrily.	"This	is	no	play	for	sympathy.	You	can	keep	that.	I'm	one	of

the	 lucky	 ones.	 I	 made	 it	 up	 and	 out.	 But	 I've	 been	 down	 there	 among	 the
pointless,	hopeless,	brainless	and	futureless	millions,	and	I	know.	You	think	you
know.	There's	a	difference.	Do	you	think	they	give	a	damn	for,	quote,	the	human
race?	If	you	do,	all	right.	You	do	something	about	it!"
She	backed	off	half	a	step,	startled	by	his	vehemence.	"You	know	what	will

happen,	don't	you,	if	the	Roggans	have	their	way?"
"I	 know."	 He	 looked	 from	 her	 to	 AnnSmith,	 who	 stood	 by	 in	 distressed

silence.	He	 spoke	 to	her	now.	 "With,	 or	without	Stanley's	 help,	 if	 you	 and	 the
Roggans	 start	 any	 kind	 of	 offensive	 against	 Earth"—He	 hesitated,	 feeling	 for
adequate	words—"millions	 of	 people	will	 be	 killed	 and	millions	more	will	 be
injured,	 maimed,	 crippled,	 ruined,	 made	 miserable,	 homeless	 and	 wretched.
There	 will	 be	 misery	 and	 starvation,	 disease	 and	 bloody	 riots,	 a	 reversion	 to
savagery.	It	will	set	back	the	story	of	mankind	a	thousand	years	and	more."
"That's	not	 true!"	 the	Venusian	girl	 cried	out	 in	pain,	but	he	 shook	his	head

slowly	at	her.
"You	know	it's	true,	what	I'm	saying.	And	here's	why.	Earth,	right	now,	is	one

vast	village,	 a	 sprawling	 slum,	 strangling	 in	pollution,	 shambling	over	piles	of
refuse,	barely	managing	 to	get	 along,	and	very	very	 slowly	hauling	 itself	back
from	 the	 edge	 of	 total	 collapse.	 I	 know.	 So	 do	 lots	 of	 others.	 The	main	mass
doesn't,	 because	 it	 is	 tranked	 and	 doped	 up	 to	 the	 gills	 to	 make	 the	 misery
bearable.	But	that's	the	truth.	Isn't	it?"	He	threw	the	question	at	Mara	Hunt	and
she	nodded	silently.
"So,"	he	want	on,	"if	you	put	a	firecracker	under	that	lot	it	will	all	fall	apart.

And	that's	just	one	side.	Why	do	you	think	anybody	who	can	scrape	the	cash	and
the	permits	together	is	madly	heading	out	into	the	stars?
Why	do	you	imagine	we	have	syntho-food?	Why	do	I	serve	a	firm	that	makes



total-sensation	 dramatapes	 for	 a	 bottomless	 market?	 Life	 isn't	 worth	 living
anymore.	Nor	is	it	worth	saving,	in	my	opinion,	but	the	responsibility	isn't	mine,
thank	the	stars!	You	go	ahead!"
"But	 we	 do	 not	 intend	 all	 that	 destruction,	 that	 killing!"	 AnnSmith	 argued

desperately.	"We	want	only	our	right	to	live	on	Earth	again!"
"Never	mind	what	you	want.	 I	know	what	you'll	get.	Remember	 this,	 that	 a

hefty	percentage	of	Earth's	production	and	occupation	goes	 into	 the	military.	 It
has	 to.	 There'd	 be	 economic	 collapse,	 otherwise.	 So	 we	 have	 immense	 war
potential.	Enough	 to	destroy	Earth	entirely	 ten	 times	over.	 I	mean	destroy,	 just
like	that.	You	strike	at	us,	and	you'll	get	it.	Venus	would	be	annihilated	as	a	place
for	 life	 in	 a	matter	 of	hours.	Totally	 and	 for	 evermore.	And	as	 for	 this	 planet,
there	 wouldn't	 be	 anything	 to	 it.	 A	 concentrated	 rain	 of	 depth	 bombs	 and
goodbye	Roggan.	Forever."	Where	she	had	been	the	white	of	warm	ivory	before,
she	was	now	chill	as	marble,	cringing	away	from	the	awful	picture.
"That's	not	what	we	want,"	she	mumbled.
"You	wouldn't	 be	 the	 first	 to	 start	 a	war	 for	 some	 good	 reason,	 some	 ideal

concept.	But	that's	what	will	happen.	Venus	destroyed.	Roggan	destroyed.	Earth
crippled	and	spinning	back	into	barbarism.	Just	like	that."
She	 went	 back	 and	 back	 until	 her	 seat	 nudged	 her	 legs	 and	 then	 she	 sat

heavily,	stunned	and	shaking.	Mara	heaved	a	deep	breath.
"You	know	all	that,	and	you	still	think	it's	none	of	your	affair.	You	won't	raise

a	hand	to	save	it?"
"Save	what?"	he	snarled.	"A	planet-wide	blight?	A	biological	error?	You	make

me	tired.	Have	you	seen	the	suicide	figures	lately?"	The	shaft	was	a	good	one.
The	steady	increase	in	suicide	rates	was	Earth's	number	one	headache	for	those
who	 concerned	 themselves	with	 social	matters,	 ranking	 just	 a	 little	 ahead	 and
closely	 linked	 with	 the	 accelerating	 use	 of	 dream	 drugs.	 "You	 want	 to	 save
something?	You	 do	 that,	 and	 the	 best	 of	 luck!"	He	 reached	 for	 the	 deep-sleep
headset	again,	slid	 it	over	his	head	and	swiveled	 to	extend	his	 legs	and	stretch
out.	"Good	night!"	he	said	firmly,	and	pushed	the	button.	In	a	matter	of	seconds
he	was	fast	asleep.	Two	hours	under	the	machine	were	more	than	equivalent	to
eight	hours	so-called	normal	sleep,	so	Dillard	expected	 to	awake	refreshed.	He
did	not	expect	to	find	the	two	women	stretched	out	on	the	floor	beside	the	bed,
each	on	an	air-mat,	each	wearing	a	spare	headset.
In	the	scant	seconds	before	switching	out	he	had	hoped	they	would	manage	to

decide	 on	 something	 and	be	 gone.	But	 there	 they	were,	 still,	Mara	 flat	 on	 her
back	 with	 one	 knee	 flexed,	 the	 posture	 of	 the	 confident	 personality,	 while
AnnSmith	was	curled	up	instinctively	on	the	defensive.	He	sat	up,	slipped	off	the
headset	and	racked	it,	feeling	refreshed	physically	but	realizing	that	his	problems



had	 not	 gone	 away.	 Catlike,	 Mara	 came	 awake	 as	 soon	 as	 he	 moved.	 She
yawned,	 stretched	 luxuriously,	 and	 said,	 "I	 needed	 that.	 Coffee,	 Dillard?"	 He
nodded,	saw	her	nudge	AnnSmith	awake	then	go	over	to	the	autochef	and	start
dialing.	She	looked	at	him	over	her	shoulder.	"We	talked,	after	you	switched	out.
We	decided	something.	You	might	be	interested."
"Cooperation?	You	two?"
"We	have	common	interests,"	AnnSmith	murmured,	sitting	up	and	shaking	the

pleats	out	of	the	gold	gauze	she	had	wrapped	around	herself.
"We	have	to	go	back	down	there."
"To	do	what?"
Mara	handed	him	a	steaming	cup,	passed	one	to	Ann-Smith,	held	one	herself.

"Ann	feels	she	must,	if	only	to	try	to	get	it	across	to	her	people	what	a	disaster
they	are	heading	for.	Very	few	of	them	realize	the	way	things	really	are,	the	way
you	told	it.	You	made	an	impression,	there!"	He	chose	to	ignore	that.	"And	you,	I
suppose,	have	to	be	loyal	to	your	colleague,	Dr.	Stanley?"
"Old-fashioned,	isn't	it?	Put	it	this	way.	I	know	him	very	well.	If	he	really	has

thrown	in	with	 the	Roggans,	 then	he	 is	either	doped,	brainwashed,	under	some
devilish	kind	of	duress,	completely	off	his	 trolley,	or	something.	And	he	needs
help."
"But	just	you?	Don't	you	call	up	the	heavy	brigade,	reinforcements?"
"We	don't	work	like	that.	We	move	in	where	authority	and	force	have	failed,

where	 there's	 a	 situation	 getting	 out	 of	 control,	 building	 up	 to	 danger.	We	use
brains,	 initiative,	 inspiration,	 knowledge,	 whatever.	 And	 we	 are	 thin	 on	 the
ground.	Stanley	sent	for	me,	for	help.	So	I'm	going	to	help."
Sleep,	and	recent	practice,	had	sharpened	his	intuitive	faculties.
"You	know	it's	virtually	suicide,	don't	you?"
"I'm	going	to	help,	Dillard.	The	odds	are	stupendous,	yes,	but	you	could	pull

them	down	just	a	bit,	if	you	helped	too."
AnnSmith	came	to	sit	beside	him,	to	put	a	hand	timidly	on	his	arm.
"You	can	help	a	great	deal.	You	could	convince	my	people	of	their	error,	the

enormous	crime	they	are	contemplating,	just	as	you	convinced	me.	Please?"
"You	heard	me	on	 that,"	he	said,	making	 the	words	with	difficulty,	his	 inner

senses	in	turmoil	because	of	the	warm	embrace	that	came	from	her	aura.	"What
do	I	care,	one	way	or	the	other?"
"Perhaps	you	have	nothing	to	care	for.	Or	no	one	who	cares	about	you?
Nothing	to	look	forward	to?	But	I	care.	Hesperus	is	a	strange	place,	in	some

ways	a	hard	place	to	live,	but	I	think,	from	what	I	have	learned	from	you	about
Earth,	 it	 is	 a	happier	place	 to	 live	 than	 that	unfortunate	planet.	And	you	could
live	there,	DenDillard.	With	me…"



He	 wrenched	 up	 and	 away,	 shaking	 off	 her	 hand,	 to	 march	 out,	 along	 the
corridor	and	into	the	silent	sterile	sanity	of	the	laboratory,	his	emotions	in	chaos.
Stalking	over	to	the	great	window	he	stared	out	unseeing	for	a	moment,	until	the
sheer	beauty	of	 the	purple	and	gold	sunset	claimed	his	eyes.	Then	he	saw	 that
Venture	was	 gone,	 on	 her	way,	without	 him.	His	 link	with	 the	 raw-edged	 and
ugly	real	world	was	gone.	And	so	was	that	world,	 like	a	 lifetime	past.	All	was
different	now.	He	was	in	love	with	a	purple-eyed	Venusian	girl,	and	there	was	no
future	in	it,	not	for	him,	nor	her,	nor	anyone.	She	did	right	to	sneer	at	an	Earth
stalked	 by	 the	 three	 plagues	 of	 population,	 pollution	 and	 psychosis,	 but	 how
could	he	help	it?	What	did	she	want?
He	started	at	the	breath	of	a	presence	at	his	elbow,	and	knew	it	was	Mara.	Her

hand	touched	his	shoulder,	and	her	feeling	was	kind.
"You	need	to	know	something,"	she	said,	very	gently.	"Not	about	the	way	she

feels	for	you.	You'd	have	to	be	stupid	not	 to	know	that	for	yourself.	Nor	about
the	way	you	care	for	her,	because	that's	your	business.	But	you	do	need	to	know
who	she	is."
"Who?"	he	grunted.
"Her	father	is	AlastairMcLarenSmith.	President	of	Hesperus,	just	to	fill	in	the

fine	lines.	He	has	tremendous	influence	with	his	people,	even	if	he	is	something
of	an	idealist,	and	ineffective	in	himself.	They	respect	him.	Now,	you've	made	a
hell	of	an	impact	on	Ann.	She's	close	to	her	father.	He	listens	to	her—and	to	her
brother	Billi,	who	 is	 something	of	 a	 firebrand,	 like	most	young	men.	Through
her	you	can	get	to	the	old	man,	and,	through	him,	all	the	rest.	That	makes	you	a
pretty	important	person,	Dillard.	You	are	involved	in	this	whether	you	like	it	or
not."
"That	 is	 just	what	I	needed,"	he	growled.	"For	the	first	 time	in	my	life	I	run

into	a	girl	I	care	for.	I'm	in	love.	And	she	cares	for	me,	too.	And	it	gets	snarled
up	in	a	political	issue!"
"Not	just	a	political	issue.	This	is	life	and	death.	Your	life,	if	you	want	to	be

narrow	about	it.	And	a	stake	in	the	future."
"But	what	can	we	do?	Three	of	us!"	He	turned	on	her,	and	she	met	his	stare

soberly.
"We	can	try.	On	your	own	showing,	what	is	there	to	lose?"	Over	her	shoulder

he	saw	AnnSmith	come	in	at	the	far	end	of	the	laboratory	and	stand	there,	just
watching.	There	was	no	need	for	her	to	say	anything.
"All	right!"	he	surrendered.	"We	can	try.	I	might	as	well	go	all	the	way	with

this	crazy	pitch.	What	do	we	do?"
Mara	wheeled	and	went	away,	leaving	him	to	follow.	Ann-Smith	touched	his

hand	as	he	went	by,	caught	it	and	went	with	him.	Words	were	unnecessary.



