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HIGH STAKES

“What you said a moment ago, Captain Krake,” the
alien thundered, “is untrue. Everybody does not know
that transiting a wormhole is fatal. One of you says other-
wise—is that not so, Sork Quintero?”

Sork blinked at the Turtle. “‘Are you talking about
those old scientific chips? But they’re just a record of
what some professor said in a lecture hall; I don’t know,
myself, if any of it is true.”

“You have told us that these humans believe it to be
true,” Litlun said severely. “Sue-ling Quong also has said
that the chips are authentic. Do you deny the wisdom of
your own race?”’

“Well, you’ve been denying it!” Krake put in furi-
ously. “What made you change your mind?”

Silence for a moment. Then Chief Thunderbird said
hollowly, “We have not changed our minds. We simply
have no choice, because we are desperate.”

“The best yet of [Pohl and Williamson’s] joint efforts,
and a commendable addition to either’s list of achieve-
ments. —Science Fiction Chronicle
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To Stephen Hawking

in gratitude for an inspiration he would never
recognize and, mostly, for being
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An Earth human whose name was Augustine once sang
in his confession:

“What, then, is time?

“If no one asks me, I know.

“If T wish to explain it to someone who asks, I know
not.”

But one of the aiodoi, who do know that they are also
scientists (since the aiodoi know that they are everything),
sings instead:

“Time is always.

“Time is all.

“Time is only illusion, but there is no other truth than
time.”






The individual was known as Chief Thunderbird, and he
was a Turtle—at least, that was the name human beings
had given their benefactors from space. Chief Thunder-
bird wasn’t his actual name, either. That too was simply
what human beings generally called him. Properly he was
addressed by his title, which was Proctor for Human
Oversight. In his own language he had a name, of course,
but that didn’t matter to human beings. Human people
had no hope of pronouncing the shrill squawks and high-
frequency hisses of the Brotherhood.

The Proctor turned one wandering eye to gaze down
at his companion and gestured with one sinuous, webby
claw. “Now, Younger Brother,” he said benignly, or as
benignly as a Turtle’s screech could ever sound, “this will
be your main post of duty as Facilitator.”

The Younger Brother allowed both his eyes to roam
without pleasure over the vista before him. This was the
Brotherhood’s largest compound on Earth, with its hun-
dreds of human workers and busy trains of matériel con-
verging at the foot of the skyhook. “You will do good
business with these beings,” the Proctor promised.
“Trade is just beginning to expand, now that we have
completed the orbit elevator.” One eye turned admiringly
to gaze up at the cable of the skyhook, receding to infin-
ity overhead. “When I first came here, we had to use
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actual spacecraft for all lifting in and out of orbit. Of
course, the freight costs cut very heavily into the profits.”

“It’s very wet here,” the Younger Brother com-
plained.

Chief Thunderbird was not famous for tolerance to-
ward subordinates. What little compassion he had was
rapidly running out. This newcomer did not even look
like a proper member of the Brotherhood. He was short.
Where Chief Thunderbird stood nearly three meters tall,
his carapace sleekly glistening silver and black in the yel-
low sunlight of this world called “Earth,” this new one
was half a meter shorter. And he was ugly. Even the
color of his carapace was hideous. What could he have
been eating to give it that hideous rusty-orange hue? It
did not gleam at all. Taking everything together, the best
word to describe this Younger Brother was “scrawny.” It
was hard to believe that he and the Proctor were of the
same brood.

Unfortunately, the Proctor reflected sadly, such
things happened. When a Mother came to the end of her
fertility cycle there was always the probability that some
of her last get would be—well—inferior.

The implications of that thought saddened the Proc-
tor. It meant that the Mother—who was his own Mother,
too—would have to be replaced soon. But that was the
way the world went.

Chief Thunderbird drew himself up and looked
around his dominion with—not with pride, no, but with
contentment. Senior members of the Brotherhood did not
suffer from pride. They had no need for it. They were
simply well aware that their great Brotherhood spanned a |
thousand star systems and brought their treasures to
share with lesser races like these humans—oprofiting
greatly from such transactions, of course.

Even on this sorry, soggy little planet the Brother-
hood’s transactions were vast. Tens of thousands of tons
of raw materials filled the cargo carts that climbed into
orbit each day along the three great elevators of the
skyhook. Of course, those materials were not particularly
precious. They were common enough in space; this very
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solar system had a swarm of asteroids orbiting out past
its third planet that were rich in metals and minerals. But
it was a great convenience to have a planet of intelligent
—well, fairly intelligent—beings to collect them and
bring them here to the cargo terminals.

