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In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Some readers will be interested to know that at time of writing
(1983), the vastly attenuated nova-front of an exploded star,
like the one in our story, was reported to be passing through
the Solar system and our Earth.








Coldly they went about to raise

To life and make more dread

Abominations of old days,

That men believed were dead.

— The Outlaws, R. Kipling, 1914
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I

NOVA MINUS 20 HOURS:

All Out at Damiem

Dawn is tenderly brightening to daylight over the beautiful small world called Damiem. The sun, called here Yrrei, is not yet up, and the pearl-colored zenith shows starless; Damiem is very far out on the Galactic Rim. Only two lights inhabit the sky. One is a great, complex, emerald splendor setting toward the west; that is the Murdered Star. The other is a fiery point, hurtling down from overhead.

The landing field in the foreground is lush with wildflowers and clearly not much used.

Waiting at the edge of the field, under the streamer-tree withes, is an open electric ground-jitney, hitched to a flat freight trailer. Three Humans, a woman and two men, are in the jitney’s front seat.

Their eyes are fixed on the descending ship; they do not notice the small animal quietly approaching the freight trailer. It is a handsome, velvety-purple arachnoid about a half meter

in diameter; the Dameii call it Avray, meaning doom or horror. It is very rare and shy. In another instant it has disappeared into or under the trailer, as the Humans begin to speak.

“They seem to be sending down the big shuttle,” says Cory Estreèl. “I wonder how many extra we’ll get?”

She stretches—an elegantly formed, happy-looking woman in the bloom of midlife, with a great smile and glossy brown hair. Cory is Federation Administrator and Guardian of the Dameii and also, when necessary, keeper of the small guest hostel. Public access to Damiem is severely restricted, for grave reason.

In the driver’s seat beside her, Kipruget Korso—known to all as Kip—squints up at the descending fires. He is Deputy Administrator and Dameii Guardian-Liaison, as well as Cory’s mate.

Cory’s brown eyes slide sideways to him, and she smiles. Kip is the handsomest man she’s ever seen, a fact of which he seems quite unaware.

He’s a few years younger than she, with all the ingredients of the ideal Space Force recruiting ad—big, lean frame, a tanned, aquiline face with merry gray eyes of transparent sincerity, a warm, flashing grin, and a mop of black curls. She had mistaken him for some kind of showperson when they’d first met. That was over a decade back, during the last Demob. She’d been looking for Federation service on some unpeopled planet, and so, it turned out, was Kip. She was a bit disconcerted when this glorious specimen was assigned as her deputy, until other Spacers told her of his real war record.

And then it had turned out that they’d also both been looking for somebody like each other; they’d declared a Mateship in their first year on Damiem. The end of their second Mateship had come and gone a couple of years back, but out here, a hundred light-minim from the nearest FedBase, they’d simply gone on being mated.


Looking at Kip now, Cory’s smile broadens. The prospect of visitors has inspired him to dig up fresh clothes; faded explorer’s whites and a vermilion neckerchief. It’ll be pure murder if there’re any susceptible people coming, she thinks. But she can’t comment, not while wearing the shorts that show off her own well-turned legs; she’d forbidden herself to wear them before, because of poor Bram.

Waiting there in Damiem’s balmy, scented air, Cory’s hand steals toward her mate’s. But she pulls it back, remembering the man sitting miserably on her other side, who is holding himself so rigid that the jitney-bus trembles.

Doctor Balthasar Baramji ap Bye—Baram or Bram to friends—is Senior Xenopathologist and Medical Guardian of the Dameii. He’s a lithe, bronzed man some years Cory’s senior, with prematurely white hair and brilliant turquoise eyes. Now he is staring up at the descending shuttle with ferocious intensity.

“You sure it’s the big one, Cor?” he inquires.

“Absolutely,” she assures him warmly.

Kip grunts agreement. “They retrofired about a half minim early. And that reddish tinge in the exhaust is oversize ablation shielding. We only get old rocket drives out here. Burn everything. I just hope our Dameii don’t decide to move away.”

“Here, take the glasses, Bram.” Cory thinks it will help if he can end the uncertainty fast.

Baramji isn’t suffering from any illness but only from the needs that can bedevil any vigorous male living celibate with a happily mated pair. His own mate had been killed in space years back, and for a time Damiem had helped him. But he has mended his heart again, and the enforced austerity of his life really torments him now.

She’d seen the full measure of his misery one night when Kip was on a trip to the Far Dameii. Baram approached her, red-faced and sweating with shame.

“I’m breaking the Code, Cor, I know. I know. Can you

forgive me? I’m pretty sure you’ve never meant—but sometimes I think, or I dream—I had to be sure. Oh Cor, Cory, lovely lady—if you only knew ...”

And he’d fallen silent with his heart in his glorious eyes and his fists in his armpits like a child reminding itself not to touch.

Every friendly feeling urged her to ease him; she loved Baram as dearly as a sister could. But she could foresee the complications what would follow, the inevitable repetitions, the falseness in their group.

And worse: In a man like Baram, relief could turn to real love with frightening speed and hurt them all. In fact, she and Kip both suspect that Bram’s basic trouble is not in his loins but in his heart, which he’s trying to fill with friendship and the Dameii.

So she refused him, almost weeping, too. Afterward he tried to thank her.

And now they’re waiting for what promises to be quite a crowd of tourists. A free woman for Baram must be up there behind those growing fires! The last time a tour came to see the Star pass, Bram hadn’t been so desperate. This time, Cory guesses, a female reptile would have charm.

Gazing upward, Cory’s eyes go involuntarily to the enormous green swirl of the Murdered Star, at which she always tries not to look. It isn’t really a star, but the last explosion-shell around the void where the Star had been. It’s still called the Star, because for decades it had showed as a starlike point of green fire, blazing almost alone in the emptiest quadrant of Damiem’s Rim sky.

