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The humanoid —man’s ul-

timate mechanical tri-

umph and perfect servant,
so flawlessly effective and self-regenerative as
to stifle mankind into impotence and eventual
enslavement— was the invention of Jack
Williamson in one of the finest science fiction
novels of all times, The Humanoids. Now,
more than thirty years later, Williamson writes
again of that ultra-mechanical race, this time
pursuing a fugitive remnant of humans to the
galactic outpost of Kai, one of two planets in
the binary sun system of Cat and Dragon. Keth
Kyrone, son of the one member of Kai’s ruling
body who still believes in the menace of the
humanoids, grows up in the shadow of that
menace and inadvertently comes upon the
secret force that could constitute man’s only
hope of defeating the machines. As the
humanoids arrive and begin to take over, ma-
nipulating mankind’s very belief in their pres-
ence, Keth undertakes the mission, sometimes
alone and sometimes in concert with his dis-
credited father, to awaken his race to what is
happening to them. Wonderfully imaginative
and consistently fast-paced, The Humanoid
Touch represents a marvelous return for Jack
Williamson to his classic subject and one of the
great touchstones of science fiction: the final
confrontation of man and machine. It is a new
peak for a masterful storyteller.
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Humanoids Self-directed robots invented to serve and
guard mankind.

Keth loved the suntimes. Thirty days of light and freedom,
while the kind sun climbed and paused and sank. He loved the
clean smell and cool feel of the wind and the sky’s blazing won-
der. In the first sharp days before the thaw, there was ice for
skates and snow for sleds, but he loved the warmer days more.
The excitement of green things shooting up, sunbuds exploding
into rich-scented bloom, great golden-sweet melons ripe at last.
Best of all, he loved the Sunset festival, with the leaves burning
red, and gifts and games, and all he wanted to eat.

The moontimes were not so nice, because the ice storms after
Sunset drove everybody back underground. Thirty days in the
narrow tunnel places, where he was always cold and just a little
hungry, with lessons to learn and no fun but the gym. He hated
the dark and the cold and the black humanoids.

“Demon machines!”

Nurse Vesh used them to frighten him when he was slow to
mind her. She was a tall, skinny woman with a frowny face and
cold, bony hands. Her husband was dead on Malili, where Keth
was born, and she blamed the humanoids.

“Bright black machines, shaped like men.” Her voice was
hushed and ugly when she spoke about them. “Sometimes they
pretend to be men. They can see in the dark and they never
sleep. They’re watching and waiting, up there on the moon.
They’ll get you, Keth, if you dare disobey me.”

She made him fear the moontimes, when Malili either stood
alone or sometimes hung beside the red-blazing Dragon, never
moving in the cold, black sky. He could feel the cruel minds of
the humanoids always fixed upon him, even through the rock
and snow above the tunnels. Sometimes in bed he woke sweat-
ing and sick from a dream in which they had come down to
punish him.

Sometimes he lay awake, wishing for a safer place to hide, or
even for a way to stop them. Men must have made them, if they
were machines, though he couldn’t guess why. Perhaps when he
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was old enough he could build machines strong enough to
fight them.

“They’ll never get me,” he boasted once. “I'll find a way to
beat them.” :
“Shhh!” Her pale eyes mocked him. “Nobody stops the hu-
manoids. Ten trillion machines swarming everywhere but here!
They know everything. They can do anything.” She chilled him
with her bitter, thin-lipped smile. “They’ll get you, Keth, if you

don’t mind me, just like they got your poor, dear mother.”

He couldn’t remember his mother or Malili or anything be-
fore Nurse Vesh had come with his father back from Malili to
keep him clean and dole out his quotas and make him mind.

“What did they do—" The look on her face dried up his
whisper, and he had to get his breath. “What did they do to my
mother?” '

“She went looking for a braintree.” Nurse Vesh didn’t say
what a braintree was. “Outside the perimeter. Into jungles full
of humanoids and dragon bats and heathen nomads. Never got
back. You might ask”—her voice went brittle and high—‘“ask
your father!”

He was afraid to ask his father anything.

“On Malili?”” He shook his head, wishing he dared. “Where
we came from?”

“And where my Jendre died.” Her Jendre had been with his
father on Malili. She wore a thin silver bracelet with his name
on it. Keth had always wondered how the humanoids killed
him, but he couldn’t ask her because she cried whenever she
remembered him. “Ask your father how.” Her voice began to
break, and her white face twitched. “Ask where he got that
scar!”

He wanted to ask why anybody ever went to Malili. It
looked too far and cold for people. He thought it might be bet-
ter just to let the humanoids keep it, but he didn’t say so now
because Nurse Vesh had stopped looking at him. She was lean-
ing with her face against the wall, her lean body shaking. He
tiptoed away, feeling sorry for her.

His father was Crewman Ryn Kyrone. A tall, brown man
who stood very straight in his black uniform and worked in a
hidden back room where Keth couldn’t go. The steel door
stayed shut, with a quick little red-blinking light to remind his
father when it wasn’t locked.



3

Sometimes his father slept in the room and brought Nurse
Vesh quota points for his breakfast, but he was more often
away on Lifecrew business. He never talked about that, or
much about anything else.

Not even about the scar, a long pale seam that zigzagged
down from his hair and split across his jaw. It changed color
when he was angry, and he was often angry. When Keth asked
for more than his quota. When Keth couldn’t tie his boots cor-
rectly. When Keth was afraid to go to bed, because he knew he
would have dreadful dreams about the humanoids.

Keth knew his father must have been hurt on Malili, perhaps
in a terrible fight with the humanoids. They must be very fierce
and cruel if they could hurt a man so strong. Once he asked
Nurse Vesh if his father was afraid. Her face grew tight, and
her pale eyes squinted blankly past him.

“Brave enough,” she muttered. “But he knows the human-
oids.”

The year he was six, she sent him to the gym every morning.
The other kids seemed strange at first, because they laughed
and ran and sometimes whispered when the leader wanted
quiet. They weren’t afraid of anything, and they weren’t nice to
him.

The leader tried to scold them once, explaining that Keth
didn’t know the games because he was born on Malili, but that
only made things worse. They called him “moonbaby” and
mocked the way he talked. One day a larger boy pushed him.

“You'll be sorry!” His voice was shaking, but he didn’t cry.
“My father—" He thought of something better. “The human-
oids will get you!”

“Humanoids, ha!” The boy stuck out his tongue. “A silly old
story.”

“My nurse says—"’

“So baby has a nurse!” The boy came closer, ready to push
him again. “My Dad was an engineer in the Zone, and he says
there’re no humanoids there. He says the rockrust would stop
them.”

Limping home through the cold tunnels, he wondered if that
could be true. What if Nurse Vesh had made up the humanoids,
just to frighten him? He found her in her room, reading a queer
old printbook.



“You aren’t to fight.” She frowned at the blood on his cheek.
“Or did you win? Your father will be angry if you ran.”

“I fell, but it doesn’t hurt at all.” He watched her carefully.
“I was talking to a boy. He says there are no humanoids—"

“He’s a fool.”

Her lips shut tight, and she opened the book to show him a
humanoid. The picture was flat and strange, but the thing in it
looked real. More human than machine, it was sleek and black
and bare, as graceful as a dancer. He thought its lean face
seemed kinder than hers.

“It isn’t ugly.” He studied it, wishing he knew how to read
the golden print on its black chest. “It looks too nice to be
bad.”

“They pretend to be good.” She took the old book from him
and slammed it shut, as if the humanoid had been a bug she
wanted to smash. The puff of dust made him sneeze. “If you
ever fall for any of their tricks, you’ll be another fool.”

He wondered how a machine could trick anybody, but she
didn’t say. He wanted to ask about rockrust and how it could
stop the humanoids, but she didn’t like to talk about Malili.
She scrubbed his cheek and gave him his calorie quota, which
was never enough, and made him do his lessons before he went
to bed.

The next summer he took a recycle route, pulling a little cart
to pick up waste metal and fiber. The tunnels were cold, and
most of the tokens he earned had to be saved for his winter
thermosuit. But one day he found a bright black ball almost the
size of his fist, so shiny it made a little image of his face. It
rolled out of a trash bin, along with the bits of a broken dish
and a worn-out boot.

“A dragon’s egg.” Nurse Vesh shook her skinny head when
he showed it to her. “Bad luck to touch. Better throw it back in
the bin.”

It looked too wonderful to be thrown away, and he asked his
father if it would hatch.

“Not very likely.” His father took it, frowning. “Ten million
years old. But you’ve no business with it, Skipper. It must be
missing from some museum. I’ll see about returning it.”

His father carried it back to that always-locked room and
never spoke about it again. Wondering, he used to search the
moontime sky for the Dragon. It was the sun’s sister star, and
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perhaps the dragons had flown from nests on its queer far
planets to leave their eggs here on Kai.

It would have been exciting to watch it hatch. The baby
dragon would be too small to hurt anybody. And as lovely as
the dark-shining egg, he thought, with glittering diamond wings.

Once he dreamed that it was really hatching while he held
and warmed it in his hands. The thing that crawled out of the
glassy shell wasn’t a dragon; it was a black humanoid.

Another crawled after it, out of the broken shell, and then a
hundred more. They crawled all over him, with clinging icy
feet, and his terror of them froze him so that he couldn’t move
or scream. He was stiff and chilled and sweating in his berth
when Nurse Vesh woke him.

He always shivered when he remembered that dream, but it
had made the egg more strangely splendid than ever. He won-
dered for a long time if it could still be in his father’s room.
One day when he came in from his route the place was very
still. He peeked behind the curtain and saw the red light wink-
ing. He listened and heard no sound. His father and Nurse
Vesh were out.

His hand trembling, he touched the door.

4

2

Cat and Dragon Twin suns of the binary “runaway star”
on whose planets the refugee colonists tried to escape from
the humanoid universe.

The apartment was a branching cave, carved deep in solid rock.
His father’s room was off a long tunnel behind that faded tapes-
try, far at the back. It was very secret. That was why it was hid-
den, and why the gray steel door was so thick, and why the
light winked to warn his father if it was ever disturbed or left
unlocked.

He almost ran when the door swung open, but nothing else
happened. He listened again, but all he could hear was his own
thudding heart. He tiptoed inside to look for the dragon’s egg.

The room seemed very small and bare. A desk with a holo-
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phone. A shelf stacked with huge old flatprint books. Blankets
neatly folded on the narrow cot where his father slept. A rusty
strongbox, with the painted oars of the Lifecrew peeling off the
half-open door.

Breathless, he peered inside. Except for a few spilled quota
tokens and a tall brown bottle, the strongbox was empty. The
dragon’s egg must have gone back to that museum. He was
turning to slip away, when a picture stopped him.

A strange old flat picture, made with rough daubs of colored
paint. The paint had faded, and the silver frame was tarnished
black, but the man in the picture looked alive. Looked like his
father.

The same black hair and the same straight nose. The same
gray eyes, narrowed like his father’s when his father was angry.
But the man in the picture had a thick black beard, and one
band held a queer old projectile gun.

Nurse Vesh was teaching him to read, and he sounded out
the symbols on the darkened silver. Kyrondath Kyrone—

Kyrone! His breath came faster, because that was the name
of the great new starship, and his own name too. He stood a
long time looking, wishing he knew more about his father and
the room and the humanoids.

He jumped when he heard somebody walking, but it was
only Nurse Vesh, getting up from her nap. He scrambled out of
the room and pulled the steel door carefully shut and went on
wondering. Though she and his father never talked about the
starship with his name, he heard more about it from the holo
news and later from his history tapes.