“They look so soft,” the Younger Brother com-
plained. “Wet, too.”

The Proctor turned both eyes on the new arrival.
Didn’t they teach cubs any manners any more? It was a
great condescension for a Proctor to show a newcomer to
the planet around in this way—though a welcome one,
since it meant his own eventual release.

He made an effort to be indulgent. “Yes, they are
repulsive, but you will have no trouble with these hu-
mans. They are eager for trade with us.”

“Why should I have trouble?”” the Younger Brother
asked, sounding perplexed. The Proctor for Human
Oversight diverted his second eye to glare at him. This
cub was simply not civilized. It was not a fitting way to
speak to an Elder Brother, particularly one as distin-
guished as the Proctor.

Anger led the Proctor to say something that was not
called for: “I remind you, Younger Brother,” he snapped,
“that not every creature the Brotherhood has encoun-
tered has been as agreeable as these humans.”

That found its mark. The Younger Brother looked
away with both eyes, shocked and embarrassed at the
reminder of the ancient, but never forgotten, Sh’shrane.
He muttered, “I had not forgotten, Elder Brother.”

The Proctor gave him a brief nod, then waved at the
compound with one hard-plated arm, allowing his eyes to
roam independently. It was a busy scene, with the endless
commerce of the space ladder flowing down to the base
from orbit, and thence out to the world of human beings.
He gestured at the human laborers and said, *“The natives
are entirely organic, you know.”

The new Facilitator glanced around distastefully at
the hurrying humans. “I know. Fragile and wet and
primitive, like the Taurs.”

“Almost like the Taurs, yes,” the Proctor agreed.
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“Both species are very wet, and in some ways their physi-
cal structures resemble each other. But these Earth hu-
mans don’t have those disgusting Taur superstitions.”

“One hopes not,” the Facilitator said fervently, gaz-
ing upward reverently with both eyes. “So they do not
require improvement?”

“Well, not in the same way as the Taurs, anyway,”
the Proctor said thoughtfully. The Taurs had presented
some serious problems to the Brotherhood, until they had
found a way of preventing those problems from arising
any more. “These creatures do have superstitions of their
own, I’m afraid. You’ll see. But they’re anxious for trade,
and very desirous of our machines—and very impressed,
too, by our space technology.” He waved an arm toward
the majestic space ladder. “Now that this is completed
our commerce can really develop, with cargoes leaving
all the time. The humans will help us in this. They are
quite teachable, with some technological help we can give
them. Even without it, some of the humans have even
been allowed to operate waveships.”

The Facilitator looked shocked, but was now too
chastened to say so. He only said, “In the wisdom of the
Mother no errors are possible.” His tone caused the Proc-
tor to look at him sharply, but the Facilitator was not
pursuing the subject. He was staring around him with
both his eyes, each roaming independently to take in part
of the view, none of it very appealing to the new Younger
Brother. “It’s so hot and wet here,” he complained again.

The Proctor, who knew just how much hotter and
wetter it was likely to become as the seasons changed, hid
his amusement. “You’ll get used to it. Be pleased that you
are assigned to work in this compound. The bases for the
other two legs of the ladder are even worse. They had to
be located in what this planet calls its tropical zone.”

The Facilitator sighed, contemplating the years ahead
in this soggy, steamy climate. “And this place was one of
their ‘cities’?”” he said, shuddering slightly.

“Yes, they are disgusting,” Chief Thunderbird agreed.
The mere idea of a “city” was unpleasant: imagine a race
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that settled itself in vast structures, when the proper pur-
pose of any being is to quest for new gifts for his Mother.

But of course, the humans were deficient in that re-
spect. They did not have a single Mother. “This place
was called ‘Kansas City,” ” the Proctor went on, forming
the human words in a way no human could have under-
stood. “It was severely damaged in one of their wars and,
really, there was no point in trying to restore it. But it
still had transportation facilities available, so we based
one leg of the ladder here.”

“Wars!” the Facilitator grunted. It was like an epithet.

“Oh, yes, they fought wars. Of course, we’ve put a-
stop to all that sort of wasteful physical combat.”

“Of course.” The Facilitator diverted one yellow-red
eye to gaze at the Proctor. “Is there further wisdom you
must impart to me in this place?” he asked.

Chief Thunderbird rolled one eyestalk heavenward.
“Does the Younger Brother already know everything?”
he demanded.