"First	of	all,"	Mara	declared,	rummaging	in	her	bag,	"we	get	rid	of	the	bare-
handed	image.	I've	had	to	co-opt	local	aide	before.	I	always	carry	spares.	Here!"
She	 held	 out	 a	 broad	 black	 belt	 similar	 to	 her	 own.	 He	 took	 it,	 watched	 as
AnnSmith	got	one	too.
"Only	time	for	one	quick	run-through,	so	pay	attention.	Knife!"	She	produced

it	 dexterously.	 "This	 edge	 is	 razor	 sharp,	 the	 other	 is	 diamond-dust	 studded,
makes	a	very	useful	file	against	almost	anything.	These"—the	knife	went	away
and	 out	 came	 what	 looked	 like	 a	 string	 of	 plastic	 beads—"are	 Detonite.
Extremely	powerful.	You	nip	one	off,	dispose	of	it,	and	it	explodes	exactly	thirty
seconds	later.	This"—a	slim	plastic	tube	no	bigger	or	impressive	looking	than	a
ball-point	 pen—"fires	mini-darts.	 Accurate	 up	 to	 about	 thirty	 feet.	 Absorbent.
Knockout	dose	for	a	full-sized	man.	Fast.	You	thumb	this	end.	And	these"—she
zipped	open	a	slim	compartment	to	show	silvery	blobs	like	peas	in	a	pod—"are
retch	bombs.	Smoke	 and	gas,	 and	nothing	 that	 breathes	 air	 can	get	 past	 them.
That's	the	crop.	Questions?"
"No	 questions,"	 AnnSmith	 murmured,	 "but	 I	 have	 a	 contribution."	 She

brought	her	now	dry	loincloth,	groped	in	a	pocket	and	produced	a	small	vial	of
greenish-blue	 fluid.	 "This	 is	 a	 skin-friction	 inhibitor.	You	 need	 a	 drop	 or	 two,
like	this,"	she	said	as	she	shook	the	vial	against	a	finger	tip	and	applied	it,	"on
hair,	shoulders,	elbows,	knees—and	it	spreads	itself	from	there	to	make	a	body-
covering	 film	 in	about	 ten	minutes.	 It	 reduces	drag	 in	 the	water	by	a	 factor	of
thirty	to	thirty-five	percent."
"That's	 something	 I've	heard	about,"	Mara	 said,	 taking	 the	vial	 and	using	 it.

"First	time	I've	seen	the	actual	product	though."
"This	is	one	of	the	things	we	have	not	as	yet	revealed	to	the	Roggans.	We	do

have	some	secrets	left."
Dillard	 took	 the	 oily	 stuff	 in	 turn	 and	was	 dabbing	 it	 on	 his	 knees	when	 it

occurred	to	him	to	ask,	"Surely	clothes	will	hamper	the	effect?"
"That's	 more	 like	 it,"	Mara	 approved.	 "Your	mind	will	 work,	 once	 you	 get

around	 to	 it,	Dillard.	 I	 suggest	we	wear	 just	 the	 battle-belts.	We'll	move	 a	 lot
easier."
He	 had	 it	 in	 mind	 to	 utter	 something	 trenchant	 on	 a	 paraphrase	 of	 an	 old

saying,	something	like,	"Never	was	so	much	risked	by	so	few	wearing	so	little,"
but	 it	 didn't	 sound	 so	 very	 keen	 anyway,	 so	 he	 saved	 it.	 And	 then	 there	 was
nothing	 more	 to	 do	 but	 go.	 On	 the	 way	 down	 in	 the	 elevator,	 Mara	 asked
AnnSmith,	"Do	you	know	where	Dr.	Stanley	is	likely	to	be?"
"Oh	yes.	He	is	in	The	Ship."	The	capitals	were	obvious	in	her	tone.	"It	is	the

preserved	 hull	 of	 the	 original	 ship	 the	 ancestors	 went	 down	 in.	 The	 Roggans
maintain	it	as	a	sort	of	memorial.	And	it	is	fairly	high	on	the	side	of	a	hill.	Since



their	 relationship	 with	 us	 it	 has	 been	 a	 kind	 of	 gateway	 to	 them	 and	 us.	 A
common	ground."
Dillard	was	 only	 half	 listening,	 still	 bemused	 by	 the	 fantastic	 plight	 he	 had

walked	 into,	 but	 there	 came	 a	 note	 into	AnnSmith's	 voice	 now	 that	made	him
prick	his	ears.
"You	say	Dr.	Stanley	is	cooperating	with	the	Roggans.	He	left	you	a	message

about	that?	How?"
"Very	simply.	It	was	coded	into	the	computer-store.	It's	an	old	dodge,	and	I'm

a	fool	for	not	having	thought	of	 it	quicker.	There	was	a	sequence	of	messages.
First	 the	suspicion	 that	you	people	were	up	 to	something,	and	 that	 it	had	 to	be
underwater,	somehow,	then	that	he	was	going	to	investigate.	Then	a	brief	note	to
the	effect	that	he	had	detected	signs	of	an	alien	kind	of	intelligence.	And	the	last
one	 was	 in	 number-code.	 He	 must	 have	 punched	 it	 in	 while	 they	 were	 there
watching	him,	while	he	was	pretending	to	do	something	else.	Translated,	it	said
that	he	had	been	caught,	but	was	 in	process	of	working	a	deal	with	 the	aliens.
The	way	it	cut	off	short,	I	suspect	it	was	incomplete.	That's	what	has	me	worried.
Ah,	here	we	are.	Now,	where	did	you	cache	those	lungs?"
Ten	minutes	 later	 the	 three	of	 them	sank	into	 the	oily	water,	with	AnnSmith

leading	 the	 way.	 On	 the	 surface	 it	 was	 almost	 dusk.	 Underneath	 it	 was	 blue
darkness,	but	Dillard	had	no	difficulty	sensing	where	he	was	now.	Neither	had	he
any	of	 his	 habitual	 tension	 and	 fear.	 Instead	his	mind	was	 clear,	with	 a	 harsh,
tight-nerved	 edge.	 They	moved	 steadily	 along	 just	 below	 the	 bulk	 of	 a	 water
tank,	 heading	 for	 the	 billet-space	 usually	 occupied	 by	 visiting	Venusian	 ships.
Ann	Smith's	mellow	whisper	 explained,	 "There	 is	 an	 access	 tube	 five	hundred
feet	directly	below	the	billet.	It	leads	directly	into	The	Ship."
With	 the	cape-lung	sizzling	quietly	 in	his	ears	and	 the	ghost-touch	of	body-

warm	water	 all	 around	 him,	Dillard's	whole	 attention	was	 constricted	 into	 the
immediate	 now.	His	mind	 refused	 to	 look	 even	 a	 little	way	 ahead.	He	 sensed
AnnSmith,	 in	 the	 lead,	 surging	up	 to	 the	 surface	 for	a	 final	 check.	And	 then	a
blast	of	urgent	fear	from	her,	and	a	shout	as	she	turned	and	arrowed	back.
"Go	down!"	she	screamed.	"Go	down!	A	ship	is	coming	in	to	land!"	VIII
Dillard	 turned	 instantly,	 forewarned	by	her	alarm	even	before	she	spoke.	He

clawed	his	way	frantically	 through	 the	water	 in	pursuit.	Within	seconds	he	felt
the	link	line	come	taut	and	knew	he	was	holding	her	back.	He	struggled	harder,
trying	not	 to	get	 in	 a	panic	 about	his	breathing.	A	 ship!	How	close	was	 it?	 he
wondered.	In	another	ten	seconds	he	had	his	answer.	Faintly	at	first,	but	rapidly
growing	 louder,	 came	 a	 deep	 throbbing	 shudder	 through	 the	water.	 It	 climbed
from	a	subsonic	growl	up	 into	a	scream	and	beyond,	 itching	his	skin,	stabbing
painfully	at	his	ears.	He	abandoned	any	notion	about	conserving	his	breath	and



hurled	himself	down	crazily,	flailing	at	the	water,	plunging	into	the	dark.	There
came	an	almighty	crash	that	hurt	him	all	over,	like	a	multiple	giant	fist	punching
him	from	all	directions	at	once.	That	murderous	punch	came	again,	and	again,
savagely	now,	hammering	him	cruelly	to	the	accompaniment	of	a	hellish	slam-
bam	barrage	of	shattering	explosions.	Above	him,	white-hot	jets	ripped	the	water
into	instant	steam,	which	collapsed	in	the	next	instant	in	condensation,	and	sent
out	a	pulsating	series	of	shock	waves	that	drove	him	down	and	around,	helpless,
stunned,	reeling	and	only	half-conscious.	In	the	inferno	he	caught	a	blurry	eyed
glimpse	of	a	ghostly	blue	something	down	there	and	he	struggled	crazily	toward
it,	racked	with	cramps	and	spasms	as	the	fiendish	barrage	diminished,	fell	away
into	 separate	 bangs,	 and	 then	 pops,	 and	 then	 an	 echoing	 stillness.	 Pops	 and
squeaks	 lingered	 in	his	head	and	ears	as	he	dragged	himself	painfully	down	to
that	blue	thing.	It	grew,	became	a	ring	of	cold	light,	and	then,	as	he	came	close
enough,	was	a	domed	metal	surface.
A	drifting,	spinning	shadow	crossed	between	him	and	the	light,	and	he	knew	it

was	AnnSmith,	reached	out	a	hand	to	touch,	and	her	panic	burst	in	on	him	like	a
scalding	flood.	Instantly	he	knew	she	was	in	trouble	with	her	breathing,	that	she
was	trying	to	say	something.
"Tell	me	what	 to	do,"	he	demanded,	grabbing	her	arm.	He	heard	a	choke,	 a

gasp,	and	the	one	word,	"Squeeze!"
The	picture	formed	in	his	mind	and	he	accepted	it	without	question.	No	time

for	 doubt.	Hauling	 her	 around,	 kicking	madly,	 he	 took	 her	 shoulder	 in	 a	 firm
grip,	scooped	the	slimy	surface	of	her	lung	out	of	the	way	and	passed	his	other
arm	across	and	around	her	back	to	seize	the	other	shoulder.	The	mass	of	the	lung
billowed	up	against	his	chest,	obscured	his	view.	He	drew	her	close,	squeezing
the	 lung	 between	 them,	 to	 drive	 enough	 pressure	 into	 her	 face-mask	 to	 lift	 it
clear.	He	heard	her	gasp,	and	knew	that	he	had	done	right.	She	coughed	once	and
was	able	to	say,	"Good!
Thank	you.	I	can	breathe	now."
"Sure	you're	all	right?"
"Yes.	In	a	moment.	And	this	is	the	entrance."
"Hang	on	a	bit.	Where's	Mara?"
He	probed	the	swirling	dark	frantically,	then	remembered	his	line	and	hauled

on	 it,	 the	 stolid	 resistance	 telling	 him	 what	 his	 senses	 had	 already	 guessed.
AnnSmith	coughed	once	more	then	went	arrowing	past	him	to	grasp	the	lifeless
figure	as	it	spun	down	on	the	end	of	the	line.	In	a	moment	she	called,	"Help	me,
Dennis.	My	arms	are	not	long	enough."	He	let	go	his	grip	on	the	metal	edge	and
kicked	upward,	groping,	to	grasp	a	limp	ankle.
"Just	 as	 you	 did	 with	 me,"	 AnnSmith	 gasped,	 "and	 I	 will	 squeeze	 from	 in



front,	try	to	knock	out	a	breath.	Quickly!"
In	 the	 almost	 total	 darkness	 it	 was	 a	 nightmare.	 Mara	 floated	 absolutely

limply,	her	arms	trailing	up	over	her	head,	her	lung	billowing,	getting	in	his	way.
At	last	he	was	able	to	get	himself	properly	positioned	at	her	back,	and	reaching
around	in	front,	managed	to	match	his	fingertips	over	her	rib	cage,	then	to	link
them.	 And	 squeeze,	 gently,	 to	 gain	 enough	 to	 be	 able	 to	 lock	 his	 hands,	 and
squeeze	again.	And	he	heard	bubbles	escaping	from	her	face-mask.
"You'll	have	 to	bump	her,	Ann!"	he	gasped.	 "She's	not	breathing	at	 all!"	He