The Kyrone had been in construction out in orbit as long as
he could remember. It was to carry people to settle planets of
the Dragon, which they hoped would be kinder worlds than Kai
and Malili. Later that year, it was ready for the flight. Nobody
said that it might meet dragons, but his father tried to stop it.

One day at lunch Nurse Vesh had the holo news on and he
heard his father speaking to a meeting. The flight had to be
halted, his father said, because the fusion engines would have a
rhodomagnetic effect. The humanoids might detect that and
find the people who had fled from them to the worlds of the
Cat.

Captain Vorn followed his father on the holo, laughing at
such fears. The Cat and the Dragon were moving too fast, and
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the humanoids had been left a thousand years behind. Foolish
fears had kept people trapped too long on Kai and Malili. The
time had come for another bold escape.

He liked the look of Captain Vorn. A tall, lean man with
cool, blue eyes and a quick, brown smile, not afraid of any-
thing. When he spoke next day, his daughter Chelni was with
him. She was a sturdy little girl with straight black hair and a
stubborn chin. He saw they were fond of each other. He never
forgot them.

Or the man with golden hands.

Bosun Brong, his name was. He had come from Malili to be
an engineer on the starship. The newsmen said he had been ex-
posed to bloodrot outside the Zone and lost his natural hands.
The metal hands were shining golden levers, graceful and pow-
erful. The holo showed them bending steel.

In spite of his father, the building of the ship went on. He
used to wish that he had been aboard. Sometimes he dreamed
of the happy new worlds the colonists would find. Happy there,
they would never be hungry or cold. Far from sinister Malili,
they needn’t fear the humanoids.

For half a year, the holo carried news of the flight. When
Vorn reached the Dragon, he found seven planets. The inner
worlds were too hot and dry, and the outer ones were cold gas
giants, but one in between looked fit for people.

The first lander went down toward it, and everybody waited
to hear what the pioneers reported. They never did report. All
signals simply stopped. The newsmen couldn’t guess what had
happened. One Bridgeman wanted to send a rescue expedition,
but the Navarch said it would take too long to build another
starship.

Little Chelni Vorn was on the holo again. Her chin was
white and shaking. She told the newsmen she had wanted to go
with the ship but her mother had kept her on Kai. She blinked
at her tears and said she thought the ship was safe, because her
father had carried a dragon’s egg to make good luck.

“Luck?” Nurse Vesh sniffed. “He’s a fool.”

That was all anybody knew, till the day Bosun Brong called
from the spacedeck. Keth’s father was away, but Nurse Vesh let
Brong in. A nimble little black-eyed man in a shaggy winter
thermosuit, he seemed to know Nurse Vesh, but she backed
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away from him, looking pale, when he offered his yellow-
gloved hand.

“So you’re Shipman Keth?” His face looked dead, but his
voice was quick and warm. “Crewman Kyrone’s son?”’

Keth shook his hand. Inside the thick glove, it felt hard and
very strong. Nurse Vesh let him sit in the front room and made
him a pot of her bitter tisane. Waiting, Brong pulled off the
gloves.

“You know about the starship?”’ Nurse Vesh poured the
boiling tisane and stood staring at his golden hands. Her
voice was frightened and high. “What happened to Captain
Vorn?”

Brong’s hands were very deft and clever with the mug. Keth
waited, wondering if they had met whatever laid the egg, till
Brong set down the cup and told them about the flight to the
Dragon, and the new planet they had found.

“Kyronia, we called it.” His black eyes looked far off, as if
he still saw it. “As wild as old Terra must have been before
men evolved there. A fine place, maybe, but it nearly killed us
all.

“We had three landers. The first one just disappeared. Went
behind the planet on its descent and never came back. The sec-
ond got down on what looked like a nice safe spot—a wide
green plain that looked like grassland but turned out to be a
layer of weed that hid a sea of mud. The lander slid down
through the weed and never came up.

“We had better luck with the last one. Got down safe on a
rocky coast and made three trips back to the starship to ferry
our gear and the rest of the crew. Vorn came down on the last
flight, with a fusion engine ripped out of the ship to make
power for the camp. Then he gathered us together around the
landing pad.

“Kyronia, he told us, was our last best chance. With luck and
work, we could make it a finer home than Kai. We still had
troubles to come, but that was life. Working and risking, mak-
ing and loving, losing and winning. I liked the way he said it.
Standing tall on a granite rock, voice ringing back from the
cliffs behind us. We all felt proud—

“Till the humanoids came.”
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Rhodomagnetics A tachyonic energy spectrum linked to
the second triad of the periodic table of the elements: rho-
dium, ruthenium, and palladium. Analogous to ferromag-
netics, which is linked to the first triad: iron, cobalt, and
nickel.

Nothing ever changed Brong’s dead brown face, but his hands
clenched into golden hammers and his voice went sad and slow
when he spoke about the humanoids.

“Our lost lander came back that night. We found it on the
pad next morning, loaded with humanoids. They had taken the
craft without hurting anybody. They always said they could do
no harm to any human being. All they wanted was to help us.
If we wanted a home on Kyronia, they would build it for us.”

He shook his head and made his hands unfold.

“That’s what they did, though Vorn tried to stop them. He
begged them to let us do it ourselves. To let us build our own
houses and open our own roads and clear our own fields. To
use our wits and brawn against a wild planet, fighting to tame
it. That’s what we’d come for.”

The gold hands spread and wearily fell.

“They stopped everything. Because they’d come to care for
us, commanded by their crazy Prime Directive. Our own tools
were too dangerous for us, they said, and our work was too
hard. An axe could cut a man. Lifting a rock could rupture
him. One microbe could kill him.

“We had to be protected.” Brong sighed and sipped the hot
tisane. “In a way, all they did was wonderful. They brought
down their tachyonic transport, a hundred times bigger than
our starship. They unloaded their great queer machines and
built a city for us, there on the cliffs where Vorn had staked out
one dirt street for the beginning of our town.

“A beautiful city, in a terrible way.” Brong’s tone turned
sadder. “Crystal towers shining like monster gems. Gardens of
great bright blooms like I never saw, not even on Malili. All of
it wrapped in a rose-colored cloud.
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“A cloud I never understood. It smelled like some queer per-
fume, so sweet I couldn’t stand it, glowing pink at night, so the
city was never dark. Somehow shut the planet’s rough weather
out, so there was never any wind or cold or rain.

“Magic!” His sad voice fell. “That’s how it seemed to us.
Unbelievable at first, floating in that rosy splendor. The human-
oids swarmed all around us like little black ants while they
were building it. They never sleep. Never rest. Never make a
sound. Don’t have to speak, because each unit knows all that
any other has ever learned.

“In just a few days, they were ready to move us in. At first, I
guess, most of us were glad enough to go, because it looked so
grand and wonderful. Because the humanoids still seemed so
quick and kind, so eager to do everything for everybody.

“But Vorn never trusted them. He stayed down at the pad,
working to convert the fusion engine for our own power plant.
Kept a few others with him. When the humanoids invited them
into the city, he said they weren’t moving. The humanoids said
they had to.”

Brong shook his head and sipped his drink, remembering.

“Vorn told them he and his people would make their own
way. The humanoids were always polite, but they answered that
fusion energy was too dangerous for men. They were very mild
and very kind, but they came swarming in to dismantle the fu-
sion plant.

“At the last second, Vorn blew it up. Only a boiler, but still
big enough to kill Vorn and most of his friends. They made the
right choice, Shipman.”

Brong blinked solemnly at him.

“Because that fantastic city turned out to be a padded
prison, where nothing at all was allowed. Love itself was regu-
lated, because sex can overtax the heart. Most of the inmates
had to be drugged to make them think they were happy—the
humanoids do have remarkable drugs.

“That’s the story, Shipmate.” Brong peered forlornly up at
Nurse Vesh, holding his mug to be refilled. “The sorry tale I've
brought back to Crewman Kyrone.”

“There’s one more thing he’ll want to know.” She was pour-
ing more tisane. “How did you get back?”

Brong’s small body froze for an instant, as rigid as his face.
“I’d seen enough of the humanoids.” He squinted into the mug
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and set it carefully aside. “Vorn’s explosion had wrecked a
hundred of the little devils, and shaken up the rest. In the con-
fusion, I got back aboard the lander. Blasted off before they
could stop me. A long flight back home. But here I am, Ship-
mate. Here I am!”

When his father came, Brong darted to meet him at the door.
His father stopped and gasped and stared, not saying anything.

“Well, Crewman.” Brong offered his golden hand. “I see you
didn’t expect me.”

With a hoarse, angry sound, his father waved the hand aside.
His face was stiff and strange, the scar growing slowly white.

“You— You can’t be here!”

“Yet here I am.” Brong couldn’t smile, but his voice seemed
queerly pleased. “Here to say you’re right about the human-
oids. I've seen them, Crewman, and the sort of world they want
to make. A very peculiar sort of hell.”

“I never liked to trust you.” His father nodded grimly. “But
I'll hear what you want to say.”

“I thought you would.” Brong squinted at him, nodding.
“Bven if we were never friends.”

They went back to that locked room. Listening outside till
Nurse Vesh scolded him away, he heard their voices growing
sharper and louder. After a long time they came out again,
muttering and scowling, to call Vorn’s brother on the living-
room holo.

Admiral Torku Vorn was a Bridgeman and a fleet director.
He was busy now in conference, the girl said, and she couldn’t
interrupt him. When Brong waggled his gold hands and told her
he had been aboard the Kyrone, she changed her mind.

The Admiral looked like his brother, but younger and
broader and stronger. His face was heavy and red and watchful,
a game-player’s face that showed no expression at all while
Brong repeated his story. Then he smiled. A warm, wide smile.

“A great tale, Bosun, but a few points puzzle me.” His
friendly voice was almost apologetic. “We’ve had no report of
any lander returning from the Kyrone.”

“I failed to reach the spacedeck, sir.” Brong hunched down,
very tiny in his shaggy winter gear, squinting at the holo.
“Crashed on a Darkside ranch. Hiked out to a tubeway sta-
tion.”

“Could be.” The Admiral nodded quietly. “But I helped
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design those landers. Their normal operating range is only orbit
to planet, not star to star.” His blue-gray eyes were wide and
mild. “Bosun, you didn’t come back in any lander. Not from
the Dragon.”

“It wasn’t easy, sir.” Brong squirmed and blinked. “If you’ll
let me explain—"’

“Do that to the shipwatch.” The Admiral’s grin turned cold.
“I imagine they’ll want to look at the wreck of your lander. If
they can’t find it, you’re in trouble.”

His image went out.

“I won’t be the only one in trouble.” Brong stood up with a
tired little sigh and asked to use his father’s secret room. “Not
when the humanoids get here.” In the hall, he paused beside
that red-winking light. “You’ve got my message, Crewman. The
shipwatch will say I lied about the lander. But what I said about
the humanoids—that’s all true. Remember it, Crewman, and I
hope you can keep them out.”

He went inside the room and closed the door behind him.
Three shipwatch officers were there in half an hour with orders
for his arrest. His father let them in and led them back to
knock on the door. The red light kept flashing, but Brong didn’t
answer. The officers drew their laserguns, and his father opened
the door.

Brong was gone.

4

Lifecrew An organization formed to alert and guard the
people of Kai against the humanoids; influential once, but
later discredited by calling too many false alarms.