But it is in fact a nova-front approaching Damiem at enormous speed, enlarging as it comes. Over the past years it has swelled from a point to a jewel to this great complex of light whose fringes touch half the sky. Two other, outer nova-shells have already expanded and passed over Damiem, generating awesome auroral displays but little danger. This is the last, the innermost shell. When it rises tonight, the peak

zone will be upon them—and in another night the last remnants will be past them and forever gone.

Only from Damiem can this sight be seen. By the time the shells have expanded to pass other worlds, they will be too attenuated to be detected by eye.

“Hey,” says Kip, following Cor’s gaze, “it’s really growing fast. And it’s different from last time, too. We may have a real show yet.”

“I hope so,” Cory says abstractedly. “So embarrassing, all those people coming so far to see a nova-shell pass—and then nothing but pretty lights.”

“And a time-flurry,” says Baram unexpectedly, “which I never got to experience.”

“Right, you were under cover.”

“With fifteen pregnant Dameii.”

“Yes.” She chuckles. “But they’re nothing really, Bram. I told you—one merely feels sort of gluey for like a minim or two. But it’s not in real time.”

“What’s coming now is the heart. The core,” says Kip hopefully. “There has to be something.”

As Cory looks up her lips tighten. That cursed illusion again. It consists of four hairline cracks racing up from the four quarters of the horizon, converging on the Star to make a very thin black cross against the sky. She is the only one who ever sees this; it does not make her happy. She blinks hard, and the illusion goes. Tomorrow it will be gone for good.

Sound is coming from the shuttle now—a growing wail punctuated by far sonic booms. It will be down in minim.

Just as Kip is about to start the motors, they see above them a small, pale, finely shaped face peering down from the high withes of the tree. Behind the head can be glimpsed enormous, half-transparent wings.

“Hello, Quiyst,” Cory says gently in the liquid Damei tongue. The head nods and looks at Kip, with whom the Dameii have more rapport.


“Tell your people not to be afraid,” Kip says. “These visitors are only coming for a few days to look at the Star. Like the last ones. And did you warn everyone to get under cover when it grows very bright? This is the last time it will pass, and it may drop bad stuff on us all.”

“Ye-es.” The exquisite child-man continues to stare dubiously from Kip to the oncoming shuttle, which is starting to suck up a roil of dust. Quiyst is old; his clear, nacreous skin is faintly lined, and the mane that merges into his wings is white. But his form and motion still breathe beauty.

“Don’t worry, Quiyst,” Kip tells him through the uproar. “Nobody will ever harm you again. When we go, others will come to guard you, and others after them. You know there is a big ship out there to make sure. When these new people leave, would you like to visit it?”

Quiyst looks at him enigmatically. Kip isn’t sure how much Quiyst has heard or believed. The Damei withdraws his head and turns to get away from the horror of the oncoming fires and the noise that must be hurting his ears. Quiyst is brave, staying so close to a landing. Burning wings is the worst terror-symbol of the Dameii.

“Don’t forget, hide your people from the sky-light!” Kip calls after him. “And tell Feanya!” But Quiyst is gone, invisibly as he’d come.

Kip kicks up the motors and they start for the field. The Moom, the huge, taciturn, pachydermatous race who run most Federation lines, are famous for arriving and departing precisely on schedule, regardless of who or what is under them. It isn’t clear that they distinguish passengers from freight, save that freight doesn’t need cold-sleep. Their ground operations go very fast.

With a great splash of flame and dust the shuttle settles and a ring of fire crackles out through the flowery brush. Kip drives the jitney in as fast as he dares. The flames have barely sunk to coals when the freight chute comes down,

followed by the passenger-way, which ends on soil almost too hot to touch.

“Someday they’re going to fry some passengers,” Kip says. “I just hope our tires stand up for one more cooking.”

“The Moom don’t care,” says Cory. “Give them that Life-Game thing and let them run the ships.”

“There’s more live coals. I’ve got to stop here or the tires will blow for sure.”

Doctor Baramji’s glasses have stayed on the ship through every lurch and jolt. As they stop, the passenger port swings open above the gangway, propelled by a giant gray arm. The arm withdraws, and out bounces a totally bald, red-suited man loaded with holocam gear, who races down the ramp and turns to face it. The heat of the ground disconcerts him; he backs away, making quick, complex adjustments to his cameras, while mooing hoots come from within.

“All right, kids!” he calls. “Watch it—the ground’s hot.”

Baramji gasps audibly. Out through the port steps a silver-blonde dream of a young girl, revealingly clad in some designer’s idea of what explorers wear. One hand goes to her throat and her huge eyes widen more as she hesitantly descends the ramp.

A minim later Baramji lets out an involuntary croak. A male figure follows the girl—a handsome blue-black youngster, clad in the same idiotic suiting. He solicitously escorts her to cooler ground.

Next instant the scenario repeats itself, led this time by a slim, tan-blond boy. He moves with a curious slope-shouldered undulation and turns back to beckon imperiously. A beautiful black-haired girl, with eyes that glow violet even at this distance, hurries to him and submissively allows him to guide her rather roughly down to where the others stand. Seen closer, the boy’s face has a look of sleepy, slant-eyed malevolence. The new couple is clad like the first.

“Those shoes will scorch through,” Kip mutters. He raises

his voice. “Here! Bring your bags over here! Come and get in!”

Baramji is sighing mournfully. “How many did you say there are, Cory?”

“Ten— Oh, wait, my audio’s picking something up . . . There may be more. Well, hello!”

On the gangway appears a quite young Human boy, impeccably dressed in a miniversion of a man’s business tunic. His head is topped by an oddly folded garrison cap sporting three gold plumes. Hearing Kip’s calls, he hops off the ramp—his boots, they see, are serviceable, if ornate—and, lugging his bag, he trots over and climbs nimbly into the jitney, giving them a nod and a smile. He has an attractive smile and a manner remarkably composed for one who can’t be over twelve. As soon as he settles, his head turns and he begins watching the four who disembarked before him with a look of worried concern.