held	on,	sensing	AnnSmith's	actions,	the	way	she	backed	off	and	then	launched
herself,	 head	 down,	 at	Mara's	midriff.	He	 felt	 the	 impact,	 felt	 also	 the	 sudden
shudder	and	convulsive	gasp	in	the	ribs	he	held.	She	began	to	kick	and	struggle.
He	held	on	grimly.
"Take	 it	easy!"	he	snapped.	"Little	breaths,	damn	it!"	She	was	strong.	In	 the

frenzy	 of	 choking	 and	 struggling	 for	 breath	 she	 threw	 herself	 about	 until	 he
almost	lost	his	grip.	Then	there	came	a	sound	of	impact,	and	stillness,	and	then	a
grunt	from	Mara.
"Gark!"	 she	 said.	 "Kark!	 Hark!	 Whoo!	 All-right!	 Whoever—	 Dillard?	 All

right.	You	can—let	go,	now.	I'm	all	right!	I	think!"	A	minute	later	they	were	all
three	clinging	to	the	metal	edge,	in	a	blue	glow,	while	she	coughed	and	whistled
and	got	her	breathing	under	control	again.
"That	 was	 close!"	 she	 muttered.	 "Damn	 near	 died.	 Be	 in	 your	 debt	 for

evermore,	Dillard.	And	you,	Ann.	What	the	hell	was	it,	a	ship?"
"It	 has	 just	 landed.	 We	 cannot	 risk	 being	 caught	 here.	 My	 people	 may	 be

coming	down	at	 any	minute.	 It	must	be	 something	urgent,	 because	 there	 is	no
ship	scheduled	for	this	time,	to	my	knowledge.	Can	you	manage?"
"I'll	have	to,	won't	I?	You	lead	on,	I'll	try	to	keep	up."	AnnSmith	went	down

and	under.	Dillard,	following,	found	himself	at	the	mouth	of	a	tube	some	seven
feet	in	diameter,	with	the	metal	dome	acting	as	a	cupola	for	it.	She	went	down
into	it	headfirst.	He	followed,	found	that	there	were	handholds,	barred	loops	of
metal,	at	regular	intervals,	each	one	suffused	with	the	phosphorescent	glow.	He
began	to	climb,	moving	rapidly	to	keep	up	with	AnnSmith.	It	was	like	climbing,
at	 first.	But	 then,	very	 soon,	he	 lost	all	 real	 sense	of	direction.	And	 time.	And
speed.	And	he	was	moving	in	an	unreal	Alice-well	where	a	blue	thing	showed	up
and	he	pushed	it	past,	and	another	and	he	pushed	that,	and	so	it	went	on.	And	he
might	have	been	at	rest	and	shoving	the	world	past	him	for	all	the	difference	he
could	feel.	He	had	time	to	wonder	where	all	his	nervous	fears	had	gone.	Perhaps,
he	mused,	 that	 incredible	 hammering,	 the	knowledge	of	 near	 annihilation,	 had
finally	smashed	all	his	responses	into	numbness.	He	didn't	know	whether	to	be
glad	or	 sorry	at	 the	 thought.	 It	would	be	a	 relief	not	 to	 feel	 terrifying	 fear	any



more.	 But	 then,	 surely,	 the	 world	 would	 become	 a	 dull,	 neutral	 gray	 sort	 of
place?
An	 urgent	 warning	 thrust	 from	 AnnSmith	 snapped	 him	 out	 of	 his	 waking

dream	and	he	slowed	just	in	time	to	avoid	running	into	her	feet.
"We	 are	 almost	 there,"	 she	 said,	 in	 that	 silver	 piping	 that	 was	 her	 voice	 in

water.	"You	stay	here	a	moment.	There	is	a	U-bend	into	the	reception	pool.	I	will
go	ahead	and	check	up	to	see	if	it	is	clear."	She	went	away	out	of	sight	but	not
out	of	range	of	his	empathy.	Mara	surged	up	to	grasp	his	shoulder.
"Hold	 it,"	he	 told	her.	 "We're	 about	 to	 land.	 It's	 just	 around	 the	 corner	 from

here."	In	a	moment	he	felt	AnnSmith's	 relief,	and	a	quick	 tug	on	 the	 line.	"All
clear.	Here	we	go!"	he	said,	and	surged	forward.	He	groped	around	the	bend	into
a	mauve	glow	 that	 became	pink	 as	he	broke	 surface.	He	 lifted	 arms	 that	were
suddenly	heavy,	grabbed	a	 rail	 and	hauled	himself	out	of	a	basin	very	 like	 the
one	by	which	they	had	all	escaped	from	the	hill,	only	this	one	was	of	some	white
stone	 like	 marble,	 and	 was	 flush	 with	 the	 floor.	 He	 heaved	 himself	 upright,
acutely	aware	of	his	body	weight,	 then	 lent	Mara	a	hand	 to	scramble	out	after
him.	She	winced	as	she	straightened	out	 to	a	standing	posture	on	 the	dull	gray
metal	floor,	and	he	saw	the	first	beginnings	of	purple	bruisings	on	her	chest	and
stomach.
"Sorry	about	those,"	he	said,	pointing.	"There	was	no	time	to	be	delicate	back

there.	Hurt	much?"
She	inflated	her	chest,	reached	down	to	test	the	marks	with	fingertips	and	then

grinned.	"Forget	it.	I'm	glad	to	be	here	and	know	about	it.	What	now,	Ann?	This
place	seems	to	have	nothing	but	doors!"	AnnSmith	opened	her	mouth	to	answer
then	shut	it	again,	rapidly.	He	felt	it	too,	almost	as	fast	as	she.
"Somebody	coming!"
"The	pump	room,	quickly!"	She	pointed	and	ran.	All	three	of	them	dashed	to

an	arch	and	inside,	into	red	gloom	where	a	squat	machine	purred	busily	to	itself
and	took	up	most	of	the	floor	space,	leaving	them	just	room	to	turn	around	and
peep	out	of	the	opening.	That	pool,	flush	with	the	floor,	overflowed	steadily	into
an	annular	gutter,	which	drained	back	 to	 this	busy	machine.	The	whole	of	 that
room	 there	 was	 curves	 and	 bends.	 Like	 a	 nosecone?	 Dillard	 forgot	 the
speculation	 as	 he	 saw	 movement	 in	 an	 archway	 on	 the	 far	 side.	 A	 Venusian
youth	appeared,	followed	by	two	gaunt	and	impassive	Roggan	females.	Dillard
stared	hard.
"That's	BilliSmith.	Your	brother.	Isn't	it?"
"Infold!"	she	hissed,	grabbing	his	arm.	"Infold!"	He	guessed	what	she	meant,

could	feel	her	doing	it,	contracting	her	living	aura	until	he	hardly	knew	she	was
there.	He	had	no	idea	how	to	do	it	himself.	Fortunately	the	youth	out	there	was



too	 engrossed	 in	his	 own	 thoughts	 to	be	paying	very	much	 attention.	The	 two
aliens	swung	open	a	wall	locker	and	produced	a	light	metal	structure	which	they
opened	out,	with	clicks	and	snaps,	into	a	ladder	and	platform.	This	they	lowered
into	 the	pool	and	 locked	 into	 stability.	Dillard	was	horribly	 fascinated	by	 their
movements,	 by	 their	 alien	 quality.	 It	 wasn't	 so	 much	 their	 ruggedness,	 the
overdeveloped	 brow-ridges,	 the	 pallor	 of	 their	 skins,	 or	 even	 the	 tint	 of	 color.
Nor	were	they	ugly.	They	had	shape	and	curve	that	would	have	qualified	them	as
attractive,	had	it	not	been	for	the	stonily	repellent	way	in	which	they	moved.	He
was	reminded	of	the	guard	who	had	kicked	him.	Not	from	cruelty	or	sadism,	but
simply	because	it	was	the	most	efficient	way.	And	Stanley	was	cooperating	with
these?
There	was	a	rippling	movement	in	the	pool.	Heads	appeared.	AnnSmith's	grip

on	 his	 arm	 tightened	 as	 she	 saw	 the	 first	 faces	 come	 out	 from	under	 the	 lung
masks.	"Oh,	no!"	She	sounded	betrayed.
"Oh,	 yes!"	 Mara	 muttered,	 beside	 her.	 "It's	 the	 big	 man	 himself,	 the

McLarenSmith	of	Venus."
"Your	 father?"	Dillard	 turned	 to	 her	wonderingly,	 and	her	 eyes	were	mauve

pools	in	this	light	as	she	nodded.
"There	must	be	something	desperately	urgent	here	to	bring	my	father."	Dillard

watched	the	dignified	old	man	stand	and	sigh,	waiting	for	 the	six	oldsters	who
had	 come	 with	 him.	 They	 all	 wore	 a	 simple	 gold	 band	 on	 the	 left	 wrist.
BilliSmith	 placed	 the	 back	 of	 his	 left	 hand	 to	 his	 brow	 in	 some	 ceremonial
greeting,	then	said,	"I'm	sorry	it	was	necessary	to	send	for	you,	sir."
"Was	it	necessary?"
"Yes,	 sir.	The	Earthman,	Stanley,	 seems	 to	have	driven	some	kind	of	wedge

between	us	and	the	Roggans.	I	can't	find	out	just	what."
"It's	enough.	Will	the	Rogganor	see	me?"
"The	conference	is	all	arranged	to	start	as	soon	as	you	are	ready."	The	small

gathering	began	 to	move	 toward	 the	 far	 arch.	They	heard	BilliSmith	going	on
faintly,	 "There	 is	 another	 piece	 of	 bad	 news,	 sir.	 There	were	 some	 interfering
Earth	people…	prisoners…	escaped…"
Then	 the	 words	 were	 too	 faint	 to	 catch.	 Dillard	 felt	 her	 grip	 slacken.	 He

reached	for	her	hand.	"Your	brother	will	tell	him	about	you?"
"It	doesn't	matter,"	she	mumbled,	but	her	words	were	hollow.
"No	 time	 for	 grieving,"	Mara	 said.	 "Let's	 get	 going."	AnnSmith	moved	 out

into	the	chamber	again.	"This	was	the	forward	gun	room,	once,"	she	explained,
as	they	passed	through,	"and	the	pipe	comes	in	by	what	was	a	gun	port.	Below
this	is	an	ammunition	store,	and	the	next	deck	is	crew	living	quarters.	None	of	it
is	used	now,	of	course,	and	it's	all	closed	up.	I've	been	around	it,	but	that's	all."



They	 followed	 her	 along	 narrow	 corridors	 and	 down	 steep	 zigzag	 ladders.	 At
every	 turn	 there	 were	 mysterious	 boxes	 and	 fittings	 embedded	 in	 the	 walls,
strange	and	massive	hatchways,	old	and	faded	marks	and	 instructions	 in	oddly
angular	characters.	"The	next	deck	below	is	a	huge	chamber,	originally	intended
for	 crushing	 rock	 and	 extracting	 metal	 ores.	 This	 ship	 used	 to	 go	 asteroid
mining.	Roggan	is	poor	in	metals.	That	was,	partly,	what	brought	about	the	final
war.	That,	and	pressure	on	living	room."
"It	has	a	familiar	sound,"	Dillard	muttered.	"Earth	all	over	again,	except	that

we	have	stopped	short	of	destroying	ourselves."
"So	far,"	Mara	qualified.	"It	could	be	altered	once	 the	Roggans	step	 into	 the

overall	picture."
"The	 big	 chamber	 will	 be	 used	 for	 the	 conference,	 by	 long	 tradition,"	 the