The shipwatch men didn’t want to believe what his father said.
They drew maps of the rooms and tapped on all the walls and
frowned at the blinking light and holoed everything. They
yelled at his father and Nurse Vesh and even at him, asking the
same things over and over, always angrier.

The room was eighty meters underground, they kept saying.
Carved out of solid granite, with only one doorway. If the sub-
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ject had actually entered it through that door, and if he really
hadn’t come out through the door—then why wasn’t he still in-
side?

His father grew pale and trembly, his voice turning sharper
and the scar shining whiter. He always said he didn’t know.

“I wouldn’t hide the man,” he kept insisting. “It’s true I
knew him on Malili, but he never was my friend. A worthless
halfbreed. I never believed a word he said, and I can’t imagine
how he got away.”

They left at last, but then the Admiral called.

“Crewman Kyrone, I'm getting reports I can’t understand.”
His broad, red face was hard and watchful. “I think you had
better explain them.”

“Sorry, sir.” His father looked sick. “I can’t explain any-
thi.ng.”

“Maybe I can.” The Admiral leaned alertly forward.
“Though you’ll deny it. You want support for your dying Life-
crew. This wild tale of invading humanoids—"

“I didn’t make it up,” his father muttered. “I can’t believe
how Brong said he got back, but his story frightens me.”

The Admiral waited, his meaty features almost friendly.

“Always too much I never knew about him.” His father was
sweating. “Half Leleyo, you know, and half mechanical now.
Hardly human at all. I never understood him.”

“Crewman, I wish I could understand you.” The Admiral’s
cold half-smile was fading. “Perhaps I will, when I learn how
Brong left your place. In the meantime, I imagine this farce will
kill what’s left of your Lifecrew—"

He reached to punch out.

“Wait, sir!” his father begged. “If the humanoids are really
established on the Dragon, we’re in danger here. The Lifecrew
has to go on—"

“I’ll see to that.” The Admiral’s voice was short and frosty.
“If T ever believe the humanoids really caused my brother’s
death.”

His hard, red face flickered out.

Later that night, his father called him back behind that gray
steel door.

“A rough day, Skipper.” His father sat heavily down at the
desk, suddenly looking older than the black-bearded man in the
queer flat picture above him. “I don’t know what became of
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Bosun Brong.” Uneasily, his father glanced around the tiny
room. “Anyhow, it’s time we had a talk.”

He listened, breathless with his eagerness.

“I wanted this to wait till you were older,” his father said.
“But you’ve heard Brong’s story. Part of it may be a clumsy lie,
but I'm afraid the part about the humanoids is true. Kai’s in
danger, Skipper, and only the Lifecrew stands against them.

“Here’s our fort.” With a tired white smile, his father waved
at the old strongbox and the flatprint books and that dim pic~
ture. “We have another on Malili, with one brave woman for a
garrison. Crewmate Cyra Sair. Two of us against the human-
oids. If I’ve neglected you, that’s most of the reason. I thought I
ought to tell you now, and I hope you understand.”

“Thank you, sir.” He watched his father’s face. “Will they
come here?”

“I wish I knew.” The scar looked pale and bold. “But now
they surely know about us. We can only wait. Wait, and be as
ready as we can.”

“If there’s time—" He had to get his breath. “If I grow up, I
want to join the Lifecrew. May I, sir?”

“If there is a Crew.” His father gave him a thin little smile.
“And if you’re tough enough. But fighting them—"

His father stopped, staring off at nothing. Waiting, forgotten,
Keth felt bad to see him looking so baffled and afraid.

“Well, Skipper!” His father remembered him. “I didn’t want
to worry you, but I thought you ought to know.”

“About Malili?” Suddenly now he felt brave enough to ask.
“Are the humanoids there? Nurse Vesh says they are. She says
they killed my mother—"

“Don’t speak of her!” The scar grew whiter, and he thought
the thick ridges of it looked like a spider crawling up his fa-
ther’s cheek. “Don’t ever—ever speak of her!”

“I—I’m sorry, sir.”

He wanted more than ever now to know about the world
where he was born, about his mother and how his father got the
scar, about rockrust and bloodrot and the strange Leleyo, but
his father’s open mood was gone.

“Now run along, Skipper.” His father was turning to the
holo. “I’ve a call to make.”

Stumbling out of the room, he heard the special lock click
behind him. He wondered if his father was calling Malili, per-
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haps to tell Crewmate Cyra Sair about the humanoids on
Kyronia.

Through the rest of that long winter, he took gym and ran
his route and did his lessons for Nurse Vesh. Sometimes he lis-
tened to the holo, but no more news came back from the
Kyrone. There was never anything about Captain Vorn or the
humanoids or the man with golden hands or even actual
dragons.

For his next birthday, Nurse Vesh saved quota points to
make him a redberry tart and his father promised him a fine
surprise. The surprise was Crewmate Cyra Sair, home from
Malili. She was going to be his new mother.

He loved her at once. She was a large, warm woman with
dark, bright-shining hair and a small red mole under one eye.
She always smelled like sunbud vines, and she was kinder than
Nurse Vesh.

When she had time.

Like his father, she was haunted with dread and always busy.
Every night at home they locked themselves in that little back
room. They were often away, he seldom knew where. Once
when they were leaving he couldn’t help sobbing.

“We do love you, Keth.” She came back inside with him.
“But you must try to understand your father. I wish he talked
more to both of us, but he carries such a terrible load.”

Though his father was waiting out in the tunnel, she sat
down and put her arm around him.

“He’s begging for help. Begging Bridgemen and fleet people
for money they never want to give, because they won’t believe
the humanoids are out there on the Dragon. And I’'m looking—"

“Cyra!” his father shouted. “Aren’t you coming?”’

“A moment, Ryn.”

She drew him closer, into her warm sunbud scent.

“Looking for a lost secret.” Her low voice hurried. “A secret
we need. You see, people came to Kai in a rhodomagnetic ship.
Lance Mansfield’s Deliverance. But he was afraid the human-
oids would detect rhodo energy if anybody used it here. After
the landing, he dismantled the ship and cut all the rhodo data
out of his papers. But I can’t believe he destroyed everything—"

“Cyra, please!”

“He knew we’d need rhodo know-how if the humanoids ever
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found us. He must have kept some private record. We hope it
still exists. That’s what I'm searching for.”

She stood up to go.

“A hopeless hope, your father thinks. Too much was de-
stroyed in the Black Centuries. But we’re desperate for it.”

Sobbing again, he clung to her.

“I must run.” She bent to kiss him. “I hope you’ll try to un-
derstand your father. A man alone, Keth, against all the hu-
manoids. He can’t spare much time for us.”

With an ache in his throat, he let her go. He used to wonder
afterwards if she had found that rhodo weapon against the
humanoids, but she said no more about it. He didn’t ask. Prob-
ably, he thought, she had no good news and didn’t want to
frighten him.

5

Malili The larger of the Cat’s two planets, rotating in
tidal lock with the smaller, Kai. Malili was settled by the
mutant forefathers of the Leleyo, Kai by “normals.”

When he had questions now, he was to ask Doc Smart, the new
tutor Cyra had brought him for his birthday. A fat green box,
not too heavy for him to carry. When he lifted the lid, Doc
Smart’s holo head jumped out, white-haired and pink-faced,
smiling through queer, black-rimmed glasses, programmed to
amuse and teach him. Doc Smart was never cross. He didn’t
have to mind, and he could ask whatever he pleased.

When he asked about Malili, the holo showed an image of
two little balls, white on the sun side and black on the other,
swinging slowly about a point in the air between them.

“Kai and Malili,” Doc Smart said. “Chasing each other
around their orbit, just like the Cat and the Dragon chase each
other around a much larger orbit. Each keeps the same face to
the other. That gives us one suntime and one moontime in each
sixty-day orbital period.”

Encouraged by that answer, he asked what killed his mother.

“Sorry, Keth.” The rollicky voice didn’t change. “Data
lacking.”



17

“Nurse Vesh says the humanoids did it.” He watched the
smooth pink face. “Are there humanoids on Malili?”

“Sorry, Keth.” The shining smile never changed. ‘“Data
lacking.”

He kept trying. “Tell me about rhodomagnetics.”

“A mythical science.” When the happy voice stopped, the
smile stopped too. Both froze for a moment now, before Doc
Smart finished, “Sorry, Keth. Further data lacking. Would you
like a game of chess?”

He didn’t like chess. Cyra and his father never had time for
it. Nurse Vesh always remembered the very last game her hus-
band played and began to cry. Doc Smart was programmed to
let him win every other game, but there was no fun in beating a
machine.

“I’d rather know about the Leleyo. What are they like?”

“A mutated race. Physically identical to the Kai Nu in nearly
all respects, but immune to bloodrot. Language and culture
largely unknown but apparently quite primitive. Shall we talk
about your lesson in the civics of the ship?”

He didn’t care much for that or math or grammar, but data
was nearly always lacking when he asked for anything he really
wanted to know. He ran his route and did his lessons, through
the endless underground days of a long winter moontime.

In the white excitement of a spring Sunrise day, when he had
run all the way back from the gym to get ready for a deckside
snow excursion, Nurse Vesh sent him to see his father. Back in
that secret room he had seen only twice, Cyra was waiting, too.
Both looked serious.

“Sit down, Keth.” She made room beside her on the cot.
“We’ve news for you.” She was trying to smile. “I hope it won’t
upset you.”

Uneasily, he looked at his father.

“We're leaving, Skipper,” his father said. “Returning to the
Zone.”

Eagerness lifted him. “Am I going?”

His father just frowned.

“We’re sorry, Keth.” Cyra reached for his hand. “It’s a hard
thing for us, too. You see, I never found the lost secret I was
looking for. One vague hint, in a manuscript of Mansfield’s log,
but nothing useful. Your father got no support for us here. We
hope to do better back in the Zone.”
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He dropped her hand and kept from crying, too hurt to hear
much more of what they said. His father had taken an engineer-
ing job they could live on. She would do research at the old
Crew station. There was something about weak rhodo sources
in the jungle that she thought could be humanoid probes.

“Our last chance, Keth.” He was listening again. “I can’t
guess what the humanoids are waiting for, but when they do
come across from the Dragon we’ve got to meet them with
rhodo weapons. From the hints in the log, we can make a crude
detector—a sort of palladium compass to pick up that radiation
out of the jungle—but nothing that could stop a humanoid.”

His throat still ached with his own disappointment.

“I—I see,” he whispered at last. “But what about me?”

“We’re planning for you, Skipper.” His father frowned as if
annoyed by the tears still in his eyes. “I spoke to Nurse Vesh,
but she’s going to Northdyke to be with an invalid sister. We
must put you in school.”

“Can I—can I learn to be a Crewman?”’

“I don’t think so.” His father’s frown bit deeper. “We don’t
know when the humanoids may come, or whether there will be
a Crew. Even if there is, I’'m afraid you wouldn’t fit.”

“Why—why not, sir?”

“A Crewman has to be a fighter.”

“I”—he felt weak inside—‘‘I can learn, sir.”

“You’ve been neglected.” His father looked hard at him.
“Nurse Vesh says you have trouble at the gym. Doc Smart re-
ports that you won’t play chess. It appears that you avoid
conflict.”

“But it’s not—not that I'm afraid, sir.” He slid off the cot and
tried to stand brave and straight. “It’s just—just that I don’t
care about winning games. I don’t like to beat people or hurt
them. But the humanoids aren’t people. I could fight the hu-
manoids.”