Two older men are coming down now. The first is tall, heavily built, with ruddy-gray skin. Behind him limps a small tufty gray-haired gnome, clad in old-fashioned cloak and panters. They seem not to know each other. Both stare about until they locate first the Star and second the baggage chute, before they heed Kip’s call.

More hootings from the port—and then another gasp from Doctor Baramji.

A heavily gilded, curtained rollbed, complete with suspended flasks, batteries, bottles, pumps, and other life-support equipment, appears on the ramp, reluctantly guided by a young Moom ship boy. Pacing beside it comes a cloud of tawny gold-sparked veiling, which reveals rather than hides a woman.

And such a woman! Small, with flawless, creamy skin, glowing black eyes that speak of antique harems, luxuriant dark curls teased into what Cory suspects is the style beyond the style, a bursting bosom above a hand-span waist, and ripe oval haunches. Her hands are tiny and heavily jeweled, and

her equally tiny toes are velvet-clad. Cory judges her to be just beyond first youth. One of her small hands keeps possessive hold on the rollbed, though she is in obvious distress on the gangplank. Her sweet voice can be heard thanking the Moom; there is, of course, no reply.

Baramji’s binoculars fall to the jitney floor with a thud. “There’s a patient in there!” he exclaims hoarsely, vaulting out, and heads for the vision’s side at a dead run.

“Woo-ee,” says Kip. “I’d like to know which gods Bram prayed to.”

Baram’s arrival on the gangplank is greeted by a brilliant smile so compounded of relief, admiration, and seduction that they can see him all but melting into the rollbed for support. Both Korsos chuckle benignly.

“I gather the patient is no threat,” Kip says. “Listen, okay with you if I risk the tires one more time to get the freight trailer closer to that rollbed? The Moom will never help us, we can’t roll it through this stuff, and I have a hunch it weighs a ton.”

“Green, go. Oh, look. Something’s still going on,” Cory says as they plow through the ring of half-live ashes. The port stays open above them, emitting sounds of Moom and Human discord.

Just as they draw up by the rollbed, a disheveled and angry-looking young blond fellow emerges onto the gangway. Behind him comes a tall, dark, narrow-shouldered man who looks to be in his thirties and is wearing a long, severe dark cloak.

Halfway down, the blond wheels around and shakes his fist at the port. “I’ll sue you!” he yells. “I’ll sue the line! You’ve ruined my life work—putting me off on some pissass planet I never heard of, when all my vouchers say Grunions Rising!” He brandishes a fistful of travel slips and jerks at his modish sports tabard, which is on crooked. “The University will sue you for this!”

There is no response from inside.


Meanwhile the cloaked man steps around the vociferator and continues on down the ramp. Though he makes no outcry, his thin lips are very compressed, and there’s a glare in his close-set dark eyes. The high collar of his cloak is ornamented with parallel silver zigzags, and his boots have the same emblem on their cuffs, giving his outfit the look of an unknown uniform.

Ignoring Kip, he heads straight to the freight chute. The blond, after a confused look around, shouts, “Make sure my luggage comes off!” and goes to the chute, too.

“Oh, hey,” says Kip. “I just remembered. Do you know what that is, in the cloak? An Aquaman!”

“A what?” says Cory. “Aqua—water—you mean those people with gills? I’ve never seen one close up.”

“You’d think he’d be going to Grunions.”

“Yes . . . well, it does look as though there’s been some kind of a mix-up.”

“On a Moom ship? Not likely.”

Meanwile a white-clad figure with flaming red hair has appeared at the top of the ramp—a slim girl with ship officer’s insigne on her shirt. She’s carrying a small bag. It can only be the ship’s Logistics Officer. Apparently there are no more Human passengers left on board, so she can stop over at Damiem until the ship comes back from Grunions Rising to pick them all up again.

What can have gone wrong with the passengers for Grunions?

As soon as the girl’s feet touch the ground, the gangway snaps up and the port slams. Only the freight chute is still open.

“And that makes thirteen,” Cory says. “She must have decided to get off here to see the Star and rejoin the ship when it comes back.”

“Nice-looking kid, and some hair,” says Kip. “Look, I’m going to have to help Bram push that thing aboard. The Moom freight crew will do the bags but they won’t touch this. All right?” He gets out, shouting, “All you folks, grab

your bags and get aboard this jitney as fast as you can! That Moom shuttle will take off on their schedule even if you’re standing right under the tubes. Formalities later—right now it’s all aboard!”

The two senior men have found their luggage and are docilely carrying it to the jitney; the small pixielike old man has one of the new and very expensive floaters on his bag so he can manage despite his limp. But the bald red-clad cameraman bustles up to Kip.

“I am Zannez!”

“Congratulations. Get in.”

“I see you don’t understand, Myr ... ah, Korso is it? These four young people are Galactically famous hologrid stars. You must have heard of the Absolutely Perfect Commune?”

“No, nor you, either.”

“Hey, kids! We’ve finally hit the frontier! Nobody here knows us.”

“I know you’re going to have four Galactically fried show stars if you don’t let me get you away from this ship.”

“But we need a car for ourselves, of course.”

“Sorry, no go. We have a small electric work-car, but even if there was someone to bring it, there’s no possible time before that ship takes off and flames the lot of you.”

“Yes, I gather there’s need for haste. But surely there’s time for one brief shot of the planet chief greeting the kids?”

“Well, if it’s really brief. Cory, can you come over a minim?”

“Oh, no, not you,” Zannez snaps at her. “Get back.”

Kip comes very close to him.

“Listen, whoever you are. That lady you just yelled at is the Planetary Administrator. And incidentally my mate. Either you change your tone or she’ll have you pulled out of here by Patrol ship and kept in the brig until the Moom come back. She can also impound all your gear; so can I.”