Venusian	 girl	 explained.	 "So	 we	 must	 go	 carefully	 as	 we	 pass	 it	 by	 the	 side
galleries.	 On	 the	 level	 below	 that	 is	 what	 used	 to	 be	 the	 hospital	 and	 sick
quarters.	That	 is	where	 they	have	Dr.	Stanley	 installed.	Because	 there	 is	 space
there	for	equipment."
She	 went	 ahead	 as	 cautiously	 as	 a	 cat	 stalking	 birds,	 stopping	 to	 test	 the

environment	and	listen	at	each	intersection.	Dillard's	own	perceptions	seemed	to
stand	out	from	his	skin	like	porcupine	quills,	probing	the	mental	ether.	Yet,	for
all	 their	wariness,	 they	were	 surprised.	Dillard	 got	 the	message	 as	Mara	 spun
around	and	 thrust	away	from	the	metal	wall	alertly.	He	wheeled	 in	 time	 to	see
her	 fall	 into	 a	 crouch	 with	 her	 hands	 advanced,	 and,	 over	 her	 shoulder,	 two
stone-faced	Roggans	came	stalking	forward.	She	surged	to	meet	them,	veered	to
plunge	full-tilt	at	the	left-hand	one.	Her	left	arm	came	up	and	across	her	chest,
then	flailed	out	in	a	palm	chop	straight	for	a	Roggan	throat.	The	alien	croaked,
reeled	aside,	and	she	spun,	using	 the	blow	as	a	drive,	aimed	 for	 the	other.	But
this	 one	was	 fast,	 had	 reached	 out	 for	 her	 arm,	 grabbed	 it,	 and	 poked	 out	 his
other	hand	for	her	throat.
By	this	time	Dillard,	remembering	certain	kicks	of	the	recent	past,	was	mixing

in.	He	launched	a	balled	left	fist,	rejoiced	as	it	thudded	home	on	alien	ribs,	then
whirled	his	right	hand	in	an	arc,	smashing	at	the	junction	of	neck	and	shoulder.
Mara,	 clinging	 to	 the	 arm	 that	 held	 her,	 ran	 around,	 heaved,	 and	 the	 Roggan
buckled	 forward	 rather	 than	dislocate	 his	 shoulder.	Dillard	 reached	up	 for	 that
ridge-browed	head,	dragged	it	down	to	meet	his	upswinging	knee.
The	 first	 Roggan	 lumbered	 back	 into	 the	 fray,	 but	 staggered	 as	 AnnSmith

sprang	on	his	back	and	 locked	her	 fingers	at	his	 throat.	As	he	staggered,	Mara
swung	 her	 foot	 like	 a	 dancer	 to	 trip	 him.	 Down	 he	 went,	 hard,	 face-first,
AnnSmith	clinging,	using	ears	to	grip	and	hammer	that	face	into	the	floor.	Then
Mara	stood	back,	her	dart-pistol	ready.	Seconds	later	both	aliens	were	taken	care



of,	and	she	grinned	at	Dillard	as	she	slid	the	weapon	away	again.
"I	enjoyed	that,"	she	said.	"Cancels	a	grudge	or	two."
"True,"	he	said.	"But	as	soon	as	this	pair	is	missed	there'll	be	hell	to	pay,	and

us	in	the	middle	of	it."
"We	 can	 hide	 them	 in	 here	 for	 a	while."	AnnSmith	 indicated	 a	 niche	 in	 the

bulkhead	where	 stood	 some	 ancient	 piece	 of	 equipment,	 a	 canister,	 but	which
afforded	enough	 room	 to	stuff	 the	 two	unconscious	Roggans.	They	went	on	 in
haste,	and	at	last	she	halted	them	by	a	door	where	there	was	a	capstan-lock.	The
spokes	gleamed	from	recent	usage.
"He	is	in	here,"	she	said.	"And	this	door	seems	to	be	free.	The	outer	bars	are

not	in	place."
"You	 mean	 he	 isn't	 a	 prisoner,	 don't	 you?"	 Mara	 made	 a	 grim	 face,	 then

grabbed	a	spoke,	spun	the	wheel,	heaved,	and	the	door	swung	silently	open.	She
darted	in,	Dillard	at	her	heels.	This	was	a	long	low-ceilinged	room,	glowing	pink
and	with	more	of	the	wall-beds,	six	this	time.	At	the	far	end	was	a	sturdy	bench
littered	with	gadgetry,	but	Dillard	had	time	for	only	one	glance,	then	his	attention
went	to	the	man	stretched	out	on	the	first	bed	to	the	right,	a	man	who	stared	up
in	amazement	at	their	precipitous	entry.	That	first	glance	took	Dillard	back	into
his	 juvenility.	 Dr.	 Edmund	 Stanley,	 lean	 and	 awkward,	 sour-faced,	 with	 a
disconcerting	trick	of	tucking	in	his	chin	and	glaring	up	at	the	world	from	under
jutting	eyebrows.	He	did	it	now	as	he	sat	up.
"I'll	be	damned!	Mara!	What	the	devil	are	you	doing	here?	Like	that?
And—you're	 AnnSmith,	 aren't	 you?"	 He	 scowled	 in	 thought.	 "The	 grand

Council	has	been	searching	for	you."
"You	know	me?"	she	cried,	backing	off	a	step.
"Of	course.	You're	too	much	like	your	brother	to	be	anyone	else.	But	what	is

this…	 ?"	 Stanley	 swung	 his	 legs	 down	 from	 the	 bed	 and	 stood.	Dillard	 felt	 a
moment's	 disadvantage,	 because	 his	 former	 tyrannical	 tutor	 was	 fully	 clad	 in
poncho	 and	 pants,	 but	 then	 the	 sensation	 reversed	 itself	 in	 a	 most	 odd	 way,
because	he	could	not	look	down	on	this	insignificant	man.	Years	had	given	him
an	advantage	in	sheer	size.	Stanley	was	a	little	man.
"You	left	me	a	message,"	Mara	put	in,	"that	you	were	trying	to	pull	some	kind

of	deal	with	the	Roggans."
"So?"	he	craned	his	head	around	to	her.
"So	you	must	be	out	of	your	mind,	chief.	That,	or	you've	been	doped,	which

amounts	to	the	same	thing.	I'm	told	the	Roggans	are	good	at	that."	Stanley	stared
at	her,	then	moved	slowly	to	the	door,	shoved	it	shut,	came	back,	swept	the	three
of	them	with	a	sour	gaze,	and	snorted.
"I'm	a	scientist.	My	training	is	to	accept	facts	as	they	stand,	and	I	try	to.	But



this	is	well-nigh	unbelievable.	Am	I	right	in	assuming	that	you	three	have	come
here	with	some	insane	notion	of	rescuing	me?"
"That's	 no	 more	 insane	 than	 your	 collaborating	 with	 these	 gooks,	 chief.	 If

that's	the	way	you	see	it	then	we're	taking	you	out	of	here	for	your	own	good!"
Now	there	came	that	acid	smile	that	Dillard	remembered	so	well.	"You	really

mean	 that,	 don't	 you?	 Lord	 knows	 how	 you	 managed	 to	 get	 this	 far,	 but	 to
imagine	 you	 can	 take	 me	 out,	 by	 force…"	 He	 began	 to	 snigger,	 and	 Dillard
moved	forward,	boiling.	He	balled	a	fist	in	readiness.
"We	came	down	here	to	get	you,	mister,	and	that's	what	we're	going	to	do.	It

would	be	a	pleasure	for	me	to	slug	you."	Mara	touched	his	arm	but	he	shook	off
her	fingers	angrily.	This	was	the	acme	of	farce,	that	the	man	they	had	risked	life
and	limb	to	save	should	stand	there	and	snigger.	"It	would	be	a	pleasure,	I	assure
you,"	he	repeated.
"Don't	be	ridiculous!"	Stanley	backed	off	warily.	"I	tell	you	I	don't	want	to	be

rescued.	 You'll	 ruin	 everything	 if	 you	 try	 anything	 so	 silly.	 I	 am	 about	 to
conclude	an	agreement	with	the	Roggans…"
"You	can't	mean	 that,"	Mara	 interrupted	 in	 anguish.	 "Would	you	 rather	 they

went	through	with	their	plan	in	cooperation	with	Venus?"	Stanley	snapped.	"Do
you	know	about	that?"
"They	know."	AnnSmith	spoke	up.	 "I	 told	 them.	 I	did	not	approve.	 I	do	not

approve	now.	I	have	come	with	these	two	in	the	hopes	of	being	able	to	turn	my
people	away	from	such	a	suicidal	path."
"Indeed?"	 Stanley	 had	 his	 skin-scraping	 tongue	 going	 now.	 "Do	 you	 really

believe	the	Roggans	will	let	you	back	out,	now?	You	know	what	they	are	after,
don't	 you?	 Land.	Dry	 surface.	 Somewhere	 to	 live.	Do	 you	 really	 believe	 they
will	forget	all	about	it,	abandon	a	drive	that	has	inspired	them	for	more	than	two
thousand	years,	just	because	you	change	your	mind?"	He	sneered	at	AnnSmith	as
she	backed	away.	Clasping	his	hands	at	his	back	he	hunched	his	shoulders	in	a
familiar	pose.
"What	about	the	half	million	Roggans	already	settled	on	Venus?	What	are	you

going	to	tell	them?"
"Half	 a	 million!"	 Mara	 cried.	 "But	 that's	 impossible.	 They	 can't	 have

transported	that	many	in	the	time.	They	haven't	the	ships!"
"No,	 but	 the	 Roggans	 have	 bio-genetic	 skills	 and	 techniques	 for	 breeding

control	 and	 accelerated	 development.	They	 can,	 and	 do,	 control	 their	 numbers
precisely	 according	 to	 capacity.	 You	 fools!"	 He	 withered	 them	 with	 a	 look,
settled	his	bleak	eyes	on	Mara.	"You!"	he	scorned.	"You	should	know	me	better
than	this!"
"I	 still	 can't	 see	 a	 deal	 with	 the	 Roggans,"	 she	 said	 stubbornly.	 "I	 wouldn't



trust	any	one	of	them	as	far	as	I	could	spit!"
"And	you're	a	sociologist?	Use	your	brains!	Think!"
"You	don't	change	much,"	Dillard	growled.	"I'm	not	surprised	that	you'd	find

the	stone-and-ice	Roggans	congenial.	Just	your	mark,	they	are."	Stanley	swung
his	head	 to	frown	upward.	"Yes,	 I	 thought	we'd	met.	No,	don't	 tell	me.	There's
something	 about	 your	 choice	 of	 emotionally	 loaded	 words—Good	 Lord!	 It's
young	Dillard!"
"You're	not	so	smart.	You	saw	my	name	on	that	equipment	over	there.	That's

my	sensor-recorder,	and	it	has	my	name	on	it."
"Distrustful	as	ever,	I	see.	So	that's	yours,	is	it?	Pointless	to	say	I	never	even

looked	 at	 the	 owner's	 name.	 You	 wouldn't	 believe	 it.	 But	 it's	 exactly	 what	 I
would	have	expected	of	you.	If	I	can	quote	one	of	your	outbursts,
‘Feelings	 are	 more	 important	 than	 facts.	 Facts	 just	 are.	 It	 is	 we	 who	make

rights	 and	wrongs	 out	 of	 them,	 and	 you	 can't	 do	 that	 without	 feelings.'	 Am	 I
right?	 I	 think	 so.	And,	of	 course,	 it's	 a	 point	of	view.	But	 it	 stands	or	 falls	 on
whether	one	really	has	the	facts	in	the	first	place,	doesn't	it?	And	for	those	you
have	to	depend	on	unfeeling	people	like	me,	you	know."	He	made	his	sneering
grin	again.	"But	that's	a	fascinating	toy	you	have	there.	I	think	you,	and	it,	may
be	 able	 to	 help	me.	 Do	 you	 know	 how	 it	 works?"	 He	wandered	 away	 to	 the
bench	 as	 unconcernedly	 as	 if	 he	 were	 lecturing	 in	 some	 classroom.	 Dillard
followed.
"How	did	you	get	it?"	he	demanded.
"That	was	inevitable,	wasn't	it?	The	Venusians	took	it	from	you—they	said	a

suspected	 spy,	 and	 of	 course	 I	 didn't	 know	 any	 different—but	 they	 are
shockingly	inept	at	technology.	Brilliantly	intelligent,	of	course,	but	with	almost
no	 practical	 application.	We	 did	wrong	 to	 expel	 them,	 you	 know.	Earth	 needs
dreamers	 and	 idealists	 as	 never	 before,	 now.	But,	 as	 I	was	 saying,	 they	 could
make	 nothing	 of	 it.	 Nor	 could	 the	 Roggans.	 Oh,	 they	 could	 comprehend	 the
mechanics	of	it	readily	enough,	but	not	the	use.	They	have	glandular	and	sensual
reactions,	 of	 course,	 but	 totally	 different	 from	 ours.	 For	 this	 to	 affect	 them,	 it
would	have	to	be	modulated—"
His	thinly	pedantic	tone	stopped	abruptly.	Engrossed	in	his	own	ideas,	he	had

not	 noticed	Mara	 stealing	 up	 by	 his	 side.	He	 never	 saw	 the	 flailing	 blow	 that
snatched	him	into	insensibility.	Mara	caught	him	as	he	slumped.
"We'll	have	 to	carry	him,"	she	snapped.	"It's	a	good	thing	he's	no	great	size.