His father kept frowning. “What’s your trouble at the gym?”’

“I guess—guess I'm different.” Trying to think, he looked up
at the proud man in that dim picture. “Maybe because I was
born on Malili. I don’t understand the other kids, and they
don’t—" His voice tried to break, and he wished he were as
stern and strong as old Kyrondath Kyrone. “They never ask me
to play.”

“If you can’t learn to fight—" His father’s lips shut hard, and
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the spider legs of the scar were ragged ridges. “Forget the
Crew.”

“No!” The hurt made him weak and breathless. “Sir, please!
I want so much to be a Crewman.”

“We all want things we never get.”

His father’s tight face twitched, and the tired eyes flashed to
the black-bearded man in the picture and back to him. For a
long time his father said nothing. His own knees wobbled, and
he sat back on the cot beside Cyra.

“You've a lot to learn, Skipper.” His father nodded for him
to go. “You will be in school. I've called Topman Taiko at
Greenpeak, and you’re to go down tomorrow.”

Nurse Vesh helped him pack the few things he could bring
and found enough quota points to bake him a bag of rocknut
cookies to eat on the tubeway. When his father was ready to
take him to the station, he reached up to shake her hand. Sud-
denly she bent down to take him in her arms. Surprised at the
sobs that shook her thin, old limbs, he realized that she loved
him better than anybody.

Yet he couldn’t help crying at the station, when Cyra hugged
him and said good-bye. His father’s engineering contract was
for seven years, nearly as long as his whole life. Nobody had
ever told him much about the Zone, except that it was strange
and dangerous. If the bloodrot got them, or the humanoids
came, he would never see them again.

6

“Dragon’s Eggs” Popular name for spheres of polished
stone found in the polar ice-caves of Kai, usually buried in
circular arrays, perhaps left by ancient visitors from space.
Significance unknown.

Greenpeak was a special boarding school for kids with people
on Malili. His father warned him at the station that Topman
Taiko would be rough on swabbers. He didn’t ask what a
swabber was, but he felt uneasy.

The tubeway car ran so fast he had no time to eat the rock-
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‘nut cookies. He was too excited to be hungry, anyhow. If the
school trained people for service in the Zone, he would be
learning what he wanted to know about the dangers and won-
ders of Malili.

The name “Greenpeak’ struck him as a sad little joke when
he came to know the school, because nothing green had ever
grown within many hundred kilometers. It was in the upper
levels of old Mansfort, the tunnel city the first colonists had
dug at the unlucky spot where they landed. Bombed twice in
the Black Centuries and finally abandoned, the old city had lain
empty and dead for six hundred years before the school moved
in. Even in the long summer suntimes, snow still banked the
black granite peaks around it.

The first night there, he cried in his berth. The crumbling
tunnels were dank and gloomy, blocked all around the school
with barriers and signs to keep people out of the uncleared
areas. His stiff new boots had worn blisters on his toes, and his
scratchy new uniform felt too thin. He had taken too long to
get it on and missed his turn at mess. He’d been scolded for
breaking rules he hadn’t known about, had walked a long tour
on the duty deck for offering the watch officer a rocknut cookie,
because swabbers were new students, not allowed extra-quota
sweets.

The next day wasn’t quite so bad, after he had met Chelni
Vorn. She had been walking the duty deck too, because she
hadn’t known swabbers weren’t allowed to talk in the corridors.
Her short upper lip turned white and her square chin quivered
when she told him about it.

They hadn’t gone with her father to the Dragon because her
mother wouldn’t leave Northdyke. Her mother didn’t.want her
now, and she had stayed with her uncle before she came to
Greenpeak. He told her a little about his father and Cyra. Her
chin quivered again when she said she didn’t know what had
happened to her father and his starship, and suddenly they were
friends.

Topman Taiko was a short, stout man, red-faced and
squeaky-voiced, without much time for bewildered swabbers.
Though he wore a ship-service medal, he had never been any-
where off Kai. Later, Keth came to see him as a troubled,
lonely man who loved the school and lived for it, but at first he
always seemed angry over nothing.
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“I warn you now,” he screeched at the swabber class,
“you’ve got a lot to learn. A thousand years of history first, and
the great traditions of the ship. You’ll learn the list of Na-
varchs, from the great Kyrondath Kyrone down to Suan Ko.
You’'ll learn to lead, but not till after you’ve learned to obey.
You’ll begin to learn the skills that can take you into space,
maybe even out to Malili. But first you’ll learn to love Green-
peak.”

He stopped to glare down at them and shook his head as if
they saddened him.

“You swabbers are a sorry lot, but we’ll have to make you
do.” His fat chin jutted at them, and his old voice quavered.
“You're all raw clay, but we’ll make you boatfolk, fit to work
the ship. You’ll have to take some grinding and some blending
and some shaping and some heat. Some of you won’t like it.
Some of you may crack in the kiln. But we’ll make the best of
you fit for service in the Zone.”

Scowling down with dull, red eyes, he talked a long time
about rules and punishments. They would walk the duty deck
two hours for each black slash. Boatfolk with ten black slashes
would get no sweets for the rest of the term. Boatfolk with forty
black slashes would never make shipclass.

Keth worked hard. So did Chelni Vorn. They often sat to-
gether at mess and she told him more about her family. Her
great-grandfather had commanded one of the landers that
opened the original Zone and his claims had been the richest in
thorium. His heirs had made the Vorn Voyagers a great trading
fleet. She was planning to train for space, and she hoped one
day to command the Vorn station in the Zone.

She didn’t believe in the humanoids.

“Not on Malili, anyhow. My uncle says the Lifecrew makes
up horror tales about the planet, about humanoids and killer
trees, trying to keep us scared away. We've got real troubles
enough, he says, with dragon bats and rockrust and bloodrot,
without inventing more. But he says we Vorns are going to
open up Malili—in spite of everything!”

Sometimes he didn’t like her. She talked too much about the
Vorn Voyagers, about her uncle’s summer places at both capi-
tals, about skiing at his winter lodges and swimming in Crater
Lake and hunting wild mutoxen on the Darkside ranch. Most



22

of the other swabbers called her conceited and bossy, but she
didn’t seem to care. She liked him.

Once she wanted to see him naked. She looked in a head to
make sure it was empty, and called him inside. They stripped
together. Her body was thin and straight, pale where her uni-
form had covered it, with no hair anywhere. Frowning at his
penis, she said it didn’t look good for much.

Dutymate Luan burst in while they were dressing, screaming
at them. She dragged them by the ears to Topman Taiko, who
gave them an angry lecture and five black slashes each. He
hated Chelni while he was walking the tours, but she gave him
a secret smile when they met later in the study cabin, and they
stayed friends.

Sometimes they studied together and traded tutor tapes. She
told him about her holiday trips away to her uncle’s exciting
places, and she was generous with the illegal extra-quota sweets
she always brought back. But she always called the humanoids
a stupid hoax.

The school museum had three ruby-colored dragon’s eggs in
a dusty case, along with a holostat of the ice-caves where they
had been found. Looking at them, he felt a pang of old regret
for the one his father had taken, and wondered if Chelni still
thought they were lucky. He decided not to ask her.

She seldom spoke about her missing father, and no more
news came back from the Dragon. Once every moontime, the
space transports brought him a voicecard from Malili, but there
was never anything about humanoids or those rhodo sources in
the jungle. Cyra and his father were busy and well. His father
always asked about slash marks and grades, and he always
finished: “Remember, Skipper. Learn to fight.”

He wasn’t learning to fight. Contact sports were worse than
chess. He felt secretly relieved when Topman Taiko said he
wasn’t fit for warball. Once, on the duty deck, when the boxing
champ called him yellow, he just walked away. Yet he longed
to be ready when the humanoids came.

Sometimes he woke sweating from ugly dreams about hordes
of them chasing him through the black and empty tunnels
under Greenpeak. Their clutching hands were golden, like
Bosun Brong’s. Every one had Nurse Vesh’s frowning face and
stringy gray hair, and they all screamed after him in her voice,
“We got your mother, and we’ll get you.”
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Yet, in spite of everything, he soon felt happier at Green-
peak. He learned not to get black slashes. Topman Taiko some-
times smiled with his salute when they met in the corridors, and
the new swabbers seemed a pretty sorry lot.

Wondering whether he was really yellow, he decided to test
himself. On the Sunset holiday after the second term, when
Chelni had gone back to her uncle’s Northdyke home, and the
school was almost empty, he took a lightgun out of the emer-
gency box in the hall and followed a path he had planned out,
through the empty gym and across the deserted duty deck to a
barrier nobody could see. Heart thumping, he climbed the bar-
rier and stumbled on down the off-limits tunnel into thickening
blackness.

He had always been vaguely terrified, but also fascinated, by
the dead city that lay far around and reached far beneath the
tiny, lighted island of the school. Looking across the barriers
into the icy dark of the uncleared tunnels, dreaming about his
own forefathers who had lived and fought and died there, he
had wanted to walk where they had been. The waiting dangers
of rockfalls and floodwaters and deadly gas seemed real enough
to test his courage, and he wouldn’t have to hurt anybody else.

Beyond the barrier, he groped his way into a side tunnel be-
fore he dared use the lightgun. When he did snap it on, there
wasn’t really much to see. Only an endless row of black-
mouthed caves opening off the gloomy passage, with nothing to
tell him whether they had been shops or homes or something
else.

Yet he found himself strangely excited, lifted with an elation
he didn’t entirely understand. Here, somehow, he was free.
With nobody he had to beat or give up to, with nobody trying
to hurt him or master him, he could be himself.

He snapped the lightgun off and sat on a fallen rock in the
soundless dark, wondering why this lonely freedom felt so
good. Perhaps he had escaped some hurt he couldn’t remember
back in the time with his mother on Malili. Perhaps he had
been too long with Nurse Vesh and Doc Smart, learning too lit-
tle about other people. Perhaps he was just a misfit.

Suddenly, feeling the damp chill creeping into him, he stood
up to go on. In spite of the cold, he liked being alone in this
black stillness, liked it so much that the reason didn’t matter.
He knew he had to come back again.
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On that first adventure, he found nothing else he cared
about. Only a few odd bits of rust-eaten metal and broken glass
that he dropped where he found them, because they would have
been too hard to explain at room check. But he kept going back
when he could, working his way all around the school, mapping
the musty caverns in his mind to make sure he wouldn’t get
lost.

Pushing farther, he found what must have been the main ver-
tical ways. Burned out, perhaps from the bombing, they were
great black pits, choked with broken stone and twisted steel,
blocking him out of the lower levels.

On a longer expedition, at the end of the term, he felt cold
wind blowing out through a broken grating. A ladder beyond it
went down into the dark as far as his light could reach. When
he tried the rusting rungs, they seemed strong enough.

Trembling a little, yet elated to be venturing where nobody
else had been for many hundreds of years, perhaps since the
city had died, he hooked the lightgun to his belt and climbed
down the ladder into suffocating silence and the stale reek of
wet decay.

The first three levels he reached were as empty as those
around the school, the dark caves along the corridors all
stripped bare in the flight from the bombs, or perhaps by later
vandals. One ringing sound startled him—a waterdrop crashing
into a still, ink-black pool.

On the fourth level, he found the grating still in place.
Climbing back for a piece of broken steel, he pried and ham-
mered till it fell. Beyond it, the foul air took his breath and
turned him giddy, yet he stayed long enough to see that the peo-
ple caught here had not escaped.