“Uh-oh,” said Zannez, not sounding too abashed. He

stares intently at Cory for an instant, taking in the long tanned legs, the well-filled shorts below the trim waist, the queenly shoulders and throat exposed by her sunshirt. “Look, she’s fantastic, it isn’t that. But having a lady chief makes it seem . . . well, not so wild. And a double host figure will get the audience confused. My apologies, ma’am, I certainly do want a shot of you—but couldn’t your mate just greet the kids beside the ship—in your name, say?”

“Oh, for—great Apherion!—here: Hello, hello, hello, hello, hello,” Kip says. “Now, do you want to get cooked alive or get in the jitney? I’m not risking the others for you.”

But Zannez wasn’t through. “I want them up beside you in the front.”

“No way. We have instruments to run. You get places like everybody else.”

“Well, can I at least group them in back? That way I can frame them like they were alone.”

“All right, go on in back.”

Zannez, pushing into the jitney with his load of gear, suddenly sees the young boy.

“Oh, no! I don’t believe it.”

“Oh, yes.” The boy smiles. “Why not? Others wish to see the Star, too, you know.”

Groaning and shaking his head, Zannez turns to focus on his charges getting in. As she passes, the blonde girl murmurs, “Funny. I dreamed I saw him.”

Zannez grunts and then demands of Kip, “Is that trailer with that bed thing going to stay in our view? Couldn’t you leave it along the way and come back for it?”

“If anybody gets left, it’ll be you,” Kip says levelly and turns away to help Baramji secure the bed.

Zannez moves to the back of the jitney behind his four stars, yelling at Baramji. “Hey, Myr whatever, keep out of sight, you’ll ruin the shots. Myr Korso, please tell him to scrooch down if he has to be there.”

“Scrooch down yourself,” Baram yells back. “And point

your stuff up. Don’t you know that if you see any Dameii, which isn’t likely with the noise you’re making, they’ll be up? Up in the trees, like most life here. Now, Kip, go slow. What’s in here is delicate.”

As Zannez subsides, Cory sings out, “Thirteen aboard. All set? Anybody missing any luggage?”

No one speaks.

“Green, then, go. Kip, take us out.”

The jitney motors howl up, and it begins to move, faster and faster. “Gods help those tires now,” says Kip. “We run on the rims if we have to.”

A Moom voice speaks from the radio. The jitney picks up even more speed, rocking from side to side.

“Take it easy, take it easy, Kip!” Baramji shouts from the trailer.

“Can’t!” Kip yells back.

They are barely at the edge of the burn when a rumble starts in the tubes of the shuttle behind them.

“Hang on!” The jitney, lurching and leaping, rockets toward the rise and finally plunges down into shelter among the streamer-trees beyond. The passengers can see flame and steam rolling over the ground they were on.

With a head-splitting boom, the old shuttle stands up on its pillar of flame and accelerates ever faster away from Damiem. Kip drops speed, and the jitney runs relatively smoothly over the rock ruts. The spaceport road has never been graded.

“Another nice peaceful disembarcation party,” Cory remarks. “Moom style.”

“Do you see what I mean now, Zannez?” Kip calls. He has checked the rearview a couple of times. Each time he looks, Zannez is holding some perilous position, shooting, panning, changing lenses; he has managed to get out another camera.

“You know, Cor, despite the fellow’s horrible personality, I think we have to give him marks for dedication.”

“I guess the pushiness goes with the profession.” She

can’t resist adding, “Did you notice, beautiful as those young people are, there’s a kind of unnatural quality? Everything exaggerated. And so thin!”

“Yes, I’ve seen it before. I don’t need any hologrid stars when I have you, Coryo.”

“Ahh, Kip. ... I wonder how Bram’s doing?”

“Well, at least his dream-houri managed to hang on. Just for your information, that stuff she’s wearing is real, or I never had a course in mineralogy. That’s one ferocious lot of Galactic credits we’re towing. But what do you suppose is in that rollbed? I couldn’t get a peep.”

“We’ll find out at the hostel.”

“We’ll find out a lot of things. I hope we like them.”






II

NOVA MINUS 19 HOURS:

Meetings

The road improves. Damiem’s yellow sun is rising through a pink fleece of fine-weather cloudlets and igniting little rainbows in all the dewy foliage. The steamer-trees give way to flowering shrubs and light green bird-trees. Many of the mobile bird-leaves take off and flap curiously after the jitney. As usual, the tourists love this; even the dour Aquaman brightens as some leaves settle for a brief rest on the edge of the jitney near him.

“They’ll get bored and go back to their trees when we’ve gone inside,” Cory explains. “Well, here we are. Damiem Station Hostel. The Star will rise over the lake in back. We’ll watch from the deck on the lakeside.”

They have drawn up in a circular driveway, lavishly edged with flowers, in the arc of a crescent-shaped, one-story building. Beyond it the ground falls away abruptly to a forest-edged lake. The hostel consists of a large, high-roofed center hall,

with two short wings of rooms extending from each side. Running along the whole front is a simple open arcade. Atop the central hall is an array of antennae beside a small cupola, clearly an observatory. On the left of the main building is a neat garage and workshop, and on the right is a grove of fern-leafed trees, up among whose branches can be glimpsed a woven treehouse. All roofs are of thatch.

The main double doors of the center lounge stand open, or rather, their lower halves do; as the tourists approach they can see that the doors have a second upper section, which can be opened to at least twice Human height, and the front arcade rises accordingly there.

“How perfectly charming,” the gnomelike little man exclaims.

Zannez is panning his camera. “Natives build this?” he inquires.

“No,” says Cory. “You’re looking at the builders of most of it. The previous man, the first Guardian, just put up two main rooms. And we do not, repeat not, call people natives. The people of this world are the Dameii. As you may have noticed, a Damei family lives in those trees beside us, but it’s for mutual instruction only. They do no menial work. Those of you who are able will unload and carry your own bags. We’ll help you all we can, but the addition of three unexpected people means we have to scurry about making some end rooms habitable. Kippo, why don’t you take them in and sort them out while I do some of the preliminary scurrying?”