Try	the	door,	Ann."
"We'll	never	make	it,"	Dillard	protested.
"We've	got	 to.	Look,	Dillard,	doped	or	not,	Stanley	 is	a	brilliant	brain.	With

him	 in	 their	 pocket	 the	Roggans	 are	 ten	 times	 as	 dangerous	 as	 they	were.	We



have	got	to	get	him	out,	or	kill	him!"
AnnSmith	went	to	the	door,	and	it	heaved	open	in	her	face,	sending	her	reeling

back.	 In	 surged	 a	 grim-faced	 swarm	 of	 massive	 Roggans.	 Dillard	 saw	 the
Venusian	girl	go	staggering	away	from	a	blow.	He	charged	forward	desperately
and	 met	 a	 crashing	 fist	 with	 his	 cheekbone.	 His	 angry	 blows	 were	 blocked.
Another	exploding	fist	smashed	into	his	ribs,	and	one	at	his	back.	He	went	down,
retching.	A	 foot	 took	him	 in	 the	belly,	 lifting	him	up	and	over,	 and	 something
very	hard	slammed	against	the	back	of	his	head.	The	room	went	dark	and	foggy.
Something	needle-sharp	bit	into	his	arm,	and	the	room	went	away	altogether.
The	shattering	ache	in	his	head	was	painfully	familiar.	He	lay	still	and	waited

for	 it	 to	 gather	 into	 a	 lump.	 There	was	 a	 bitter	 taste	 in	 his	mouth.	He	 stirred
cautiously,	and	felt	the	bond	at	his	wrist.	Here	we	go	again,	he	thought,	and	tried
his	other	hand,	but	 it	was	 free.	Surprised,	he	made	a	great	effort,	 squeezed	his
eyes	 open	 and	 sat	 up.	 A	 blue-glow	 room.	 A	 wall-bed.	 A	 black	 plastic	 cord
fastened	to	his	left	wrist.	But	the	other	end	went	away,	was	clutched	in	a	massive
hand.	The	hand	belonged	on	the	end	of	an	arm,	to	a	Roggan	guard	who	squatted
at	the	end	of	his	bed,	impassively.	Dillard	shook	his	head	carefully,	swallowed,
and	said,	"All	right,	I'm	awake.	Now	what?"
The	 muscle	 movements	 to	 produce	 the	 sounds	 brought	 lancing	 pain	 to	 his

face,	made	 it	 feel	as	 if	he	had	been	stepped	on.	The	Roggan	 turned	 to	stare	at
him	in	ice-eyed	indifference.	A	shaky	voice	closed	by	said,
"Dillard?	 It's	me,	Mara.	 I've	been	awake	some	 time.	Far	as	 I	can	 tell	 there's

just	the	two	of	us.	What	do	you	suppose	happens	now?"
"You	 took	 the	 words	 out	 of	 my	 mouth,"	 he	 mumbled,	 and	 then	 the	 guard

stirred,	stood,	and	he	saw	that	 there	was	a	black	cable	 in	both	hands,	 the	other
one	leading	to	the	next	wall-bed.	He	just	had	time	to	notice	that,	then	the	Roggan
heaved	powerfully,	and	Dillard	slid	down	from	the	bed	to	his	feet.	It	was	that	or
be	dragged	off	in	a	heap.	He	saw	Mara	descend	in	a	similar	scramble.	The	alien
marched	for	the	door	without	any	attempt	to	warn	or	explain,	and	they	had	to	go
along.
"Taken	 your	 belt,"	 she	 muttered.	 "Mine	 too.	 Stanley	 seems	 to	 have	 gone.

AnnSmith,	too.	I'm	none	too	steady,	Dillard.	Drugs,	maybe?"
"I	 have	 a	 queer	 taste	 in	 my	 mouth."	 He	 tucked	 in	 close	 to	 her	 as	 they

negotiated	the	door	in	the	wake	of	the	Roggan.	"If	you've	any	idea	of	muscling
this	character,	 leave	 it,	huh?"	He	felt	his	 face	 loosening	up	a	bit,	and	went	on.
"Let's	see	what	 they	want	with	us	first.	Admit	 it,	 if	 they	wanted	to	kill	us	 they
could	have	done	it	long	ago."
"Corny	 line,"	 she	 muttered,	 "but	 there	 are	 fates	 worse	 than	 death."	 Their

captor	marched	on	as	sublimely	indifferent	as	a	machine	hauling	freight.	He	led



them	up	a	steep	ladder,	through	an	archway,	and	into	a	huge	room	thick	with	the
surf-roar	of	many	voices.	As	 they	marched	unwittingly	down	an	aisle	between
packed	 benches	 and	 into	 a	 central,	 clear	 space,	 the	 roar	 of	 gossip	 halted
momentarily,	 then	 swelled	up	 again	on	 a	different	 note.	Dillard	 looked	 around
with	 sinking	heart,	 sensing	 the	 inimical	 atmosphere.	To	his	 right	was	 a	 highly
ornamented	 rostrum	 where	 sat	 a	 group	 of	 hard-faced	 aliens.	 They	 had	 color
stripes	 painted	 across	 their	 foreheads,	 just	 above	 the	 brow-ridges.	 Most	 were
blue.	The	man	in	the	middle	wore	gold.	Off	to	one	side	of	him	was	the	hatefully
familiar	face	of	Dekron,	glaring	under	a	double	blue	stripe.	It	was	not	a	time	to
ask	for	explanations.	This	was,	had	to	be,	the	ruling	body	of	the	aliens.	Straight
ahead	 stood	 another	 rostrum,	 not	 quite	 so	 ornate,	 and	 here	 Dillard	 saw	 the
massed	might	of	Venus.	He	recognized	McLarenSmith	and	the	other	elders.	And
BilliSmith.	 Backing	 them	 a	 solid	 gathering	 of	 Venusian	 people	 stared	 at	 the
prisoners.	Then	there	was	no	time	for	more,	as	their	guard	led	them	a	quick	left
turn	and	up	to	yet	another	rostrum,	 in	dark	stone	and	smooth	plastic	stuff.	The
stone-faces	were	 here,	 but	 ranged	 at	 a	wary	 distance,	 leaving	 the	 center	 place
clear.	Here,	rising	from	a	seat,	was	Dr.	Stanley.	By	his	side,	gloomy	faced,	was
AnnSmith.	One	look	at	her	and	Dillard	estimated	they	were	all	in	the	doghouse,
so	he	did	his	best	 to	radiate	a	sense	of	encouragement	and	cheer	 to	her.	To	his
gratified	surprise	she	smiled	 instantly	and	sent	back	spontaneous	affection	 like
the	shivering	of	a	struck	gong.
"At	 last!"	Stanley	snapped	at	 the	aching	pair,	 fussy	with	 impatience.	"I	have

been	 stalling	 like	 a	 lunatic,	 here.	 Fortunately	 there	was	 quite	 a	 deal	 of	 formal
ceremony	to	go	through."
"Waiting	 for	 us?"	 Mara	 muttered.	 "Why?	 Is	 this	 some	 new	 crazy	 idea	 of

yours?	Are	you	going	to	co-opt	us	into	the	Roggan	cause	too?"
"Shut	up	 and	 listen,"	 he	ordered.	 "I	 had	 a	 tentative	 scheme	worked	out,	 but

you	 and	your	 insane	 heroics	 have	 upset	 that,	 so	 I've	 had	 to	modify.	You	don't
seem	to	know	very	much.	For	instance	that	it	has	taken	me	hours	of	hard	work	to
get	it	into	the	Roggan	heads	that	we	humans	can	be	just	as	logical—and	reliable
—	as	they	are.	They	are,	believe	me.	They	keep	their	word.	It's	not	honor,	not	as
we	understand	it.	It's	more	that	having	once	worked	out	the	logical	thing	to	do,
they	declare	it,	and	do	it.	And	it	would	never	occur	to	them	to	do	otherwise.	And
just	when	I	had	got	it	across	to	them	that	we	can	work	like	that	too,	you	had	to
come	and	spoil	it.	Fortunately	you	attacked	me,	otherwise	they'd	have	believed	I
was	 trying	 to	 escape.	 They're	 a	 very	 interesting	 phenomenon…"	 His	 nervous
chatter	cut	off	as	a	stentorian	whistle-scrape	voice	began	from	the	center	of	the
floor.	As	they	turned	to	watch,	AnnSmith	interpreted.
"This	is	the	Astrogator,	asking	if	all	the	data	is	in.	It	means,	are	you	all	ready



to	present	your	cases.	Including	us."
"We'll	be	ready,	when	it	comes	to	our	turn.	You	hear	that?	Astrogator,	the	man

who	gives	the	signal	to	proceed	according	to	data.	Relic	of	ship-life	values.	But
never	 mind	 that	 for	 the	 moment.	 Listen!"	 Dillard	 found	 himself	 torn	 by
contradictions.	 Stanley	 was	 still	 the	 acid	 voiced	 and	 sneering	 pedant	 he	 had
hated	 from	 long	 ago,	 but	 there	 was	 something	 else	 too,	 discernible	 under	 the
appearance	and	manner.	 It	was	 an	urgent	 flame,	 a	 sizzling	drive	of	power	 and
ability.	 And	 it	 commanded	 respect.	 The	 petulant	 sourness,	 the	 irritating
mannerisms,	 those	were	 the	outcome	of	having	 to	 live	with	a	bunch	of	people
who	dragged	their	mental	feet	and	couldn't	keep	up.	This	was	a	frustrated	man,
but	working	at	top	output	right	now.	Dillard	listened.
"I	am	not	mad.	Nor	a	traitor.	Nor	anything	undesirable,	believe	me.	I	urge	you

to	play	this	exactly	as	I	give	you	the	cues.	If	you	do,	we'll	walk	out	of	this	with
honor,	maybe	even	glory.	But	 try	any	 tricks,	and	we	will	all	wind	up	as	edible
protein.	Understand?"
Mara	 still	 had	 an	 edge	 of	 resistance.	 Dillard	 nudged	 her.	 "We'll	 go	 along,

Mara.	We	have	to.	And	I	think	he's	got	something."
"You	and	your	intuition.	All	right,	chief.	This	once!"
"Thank	 you."	 Stanley	 sounded	 relieved.	 He	 shot	 a	 sharp	 glance	 at	 Dillard.

"This	young	lady	has	told	me	a	good	deal	about	you,	my	boy.	I	hope	it	is	at	least
substantially	true.	Now,	we'd	better	sit	and	look	as	if	we	are	ready."
The	 seats	 felt	 like	 stone	 under	 a	 thin	 layer	 of	 slippery	 stuff.	 Stanley	 had

AnnSmith	on	one	side	of	him	and	Mara	on	the	other.	Dillard	found	a	seat	at	the
end	alongside	Ann.	In	the	middle	of	the	floor	a	tall	Roggan	with	blue	and	yellow
blazons	 across	 his	 forehead	 swung	 away	 from	 his	 own	 contingent	 and	 put	 a
finger	out	toward	the	Venusians.
"He	has	called	all	the	‘officers'	of	Roggan	to	judgment,	to	decide	on	a	course.