The water pools were deeper, and the strange little mounds
that scattered them were skeletons. Staring into the stifling
dark, trying to imagine the terrors of the dying city, he stayed
almost too long. He was quivering and gasping when, at last, he
dragged himself out of the shaft on the level above, and his
head was still throbbing when he got back to his room.

He didn’t go back all the next term. Those secret expeditions
had begun to seem a dangerous vice. He resolved to spend
more time with his tutors and make a fresh effort to know and
like his messmates. His grades were already high enough, how-
ever, with only Chelni Vorn above him, and he still disliked
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games. Alone and bored during the break at the end of the
term, he decided to risk just one more venture.

-

Deliverance Rhodomagnetic starship in which refugees
from the humanoids reached the Cat. Designed and com-
manded by Captain Lance Mansfield, grandson of the un-
fortunate Warren Mansfield, who invented the humanoids.

Carrying a little holocamera, a birthday gift from Chelni, he
climbed back down to the lowest level where he could breathe.
Splashing through the icy puddles in another tunnel, he found a
recent-looking rockfall in his way. Scrambling over it, he
slipped and nearly fell into a pit he hadn’t seen. A rock from
under his hand rolled into it and seemed to drop forever, crash-
ing into something, hollow echoes rolling.

He lay half over it a long time, chilled with sweat and trem-
bling, wondering how brave he really was. When his nerve
came back, he slung the holocam around his neck and climbed
down that old air shaft till he came to a rust-rotten grating. His
light found a long, rock-vaulted room beyond. Though the sour
stench took his breath, he battered at the latches till the grating
dropped.

He climbed inside and almost fell on a round pebble that
rolled in the mud under his boot. Oddly round, when his light
picked it up. Another lay near. A dozen were scattered beyond,
all perfect spheres, all the same size.

Dragon’s eggs!

The vault, he guessed, must have been a museum. Now, most
of its contents were melted down into the black mud ridges
along the walls. There was only one skeleton, lying against a
heavy metal door that looked as if it was frozen shut with rust.
A brown mound covered one outflung hand.

Already giddy and ill, he knew he should get out while he
could. Yet he stood there, chilled and gasping, wondering again
what sort of beings had made those odd stone balls and trying
to imagine what had happened here.
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There must have been some warning. The man in the room
had tried to get out. Trying, maybe, to carry some special
treasure. Keth kicked at the little mound and saw a smooth
curve like the smooth curve of another egg.

When he kicked again, a little globe rolled out of the mud.
Not quite so large as the others, it wasn’t stone, but some white
metal. It bounced off his boot, seeming strangely light. The
clots of mud fell off, and it floated upward.

Or had the bad air already crazed him?

He swayed away from it, knowing he must go. But it came so
close and looked so real that he reached out and caught it.
Blinking at it, he shook his head. Nothing ever fell up. Yet it
felt real enough, damp and cold, twice the size of the ball of his
thumb. Heavy in its own strange way, it kept pulling upward.

Afterward, that moment seemed like a fading dream. The
next thing he really remembered was waking up on that rockfall
above. Pain was pounding in his head, his belly ached from
vomiting, and his hands were torn and swollen.

When he could sit up, he found the little sphere tied safe in a
pocket of his torn and muddy coverall. He took it out and
wiped it clean and sat a long time wondering. A different sort
of dragon’s egg, it had made them all seem more exciting and
mysterious than ever, and it was already priceless to him.

It proved the courage he had questioned and rewarded all his
risks. Its silvery wonder seemed somehow to match the obscure
urge that had led him to it. Not knowing quite why he
searched, he didn’t have to know what he had found.

He supposed people would want it to show in some museum,
but it was too precious to be given away. When he could walk,
he carried it back to the school and kept it hidden in his study
desk at the bottom of a box weighted down with old tutor
tapes.

Now and then he took it out to feast his imagination on it,
wondering what it really was, and whether its ancient makers
had really come from the worlds of the Dragon. But he never
went back into those dead tunnels, or wanted to, not even to
look for the holocam when he found that it was gone.

Somehow, just having it made him a better boatman. Though
he still avoided contact sports, he discovered so much delight in
skiing in the winter moontimes that he led the class team. Sud-
denly, his studies took a new direction. He never showed the
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sphere to anybody, because he didn’t want it taken away, but
he meant to learn more about it. He searched for tapes about
prehistoric Kai and wrote a term paper on the Black Centuries.
He made secret experiments with the sphere. When his physics
tutors came to lecture on the laws of motion, he measured its
upward acceleration: .9 meters per second per second. Once in
the lab he asked the instructor what could cause negative
gravity.

“Boatman, are you an idiot?” The whitebearded instructor
scowled. “Negative gravity has no place in science. Any fool
knows that.”

Time went by. No invading humanoids came across from the
Dragon. The holo newsmen forgot the loss of Captain Vorn’s
Kyrone. Ship officials no longer talked about a rescue expedi-
tion. Instead, they announced plans to enlarge the Zone and
relieve Kai’s power famine with thorium from new mines on
Malili.

With no more nightmares about the humanoids, Keth began
to feel that Brong’s whole story must have been fantastic false-
hood. He got his lessons and went skiing when he could. Not so
often now, he pulled out the bottom drawer of his desk to make
sure the white metal ball had not lost whatever tugged it up-
ward. He never spoke about it, even to Chelni, because its won-
der had always been so private, and because the way he had
found it would have been too awkward to explain.

She was still his friend, growing taller now than he, her black
hair longer and her lean body ripening, and he didn’t mind that
she always stood at the top of the class, just ahead of him.
Scholastic honors did matter to her.

The day he was fourteen, the monthly voicecard came from
his father and Cyra on Malili. They were busy and well, and
they wished him another happy year. Chelni’s birthday was
only three days later. She asked him to come with her to the
Admiral’s for her party.

With the Bridge in session, the Admiral was at Vara Vorn,
his Northdyke residence. Though that was half around Kai,
near the other pole, the distance didn’t matter. Chelni had pri-
ority for a special pod that shot them there through the new
deep tube in only three hours, from a winter moontime to a
bright midsummer suntime.

Half of all Kai’s water was locked in the great north polar
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ice cap, a thousand kilometers wide, filling the planet’s greatest
crater. Vara Vorn sat perched on its long ringwall at Meteor
Gap, where the grazing impact of some enormous body had
torn a forty-kilometer spillway.

The Admiral’s dwelling overwhelmed him. There were tall
bronze winter gates, massive as the doors of a bank-vault, with
a man in red-and-silver livery to work them. The summer gates
inside were almost as heavy, cast in silver and studded with
great golden medallions that recorded the greatness of the
Vorns.

A fat woman in red and silver ran the swift elevator that
dropped them into the high-arched caverns of the winter levels
or lifted them to the summer towers, with their grand views
north across the endless ice desert or south and down across
the farms and villas along Wind River, kilometers below and
bright green now in the long polar summer.

They stayed almost a week. His first day was miserable. The
servants were stiffly correct and quietly hateful—maybe because
he didn’t belong. Chelni herself laughed when she saw him in
the suit they had found for him to wear at her birthday ban-
quet, though she tried to apologize when she saw how hurt he
was.

“It’s that suit.” Merriment still danced in her eyes. “Bor-
rowed from my Cousin Zelyk—Aunt Thara’s son. A stupid lout,
years older than we are. Coddled by his mother and taught by
live tutors. Gobby fat, and always stuffed into things too tight
for him. If people think you look funny, they should have seen
him sweating in it.”

Live footmen in silver braid and scarlet served the dinner in
a long summer hall with huge windows overlooking the icefall
and the glacier. Chelni sat proudly at the Admiral’s right hand,
suddenly a stunning stranger in something red and sheer that
left her half nude. He was next to her, unhappy in Zelyk’s suit.

The Admiral looked younger and bigger and stronger than
he bhad seemed on the holo, and friendlier than Keth had ex-
pected. His ice-blue eyes were piercing, but they held a glint of
good humor. Chelni said he had been a fine athlete at school,
and he still moved with power and a gliding grace. His broad,
pink face beamed with pride when he made the company stand
for a toast.

“An arrogant old bastard,” she had called him. “But he
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adores me—his wife’s an adulterous bitch and they have no chil-
dren of their own. He loves me and I like him.”

She had introduced him to the other diners, most of them
Vorns or officials in the family fleet. Two or three were Bridge-
men. The Navarch had sent a sleek, black-haired, coldly ele-
gant woman from his own staff. Keth recognized Zelyk Zoor
before they met—a puffy, small-eyed youth, pale and perspiring
in a black jacket too tight for him, grinning stupidly at Chelni.
His clammy hand felt soft and lifeless.

The Admiral’s wife was thin and tall, even more naked than
Chelni in her clinging green, glittering with rings and bracelets,
a great, white star-shaped gem hanging on a golden chain be-
tween her gold-dusted breasts. Absorbed in her talk with a
young Bridgeman, she frowned impatiently when Chelni broke
in to introduce him.

At the table, Chelni whispered instructions about which fork
to use and giggled when he sipped the water meant for his
fingers. He felt grateful to the Admiral, who saw his discomfort
and took attention from him with anecdotes about his encoun-
ters with the Leleyo on Malili—shiftless and incomprehensible
nomads who refused to wear decent clothing or do honest work
or even drink civilized alcohol.

Mutoxen Thick-furred mutant cattle bred by the early

colonists for survival on Kai; wild migratory herds range
the Darkside highlands.

After that first dismal day, things went better at Vara Vorn.
The servants were less obnoxious—he suspected that Chelni had
asked the Admiral to reprove them. She took him by surface
car to tour the towers and tunnels of the north capital; the
Navarch and the Bridge moved twice a year, following the sun
to the summer pole.

Together they explored the spacedeck and the fleet head-
quarters and the great museums. In the Kai museum, they
walked through an actual ice-cave with its circular clutch of
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dragon’s eggs still in place; he didn’t tell her why it fascinated
him. The Malili museum held models of the Zone installations
and a few odd Leleyo artifacts made of bone or stone or gold,
and holostats of the Leleyo themselves: bare, brown people
with alert, lean faces, looking somehow too aware of everything
to fit the Admiral’s mocking anecdotes.

They crossed the edge of the glacier on a motor-sledge to ski
on a high and lovely snow-slope. Next day, the Admiral took
them far down the Darkside in his private jet to hunt mutoxen
on his Rock Flat ranch. The sun there was not yet a day high,
the cold still bitter, and they tramped out across the ice barrens
in stiff thermal gear, lugging long projectile guns.

He bhad never seen mutoxen. They were great, ungainly
beasts, their dark fur immensely thick for the long hibernations,
their eyes huge for the moonless moontime dark. The Admiral
had spotted a lone bull from the jet. Pawing snow to uncover
the moss it grazed, it let them come within half a kilometer be-
fore it raised its big-horned head to sniff the wind. It was still
half-blind and dull, Chelni whispered, from its moontime under
the drifts, not yet adjusted to the sun.

“Your shot, Kyrone!” the Admiral called softly. “Aim be-
tween the eyes.”

His rifle swung and wavered. Dull and ugly as the creature
looked, he couldn’t kill it. All he felt was admiration for the
stubborn stamina that kept it alive through the deadly winter
moontimes. He threw the gun down.

The Admiral muttered something scornful. “Take it,
Chelni!”

Her rifle crashed. The dark beast pitched backward and slid
down a slope out of sight. With a scowl of disgust, she told him
to pick up his gun and clean the mud off it.