“All right, honey,” says Kip, “but don’t overdo it. I’m here for that. . . . Very well, Myrrin, welcome to Damei Hostel. The lounge awaits you with edible refreshments and light drink—and I do mean light; alcohol so soon after cold-sleep drugs will flatten you. You might even miss the Star. We’ve developed a Damei soft drink I think you’ll like.”

He’s ushering them in as he speaks, to the large central hall or lounge. It is walled chiefly with translucent vitrex. On the left side is a long, beautifully grained and polished wooden

bar, plus other housekeeping facilities; on the right is a small circular staircase obviously leading to the observatory on the roof. Directly opposite are vitrex double doors opening onto the deck over the lake. They are flanked by two rooms which seem to be the staff’s permanent quarters. The one on the left has a red cross on the door, an old symbol still recognizable as meaning a place of medical aid. The room on the right has “Admin.” on the doorplate.

As they move to the chairs around the bar their footsteps echo oddly. Looking up, they see why: the underside of the thatch is lined with heavy antirad shielding.

Kip has unfolded a computer readout and laid it on the bar, glancing at it as he passes around trays of snacks and tidbits, and pours a golden drink into exquisite shell-form glasses.

“These glasses are Damei work,” he tells them. “They’ve been into glass for hundred of generations before . . . uh . . . contact. Now let’s introduce ourselves formally, and I’ll play a guessing game—the Moom finally passed over a rudimentary passenger list. Your hostess, and the boss here, is Corrisón Estreèl-Korso, Federation Administrator. I’m Kipruget Korso-Estreèl, Deputy Administrator and Damei Liaison. The Medical Officer over there is Senior Xenopathologist Balthasar Baramji ap Bye, known as Doctor Baram. Don’t let the white hair fool you. We’re all three officially charged with guarding the Dameii, after the atrocities inflicted on them by Humans were discovered and forcibly stopped, and we have Patrol backup on call.”

“Now”—he bows to the vision in beige veils—“would I be correct in assuming I address the Marquise Lady Parda—uh, sorry: Parda-lee-anches, that’s Lady Pardalianches, of Rainbow’s End?”

She graciously acknowledges it.

“And ... ah, sister? No name is given.”

“Yes. My sister here is the Lady Paralomena, my poor twin. She suffered a terrible riding accident some years back. It’s left her helpless but conscious—you must believe that,

Myr Korso, some people won’t. Luckily I have the resources to keep her healthy and stimulated, against the day, which will come—I know it will—when she wakens fully. I’ve brought her here in the hopes that some of this extraordinary radiation from your Star will help her where doctors can’t.”

Kip approaches the curtained bed.

“May I see her, Lady Pardalianches? It’s not just idle curiosity—though I am curious—but you could be concealing an armed man or a dangerous animal in there.”

“Oh, what an idea! My poor darling. Very well, if you must.” Delicately she opens the curtains before him an inch or two. Kip looks in, and his eyes widen before he draws back.

“One—one would swear she was sleeping. And very beautiful.”

“Oh, yes, Myr Korso. I see you are sympathetic. She is just sleeping. But there’s more to it than that. Did you notice her gold mesh cap?”

“Ah, only dimly.”

“I wear one just like it, under my coiffure.” She touches her thick curls. “We experience everything together. It is the product of the highest science. I will not let her become a vegetable.”

Kip gulps. “Of course not.”

“And now,” says the Lady, “since we are both very tired after this demanding trip, might I ask to go to whatever room is ready? Anything will do. I have my own bed linen, of course.”

“We’ve assigned you Suite A.” Kip points left, beyond the bar. “The name’s a joke; there isn’t any Suite B. Doctor Baram sleeps there normally. Perhaps he’ll help make you comfortable.”

Baramji, sitting proprietarily beside the rollbed, all but drops his plate as he leaps up.

“I’ll help you, of course, my lady. Any time.”


The rest of the group watch them exit, in somewhat stunned silence, and all eyes go to Kip.

“She really was beautiful—like a healthy, sleeping fifteen-year-old. But if they’re twins—this thing must have been going on twenty years. It gives me cold shudders. And that’s absolutely all I’m going to say about that. Now, taking the easiest one next—Zannez Beorne and four actors, sexes mixed.”

The strange-looking blond boy lets out a nasal chuckle. The grid-show people have grouped themselves at the far end of the bar.

“That’s right,” says Zannez. “Now this may sound freaky to you, but it’s been so long since I’ve been among people who didn’t know the Absolutely Perfect Commune—I mean, billions of viewers all over the Grid tune in every night, sometimes I think they know the Commune better than their own families. So I’ve sort of lost the art of introduction. I’m Zannez Beorne—nobody uses the last name—cameraman and production manager for these four. Girls first, I guess.” He places a finger on top of the silver-blonde’s head, as though he were going to twirl her. “May I present Stareem Fada? Our Star—one of them.”

“Hi.” Charmingly modest smile from the blonde.

Kip notices that the small boy is smiling, too, leaning back from his plate and looking around with a calmly challenging air. What’s with him?

“And this young lady”—Zannez tips back so they can see the black-haired beauty —“is Eleganza.”

The brunette smiles obediently but suddenly bursts out, “I’m not Eleganza! I’m Bridey McBannion.”

Zannez grunts. “And you’ll end up cooking slosh for two hundred kids in a welfare kitchen, Bridey. If you can do better than Eleganza, which I admit is not sublime, there’s just time to go ahead. But Bridey McBannion—if I hear that again—”


The very black youth cuts in. “Myr Zannez, take it easy. You have me.”

“And may the gods bless you. Myrrin, may I present Hannibal Ek, who was born to Caesar and Jocelyn Ek and christened Hannibal in the tenth diocese of Orange World. Hannibal Ek; E-k. . . . And this is Snake Smith.”

“We’re together,” Hannibal says. “I like to make things clear.”

“He’s not really Snake Smith, either,” Zannez says. “But he was born to carny folk who changed his name so often I don’t think anybody knows what it really is. I don’t.”