The	ship	faces	hazard.	There	 is	a	decision	 to	be	made	which	concerns	all.	The
Captain	will	 hear	 all	 the	 data	 and	 ask	 for	 a	 decision.	That's	 him.	His	 name	 is
Orsonon.	At	any	other	 time	he	 is	 the	Rogganor,	 the	 ruler	of	 all	Roggan.	Now,
however,	he	is	the	captain	of	The	Ship."
"Traditional,"	Stanley	leaned	across	to	whisper.	"Fascinating	instance	of	one-

culture	evolution.	Fascinating!"	he	leaned	back	as	BilliSmith	started.
"McLarenSmith,	 our	 leader	 and	 representative,	 comes	 in	 person	 to	 the

conference	 chamber	 to	 remind	 the	 Rogganor	 of	 Roggan	 of	 the	 long-standing
agreement	 between	 his	 people	 and	 the	 people	 of	 Hesperus.	 There	 has	 been
cooperation	between	us,	understanding	between	us,	obligations	 shared	by	both
sides,	agreements	entered	into	for	the	furtherance	of	both	and	the	assurance	of	a
brave	future.	President	McLarenSmith	at	 this	time	wishes	also	to	warn	Roggan



to	be	on	guard	against	those	who	profess	to	speak	for	Earth,	and	those	who	are
of	Earth.	As	we	know	and	can	prove,	they	are	a	treacherous	and	untrustworthy
people,	seeking	only	their	own	gain."
BilliSmith	stopped	there,	took	a	breath,	and	started	repeating	what	he	had	just

said,	but	in	the	grotesque	speech	noises	of	the	aliens.	So	AnnSmith	said.	Dillard
was	fascinated	to	learn	that	any	human	throat	could	make	such	unlikely	noises.
Then,	thoughtfully,	he	leaned	across	to	Stanley.
"They	have	a	case,	sir.	They	have	their	own	history	as	evidence!"
"I	know,	but	there	is	also	the	opposite	side.	Better	than	two	thousand	years	of

Roggan	history.	And	drive.	You'll	see."
BilliSmith	 ended	 his	 speech	 and	 sat.	 The	 commanding	 finger	 swung	 and

AnnSmith	said,	"It	is	now	for	us	to	say.	What	do	you	wish	me	to	tell	them?"
"I'll	say	it.	You	translate	as	we	go,	right?"	Stanley	stood	up	and	took	a	moment

to	 scan	 the	 audience,	 as	 confidently	 as	 if	 he	were	 addressing	 a	 faculty	 dinner
group.
"Captain	of	The	Ship,	Rogganor;	President	McLarenSmith;	people	of	Roggan;

people	of	Hesperus…"	He	halted,	and	Dillard	was	again	astounded	to	hear	those
noises	 coming	 now	 from	AnnSmith's	 throat.	 "It	 is	my	 intention	 to	 show	 you,
here	 and	 now,	 to	 your	 satisfaction,	 that,	 first	 of	 all,	 your	 proposed	 Roggan-
Hesperus	plan	to	ally	and	attack	Earth	by	force	is	doomed	to	failure."	When	the
buzz	from	that	had	abated	he	added,	"I	shall	show	that	 if	 the	plan	 is	 followed,
Roggan,	the	planet	and	the	people,	will	be	destroyed	utterly.	That	Hesperus,	the
planet	and	 the	people,	will	be	destroyed	utterly.	That	Earth,	 the	planet	and	 the
people,	will	be	so	badly	hurt	that	it	may,	in	turn,	be	destroyed.	At	the	least	it	will
be	plunged	into	chaos	and	be	unfit	to	occupy	for	several	decades.	This	I	propose
to	show,	so	that	you	may	all	reconsider	the	merit	of	a	plan	that	will	surely	bring
disaster,	and	will	benefit	no	one."
He	gave	that	time	to	settle,	time	to	build	up	a	tension,	then	went	on	as	calmly

as	 before.	 "I	will	 then	 show	you	 a	 different	 plan,	 and	 offer	 proof	 of	 a	way	 in
which	the	people	of	Roggan	may	once	more	have	a	planet	fit	to	live	on,	fresh	air
to	breathe,	dry	land	to	walk	on,	and	with	no	one	to	dispute	the	right,	or	to	fight
them	for	the	privilege.	I	intend	to	show	how,	with	the	cooperation	of	Earth,	the
people	 of	 Roggan	 may	 regain	 their	 own	 planet!"	 Dillard	 sagged	 back,
dumbfounded,	 as	 AnnSmith	 labored	 through	 the	 translation.	 His	 new-found
confidence	in	Stanley	began	to	shake,	but	before	he	could	get	it	into	acceptable
words,	Stanley	sat,	his	eyes	gleaming.	AnnSmith	offered	to	translate	the	general
hullabaloo	that	had	broken	out,	but	he	shook	his	head	at	her.
"Quite	all	right,	my	dear.	I	can	follow	it	well	enough.	Can't	speak	the	stuff,	but

I	can	understand	it."



"You	can?"	She	stared	in	wide-eyed	amazement.	"But	it	took	me	three	years	to
learn…"
"I	did	it	in	three	weeks.	Never	mind.	Listen	carefully,	I	need	you	and	Dillard

here	for	this	next	bit.	It	could	be	tricky,	so	let	me	check	up.	You	can	tell,	can't
you,	whether	Dillard	here	is	lying	or	not?	Can't	you?"
"Oh	yes!"	She	nodded.	"And	you,	too!"
"Just	as	well	I'm	honest	then,	isn't	it!"	He	grinned,	and	Dillard	was	staggered

by	the	difference	in	the	man	now.	All	the	bitter	pedantry	was	gone.	Stanley	was
literally	 enjoying	 this	 crucial	 moment,	 a	 challenge	 to	 his	 abilities.	 And	 he
simmered	like	a	potent	brew	as	he	swung	on	Dillard.	"I	need	you,	my	boy,"	he
said.	 "AnnSmith	will	 be	 right	 beside	 you.	Her	 people	will	 be	 tuned	 in	 to	 her.
They	will	know,	through	her,	that	you	are	telling	the	strict	truth.	They	will	feel	it,
through	her.	They	will	know!	But	there's	more.	Here!"	He	produced	from	a	box
between	 his	 feet	Dillard's	 own	 sensor	 headset.	 "It's	 your	 own	 gadget,	 but	 I've
modified	 it	a	bit	and	 I've	managed	 to	 rig	up	a	mass	 transmitter	 that	 is	beamed
right	at	 the	Roggans	 right	now.	 It's	all	been	 tested	out,	quite	safe.	Never	again
will	I	say	hard	words	about	emotional	values,	Dillard.	They	are	going	to	turn	this
trick	for	us,	you'll	see.	Put	it	on!"
"What	do	you	want	me	to	do?"
"Put	it	on.	Stand	up.	Tell	them,	tell	me,	tell	his	Eminence	over	there	and	all	the

other	benighted	Hesperians,	exactly	what	you	told	AnnSmith—and	 feel	 it,	man
—about	what	will	happen	should	 they	 launch	a	war	against	us.	 Just	 that.	Take
your	time,	make	it	good.	AnnSmith	will	translate	for	the	aliens—but	this	gadget
will	give	them	your	feelings	in	terms	they	can	really	understand.	All	right?"
Dillard	cringed.	He	had	never	addressed	an	audience	before	in	his	life.	He	had

never	wanted	 to	declare	his	 feelings	 to	 anyone	before.	Always	he	had	 tried	 to
hide	them,	to	mask	them.	"I	can't	do	it,"	he	muttered.	AnnSmith	touched	his	arm.
"You	 can,"	 she	 said	 softly.	 "You	 told	me,	 once.	 Just	 tell	me	 again.	 Come	 on,
stand	up	and	tell	me.	And	I	will	tell	them."
BilliSmith	 had	 just	 completed	 a	 passionate	 rebuttal,	 repeating	 his	 warning

about	 lies	 and	 deceit.	As	 he	 sat,	 Stanley	 rose,	 urging	 his	 two	 helpers	 to	 stand
with	him.	He	aimed	his	stare	at	the	Venusian	delegation.
"Pay	 attention,"	 he	 said.	 "AnnSmith	 is	 known	 to	 you,	 is	 one	 of	 you.	 It	 is

within	your	power,	right	now,	to	tell	whether	she	speaks	true	or	not.	This	young
man	is	of	Earth,	yet	he	shares	something	of	your	sensitivity.	You	can	tell	whether
he	lies	or	not,	too.	You	can	say,	with	words,	as	loud	as	you	like,	that	it	is	all	lies
—but	 you	will	 know,	 inside,	 that	 it	 isn't.	 I	 ask	 you	 to	 listen,	 now,	 and,	 if	 you
value	anything	at	all,	be	honest	with	yourselves."	He	turned	to	tap	Dillard	on	the
shoulder.	"It's	all	yours,	my	boy.	Give	it	to	them	hot	and	strong."



It	took	a	moment	to	get	his	voice	going,	and	he	would	never	have	started	at	all
had	it	not	been	for	the	warmth	by	his	side,	but	once	he	did	start	 the	passionate
convictions	boiled	up	in	him	of	themselves.	Because	it	was	the	way	he	felt,	he
made	 no	 secret	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 he	 didn't	 care,	 personally,	whether	 civilization
survived	or	not,	but	once	that	declaration	was	out	of	the	way	he	felt	sufficiently
detached	 from	 the	 issue	 to	be	 able	 to	 call	 up	 the	honrid	 realities	with	 all	 their
hideous	 impact.	 He	 threw	 gigantic	 figures	 at	 them,	 population	 densities,
transport	snarls,	mass	production	miracles	of	achievement	slowly	but	inexorably
falling	 behind	 the	 remorseless	 law	 of	 logarithmic	 progression,	 the	 creeping
blight	of	pollution	and	waste—and	 then	 the	enormous	slumbering	potential	 for
destruction,	 the	 war	 machine	 that	 each	 major	 power	 had	 to	 keep	 in	 motion
simply	 to	 sop	 up	 otherwise	 surplus	 manpower,	 to	 provide	 employment—the
whole	 fantastically	 insecure	 structure	 of	 an	 economy	 stuck	 in	 the	 rut	 of
expansion,	 when	 there	 was	 nowhere	 to	 expand	 to.	 He	 painted	 them	 a	 spine-
chilling	 picture	 of	 the	 results	 that	would	 come	 from	 invasion,	 or	 the	 threat	 of
invasion.	 And	 then	 the	 crazy	 retaliation	 of	 a	 war	 potential	 almost	 beyond
imagining.	He	pictured	for	 them	two	immense	nations	shaking	atomic	doom	at
each	other,	suddenly	diverted	toward	an	outside	enemy.	And	then	Venus,	scantily
populated,	 hampered	 by	 technoligical	 ignorance,	 handicapped	 by	 climate—
Venus	ripped	apart	by	weapons	from	which	there	could	be	no	escape,	and	against
which	 there	 could	 be	 no	 defense.	Then	 he	 switched	 to	Roggan,	 calling	 on	 his
own	experiences	of	depth,	and	pressure,	and	darkness	down	there;	the	agony	of	a
few	shock	waves	from	a	ship	in	splash-down;	magnify	that	a	million	times,	and
then	a	million	times	again,	as	the	vengeful	ships	of	Earth	orbited	the	planet	and
released	multi-megaton	depth	bombs.	Roggan	dies.	The	people	die,	smashed	into
pulp	by	incredible	forces	released	before	they	have	so	much	as	a	chance	to	call
out.	He	was	limp	and	sweating	when	he	sat	down.
There	was	a	silence	within	the	chamber	that	could	have	been	cut	into	cubes,	it

was	so	dense.	BilliSmith	heaved	to	his	feet,	but	his	face	was	gray	and	his	eyes
glazed.	He	tried,	once	or	 twice,	 to	make	sounds,	but	nothing	would	come.	The
entire	Venusian	 contingent	 looked	 stunned.	Dillard	 stared	 at	 them,	 then	 swung
his	gaze	to	the	Roggans,	as	he	slipped	off	the	headset.	He	could	make	little	of	the
hard	faces,	but	he	did	see	that	Dekron	was	leaning	back	with	his	eyes	shut,	as	if
in	thought.	Then	the	Rogganor	spoke,	just	a	few	brief	sounds.	AnnSmith	stirred,
but	Stanley	already	had	it.
"I	 think	 we've	 got	 them,"	 he	 muttered.	 "He's	 asked	 to	 hear	 the	 alternative

suggestion.	Nice	work,	Dillard.	It's	up	to	me,	now.	Ann,	tell	those	two	characters
there	to	bring	in	the	apparatus."	As	she	made	the	necessary	noises	Stanley	stood
again,	and	his	manner	was	still	confident,	but	Dillard	felt	the	cracking	tension	in



him,	just	under	the	surface.
"I'll	 take	 this	 easy,"	 he	 said	 to	Ann.	 "Give	 you	 time	 to	 get	 the	 right	 terms.