“No,” the Facilitator admitted, attempting respect.

“Then the Younger Brother may ask whatever ques-
tions are on his mind,” the Proctor said benevolently.

The Facilitator groaned inwardly, glancing around.
He pointed at a group of workers unloading a flatcar of
scrap metal. “I see both humans and Taurs working
there, Elder Brother,” he said. “Would it not be more
efficient to have only whichever race is best at the task
employed?”

The Proctor twined his eyestalks negatively. “The
Taurs are best at heavy lifting,” he informed his compan-
ion, “but the humans are more intellectual in some ways.
Actually, the humans like Taurs very much, not only for
labor but for meat. Nearly all humans now eat Taur
flesh.”

“But didn’t they eat meat before we came?”

The Proctor made a tolerant gesture. “Yes, of course,
the meat of their kindred animals. But those animals
were not intelligent at all, not even as intelligent as a
Taur. They could not be instructed to present themselves
for slaughter when ready. They wasted resources, too,
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since they ate the same grains as humans, whereas the
Taurs can of course eat anything that grows as long as
they also have a few redfruit in their diet. And, by the
way, the humans also enjoy our redfruit—"

But the Younger Brother was showing signs of dis-
tress. “I don’t much care what the animals eat, Elder
Brother,” he gasped. “It is very wet here.”

The Proctor turned both eyes on the Facilitator. But
all he said was, “Very well. We will go inside one of the
buildings, where it is drier, and I will show you how we
care for these humans.”

The new Facilitator was doing his best to be courte-
ous to an Elder Brother of high rank. His best wasn’t
very good. He couldn’t help it, though. He was in dis-
tress. The physical conditions on this Mother-forsaken
planet were appalling, for a Brother used to the waterless
comforts of the Mother worlds.

And then there was his own special problem.

The Facilitator was one of the last of the present High
Mother’s litter. He knew he was physically very marginal
among the Brotherhood. Eggs that tested very little far-
ther below standard than his own had not been permitted
to develop.

But, although the Facilitator was very young, he was
not stupid. That would have been impossible. Physical
" blemishes were tolerated among the Brotherhood, but in-
tellectual ones never. No Brother with impaired mental-
ity was allowed to survive his first hatching year. The
Facilitator was also wholly dedicated to the service of the
Brotherhood and the sacred Mother, but of course that
went without saying.

All the same, the new Facilitator was not entirely
pleased with the assignment he had drawn. Like every
young Brother, molting into his final grown-up carapace,
he had dreamed of more exciting work for the Mother.
To travel around the stars in a waveship, opening new
lanes of commerce, finding new treasures to bring home
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to the Mother—that was what every young Brother as-
pired to. Not this! He could not help feeling that if he had
been just a little more physically prepossessing, his selec-
tion would have been entirely different, and much better.
To be assigned to this muggy, swampy world to ride herd
on a few billion unpleasant aliens was—well, it was the
sort of thing you got assigned to, he knew, when you
were just a little under par.

Which told him something he was too intelligent to
say about the Elder Brother who was showing him
around: Just what was the flaw in the Proctor that had
landed Aim in this ghastly place?

The Facilitator could see that the Proctor was getting
restive. He understood that perfectly. He was getting as
bored as his guide, and hungry, too. He was about to
suggest a refreshing half hour in the radiation chamber
when the Proctor led him into a low building that seemed
to be occupied entirely by the soft-bodied aliens. He
paused at the door and waved inside. “You will want to
observe this institution. It is a hospital,” the Proctor ex-
plained. “For humans. It is one of the things we have
done for them, giving them the benefit of our expertise in
medicine and anatomy.”

The Facilitator was surprised. “Didn’t they have hos-
pitals of their own? I mean, I understood they had ma-
chines, and even primitive spacecraft—"

“Oh, human machines,” the Proctor said, dismissing
them all with a wave of one horny claw. “Very crude.
Not anything like as good as what we have given them.
Their spacecraft, for example, used chemical rockets to
rise from the surface of the planet to orbit—you can
imagine how weak and wasteful they were, before we
brought them the elevators on the space ladder. And
their medicine was quite crude. Come inside and you will
see for yourself.”

It was better in the building than out of it, less warm,
less humid, but there were surprises there too. The
Facilitator stared at a couple of quiet young Taur males
who were working at cleaning, carrying, doing routine
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jobs, their horns just beginning to bud. “I didn’t expect to
find Taurs here,” the Facilitator said in surprise.