The Admiral was already tramping ahead to stalk the cow.
They didn’t stop to look at the dead bull. Chelni told him that
rangers would follow in an airwagon to take the fur and dress
out the meat.

On the flight back to Vara Vorn, he made a clumsy effort to
explain why he hadn’t fired.

“No matter, Kyrone.” The Admiral shrugged. “Be yourself.”

Before they left for Greenpeak, Chelni took him up to the
Admiral’s office, a huge tower room with views of the black-
cragged crater wall and the sun-glinting ice reaching out beyond
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it into gray-hazed infinity. Hand in hand, they thanked him and
said their farewell. When they turned to leave, he asked Keth to
stay.

Waiting while Chelni kissed the Admiral and slipped away,
he looked around at the silver-framed holostats of Vorn traders
and statesmen on the walls, and the models of Vorn spacecraft
on a high mantel. The Admiral’s desk was a vast bronze for-
tress, and all those symbols of status and power gave Keth a
chill of awe.

“Relax, Kyrone.” The Admiral’s level gaze seemed warmer
than the room. “Chel seems fond of you.”

“I'm fond of her.”

For long seconds of silence, the blue eyes probed him.

“The fleet needs able young people.” The Admiral nodded
as if approving him. “Chel says you’ll be out of Greenpeak in
" one more year, well qualified for the Kai Academy. We can of-
fer you a scholarship there, if you contract to come into the
fleet.”

“Thank you, sir. I do hope to qualify for space training.
But. . .”

His voice trailed off, because he didn’t know what to say. He
was thinking of that silvery dragon’s egg that tried to fall into
the sky, but he didn’t want it taken from him before he had a
chance to solve its tantalizing riddles for himself. Thinking, too,
of Chelni’s notions about the humanoids.

“I want to join my father,” he went on at last. “In the
Lifecrew.”

“Better forget it.” The Admiral sat silent for a moment,
grave eyes weighing him. “Your father is—was—my friend. An
able engineer, till he caught this crazy obsession.”

“Suppose it isn’t crazy, sir?”’ His own boldness astonished
him. “Suppose Bosun Brong was telling the truth about the
humanoids on Kyronia?”

“Suppose I'm twenty meters tall?”” The Admiral shrugged,
his blue stare sardonic. “I know Brong lied about how he got
back—it couldn’t have been in any lander. I have to assume he
lied about everything.”

“If you don’t believe him, what became of your brother?”

“I used to hope—" The Admiral’s heavy features set into a
scowl that frightened him. “But it has been too many years. I
guess we’ll never know. There’s no use brooding.”
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After a moment of silence, his muscular bulk flowed upright.

“Listen, Kyrone.” Smiling again, though rather grimly, he
offered a massive paw. “Chel likes you. I respect your historic
name and your record at Greenpeak. I'd like to have you in the
fleet. I advise you to forget the humanoids. If you can do that—
and you decide you want a place with us—have Chel get word
to me.”

“Thank you, sir,” Keth took his powerful hand, “but I don’t
expect that.”

In their private pod, on the way back to Greenpeak, Chelni
looked at him accusingly and then lay back in her seat to sleep,
or pretend to, without saying anything at all. He knew he had
hurt and disappointed her.

It seemed to him that she and the Admiral wanted to make
him another mutox, shaped and driven and perhaps finally con-
sumed by the will of the Vorns, but he didn’t say so. He didn’t
like to fight.

Toward the end of his last year at Greenpeak, Cyra and his
father came home from Malili, but only for a visit. He saw
them twice, the first time on a school holiday when they asked
him and Nurse Vesh to meet them at their Terradeck hotel.

All three were painfully changed. Nurse Vesh had shriveled
into a shrill little wisp, feeble and forgetful, but she had some-
how hoarded quota points to bring him a crisp-scented bag of
rocknut biscuits. He had forgotten how much he loved her.

Cyra looked leaner, too, her warm softness gone. Her jaw
was firmly set, sharp lines creased her dark-tanned face and her
eyes had a wary squint. Coarse black hairs had grown out of
the mole under her eye. His father was thinner and sterner,
oddly jumpy when anything unexpected happened behind him.
They still lived in terror of the humanoids.

“Seven years gone.” His father’s voice was higher, half its
power lost. “The humanoids seven years closer, and we’re still
weaponless.”

Cyra astonished him with a gift from Bosun Brong—a small
cup of hammered gold, decorated with the sharp-cut image of
an oddly shaped tree, the trunk thick and bulging, limbs droop-
ing down all around it; it looked strangely patterned, strangely
graceful. He rejoiced in its look and its feel, without knowing
why.

“A Leleyo artifact,” she told him. “Very rare, because they
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do handwork so seldom. Hammered out of a virgin nugget, I
suppose. A ceremonial vessel, Brong says, given him when he
joined a native cult. He says the plant is called a braintree. A
priceless thing, but you aren’t to sell it.”

“Why—" He blinked at its yellow dazzle. “Why for me?”

“He wants you to think well of him, Keth.”

Looking at his father, he saw the spider-scar whiten.

9

Feyolin Illicit Malilian drug used in Leleyo ceremonials;
sources unknown. Reports of strange effects unverified.

Bosun Brong was back in the Zone, they told him, manning the
Lifecrew station there while they were away.

“Never trusted him,” his father muttered. “Too full of native
tricks and tales you can’t believe. But he does know his Leleyo
kin, and he claims he wants to help us. Our last friend—if in
fact he is a friend.”

Cyra had failed to reach or even to locate the rhodo sources
she had planned to search for.

“No funds to buy or hire or build a sanicraft,” his father
said. “We couldn’t get outside the perimeter, and our crude in-
struments couldn’t tell us much from inside. A number of
different sources, we decided, all too weak for us to separate
their effects.”

“I did talk to Brong about them,” Cyra added. “He thinks
they might be braintrees.” She nodded at the golden cup, which
Keth was still fingering dazedly. “Sacred plants, his native
friends have told him. He says he’s never seen one.”

“If you want to believe him!” His father was bitterly scorn-
ful. “A feyolin addict. High on that, he could say anything. I
sometimes wonder if all his wild tale about the humanoids on
Kyronia wasn’t a feyolin dream.”

“I've thought so.” Cyra shook her graying head uncertainly.
“But then again . . .” She was silent for a moment, staring at
the golden bowl. “I’m sure he sometimes lies, but he can also
do things I can’t understand.”
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“Those escapes!” his father rasped. “He won’t explain them.
Or how he got home from the Dragon.”

“He says he does it with feyolin,” Cyra said. “He even
gave me a sample of the stuff.”

“Illegal!” his father snapped. “Smuggled by his native kin.”

“He wanted us to try it, but of course we wouldn’t.” She
shivered. “I got nowhere trying to analyze it. Queer stuff, with
a puzzling platinum content. Nothing like any alkaloid we
know. I can’t believe it does what he says it does.”

“A squalid little liar!” His father spoke as if in pain, his
voice hoarse and high. “Yet what he says—about the human-
oids—frightens me!” He turned to Cyra, and Keth saw the
crawling scar, bold and white on his ray-burnt cheek. “You
heard him, Cy.”

“I heard him.” She turned to Keth with a somber nod. “He
says that the drug can take him back to Kyronia—he can’t or
won’t explain just how. But he says he can see the humanoids
there. Millions of them now. Billions, maybe. All at work.
Never stopping, day or night. Spreading that rose-glowing city
all over the planet.”

“Building a base,” his father grated. “A base against us.”

“And three enormous transport ships,” she said. “A dozen
times the size of the one that brought them there. Each one go-
ing up in a nest of factories making the parts and more human-
oids. When they’re ready, Brong says, they mean to swallow
llS.”

He whispered, “How soon?”

“Brong doesn’t know.” She shrugged uneasily. “The human-
oids never die, and he says they have their own sense of time.
But he says the ships look almost complete.”

“That’s why we’re back on Kai,” his father said. “Time’s
running out. We were getting nowhere in the Zone. I know
most people won’t believe Brong’s warning. But I want to see
Vorn and a few others who used to back the Crew. An unlikely
bet, but we can’t just quit.”

They were going on to Northdyke, where the Bridge was sit-
ting. Later, returning to the Zone, they would visit him at
Greenpeak.

“I want one last look for Mansfield’s private tapes,” Cyra
said. “Or whatever records he kept. If they still exist, they
could have been buried somewhere in old Mansfort. When I
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asked permission to search there, years ago, the lower levels
were blocked off and dangerous—"

“They—they still are.”

Keth spoke on impulse, breathless with excitement that was
half apprehension. That precious object in his desk—could the
power that lifted it be rhodomagnetic? Its mysterious makers—
could they have known rhodo science? It was still a very pri-
vate treasure, but suddenly now he saw that he must share its
secret.

“I’ve something to show you,” he whispered. “Out of those
dead levels. A thing I never understood.”

“We’ll be in Greenpeak.” His father’s face looked drawn and
dead beneath the scar. “But we’re leaving for Northdyke to-
night. Unless we can turn up new friends—and better ones than
Brong—we’re dead.”

They went on to Northdyke. Back in his room at Greenpeak,
he set the Leleyo bowl on his desk and sat a long time, dream-
ing of the perilous allure of Malili and wondering why Bosun
Brong should care for him. He leaned at last to open the bot-
tom drawer and test the upward thrust of that white metal ball
once more. Dragon’s egg or something else, it was still more
precious to him than the bowl. He was almost sorry, at the end
of the term, when Cyra called to say they were stopping to see
him.

They looked despondent when he met them at the tubeway
station. Their story that Brong could see the humanoids on
Kyronia had convinced nobody. Most of their old friends
wouldn’t even see them. Admiral Vorn had offered them a
drink for old time’s sake, but he wouldn’t let them talk about
his lost brother or the worlds of the Dragon.

“A stubborn old mutox,” his father muttered. “But I hope to
get something out of him yet. The Navarch has named him to
be the Zone’s next commander. If we can get him to listen to
Brong—"’

“If!” Cyra shrugged. “Not very likely.”

Delaying the moment of loss, he took them to meet Topman
Taiko, took them to a warball game, took them to evening mess
with Chelni, who surprised him with her gracious warmth and
promised them to ask her uncle to do all he could. When it was
nearly time for them to go, Cyra asked what he had wanted
them to see.
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“A dragon’s egg,” he said. “An odd one. Metal, instead of
rock. It wants to fall up.”

Her mouth hung slack for an instant. They were standing on

the duty deck where Chelni had left them, and his father spun
around as if frightened by something behind him.

“You found that?”’ Her eyes were unbelieving. “In the old
CitY?”

“Down under the school. In what must have been a museum.
A dozen stone eggs scattered around it.”

“Let me see!”

When they reached his room, his father peered back into the
corridor and locked the door. They stared, scarcely breathing,
while he freed the little globe from its hiding place under the
old tutor tapes and let it float off his hand.

Cyra snatched it out of the air.

“A monopole!” She stood blinking at it, testing its upward
pull, her thin hand shaking. “Mansfield’s rhodo monopole!”

His father was reaching, and she let him hold it.

“I thought—" Keth caught his breath. “What’s a monopole?”’

“A single rhodomagnetic pole.” Her hungry eyes clung to it,
even while she spoke to him. “This one’s evidently positive.
Common matter has a slight positive rthodo polarity. A positive
pole repels the mass of the planet.”

At last, seeming relieved to have it in her own hand again,
she could look at him.

“Mansfield must have saved it from the Deliverance. In case
we ever needed it for what he called ‘our ultimate resort’
against the humanoids. Concealed it, I suppose, among those
odd stone artifacts.” Her stare sharpened. “Was there anything
else?”