Technical	stuff.	Ready?"	As	she	nodded,	he	faced	the	Roggan	bench.
"As	you	know,	I	am	skilled	in	scientific	and	technological	matters.	You	have

such	people	also,	and	I	have	had	dealings	with	them.	We	understand	each	other.
Your	 technical	 people	 are	 very	 skilled	 and	 have	my	 admiration	 for	 the	 things
they	 have	 achieved	 and	 their	 capabilities.	 Quite	 naturally,	 you	 have	 a	 highly
developed	 technology	 for	 the	 use	 and	 handling	 of	 water.	 You	 can	 purify	 it,
extract	 valuable	 substances	 from	 it,	 derive	 power	 from	 it,	 just	 as	we	 do.	 This
apparatus"—he	gestured	to	the	trolley	the	two	aliens	were	hauling	in—"is	not	in
any	way	strange	to	you,	except	for	one	thing.	It	is,	as	you	see,	a	miniature	model
of	the	much	larger	plant	which	floats	on	the	surface	up	there.	In	many	ways	it	is
similar	 to	plants	you	already	use.	Seawater	 enters	here"—he	was	down	on	 the
floor	now,	demonstrating
—"and	passes	through	a	series	of	carefully	designed	membranes	which	extract

minerals,	also	power,	and	discharge	pure	water.	A	power	source	is	needed	to	start
the	 cycle,	 but	 once	 that	 is	 done	 the	 reaction	 is	 self-sustaining,	 driven	 by	 the
power	extracted	from	the	water	itself.	It	is	a	well-known	principle.	It	gives	water,
mineral	extracts,	power.	But—please	observe!"	He	took	hold	of	 the	trolley	and
pushed	 it	back	 to	 the	edge	of	 the	arena,	 then	did	 things	with	a	 series	of	quick
movements.	 The	 trolley	 separated	 into	 two.	 He	 pushed	 half	 of	 it	 all	 the	 way
across	to	the	other	side,	some	fifteen	feet,	and	everyone	present	could	see,	now,
that	the	water-plant	model	was	in	two	halves,	separated	by	thin	air.	And	that	the
seawater	level	diminished	in	one	half,	and	grew	in	the	other.	Dillard	stared.	This
he	had	seen	before.	It	was	a	trick,	surely?	But	Stanley	was	going	on.
"You	 are	 seeing	 something	 quite	 new,	 a	 discovery	 with	 which	 I	 had	 the

privilege	to	be	associated,	although	I	do	not	claim	the	honor	of	discovering	all	of
it.	 Two	 lines	 of	 research	 came	 together	 here.	 One,	 the	 search	 for	 a	 better
membrane	substance;	the	other	simply	to	feed	back	the	generated	power	into	the
cycle	 to	 see	what	 would	 happen.	What	 did	 happen	 is	 what	 you	 see.	 The	 two
membrane	sheets	are	a	perfectly	tuned
transmitter-receiver	 couple.	 The	 recycled	 power	 breaks	 down	 the	 water

molecule	 into	microwave	patterns	at	 this	end.	The	microwaves	are	 transmitted,
coherently,	and	converted	here	into	water	again.	The	theory	behind	this	is	not	too
well	 developed	 at	 the	 moment,	 but	 that	 need	 not	 concern	 us	 now.	 Nor	 the
speculation	 that	 it	 may	 be	 possible,	 eventually,	 to	 transmit	 other	 molecular
patterns.	For	the	moment	all	I	want	to	show	you	is	the	fact,	that	it	is	possible	to
transmit	water,	by	radio	wave,	from	here	to	there.	From	here	to	any	point	within
the	effective	microwave	range.	And	that,	as	far	as	has	been	established,	lies	far



beyond	measurable	distance.	The	theoretical	estimate	is	that	it	compares	with	the
transmission	of	coherent	light."
He	left	 it	 there,	 turned	and	stalked	back	to	the	rostrum,	sent	his	gaze	around

the	 silent	 audience	 again.	 "The	 application	 is	 obvious.	 You	 call	 your	 system-
debris	the	Million	Moons,	I	believe.	There	was	a	time	when	you	used	to	travel
among	 them,	 seeking	minerals	 and	 rare	 substances.	You	 can	 do	 it	 again,	with
Earth	ships	to	help	out.	Only,	this	time,	you	will	be	planting	water-receivers	on
every	 moon	 that	 you	 touch.	 And	 over	 the	 seas	 of	 Roggan	 will	 float	 gigantic
water-transmitters,	self-powered.	I	have	discussed	this	with	your	technicians	and
skilled	people.	We	have	performed	calculations.	We	agree	 that	within	one	year
the	mountaintops	of	Roggan	will	once	more	raise	above	the	sea.	Within	ten	years
you	will	have	all	 the	land	your	ancestors	had.	And	it	 is	entirely	up	to	you	how
much	more	you	can	have.	The	polar	landmasses?	Other	islands?	It	is	within	your
own	choice.	Your	own	planet.	And	we	of	Earth	will	help,	this	I	guarantee."	IX
Dillard	missed	almost	all	of	the	debate	that	followed.	He	was	distantly	aware

of	 the	 argument	 the	Venusians	 tried	 to	 put	 up,	 an	 argument	 that	was	 hopeless
right	 from	 the	 start.	 He	 knew	 that	 Stanley	 had	 made	 it	 inevitable	 that	 the
Roggans	would	overwhelmingly	accept	his	proposition.	He	knew	relief,	even	a
small	degree	of	pride,	that	he	had	helped	to	avert	a	catastrophe.	And	he	had	the
happy,	 warm	 feeling	 from	 AnnSmith	 to	 make	 everything	 that	 much	 more
worthwhile.	But	 there	was	a	small	cold	worm	down	 inside	him	 that	would	not
rest,	would	not	be	comforted.	Nobody	knew	it	but	him.	No	one	saw	the	worm	in
the	apple	but	him,	or	so	he	thought.	So	he	sat	on	it,	choked	it	down	as	formalities
were	observed,	as	the	Roggans	did	what	they	believed	to	be	friendly	things	and
the	Venusians	did	their	best	to	hide	their	discomfiture.	Through	it	all	AnnSmith
clung	to	his	hand	as	if	she	were	afraid	he	would	vanish	should	she	let	go.	And
she	knew,	but	she	didn't	say	anything	until	they	were	all	foregathered	in	the	main
lounge	of	the	Venusian	ship	that	had	so	nearly	been	their	destruction.
They	were	six.	They	had	been	escorted	back	to	the	ship	in	style	and	comfort,

with	much	whistle-croaking	and	assurances	of	cooperation,	and	the	Roggans	had
gone	back.	The	elders	had	dispersed.	There	was	only	McLarenSmith	and	his	two
children,	Mara	Hunt,	Dr.	Stanley,	and	Dillard.
"Within	this	group,"	McLarenSmith	said	bitterly,	"I	can	speak	openly.	Again

we	have	been	betrayed	by	Earth.	You	feel	self-satisfied,	EdmundStanley,	but	you
have	betrayed	us	just	as	surely	as	my	daughter	there."
"You	mean	you	didn't	believe	Dillard?	That	your	plan,	if	you'd	gone	on	with

it,	would	have	been	a	total	disaster?"
"No.	I	accept	 that.	We	were	criminally	foolish	 there.	No,	Billi,	 it	 is	only	 the

hot	 blood	 of	 youth	 which	 believes	 in	 death	 before	 dishonor.	 A	 nation	 cannot



afford	such	gestures.	We	were	wrong	 to	 think	 that	we	could	be	allied	with	 the
Roggans	 in	 such	 an	 insane	 enterprise.	 There	 is	 no	 doubt	 in	my	mind	 of	 that,
thanks	to	you,	young	man."	He	nodded	to	Dillard,	who	appreciated	the	thought
but	said	nothing.
"Exactly	how	have	you	been	betrayed?"	Stanley	prodded	deliberately,	and	his

attitude	was	one	Dillard	knew	from	old	times,	that	of	provoking	the	other	person
into	 a	 statement,	 only	 to	 crush	 him	with	 some	 logical	 contradiction.	As	 if	 the
President	of	all	Venus	were	no	more	than	a	thickheaded	student.
"You	have	given	 the	Roggans	 back	 their	 planet,"	McLarenSmith	 said.	 "I	 do

not	doubt	that	for	one	moment.	I	know	what	applied	technology	can	do.	But—
Dr.	Stanley,	why	couldn't	you	Earth	people	have	offered	us	 this	minor	miracle?
Venus,	 too,	 has	 a	 water	 problem.	 You	 could	 have	 come	 to	 us	 with	 this
technology.	You	could	have	said	 to	us,	 ‘We	will	help	you	reduce	 the	perpetual
humidity	of	your	planet	until	it	is	tolerable,	so	that	you	will	be	able	to	live	like
reasonable	beings,	to	look	at	the	sun	and	walk	the	dry	surface,	and	hold	up	your
heads	again.'	You	could	have	done	 this.	But	no,	you	kept	 the	secret	 in	reserve.
And	now	you	give	 it	away,	 to	aliens!"	His	voice	was	bitter	with	 the	history	of
long	years	of	 struggle	against	 inclement	conditions.	 "I	 call	 that	betrayal.	Don't
you?"	 Stanley	 lolled	 back	 in	 his	 contour	 chair	 perfectly	 at	 ease.	 The	 mess
steward	of	 the	Venusian	officers'	quarters	had	provided	them	with	refreshment.
Stanley	took	a	contemplative	sip	from	his	glass	now,	and	smiled.	Dillard	knew
that	smile,	too,	the	way	a	cat	would	smile	before	pouncing.	If	a	cat	could	smile.
McLarenSmith	shifted	uneasily	in	the	light	of	that	smile,	and	adjusted	his	silks.
The	Venusian	ship	had	been	able	to	produce	suitable	covering	for	the	unexpected
guests.	Dillard	himself	was	 in	dark	blue	silk,	 the	natural	stuff,	and	he	was	still
strongly	 aware	 of	 its	 unusual	 tactile	 impression.	 Mara	 Hunt	 was	 openly
luxuriating	 in	 her	 swirling	 robe	 of	 some	 shimmering	 pearly	 stuff.	 AnnSmith
looked	completely	at	home	in	a	brief	grecian	of	paper-white	satin.	But	Stanley
was	still	 in	his	own	clothes,	 just	as	he	had	been	all	 through.	A	formidable	and
unpredictable	man.
"If	the	matter	was	just	as	you	have	stated	it,	sir,"	he	said	now,	"I'd	agree	that

my	action	was	unethical,	at	least.	Nor	would	I	want	to	defend	it	by	pointing	out
that	I	had	to	use	whatever	I	could	to	prevent	a	wholesale	disaster,	because	that	is
bad	 ethics	 too.	 Circumstances	 do	 not	 justify	 cases,	 any	 more	 than	 the	 end
justifies	the	means.	But	it	isn't	quite	like	that.	The	microwave	conversion	effect
is	 very	 new.	 Although	 I	 am	 an	 official	 of	 an	 obscure	 and	 clandestine	 power
group	of	Earth's	security	services,	I	am	also	a	research	scientist.	When	I	have	the
chance.	And	I	did,	perfectly	honestly,	leap	at	this	chance	to	perform	some	basic
research,	 here	 on	 Hydro.	 And	 the	 microwave	 transmission	 effect	 was	 that



research.	So	it	is	very	new."	He	paused	to	take	a	sip	from	his	glass	again.
"The	 full	 potential	 is	 immense,	 of	 course,	 and	 others	 have	 speculated	 on

various	aspects	of	it.	One	of	those	speculations	had	to	do	with	beaming	water	to
Mars.	As	we	all	know,	that	planet	has	been	singularly	difficult	to	colonize,	much
more	so	than	Venus.	With	a	copious	supply	of	pure-by-definition	water,	most	of
the	difficulty	will	be	canceled.	And	what	better	place	to	take	it	from	than	Venus?
That	proposition	is	already	in	the	pipeline.	So	you're	wrong	to	think	that	we	kept
it	from	you."	He	paused	again,	and	then	grinned.
"You	 know,	 it	 is	 refreshing	 to	 debate	 with	 a	 man	 who	 you	 know	 can	 tell

whether	 you're	 trying	 to	 deceive	 him	 or	 not.	 It	 cuts	 out	 a	 whole	 spectrum	 of
dialectical	tricks.	But	it	also	serves	its	purpose.	You	know	that	what	I	just	said	is
true,	don't	you?"
The	 president	 nodded	 uncomfortably.	 He	 also	 knew,	 as	 Dillard	 knew,	 that

there	was	more	to	come,	that	Stanley	had	a	brickbat	up	his	sleeve.
"Now,	then.	The	process	has	been	developed	to	the	point	where	we	can	apply

it,	where	we—meaning	Earth	Government—can	approach	you	and	your	people,
and	make	the	offer	I	have	just	outlined.	But	can	we?"	Stanley	put	an	edge	on	his
voice	 now.	 "Can	we	 deal	with	 you?	You	 know,	 better	 than	 I	 can	 tell	 you,	 the
climate	 of	 savage	 distrust	 that	 exists	 among	 your	 people	 against	 anything	 of
Earth.	 I	will	 admit	 that,	 among	 the	masses	 of	 Earth	 at	 least,	 a	 similar	 feeling
exists	 toward	you.	But	not	 at	 executive	 level.	Our	higher	 executives	would	be
only	 too	 willing	 to	 meet	 you,	 to	 offer	 the	 hand	 of	 common	 friendship	 and
welfare.	But	how	far	would	we	get?"
"You	 would	 break	 down	 on	 one	 thing,	 Earthman!"	 BilliSmith	 burst	 out

angrily.	"For	all	your	clever	 talk,	you	know	this,	 that	 if	my	people	ask	 the	one
thing	that	is	theirs	by	right,	that	they	be	allowed	to	return	to	the	planet	of	their
origin,	to	return	to	live	on	Earth,	you	would	refuse.	You	know	this,	so	how	can
you	pretend	that	you	come	in	friendship?"
"Exactly!"	Stanley	nodded	as	if	some	point	had	been	made	for	him.
"You	have	one	fixed	idea.	Almost	a	neurosis.	You	want	to	come	back	to	Earth.