“QOh, yes,” the Proctor said, with satisfaction. “Actu-
ally, Taurs are one of our most successful exports to this
world. The humans like them for manual labor, and of
course for food. The humans have been taught all they
need to know about how to treat Taurs,” he said proudly,
“and they are careful to follow our instructions.”

“The Mother be thanked for that,” said the Younger
Brother, with heartfelt sincerity.

“Of course. Now I will show you some of the ways in
which we have helped the humans. For instance, this
building is a hospital.”

“Do they not have their own repair facilities?”

“Of course, but not as good as ours. Here we perform
essential services for human beings that they cannot per-
form for themselves—High Mother!” he finished, with a
startled squawk. One of the passing humans had stopped
and clutched at the Proctor’s claws. The Facilitator’s first
impulse was alarm, but then reason reassured him that
the Proctor had nothing to fear from these moist savages.
The human being was proudly showing the Proctor his
forelimb, where a crude drawing of some sort of beast
appeared to be made directly on the skin.

The Proctor recovered his calm, adjusted the trans-
poser on his arm and spoke to the human. The Facilitator
shuddered at the sounds that the Proctor was making. It
was an analogue of human language, or as close as the
Brotherhood’s vocal apparatus could manage. He was go-
ing to have to learn that himself, he knew dismally. He
could barely hear the corresponding sounds that came
out of the transformer, stepped down to frequencies hu-
mans could hear. When the human replied, it was only an
unpleasant noise.

To the Facilitator’s surprise, the Proctor was laugh-
ing.

“What is amusing my Elder Brother?” the Facilitator
asked, clawed hands submissively bent in the gesture of
respect—you didn’t have to feel it to show it, and he was
aware that the Proctor was annoyed with him.
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“This human is a new arrival in our compound,” the
Proctor explained. “See, he doesn’t even have a memo
pocket in his skull yet. I suppose that’s why he’s here, for
the operation to install it.”

“Memo pocket?” the Facilitator asked.

Complacently, the Proctor touched the spot in his
armor where the skull reached the edge of the platen,
where his kind inserted data disks to help them with their
technological works. “Humans do not possess our natu-
ral ganglionic loci, Younger Brother,” he explained. “So
in order for them to use the memo disks, they have to
have one created surgically. That was the first great chal-
lenge our anatomists faced, but, fortunately, the speci-
mens our first scouts acquired gave us a good deal of
experimental material.”

“I do know about the specimens that were collected,
Elder Brother,” the Facilitator said, wishing the Proctor
would get on with it. “Some still exist, I believe.”

“I am not speaking of the surviving specimens. I am
speaking of those specimens which were too severely
damaged for reanimation when acquired by our scouts.
By dissecting them, our anatomists learned how to im-
plant memory chips in humans. After that it was simple
to perform various kinds of surgery that were beyond the
skills of the humans themselves. That is what this hospi-
tal is for.”

The Facilitator groaned, but not aloud. There was
simply no stopping this Elder Brother. The Facilitator
had not journeyed all the way from home without cram-
ming his very large and able brain with every fact he
could find about his new posting. Humans had possessed
only explosive-propelled spaceships and knew nothing of
the wave-drive? Of course. Only the Brotherhood had
waveships—well, the Brotherhood and that one other ga-
lactic race that was best forgotten. The orbital tower that
was their elevator to space? Naturally the Brotherhood
had made it a high priority to install one as quickly as
possible. How else could you carry on large-scale inter-
stellar business?

He raised one scaled claw, hoping against hope to cut
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off the flow of educational lecture. “One thing I do not
understand, Elder Brother,” he said humbly. “What is it
about these humans that amused you?”

The Proctor turned both eyes on him. “It is simply
that they love us so,” he said, gazing down affectionately
at the human. “Do you see this thing on his arm? It is
called a ‘tattoo.” He has decorated his skin with this pic-
ture which he believes resembles one of us.”

“It is a very poor likeness,” the Facilitator com-
plained, darting both eyes at the faded lines of the draw-
ing.
“Oh, it is not really of one of our Brotherhood. The
tattoo depicts an Earthly beast which is called ‘turtle.’ ”
Of course, his vocal cords made a hash of the human
word. “It is what they call us, the ‘Turtles.” ”

The Facilitator was scandalized. “They are so offen-
sive that they name us after a dumb beast?”