“A skeleton,” he said. “Mounds of mud.”

“This could be enough.” He thought she looked younger.
“Working from it, I can derive the math. Find a way to induce
rhodo forces. To generate new and stronger monopoles. Learn
enough, with luck, to fabricate some sort of rhodo weapon.”

“You’re sure?” his father demanded. “Sure that was all?”

“All I saw.”

“You were there alone, down on the dead levels?” Cyra
stared. “How’d you get permission?”

“I didn’t.”

He told about those secret expeditions.
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“A dreadful risk!” Sitting on his berth, she pulled him down
beside her. “If you had fallen, or lost your light. . . .”

He felt her lean body shiver.

“And you never spoke about it?” She looked abruptly at
him. “I see that you prize it, but of course you must let us take
i

“It’s mine—" He checked his own hurt protest. “If you need
it, take it.” v

“We do.” His father’s voice had firmed. “It should help us
prove I’'m more than just a con man.”

Suddenly, all their plans were changed. They sent him out to
cancel their flight back to Malili and book return passage to
Northdyke.

“You won’t be hearing much from us,” his father said before
they left. “We’ll have to be as cautious as you were. The hu-
manoids, if they’re on Kyronia, they could detect any reckless
use of rhodo power. For all we know, they could have agents
already here on Kai. We must keep under cover. Try for pri-
vate help. Do nothing to give our work away.”

“But we’ll try to keep in touch.” And Cyra added, “We
won’t destroy your precious monopole. In time, yowll have it
back.”

“Skipper, you’ve earned your berth.” His father gripped his
hand. “We’ll want you in the Crew when you get out of school.
That is, unless”’—the spider quivered on his tightening jaw—
“unless the humanoids get here first.”

10

Black Centuries Age of danger and disorder ended by the
first Navarch, the great Kyrondath Kyrone, when he re-
united the battling cities and restored the law of the ship.

Cyra and his father left Greenpeak without waiting for his grad-
uation or saying where they would be. Vaguer than ever, their
occasional voicecards told him only that they were hard at
work, with never a hint of what their progress was or how they
might be reached.
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At graduation, old Topman Taiko announced that Boatman
Keth Kyrone had earned the Vorn Voyagers scholarship for
four years at the Academy. Drinking a melonade with Chelni
after the ceremony, he tried to thank her.

“Thank the Admiral. It seems you impressed him.” She
leaned across their glasses, her wide eyes inviting. “Say you’ll
join the fleet.”

“Ican’t. . .

He saw her smile turning bleak, but he couldn’t tell her
about Cyra and his father and the monopole.

“Ijustcan’t. . .”

Angry tears had welled into her eyes. He bent across the lit-
tle table, trying to tell her how sorry he was, but she brushed
his reaching hand away with a blind slap that caught his glass
and splashed his face with melonade. Without a word, she
stumbled away.

Yet he did receive the scholarship. Riding the circumpolar
tube to Crater Lake and the Academy, he felt lifted with an
eager sense that he was in the doorway to an exciting new
world, closer to space and Malili and the truth about the hu-
manoids.

The old city swiftly dimmed his eager hope. Carved into the
impact mountains where the old Navarch had withdrawn after
Mansfort fell, it had ruled Kai for three hundred years, until
the transplanet tubes were dug and the Bridge moved on to the
twin polar capitals, Northdyke and Terratown. The centuries
since had eroded all its ancient glory.

Founded by the Lifecrew while it was still a power, the
Academy sprawled through the old Bridge district. Though the
vaulted caverns held shadows of their old magnificence, the
musty age of everything depressed him with recollections of
those dead levels of the first capital where he had found the
monopole.

Most of his instructors looked as age-worn as the damp-
stained stone. Few had trained for space and none had been out
to Malili. His courses began with dry repetitions of what he had
learned at Greenpeak, and he found that his own training for
space must wait until his last year.

Though he had expected Chelni, she did not enroll. A brief
and stiffly spoken voicecard told him that she was leaving for
the Zone with her uncle, to take a training position in the Vorn

)
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station there. She hoped he would decide to follow her into the
fleet.

He listened twice to the card, hearing the troubled emotion
beneath her forced and brittle tone. Disturbed himself, recalling
all their years together, and depressed with the haunting uncer-
tainties of his own future, he walked out through the air doors
to the topside parade deck.

It was the middle of a winter moontime. The Dragon was a
bright red spark, washing out all the stars around it. Though
the windless chill took his breath, he crossed the deck to the far
rail. The lake lay a full kilometer below him, contained in the
crater basin by the old power dam that had always been the
city’s life. Frozen now and dazzling with snow, it stretched flat
and vast to the ragged black mountain rim. Malili blazed high
above it, full and enormous, deadly and alluring, colder than
the snow.

He stood clutching the frosty rail, gazing into the planet’s sil-
ver mask, thinking of the obscure promise of the monopole and
the brooding enigma of the humanoids, longing, in spite of him-
self, for Chelni, until he began to shiver.

He was at the Academy nearly four years. On every birth-
day, a brief voicecard from the Zone brought him Chelni’s
curtly worded hope that he would join the Vorns. Sometimes he
was tempted to promise her that. The messages from Cyra and
his father, almost equally rare and brief, told him so little that
he began to doubt that the monopole had given up its secrets.

On the first day of his last term, walking to his desk in the
required Kai lit class, he was feeling empty and disheartened.
The bored instructor had droned the same lecture too many
times to keep any meaning in it, and he had just learned that
his space training was delayed again, because the classes were
all filled by contracted fleetfolk.

Unexpectedly, the girl sitting next to him changed every-
thing. She was tall and lovely, with light brown skin and long
golden hair. When the instructor wanted her name, she rose to
give him a grave little bow.

“Nera Nyin.” Her soft voice held a hint of musical power.
“From 1li, Malili. Visiting Kai on a special student visa, and
admitted to the Academy on a fellowship funded by Admiral
Torku Vorn.”
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She sat again. Breathless with his own excitement, he turned
to study her calm profile.

A native Leleyo!

He could hardly believe it, because she looked so utterly
unlike the naked nomads that travelers to the Zone had always
reported. Slim and straight in the blue school uniform, she
looked clean, and even chic, completely at ease. When he stood
to give his own name, her gold-green eyes came to him with a
probing candor that jolted him again.

He wanted to ask her a thousand things. About her people
and their sacred trees and the stuff called feyolin. About
rockrust and bloodrot and rhodo sources and possible human-
oid probes. Through most of a month, her nearness tantalized
him. Sitting close beside him every day, seeming absorbed in
the dusty lectures, she spoke to nobody. Her aloof reserve kept
her as remote as Malili.

Baffled, he asked the instructor about her.

“Just out of the jungle.” The tired old man peered sharply at
him, as if to see why he cared. “Probably can’t understand
much Kai. Allowed here, I believe, because the Admiral wants
to develop native contacts. Get to know her if you can.”

“She’s hard to know.”

“They’re evasive. Seldom tell us much, and never the truth.”
His pale old eyes squinted shrewdly. “If you want a good berth
with the Vorns, get next to her.”

Though he felt far from certain that he wanted a berth with
the Vorns, he waited next day for her to leave the lecture hall.

“May I-" Awe of her aloof beauty checked him, until sud-
denly she smiled. “May I walk with you?”

“Please.” Her voice was melodious and low. “I wish to know
you, Keth Kyrone.”

Almost overwhelmed with his own delight, he got his breath
to ask if she would like a melonade in the snack bar.

“I prefer Malili food.” Her Kai seemed fluent enough. “You
might enjoy the difference. Would you come to my own place,
off the campus?”

“I-I can’t.” The school still had rigid rules and guarded
gates, relics of the old Lifecrew discipline. “Not without a lib-
erty pass.”

“I brought a letter from your Admiral Vorn.” She seemed
amused. “I think there will be no problem.”
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There was no problem. With a dazzled smile for her and a
searching look at him, the duty officer waved them through. On
the pod, she began asking about the first Navarch and the
founding of Crater Lake. What he said about the Black Cen-
turies seemed to horrify her.

“People killed each other?” Her greenish eyes went wide.
“Why?” .

“The law of the ship had broken down,” he told her. “There
was no Lifecrew then, and we hadn’t learned to cope with Kai.
People were starving. Rival leaders took them to war. Fighting
for water rights. For mining rights. Sometimes just for plunder
or power.”

“But human beings don’t kill each other.” She shook her
head, not quite believing. “That was long ago. I think your his-
tories are not accurate. Human beings do not kill.”

“I’'m afraid they did.”

To convince her, he told her about all the sprawled skeletons
he had found on those bomb-sealed levels beneath Greenpeak.

“You went into such dreadful places? Still a child and all
alone?” She seemed amazed. “No Leleyo would do that. But
neither would we kill.”

She turned to face him in the seat, frowning thoughtfully.
For one dreadful instant, he was afraid she had unfairly
identified him with the murderers of old Mansfort, but then he
saw that she was merely puzzled.

“We don’t understand your ways or your laws or your wars.
That’s why I came to Kai. We had hoped for a long time that
your strange nature would never matter to us, but now you
have begun to frighten us, setting up your death-walls on our
world and killing everything inside.”

She and Chelni, the stray thought struck him, would never be
friends.

“I'm glad it’s you.” The risk of the words left him giddy.
“You who came.”

“I've wanted to see Kai since I was a tiny child.” Her gold-
green eyes looked far away. “Two Kai Nu came outside your
Zone in a great machine. It broke, and they were about to die.
My leyo helped them get back inside their death-wall.”

“The Zone perimeter, you mean?”

“Your killer wall.” Cool scorn edged her voice. ‘“Your shield
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of rays to kill small things in the air, and your autofiring lasers
aimed at the sky, waiting to burn anything larger. I think you
kill too much.”

11

Leleyo Native race of Malili. Apparently human, but im-
mune to bloodrot and able to survive without machines.

Her apartment took his breath again. It was in a high-priced
upper level of the West Rim district. One whole wall of the liv-
ing room was an enormous thermal window overlooking the
crater sea, which had thawed now to a wind-marred mirror,
black beneath the purple Duskday sky and slashed with a glit-
tering silver track beneath high, half-lit Malili.

“Home!” She paused a moment at the window, eyes lifted to
the bright-clouded planet. “I long to be back.”

The lofty room was oddly empty of tables or chairs, the
walls lined with books or hung with Kai art and artifacts.

“So much to gather—and nothing I can carry home. So much
to learn!” She struck her forehead in comic dismay. “It hurts
my poor head.”

They sat on cushions in the empty dining room. She offered
wooden bowls of odd-shaped nuts and small red fruits, a
wooden platter stacked with something that looked like sun-
dried meat, or perhaps dried fruit pulp, a cream-colored liquid
in a plastic flask.

“All safe for you.” She had seen his hesitation. “Sterilized
and passed for import by your own inspectors at the perimeter
station.” She made a wry face. “They killed the flavors, too.”

She sipped from the flask before she passed it to him. He
liked the faintly bitter piquancy and took a larger swallow.

“I wish to learn about the future of your Zone.” She selected
an egg-shaped fruit for him. “Your father has worked with the
Vorns, and they are your friends. Perhaps you can tell me how
far into Malili your death-walls are to reach.”

“I don’t know.” He bit at the fruit and found it hard. “The
Bridge and the Navarch have talked of a Kai Life Plan.”