“I do,” Snake Smith says. “And if anybody every finds out and uses it, I’ll kill them.” Suddenly the malevolent, sleepily lethal look drops over his features like a mask. Kip sees with surprise that it is a mask. Unless the boy deliberately assumes that look, which seems to be his grid-show persona, he is a perfectly normal, rather cheerful and friendly-looking young Human, wherever he got those picturesque slant eyes. Catching Kip’s eye on him, he laughs pleasantly and then switches it to his nasty snicker.

“Well, that wraps us up,” Zannez says. “Somehow I don’t think the Lady Pardalianches will mind having missed us. But I’m going to mind not hearing the rest of you firsthand, because, Kippo, I want your permission to take the kids around and do some shooting now. This may be the last day things look normal. But if our rooms aren’t ready, can we help?”

“No,” says Kip. “Yours are three that are ready. Just go down the arcade past Suite A and you’ll find numbers one, two, and three—that’s all there are on that side. Or better, come out on the deck here and go in from there—all the rooms open onto the deck as well as the arcade.” He waves them toward the far doors opening on the lake view.

As they rise, Zannez remembers something. “Oh, by the by, what was that spectacular, big purple tarantula that jumped off the trailer just as we got here? About ye huge ...” He

spreads his hands a chair’s width apart. “If it’s a pet, I’d love a shot of it—but not when I’m in the dark.”

“Pet spiders?’ says the brunette on a high note.

Kip is frowning.

“No, that’s no pet,” he says slowly and smiles at the girl. “But if we had pets, they’d almost have to be arachnoid— spiderlike—’ cause all the ground beasties here of any size are. You sure it was purple, Myr Zannez?”

“Honor bright. I was lucky, I picked it up in the viewfinder. Why, did we catch something special?”

“In a way, yes. They’re very rare. But perfectly harmless— Cor actually managed to pat another one we ran into. But the Dameii are scared out of their wits by them, they believe them to be an omen of death, only worse. ... I can’t think what it was doing with the trailer, unless it has a nest in the garage. Oh, bother; that means I’ll have to root it out and carry it to some safe place, before our Dameii see it and leave. Cory’ll have fits, she’d love to see the young. . . . You really did get a lucky shot.”

“What’s worse than death?” asks the slant-eyed lad lightly.

“This is serious, to them,” Kip replies in an odd tone. “Not like our thing about white gattos. I must ask officially, all, keep this to yourselves. And now, Myr Zannez”—Kip had ushered them out to the deck—“you’re welcome to shoot anything you like so long as you stay away from the Damei grove and house—hear me? And don’t get too involved because we plan a visit to the Damei village just before noon. The days are thirty Standard hours long here, see. You’ll have plenty of time for a rest before we start Star-watching— No, wait, please,” he says to the boy, who has been watching alertly and is following Zannez’ group. “You haven’t been introduced.”

“Of course.” The lad smiles, goes back, and applies himself anew to the refreshments.

The plump blond young man who had threatened to sue speaks up. “It must be our rooms that aren’t ready.”


“And mine,” adds the red-haired ship’s officer.

“Well, yes,” Kip says to her. “Although you’re no problem, Myr . . . Linnix, is it? You go in my study next door here, after I get some biological specimens off the bed. . . . But wait, this list doesn’t give you any other name.”

“I haven’t an agreed-on one,” Linnix says. She shakes her flaming head, as though a fly were bothering her. “So everyone just uses Linnix. Even the payroll.” She grins. “Back in the world of computers I get Linnix MFN NCN or even NN Linnix. Which confuses everybody. I am rather tired, though, and we’ve been through quite a mess, as Myr Yule and Doctor Hiner will tell you. If you’d let me move your materials, I would appreciate a quiet lie-down.”

“By all means—here, I’ll give you a hand,” Kip says, and escorts Linnix out the other wing to the small bedroom he’s been using as a lab. They find Cory has already cleared living space.

“I’ll call you in time for the trip.” He draws the curtains to darken the room. “Nighty night.”

“Thank you,” comes her sleepy voice.

A good kid, he thinks. But what was this foul-up?

When he returns, the blond youth, who turns out to be named Mordecai Yule, is bursting to enlighten him. “Grunions Rising! See, everyone!” He fans his handful of vouchers.

Kip knows Grunions Rising only as the next and last world in the line, out here at the Rim. A water world. “What, you’re a student of aquatic worlds? Are you and, ah, Doctor Hiner together?”

“I never saw him in my life before this happened,” the thin, dark Aquaman says scornfully. “I am a member of an official survey team compiling a Galaxywide report on worlds suitable for colonization. Our mandate is to make the first— and, I may say, sorely needed—truly comprehensive update of the Aquatica Galactica. I appear here alone because, when we had completed our joint work on the A and B candidate planets, it was voted to disperse and individually cover the C

class, which includes very distant, or dubiously reported, or otherwise questionable candidates. I selected Grunions Rising as the last stop in the list, which I have already compiled.

“And now to my inexpressible dismay I find myself disembarked on your planet here, which is of absolutely no interest, and am told that I cannot reenter cold-sleep in time to continue to Grunions. And if I wait over here for the next Rim ship, I shall not only upset the schedules of the whole team, but shall fail to make my contribution to a newly found candidate in the Hyades complex for which we have high hopes.

“A complete, disgusting disaster. Damage to my work, and doubtless to my reputation—damage to the work of the team, waste of project funds—and all of it quite irreparable. It can only be due to sloppiness—inexcusable sloppiness on the part of that young woman who calls herself an officer. Oh, she brandished two empty Grunions syrettes—but it would have been the work of a minim to empty their contents down the waster, and get rid of two incriminating used Damiem syrettes. There’s no explanation other than blaming a company which has never, I repeat, never—have you ever known a case?—been known to foul up. And I shall certainly see that the A. A. initiates a strong request for disciplinary action against her. We Aquamen are not to be so treated with impunity, I assure you!”

He folds his arms.