“You do not understand,” the Proctor sighed. “Hu-
mans have an old tale in their religious lore which speaks
of a race between a ‘turtle’ and a ‘hare.” Although the
hare can run much faster, it was the turtle which won the
race—so, you see, it is a term of respect.”

“If the Elder Brother says so,” the Facilitator grum-
bled.

“I do say so. Don’t you see? We win the race, in spite
of everything,” the Proctor said proudly. “We always
do.”

“Always,” agreed the Facilitator, happy to have
something to agree with the Proctor on. The Brother-
hood always did win. In every contest they ventured to
imdertake. Or some members of the Brotherhood did, at
east. . . .

And it was the Facilitator’s fervent intention to be the
one who conquered in the next, and most important, one.

At least now they were moving again, the Proctor
leading the way. He said, “There are several complex
surgical operations now in progress—they come from all
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over to be helped by the procedures we have brought to
their planet. Come, we will observe one of them.”

Unwillingly the Facilitator trailed the Elder Brother
to what was called an “operating room.” He observed a
cluster of humans in white, green and lilac robes sur-
rounding a table where another human lay. Then he took
a closer look. “But those are humans performing this
operation,” he said. “Did the Elder Brother not say that
this hospital was reserved for cases so difficult that only
the skills of the Brotherhood made them possible?”

The Proctor nodded reluctant approval. “You are
quick to observe, at least,” he said grudgingly. ‘“Yes,
those are human surgeons, but the skills they use are
those of the Brotherhood. Note the memo disks in their
skulls. They are needed, because this is indeed a particu-
larly difficult operation.” He turned one eye expectantly
on the Facilitator. “Observe the patient. Do you notice
anything strange?”’

The Facilitator studied the subject, then waved an
arm negatively. “What should I notice?”’

“It is a fernale,” the Proctor said gleefully. “Half of
the humans are female!”

The Facilitator shuddered; the thought of an intelli-
gent race with more than one active female was vaguely
repellent, though he had been taught to expect this.
“What is wrong with her?”

The Proctor said, “She is ‘pregnant.’ It is her unborn
young that need attention. These creatures bear their
young live, like Taurs, and sometimes things go wrong.
In this case, she has two young ones developing inside
her, but they are malformed. It is what humans call ‘Sia-
mese twins.” They are joined at the brain.”

“At the brain!”

“Yes,” said the Proctor with pride, ‘“but with our
memo disk the surgeon will be able to separate them in
utero and they will develop normally. That is why she
has come here from one of their cities.”

“Cities,” the Facilitator repeated, shuddering. “Dis-
gusting!”

The Proctor said fairly, “Even the humans find their
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cities unlivable, with all their noise and dirt. Therefore it
is a good place for us to secure memmie helpers—espe-
cially when, like this one, they are in difficulties.”

The Facilitator said impatiently, “Why do we trouble
with such things? Why not let them deal with it them-
selves?”

“Oh, Facilitator,” the Proctor said in dismay, “have
they taught you nothing? It is because we do things for
these humans that our relations are so successful. We
have given them so many things: machines, medical tech-
niques, the Taurs for servants and food, the redfruit to
replace their native vegetation, the opening to space
through our ladder. These things are our trading stock!
We can show the humans that our technology is better
than theirs, and in that way cause them to give up their
heretical notions.”

The Younger Brother squinted up at his superior.
“What heretical notions?”

“Fantastic distortion of the Mother’s truth,” the
Proctor told him somberly, “woven into the pseudosci-
ences they call ‘physics’ and ‘astronomy’—that is,” he
explained, “their own weird ideas of the stars.”

The Facilitator was astonished. “What do these beasts
know about the stars?”

“They are not really beasts,” the Proctor acknowl-
edged justly. “But they do have strangely mistaken no-
tions. Even blasphemous violations of the Mother’s laws.
Notions of such strange things as multiple dimensions in
space-time, as they call it, and something they call ‘quan-
tum reality.” ”’

The Facilitator shuddered. “We must stamp that
out!”

“Indeed yes. That program has already begun. Ulti-
mately these heresies will die away, along with those
other nasty customs of these humans, like ‘nations’ and
wars.”

The Facilitator sighed. “But this will take a long
time,” he said dismally.

“Oh, no doubt,” said the Proctor, at last beginning to
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feel at ease. “But you have the time. And now,” he said,
beaming, “I think you have all the indoctrination you
need. Now you can take up your duties and I—I will
spend the rest of my duty tour in the orbital station, far
from this damp, miserable surface!”