“For us, the Leleyo Death Plan.”
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Thinking of Chelni, he tried to defend the Zone and the
Vorns. Kai was dying. To stay alive, it must have thorium from
Malili. In a fair exchange, it could offer its science and culture,
its high civilization.

“Civilization?” Her tone grew scornful. “Culture? By that
you mean things. Things our rockrust would crumble to useless
dust. We Leleyo have our own science and civilization, evolved
to fit our world and our needs.”

“Anyhow,” he insisted, “our Zone is very small. Located on
a mountain peak in a region your people seldom visit—"’

“Don’t you know why?” Her greenish eyes flashed. “It’s be-
cause the fallout from your neutron bombs drifts far outside
your death-wall, harming everything within hundreds of kilo-
meters.”

“I didn’t know that—but we’ve another reason to be on Ma-
lili.” Gripped with urgency, he bent to peer at her. “We're
looking for signs of humanoids.”

Astonishment raised her golden eyebrows. “Aren’t they ma-
chines?”

“Powerful machines. Hunting us to suffocate us with a
deadly kind of care. I'm afraid they’re overtaking us.”

“They’ll never trouble Malili, because the rust protects us.”
Irony flashed in her eyes. “You Kai Nu must love machines,
because you have them everywhere. Why should you fear one
more?”’

“We must have machines to survive at all on Kai, but ours
aren’t rhodomagnetic. The humanoids’ are, and we’ve detected
rhodo sources on Malili. Maybe the braintrees—"

“Our feyo trees?” She looked startled. “They’ve nothing to
do with the humanoids.”

“Are you sure?” He watched her, trying not to let her loveli-
ness distract him. “There’s a drug from the trees. Could it be
the humanoids’ euphoride—"

“It is not.” She shook her head, gravely indignant. “The feyo
trees are living shrines. Their blood is the life of my people. It
comes from no machine, and its gifts are not for you Kai Nu—"

“Does it kill?” The idea stabbed him. “My mother died
searching for a braintree.”

“Your people are too eager to die.” She paused as if in pain-
ful recollection. “You don’t belong on Malili—that’s what you
never learn. On my first feyosan, when I was still a young child,
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my feyolan pointed out a spot where metal rust had stained and
blighted everything.” Her soft tone fell. “That may have been
your mother’s machine.”

Seeing him baffled by the hard little fruit, she took it out of °
his hand and pressed the end of it. With a gentle pop, the red
rind split and peeled away, uncovering an orange-colored
morsel that she pressed to his lips. He liked its tangy sour-
sweetness; yet, with his eyes on her, he found that he had
gulped the rich juice without really tasting.

“Since we're going to be friends—” With a graceful shrug,
she was shedding her blue uniform jacket. “I'm not used to
your clothing.”

She had worn nothing under the jacket. He hadn’t seen a girl
so far unclad since that day so long ago when little Chelni Vorn
bared her flat-chested thinness for his inspection. The difference
dazzled him.

“If you mind—"’

Seeing his startled stare, she reached for the jacket. He
caught his breath and found voice to say that he didn’t mind at
all. Feeling as if his whole world had tipped, he tried and failed
to pull his eyes away.

“You’re beautiful!” he whispered.

“I'm glad you like me.” She turned a little to display her
golden splendor. “I thought at first you were not pleased.” She
made a face of mock perplexity and let it fade into a frown of
grave inquiry. “There is still so much I must ask you. About
the Zone and your plans for more death-walls and your Life-
crew and these humanoids you seem to fear so much.”

He waited, trying to control his breathing, suddenly wonder-
ing. If she had come to Kai as a Leleyo agent, could she be the
sort of spy his father feared? Intoxicated with her bared loveli-
ness, he didn’t want to suspect her, yet—

“Let’s talk about these humanoids.” She was leaning toward
him entrancingly, her wide eyes searching, so close he caught
her faint, clean scent. “Do you really fear them? Or is the talk
of them only a clever lie, invented to cover the Kkilling of
Malili?”

Disturbed, he tried and failed to look away from her allure.

“We are afraid,” he whispered. “A few of us are.”

“We’ve no machines on Malili,” she insisted softly. “What
we fear is your death-walls, and the dust that drifts out of them.



45

But if fearing the humanoids could make you leave your stolen
Zone—"

Her eyes shone with joy, contemplating that.

“They were real and dreadful on those old worlds.” He
shrank a little from her loveliness. “Our ancestors were very
lucky to escape them. I believe they’ve reached the Dragon. If
you aren’t afraid, you ought to be.”

“Why?” She shrugged wondrously, limpid eyes wide. “I
think they were invented to end the sort of troubles that
threaten you on Kai. Perhaps you should invite them—"

“To let them end our freedom?”

“Shall we think of other things?”’ She gestured at the platter.
“If you aren’t afraid to try a bite of binya ling?”

He couldn’t help thinking of the humanoids, but she was
selecting a thin brown slab from the platter. Biting one end off
with gleaming teeth, she offered the rest of it companionably to
him.

“What is it?”

“You might like it more if you hadn’t asked. Since you did,
it’s a dried secretion from the binya tree. Poisonous originally,
it functions to attract and kill wild creatures whose bodies then
decay to fertilize the tree. We age it until the poison is only a
flavor.”

Thinking of bloodrot, he shook his head at it.

“It won’t kill you.” A half-mocking challenge danced in her
eyes. ‘““Your own inspectors have tested it.”

Bracing himself, he bit the end her teeth had marked.
Though tough and nearly tasteless at first, the stuff became
sweetish and richly meaty as he chewed. It had a slight peppery
bite that he thought must be the poison flavor.

“I like it,” he decided.

“It was better before your inspectors cooked it.”

He finished the slab and took another, his appetite sharpen-
ing. She showed him how to peel the kela berries and told him
the names of the nuts. When the dishes and the plastic flask
were empty, she gathered them and glided upright, out of her
uniform skirt.

“I like your lesser gravity,” she murmured. “Motion is so
easy here.”

Her own motion dazzled him, but he tried not to let it over-
whelm him. Waiting while she was gone into another room, he
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couldn’t help wondering again if she was indeed a spy. Sud-
denly he didn’t care.

The lights turned lower, she came flowing down again beside
him. She had brought something bubbling and blood-colored in
a hammered golden cup that was almost a twin of the one
Bosun Brong had sent him. She raised it in both hands, closing
her eyes and glowing with pleasure as she breathed its vapor.
He caught an odd, sharp aroma.

“Feyolin,” she breathed. “I can share it with a friend.”

She sipped, with a tiny shiver that made her more alluring.
He shuddered. Feyolin! Was it in fact euphoride, invented to
kill the will of men? His first frightened impulse was to push
the cup away, but she was leaning too close, her bare arm al-
ready sliding around him, her own fresh scent stronger than the
heady odor of the cup. Suddenly, all the hazards he imagined
mattered no more than those warning barriers he had passed in
old Mansfort to find the monopole.

He sipped.

12

Euphoride Benign psychochemical developed by the hu-
manoids to eradicate fear, frustration, and pain, creating
absolute happiness.

He was never sorry. If feyolin was wrong, it swept him instantly
into another moral domain, far beyond his old ethical limits.
Fiery in his throat, it burned fast through his being, half agony,
all strange delight. His senses were blunted for an instant, then
incredibly sharpened.

Though that fire swiftly died, its aftertaste lingered and grew
into a salt-and-scarlet symphony, utterly new to him, so deli-
cious that his first cautious sip seemed far too small. He wanted
the golden chalice for a deeper drink, but a swift expansion of
time and distance had swept it from him into a strange infinity
where every breath occupied an age.

His own heartbeats had slowed and swollen into immense re-
verberating quakes. The long room had become a vast and sep-
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arate cosmos nothing else could penetrate. Outside it, Malili’s
milky glow on the lake was now so blinding that he blinked and
turned away.

Shining with a new glory of her own, Nera came closer, and
her intoxicating scent wrapped him in a quivering diamond
mist. Her first velvet touch charged him with a resistless joyous
longing.

“Nera . . .” His breathless whisper rumbled like thunder.
“Nera Nyin!”

Though amazement at himself still lingered in some far, cool
corner of his being, that didn’t matter. He was no longer Kai
Nu, no longer bound by the stern restraints of habit and custom
and law he had been learning all his life. Transfigured by the
crimson drink, he was Leleyo.

He turned hungrily to her, and she came to him. His own
uniform was soon in their way, and she helped him shuck it off.
She herself was incandescent joy, multiplied beyond imagina-
tion. Afterwards, it all seemed another reality, a remote realm
of incandescent truth from which he could recall only a few
precious fragments.

The first electric sweetness of her mouth, her deft hands
helping him slide into her, the yielding power of her gentle
body. Her soft laugh, magnified in her golden chest to a drum-
ming melody when he whispered in panic that he mustn’t make
her pregnant.

“Body control is the first art of feyo.” Her breathed words
were soaring music. “We limit our numbers to fit our world. I
won’t get a child until I wish.”

They were dwellers in their own private universe, where they
themselves filled all space and all time, each magnificent instant
expanded into eternities of splendor. Only their joy in each
other was real, and nothing else could touch them. Whenever
its burning glory was about to fade, another searing sip ignited
it again, always more divine.

Desolation chilled him when he reached a last time for the
cup and found it dry. She laughed gaily at his greediness. Feyo-
koor could never last forever. It was time for them to sleep.

The wonder was dead when he woke, though she lay slight
and lovely in his arms. Restored to the common universe, that
great bare room was cold and gloomy and still. Beyond the
thermal window, a gray fringe of moontime ice had rimmed the
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black lake, and the magic had vanished from Malili’s light.
That incandescent aftertaste had turned bitter on his lips, and
his whole body felt numb and clumsy, aching unexpectedly.

“Keth . . .” She breathed his name faintly, without really
waking, when he bent to kiss her, the sound nearly too faint for
his deadened hearing. “Come back to me.”

He found his uniform and let himself out. Returning through
the nondescript litter of unswept tunnels and the occasional
rumble and clatter of early traffic, he had to grope his way
painfully back from that lost wonderland to the old realities, to
the cramping customs of Kai and the demands of his classes
and the intolerable possibility that she could be a humanoid
agent.

At the gate, a different duty officer demanded the liberty pass
he didn’t have and made him sign the penalty book. Back in his
room, he sat for a long time, staring at his own golden cup,
dreaming wistfully of that evaporated wonder, and regretting all
he had failed to learn.

Where did the braintrees grow? What were the tenets of the
feyo faith, which she had managed to say so little about? How
did her nomad race stay alive in their cloud-shrouded home-
lands he could never even hope to know? Without machines or
clothing, tools or vehicles, dwellings or records, without any
apparent social order, how did the Leleyo manage to exist?

More painful questions nagged him. Why had she elected
him for such shattering friendship? Only because of the Kyrone
name and what she hoped he could tell her? That likelihood
was at first almost too painful to consider, but he sat suddenly
straighter, grinning at his gloomy face in the shaving mirror.
Even if she never spoke to him again, or wanted to, his recol-
lection of their night together would remain as precious to him
as that magic monopole.

Oddly happy, he got up to pee, drink cold water, and plug a
math tape into his holotutor. Brimming with a breathless ea-
gerness, he went early that day to Kai lit and sat watching the
door, heart throbbing hard, waiting for her.

She didn’t come.

“Don’t know and never will.” The aged instructor gave him
a shrug and a stabbing glance, perhaps of envy, when he went
up after class to ask about her. “The Leleyo way. Safer not to
get involved because yo