“Well, I admit it looks bad,” says Kip. “But let’s not be too hasty in judging the kid. After all, people in chemical companies sometimes slip up just like individual people. ... I take it this is more or less your case, Myr Yule?”

“Oh, it’s worse—much worse—for me. Hiner has his doctorate and his rep, and if he has to, he can wait for the next ship. But I’m on a predoctoral research grant with a time limit—and I just don’t know what I’m going to do, Myr Korso.”

From rage he has turned nearly to tears.


“The Grunions Rising bit was the centerpiece of my whole dissertation—I chose it partly because no one’d been near it since the old A.G., and now you’re going to cover it, Hiner. You’ll probably be in print before I even get there—if I get there at all—and in short I’m ruined. Just ruined. Oh, that intolerable smug girl and her syrettes—”

He breaks off to heave sigh after sigh.

Kip thinks he should at least feel sympathetic, but somehow he finds himself disliking both of them. The prospect of housing one or both until the next ship dismays him.

“We’ll see what we can do with messages, for both of you,” he makes himself say heartily. “And it’s conceivable the Patrol might help. Meanwhile, you’ve at least been dropped off here just as a celestial event of very great interest is about to occur, and you’re on a planet many people would give an arm and a leg to visit.”

So they are, he says to himself. And with no security check.

“And I’m puzzled, too,” he concludes. “I’ve simply never heard of a destination failure before, and I don’t know anyone who has. Have you Myrrin”— he turns to the two older men—“ever heard of such a thing?”

“No,” says the tall, heavyset man expressionlessly.

“Never,” declares the gnome. “Never, never, never! And I don’t think the girl did it, either. Practically speaking, people who are liable to make mistakes of that order don’t make just one. And she’d never have risen to Senior Logistics Officer if she’d made any such mistakes—not to mention a trail of them. ... By the way, you must be puzzled as to which of us is which—I’m Doctor Aristrides Ochter, a very amateur student of novas in my old age. My former work, from which I retired five Standard years ago, was in neocybernetic theory. But novas have always fascinated me, so I thought to spend what time I have left”— he glances at his thigh—“in going actually to see some. I have no family

to save for, you see. And I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to tonight!”

“And then you are Myr . . .?” Kip addresses the taciturn man.

“Ser Xe Vovoka,” the stranger corrects him. Apparently feeling that something more is really called for, Vovoka adds slowly, “I am an artist ... a light-sculptor.” He smiles briefly, which changes his whole face.

Kip recalls that “Ser” is a technical honorific, somewhere beyond “Doctor.” Not to call him “Myr.”

He turns to the boy, who has been listening carefully, his plumed cap on his knees, while he finishes his fourth helping of snacks.

“Then you must be Prince Pao?”

The lad—he looks nearer eleven, even ten, than twelve— nods.

“May we know your first name, Prince?”

“That’s it.” The boy swallows and grins. “Prince-Prince Pao, if you wish to be technical. Simplifies things. I’m a student of everything, before I must return home to my duties.” His smile vanishes momentarily. “I’m praying for long life to the present ruler. Pavo’s only a small world principality, but it’s sort of a diplomatic, financial, and arbitration center. . . . Problems!” He flings back his hair and slaps on his ornate cap so the gold feathers dance. “Right now I long to watch stars!”

“Stars ... I see,” echoes Kip. But he’s not sure that he does. “Well, then perhaps you won’t mind the quarters we prepared for you, up in the observatory? It’s only a cot.”

“Fantastic!” The little prince points. “Up there?”

“Right.”

The lad picks up his small, costly looking kit-bag and commences hauling it up the circular stairs. “No help needed, thanks. I had it packed light.”

He vanishes above as Cory comes striding in, rolling down her sleeves.


“Well, I have things just about livable for you two young men, assuming Kip helps me move a bed, and that you two can room together. You’re ...?”

“Doctor Nathaniel Hiner and Myr Mordecai Yule,” Kip tells her.

They nod glum assent to sharing space.

“It’s the very end room on the east wing.” Cory gestures toward the wing where Linnix sleeps. “You’ll find sawdogs and vitrex make very nice tables.”

“You shouldn’t have done all that, honey. Do I assume that Ser Vovoka here and Doctor Ochter have their separate rooms now?”

“Absolutely. The two between your lab and the end one. That’s where the bed gets moved out. Come right along with me, one and all.”

“I hear and obey,” little Ochter says gaily. The others, silent and unmerry, hoist their bags and follow her along the arcade to their respective rooms. Vovoka is next to Linnix, Ochter beyond, and Yule with Hiner at the end. The extra bed is in Vovoka’s small room. It’s of a native wood, and very heavy; Kip and Cory strain to jockey it out.

No one offers to help, until Vovoka abruptly drops his bag and seizes the bed by its middle. Amazed, the two find themselves all but towed with it out into the arcade.

“Thank you,” Cory gasps. “My heavens, Ser Vovoka, you are strong!”

But she’s speaking to a closed door. The artist has dropped the bed in the arcade and retired into his room.

“Well!” says Kip. “Myr Yule, Doctor Hiner, since this bed is for one of you, perhaps you might give us a hand?”

“If only I could,” says lame old Doctor Ochter, staring meaningfully at Yule.

Thus encouraged, the pair put down their bags and the bed is soon in the unfinished room, which now looks pleasantly habitable.

“A minim, Myrrin,” Kip says as Ochter leaves. “Most

regrettably, the regs say we must inspect your luggage. No choice. Everyone else went through it back at Central. It’d be actionable if we don’t.”

“Oh for—! This is the last straw,” Yule cries. “Of all the damned insults—on top of everything—”

“And search us, too, perhaps?” Hiner inquires viciously.

“Not at all.” Kip steps behind him. “Sorry.” With deftness acquired in wartime days, he runs his hands down Hiner’s flinching body, pats his pouches.

“We hate it a lot more than you do.” Cory has hoisted their bags onto the new vitrex table. “If only they’d give me a scanner. We do appreciate your cooperation.”