The aiodoi seldom sing of twentieth-century Earth hu-
mans, but among those humans is a scientist. This scientist
does not know that he is also an aiodos. Nevertheless, at
times he sings most poetically to his students, like any
aiodos. Then in his songs are certain things the aiodoi also
sing:

“Now, pay attention, class, because we’re going to try
to understand what Stephen Hawking means when he
says he no longer believes in the Big Bang.

“What Hawking says is that the universe is infinite in
time. It has lasted forever. It will go on lasting forever.

“Please understand that this isn’t the old Hoyle-Gold
idea of continuous creation, which we took up last
month. Hawking doesn’t believe in creation at all. What
he does say is that, every once in a while in the eternal
history of the universe, there is a sort of vacuum fluctua-
tion which produces a temporary flux of particles. “Tem-
porary’ doesn’t necessarily mean something that lasts for
only a short time. It can be quite a long time—I would
say, perhaps, in this case for as long as ten to the sixty-
sixth years or more. These particles appear, they expand,
they condense into galaxies and stars and planets and you
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and me. Then, over time, they subside again. The vacuum
energies return to the zero state and the universe goes on
unchanged—until the next eruption.

“Are you following me? Maybe a picture would make
it clearer. You can draw it in your notebooks, if you want
to.

“For your picture, think of the whole universe as an
endless, one-dimensional line.

“Then think of that endless line as hollow. Like a
very narrow hose. Better still, think of it as an extremely
long, extremely skinny anaconda, and imagine that the
anaconda has just swallowed a pig. From outside the ana-
conda, you can see the bulge in the snake’s belly, where
the pig is being digested—

“But the pig can’t see that bulge in the snake’s belly.
The pig can’t see the anaconda at all, because it is inside
that infinitely long snake.

“Now think of ourselves as living within that pig in-
side that snake. Think of us as some smart, tiny bacteria
that live in the pig’s gut. Maybe we could be something
like that favorite, harmless intestinal bug we all carry
around called Escherichia coli, only a lot more intelligent.
In fact, if we E. coli are intelligent enough, we might
possibly be able to invent some kind of instruments—call
them ‘radio telescopes,” or something of the sort—that
might let us explore the entire pig. We may even be able
to deduce, from studying the pig’s structure, that there
was a ‘beginning’ to the pig. That would be the point in
the snake’s body where the curvature of the swallowed
pig first begins to appear. We might call that ‘the Big
Bang.’ Perhaps we can speculate that there will also be an
end, when the last trace of the pig will be gone and the
snake will resume its endless, one-dimensional stretch.

“We can imagine all that. But what we intestinal bac-
teria can never do is see past the outer limits of the pig we
live inside, for the body of that pig is our whole perceiv-
able universe.

“If one of us pig-gut fauna happens to be like Stephen
Hawking, he may theorize that there could be a lot more
of the snake than the pig’s body occupies, even if we can’t
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see it. Nevertheless, what we can never do, ever, is have
any personal encounter with anything before or after the
pig. Those areas are forever hidden from us. There may
be other pig-universes elsewhere along the snake from its
previous meals and later ones, but we can only guess
about that. We will never be able to see them, or commu-
nicate with them, or have direct proof that they exist.

“For that reason, our bacterial Stephen Hawking will
call these other possible universes ‘imaginary.’

“In just that way, the living Stephen Hawking of our
own world, in fact, describes everything before the Big
Bang as ‘imaginary time,” along with everything that fol-
lows after that temporary swelling of space and time
which we perceive as our whole universe. He calls the
time we live by—clock time; the time by which we mea-
sure our heartbeats and the recession of the galaxies and
the rotation of the Earth—‘real time,” because it seems
real to us . . . since it’s the only one we can ever detect.

“But, Hawking says, the universe runs on ‘imaginary
time.” What appears to us as real is only a deficiency in
our ability to see beyond our slowly digesting pig.

“That’s all for today, class. Bring your notes tomor-
row, because we’re going to have an open-book quiz.”

Thus sang the ancient Earth scientist, who was also a
poet, and the aiodoi heard. But here is what one aiodos
sings:

“Which is the first particle in a flux of infinitely varied
particles that has gone on forever?

“Every one is.

“For when each particle first comes to exist, it is, for
itself, the first particle that ever existed.

“And what does ‘cannot’ mean?