And	we	can't	have	that."
"The	hand	of	friendship!"	BilliSmith	snarled.
"No,	 not	 at	 all.	 The	 dictates	 of	 common	 sense.	 You	were	 there.	 You	 heard

Dillard	 speak	out.	You	 felt	 the	 truth	of	what	he	 told	you,	 about	our	disgusting
planet.	And	you	still	want	to	come	and	live	there?"
"Amplified	suggestion	and	exaggeration!"
"No	 it	 wasn't!"	 Dillard	 objected,	 stung	 in	 his	 professional	 capacity.	 "The

amplification	was	for	the	Roggans,	not	you.	You	got	what	I	was	feeling	through
Ann,	here.	Your	own	sister!"



"Face	 it,"	Stanley	advised.	"You	got	 the	 truth.	There	 just	 is	not	 the	 room	on
Earth	for	any	kind	of	considerable	contingent	from	Venus.	At	all!	I'll	go	further.
Never	mind	that	you'd	be	acutely	miserable	if	you	did	come	to	Earth	to	live,	to
sniff	 up	 stinking	 air,	 huddle	 in	 noisy,	 close	 quarters	 with	 millions	 of	 others,
chomp	 your	 way	 through	 syn-tho-food	 and	 drink	 recycled	 water.	 Never	mind
that.	Think	of	 this.	 I've	visited	your	planet,	as	a	 touring	 lecturer.	So	has	Mara,
there.	Check	us	on	this:	if	the	people	of	Earth	knew	what	a	pleasant	place	Venus
is	 to	 live	 on—in	 the	 few	 places	 you	 have	 been	 able	 to	 convert,	 that	 is—they
would	be	flocking	to	go	there.	And	I	mean	just	that!"
Into	a	thick	silence	McLarenSmith	said,	"There	is	a	great	deal	of	rethinking	to

do	here.	 If	 I	understand	you,	Dr.	Stanley,	you	are	 saying	 that	we	can	have	 the
water	 beaming	 technique,	 and	 technical	 assistance,	 but	 only	 if	we	 can	 convert
our	people	into	a	more	rational	attitude	toward	Earth."
"It	will	have	to	be	like	that,	sir,	otherwise,	before	you	know	it,	the	story	would

be	 about	 and	 raging,	 that	 we	 of	 Earth	 are	 once	 again	 imposing	 some	 sort	 of
tyranny	on	your	people.	You	know	that.	But	it's	up	to	us,	too.	We	have	the	job	of
selling	the	truth	about	Venus	to	our	people.	There	are	lots	of	odds	and	ends	to	be
tied	off,	 too.	We	shall	have	to	recompense	you	for	 the	loss	of	your	percentage,
here.	We	have	to	make	adjustments	in	giving	Roggan	back	to	its	rightful	people.
There	will	be	swarms	of	scientists	here	to	meet	and	study	real	aliens.	A	thousand
things.	But	those	two	stand	above	the	others.	We	have	to	change	the	attitudes	of
our	two	peoples."
There	was	another	thick	silence,	and	a	sigh	from	McLarenSmith.	"It	will	not

be	easy,	that."
"Let	me	offer	a	suggestion."	Stanley	spoke	casually,	but	Dillard	became	tense

as	he	detected	the	underlying	simmer	of	cynical	amusement	there.
"You	have	a	powerful	weapon	to	your	hand,	right	here,	Dillard."
"What	now?"	Dillard	growled.	"No	more	heroics	for	me."
"Not	at	all.	Just	your	job	that's	all.	Make	him	your	chief	propaganda	merchant,

sir.	I	feel	sure	his	parent	firm	will	back	him	to	the	hilt	once	the	idea	takes	root.
Do	you	see	it?	Dillard	established	on	Venus,	sending	back	dramatapes	complete
with	sensory	effects,	 to	 let	Earth	people	know	exactly	what	kind	of	place	 it	 is,
and	what	kind	of	people	live	there.	You	could	do	that,	Dillard,	couldn't	you?"
"Me?	Live	on	Venus?"
"Yes,"	AnnSmith	 said,	very	 softly.	 "Oh	yes.	With	me	 to	help."	Now,	 for	 the

first	 time,	 McLarenSmith	 realized	 how	 it	 was	 between	 his	 daughter	 and	 the
Earthman,	and	he	stared.	And	then	surrendered	to	what	he	could	sense.	But	then
he	nodded,	thoughtfully.	"It	would	work,	Dr.	Stanley.	And,	like	all	good	coins,	it
has	a	reverse	side.	Dillard	could	import	dramatapes	from	Earth,	to	let	us	see	and



know	what	conditions	are	like	there.	It	is	a	good	thought.	You	have	a	real	talent,
young	man.	What	say	you?"
Dillard	didn't	know	what	to	say	for	quite	a	long	while.	The	chaos	in	his	mind

was	without	pattern,	but	 two	 things	held	 fast	 in	 it.	One	was	 the	nerve-tingling
clean	warmth	that	surged	from	the	girl	by	his	side	to	envelop	him	in	a	glow	of
total	 rapport.	The	other	was	 the	canker-worm	that	he	still	held,	down	deep.	At
last	he	said,	"All	right,	I'm	willing	to	give	it	a	try.	But…"
"Something	has	been	worrying	you	all	this	time,"	AnnSmith	said	gently.
"You	must	tell	us	what	it	is."
"All	right.	What	about	the	Roggans?"
The	question	was	 aimed	 at	Stanley,	who	half-closed	his	 eyes	 and	 took	on	 a

crafty	 look	 of	 anticipation.	 McLarenSmith	 spoke	 into	 the	 breach	 with	 great
confidence.
"You	 need	 have	 no	 fears	 about	 them,	my	 boy.	 They	will	 be	 eager	 to	 leave

Hesperus—I	 suppose	we	must	 cease	 to	 use	 that	 silly	 name	now—but	 anyway,
they	will	be	keen	to	return	to	their	own	planet.	Nothing	to	worry	about."
"I	mean,"	 Dillard	 said	 it	 stubbornly,	 "the	 Roggans	 right	 here!	 On	 this	 their

own	planet."
"What	 about	 them?"	 Stanley	 purred,	 and	 Dillard	 frowned,	 sensing	 he	 was

being	outguessed	again.	But	he	went	through	with	his	worry	just	the	same.
"I'm	no	sociologist,	let's	face	it.	But	I	do	know	people.	And	I	know	a	bit	about

our	aliens	down	there.	They	are	alien.	You	know	that,	too.	You	can't	feel	them,
can	you?	They	don't	 think	 the	way	we	do.	Don't	 talk	 to	me	about	 logic.	That's
not	thinking,	or	feeling.	That's	a	set	of	values,	a	mathematical	thing.	A	machine
can	do	that."
"Go	on!"	Stanley	urged.
"We	don't	know	how	they	think.	But	we	do	know	this,	from	their	own	history:

for	more	 than	 two	 thousand	years	 they	held	 fast	 to	 one	 supreme	drive.	To	get
back	 to	 the	 surface	 somehow.	 They	 were	 prepared	 to	 do	 it	 the	 hard	 way,	 via
Venus,	 and	 a	 smash	 attack	 on	 Earth.	 They've	 been	 talked	 out	 of	 it,	 for	 the
moment.	They	are	going	to	get	back	their	own	planet.	That's	fine.	But	how	long
are	 they	going	 to	 stay	content	with	 that?	They've	seen	Venus,	and	Earth.	They
know	about	us,	and	how	vulnerable	we	are.	They	have	a	hell	of	a	drive.	How	do
we	 know	what	 they	 will	 do,	 once	 they've	 got	 their	 own	 culture	 going	 again?
Remember	what	they	did,	long	ago?	They	destroyed	themselves	in	a	war.	They
could	do	it	again.	Or	us.	So	—as	I	said—what	about	the	Roggans?"
The	ship's	lounge	went	chill	as	his	reasoning	took	hold	of	the	rest.	All	except

Dr.	Stanley,	who	smiled.
"You	have	a	very	good	point,	Dillard.	A	very	good	point	indeed.	I	always	said,



did	I	not,	 that	you	had	brains?	And	you	can	use	 them,	when	you	choose	 to	do
so."
"Forget	 that,"	 Dillard	 snarled.	 "What	 about	 the	 issue?	 You've	 handed	 the

Roggans	 back	 their	 planet.	 You're	 responsible	 for	 what	 they	 may	 do	 in	 ten,
twenty,	fifty	years'	time.	To	us!"
"You're	quite	right."	Stanley	nodded,	and	sat	back.	"Responsible	is	the	word.	I

accept	it.	I'm	a	scientist,	Dillard.	Like	you,	I	know	a	little	about	people.	I	believe
the	Roggans	to	be	logical.	Or,	shall	we	say,	they	have	been,	so	far.	They	chose
their	own	planet	by	way	of	peace,	rather	than	an	abortive	effort	to	take	ours	from
us.	That	was	rather	obvious.	What	they	will	do	in	time,	in	new	conditions,	with
development	and	change,	I	don't	know.	But	they	will	be	watched,	I	assure	you.
And	if	they	show	the	signs	you	quite	rightly	point	out,	they	will	be	destroyed."
All	at	once	this	lounging	little	man	was	cold,	like	inexorable	fate.	"We	talk	a	lot
about	 human	 nature,	 and	 the	 sanctity	 of	 human	 life,	 and	 so	 on.	 But	 are	 the
Roggans	human?	Do	they	feel	as	we	do?	I	doubt	it."
"You're	building	up	to	another	war,"	Dillard	accused.	"More	accurately,	you've

simply	postponed	it."
"No.	I	didn't	say	we	would	fight	them.	I	said	they	would	be	destroyed.	In	fact,

they	will	 destroy	 themselves.	 I	will	 tell	 you	how,	with	your	 assurance	 that	 the
knowledge	must	not	be	repeated	outside	this	room.	Not	until	the	right	moment.
Yes?	Very	well.	It	has	to	do	with	rock,	and	pressure,	and	the	process	of	planetary
core-formation.	 It's	 highly	 technical,	 but	 I	 can	 give	 you	 the	 simple	 facts.	Like
this.	Above	a	certain	gross	mass,	all	planets	have	a	core.	The	characteristics	are
common,	 the	 process	well-known	—to	 those	who	 study	 such	 things.	Above	 a
certain	 given	 pressure	 the	 rocks	 which	 form	 the	 interior	 body	 of	 a	 planet	 are
forced—deformed—into	a	closely	packed	lattice	pattern.	This	is	quite	standard.
Earth	 has	 a	 core.	 So	 does	Venus.	Venus,	 in	 fact,	 is	 just	 slightly	more	massive
than	the	lowest	critical	possible.	Mars,	on	the	other	hand,	does	not	have	a	core.
Nor	does	the	moon.	Nor	Mercury.	Now,	this	planet	we	call	Hydro	happens	to	be
very	 close	 to	 the	 critical	 limit.	 It	 has	 a	 core.	 But	 should	 it	 in	 some	way	 lose
sufficient	mass—to	decrease	 the	 internal	gravity	pressure,	 to	 reduce	 it	below	a
certain	point,	to	upset	the	balance	of	pressures	—should	that	happen—"
"Yes?"	Dillard	forced	the	word	through	a	dry	throat.
"The	 core	 will	 disappear.	 The	 molecular	 collapse	 will	 reverse	 itself.	 The

overall	energy	release	will	be	on	the	order	of	ten	to	the	thirty-sixth	power	ergs.	I
know	that's	an	unthinkable	figure.	It's	enormous.	It	will	be	enough	to	shatter	the
mantle,	to	throw	the	entire	surface	into	chaos,	even	to	throw	off	continent-sized
landmasses	into	space."
Dillard	sagged	into	his	chair,	completely	stunned	by	the	prospect,	as	Stanley



went	 on:	 "I	 had	 this	 all	 worked	 out.	 By	 my	 calculations,	 the	 Roggans	 have
something	 like	 ten	 years.	 In	 that	 time	 they	 should	 have	 reclaimed	 all	 the	 land
they	had	before,	and	a	trifle	more.	I	shall	stay	here,	of	course,	to	guide	and	assist.
And	watch.	Let's	hope	they	change	their	ways.	That's	up	to	us.	All	of	us,	human
and	 Venusian	 alike.	 We	 have	 a	 big	 job	 ahead	 of	 us.	 You've	 lived	 with	 the
Roggans,	sir,	a	lot	longer	than	I	have.	Your	people	have	a	part	to	play,	here.	We
all	have	a	part	to	play.	We	can	start	in	a	small	way,	by	showing	the	Roggans	that
we	can	cooperate,	forget	our	differences,	work	together.	Do	you	agree?"
"I	 have	 to."	 McLarenSmith	 sighed.	 "It	 looks	 as	 if	 I	 am	 going	 to	 have	 an

Earthman	son-in-law!"
The	End