Yule’s and Hiner’s faces are making it plain that their “cooperation” relates chiefly to Kip’s commanding height and both Korsos’ notably superior condition.

Their persons reveal nothing, and their bags hold only the normal travel items plus a mass of multimodal recording equipment and water-planet gear. It disconcerts the Korsos for a minim when they realize that no oxy tanks, pumps, or scuba gear are in Hiner’s bags. Of course! All Hiner has to do is to uncover his gills and dive in. Spooky.

Kip recalls illustrations; Aquafolk’s gill-covers ride on two large, fleshy masses running down from under the ears past the collarbones. The covers are hard and horny and open along one side, like clamshells, to flood water in over the oxygenating tissues. That’s why Aquapeople wear big high collars, like Hiner’s cloak, on land.

The Aquaform is a long-ago Human genetic engineering triumph, which breeds true. They’re interfertile with ordinary Humans but, both by circumstance and desire, seldom mingle socially. Briefly, Kip wonders what the women are like. . . .

Meanwhile Cory has been rooting among Hiner’s coldsuits and runs onto some gas propellant cans that could shoot anything.

‘What are these, Doctor Hiner?”

“Pure oxygen—in case I get into dead water, swamp and so

on. . . . Really, are you going to mess up everything I packed?”

Kip sees Cory frown and knows she’s wishing hard for that scanner. Anything could be in those assorted containers—not to mention the linings, pads, handles, and the unfamiliar electronic equipment.

“That’s lovely music, I envy you,” Cory says pleasantly, reading a title.

“Don’t paw that. Be careful,” Hiner snaps.

Kip clears his throat.

On the last bag, Cory pulls out a bronze-and-glass object and sniffs. “Myr Yule, what is this?”

“An antique hookah,” Yule answers sullenly. “My water-pipe.”

“It burns plant leaves?”

“Plant? Oh, yes.”

“I’m sorry, but we must hold this for you while you’re here. You didn’t know, of course, but the Dameii are violently sensitive to any form of carbohydrate smoke. Do you have any other smoking materials?”

“No. Oh—a few cheroots.”

“I’ll take them if I may, please. And perhaps you’ll check your pockets. Combustion lighters are just as dangerous.”

“But I won’t smoke near them! I enjoy a pipe at bedtime, and they won’t be coming in here.”

Kip takes over. “Look, we wouldn’t do this if it wasn’t necessary. When Myr Cory says ‘violently sensitive’ she means it. Adult Dameii can be knocked over merely by being in a room where people smoked some days ago. Actual smoke is like a blow on the head—it might kill a child. Why do you think we use an electric car? We can’t even lubricate it with hydrocarbons. Fire is their worst nightmare-symbol.” He decides not to add the part about burning wings.

“We’ve finally persuaded one Damei family to live near Humans, and we’re not about to permit them to be driven off. I can sympathize with you, I smoked before I came here.

But you will please hand over all burnable or combustible materials right now. You’ll get them safely back when you leave.”

Docilely enough, Yule collects a handful of foil-wrapped objects Cory had taken for CO2-indicator cartridges.

“And you, Myr—Doctor Hiner?”

“Don’t smoke . . . but if they’re so sensitive, how do you get your electricity? Assuming you have hydrogen generators like everyone, how do you heat the hydride?”

Hiner isn’t stupid.

“There’s a Federation power-cell buried three hundred meters under the hostel. They had to run the shaft in from the cliffside, under water.”

Hiner whistles.

“Yes. But nothing was too costly to repair the situation here. You’ll hear about that.”

Hiner nods ungraciously, and Cory and Kip depart after delivering one more severe warning to Yule.

“That baby has held out a few,” Kip tells her as the door clashes to. “I know smokers. Lucky the V’yrre wind is on; it’s blowing away from them to us.”

“That’s why Wyrra built there.” Cory smiles worriedly. “I wish I hadn’t put those two on the Damei end. Maybe I—”

“Maybe you can sit down.” Kip lays firm hold of his mate’s arm to prevent her doing more and fairly hauls her back to the lounge, singing out, “Visit to the Damei village just before solar noon. You’ll be called.”

Looking out on the drive, they glimpse Zannez and his troupe, en route to their rooms in the other wing.

“And what do we call them?” Cory murmurs, only half-facetiously, as they reach their own private chamber behind the “Admin.” door.

“One fairly strange kettle of fish,” Kip says reflectively. “Still, remember that lot of Sleeping-God worshippers we got first time?”


“Whew!” Cory shakes out her rich brown hair.

“I wonder if we’ll ever see Bram again?” Kip’s tone changes. “Speaking of which, if the Planet Administrator has a moment, I have a problem requiring her undivided attention. ...”

A wordless time later, Cory pulls back.

“A minim, darling—I have to go up and call the Patrol.”

“Huh? What for?”

“To get that uncleared pair off-planet.”

“What?” Kip recaptures her. “Wait, honey. Think. Aren’t you overreacting? What makes you think their story’s not straight? I saw no signs they were together, or that they didn’t loathe being here. Did you? Hmm?”

“No. But cold-sleep just doesn’t fail by itself, Kip. I asked the Log Officer, she’d never heard of a mislabeling case. And two at once, right here, on the one planet where Central clearances are essential.”

“Two is just as likely as one, when you think of it. And it’s made by Human hands. Everything Human slips a bit, sooner or later.”

“Granted. But the fact remains that I’d be letting two unauthorized strangers stay on Damiem.”

“Well, go ahead. But Dayan won’t thank you, he’s taking the cruiser over by that new Grid-relay asteroid so his men can catch the games. And the Moom ship will be back almost as soon . . . Oh, honey, come on.”

Cory sighs deeply, looking into her lover’s eyes. She knows she’s overfond, but what he says is true.

“You really, really think it’s all right, Kip?”

“I really, really do, Cory my love.”

“Well . . . okay, then. Oh, Kip—”

Later, she contents herself with putting the facts on the routine-channel landing report, attention Captain Dayan of Rimshot.
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