“‘Cannot’ has only one meaning, and that is that
‘cannot’ cannot ever be.”
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To Sork Quintero, the teachings of the old human scien-
tists weren’t heretical. They were Auman, and it was
Sork’s firm plan to learn everything the human race had
ever known . . . as well as, God willing, everything the
Turtles knew as well. That made Sork’s life even harder
than it would otherwise have been. Among other things,
the effort cost him a lot of sleep. He didn’t have time for
much of it, when he put in his hours studying the bor-
rowed old tapes after his day’s work for the Turtles was
through. It cost him pain, too, because it made his head
hurt, especially when he tried to understand what those
wild old tapes were talking about. Space. Time. The uni-
verse. It didn’t mean that these were difficult subjects—as
long as he didn’t try to understand what the old scientists
were saying exact/y—but what in the world could they
mean by something they called “imaginary time”?

When he did try to digest those indigestibles, then his
head hurt. Then nothing they said made sense. Then ev-
erything the old Earth scientists said was far more alien
than the Turtles themselves.

Sork had begun to convince himself that he would
never understand the tapes without help. But where was
that help going to come from? Certainly not from the
Turtles, who would be horrified even to be asked about
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such things. Not from his twin brother, Kiri, either, be-
cause what did Kiri know of such matters?

He wished his twin was awake to talk to, anyway, but
when Sork looked into Kiri Quintero’s room, he saw that
his brother was still bubbling soft snores in his bunk,
untroubled by such questions. That was a pity. Kiri
might not study these arcane, antique subjects, but Kiri
had the power of comprehension. Kiri understood things.
Kiri seemed to grasp conceptual matters almost intu-
itively; his mind functioned in large images—pictures—
interactions—relevances. But Kiri was not, when you
came right down to it, much help in his twin brother’s
desperate effort to learn, because Kiri Quintero was very
bad at explaining the things he understood to anyone
else.

Sork sighed and walked out into the waking-up noises
of the Turtle compound, rubbing the back of his head,
where the memmie slot sometimes itched. Already the
long flatcar trains were rolling in with their cargoes of
raw materials for the Turtles. Looking up, Sork could
still see stars overhead—and one bright object that was
not a star. It slid silently down the heavens as he
watched, as bright as Sirius—and, Sork Quintero thought
morosely, just as unreachable. But that wasn’t fair either,
because he recognized the thing. It was human-built! It
was the abandoned shell of an old human space station,
empty for centuries now, but still an every-night re-
minder that, once, human beings had ventured into space
on their own.

Once. No longer.

A gentle mooing from behind made him move aside
to make way for a Taur servant, ready to begin his day’s
work of cleaning in the Turtle compound. “Good morn-
ing,” Sork said politely, though he knew it was unlikely
the immature Taur would understand.

Then he began wandering aimlessly across the com-
pound, trying to sort out the things he had heard. His

e e
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head still hurt. And no wonder! Such strange talk! Time
. . . real time, imaginary time, time as a dimension just
like up and down and sidewise—what could such things
mean?

He didn’t know. You could not talk about such things
with a Turtle, and no human being seemed interested. If
he had any sense, he reflected, he would forget about
these old lecture chips and concentrate on his real life
here in the compound, working for the Turtles. Certainly
the Turtles would prefer it if he stopped.

And that was the main reason Sork Quintero was so
doggedly insistent on going on.

He rubbed the memo disk scar at the back of his skull
reflectively. Listening to the old lecture chips wasn’t like
using the memo disks the Turtles supplied their most
trusted employees. In some ways, listening to the old hu-
man-made chips was better. You had a different kind of
headache when it was over. Most of all, you could actu-
ally remember what was on the chip after you finished
playing it. At least, you could if you were lucky. If you
played it over often enough. If you could figure out what
all the strange old words meant.

As to understanding all the strange things they said,
on the other hand—

He shook his head ruefully. Understanding the mean-
ing of all this talk of “cosmologies” (whatever they were)
and “universes” (as though there could be more than
onel)}—that was another matter entirely. He wondered if
he would ever comprehend just what the old human sci-
entists were trying to explain—or if he could ever be sure
that they did mean something, instead of just being some
silly pre-Turtle superstition, as the Turtles insisted—
when they would discuss the subject at all.

Sork scratched his chin rebelliously. These centuries-
old human scientists were not slaves to superstition! They
had built a great civilization, with no help from Turtles
or anyone else. His own grandfather’s grandfather had
seen it'—had lived in that exclusively Auman world of
high technology and freedom, without Turtles, without
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Taurs, just men and women living and working together
in peace and democracy. . . .

Sork stopped himself there out of fairness, for, as the
woman he loved was in the habit of pointing out to him,
that wholly human world had not been all that peaceful,
or even all that democratic.

Reminded of her existence, Sork glanced at his watch.
Sue-ling Quong should be coming off duty now, and with
his twin brother, Kiri, still abed he could have her all to
himself for the hour or so before his own shift started.

Sork thought briefly of breakfast, then gave up the
idea and headed across the compound toward the hospi-
tal. Working under the memo disk for the Turtles was
stressful enough; coupled with the fact that his head
ached already, it would be better to tackle it on an empty
stomach.

What Sork did for the Turtles was a form of book-
keeping. His job was to handle complex questions of
loading the linear induction cars that swarmed up the
space ladder. His choices determined the routing of car-
goes to one of the three skyhook landing areas—not the
nearest, necessarily, but the one with the most current
available capacity.

At least, Sork thought that was what he did. He could
never really remember what he did under the memo disk.
He knew that he was tracking some “values” for the Tur-
tles, but what those values were exactly he could not say.

Yet, the Turtles seemed easy enough to understand—
if you took what they said of themselves at face value.
Their philosophy was mercantile. They didn’t believe in
conquest, only in trade. They did, of course, write the
rules their trading went by.

Trade they certainly did. Overhead the great space
ladder, the Turtles’ stairway to the stars, sloped off to-
ward the south and invisibility. As always, there were a
dozen cars sliding up and down its cables. Sork looked up
at it with his jaw set. Some day, he promised himself,
some day he would be in one of those cars, heading out
into space the way humans used to do before the Turtles
came along. . . .
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“Watch it, stupid!” a hoarse human voice shouted.

Sork brought himself up short on the edge of the rail-
road tracks. A long train of flatcars was coming into the
Turtle compound. A uniformed guard, not a memmie—
not even a memmie, Sork thought—was scowling at him.
“Don’t slow the train down!” he barked.

Sork didn’t answer. He stood there, more or less pa-
tiently, while the train clanked and rattled slowly past.
Each car held a rusted, evil-looking chunk of metal. Sork
thought he knew what they were: tanks and cannon, old,
almost forgotten instruments of war. The kind of thing
the Turtles had made unnecessary for humans to have
ever again.

It wasn’t unusual to see such ancient artifacts come in
for shipment up the ladder to orbit. It only meant that
somewhere on the Earth the Turtles had ferreted out an-
other old armory and politely, insistently, had made a
deal to buy its contents for shipment to wherever they
forged such things to their own purposes.

Really, the whole compound was a junkyard. Turtles
didn’t care about appearances. If, here and there, you
could see a few patches of greenery you could be sure
that they were nothing to do with the Turtles. Such little
plantings were invariably tended by humans in their
spare time. The only use Turtles seemed to have for
growing vegetation was to eat it, but that they did only
rarely. The Turtles didn’t need to do much farming for
food, because the Turtles ate almost anything, organic or
not.

As the last car went by, Sork saw a Turtle waiting on
the far side, demonstrating impatience by munching at
something—it sounded like rock being crushed. Sork rec-
ognized the alien from the rusty carapace and yellow eyes
—and mostly from the creature’s stunted size. It was the
one he worked for.

“Hello, Facilitator,” Sork said. That was of course the
creature’s title, not his name—certainly not his unpro-
nounceable Turtle name. Among themselves the humans
had given their own names to the aliens—‘‘Litlun” for
this one, because he was smaller than the rest.
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The Turtle engaged his transposer and spoke. “Which
Quintero are you?” he demanded.

“I’'m Sork Quintero,” he said. “Your records keeper.”
He tried to move away to avoid Litlun’s tart, musky
smell. It had an acid hint of lemon rind and a sharp
turpentine tang: it was the smell of Turtles.

The Turtle made a sound of annoyance. He turned
without a word and stalked away, his carapace rusty
brown in the sunlight. Sork knew that the Turtle was
confused by the fact that Sork was an identical twin. It
irritated him, and seemed to make him dislike both of
them. But that was all right with Sork Quintero, because
he didn’t like Litlun either.

Oddly, the other Turtles didn’t seem to, either. But
who could understand what Turtles felt?

Sork stopped at the door of the office of the woman he
loved, frowning. An unfamiliar male voice was coming
from within. When Sork peered inside he saw a stranger
hovering over Sue-ling’s desk. The man had a neatly
pointed, curly brown beard on a pink, undepilated face.
He looked young, but there was a weary sadness in his
brown eyes as he waited for Sue-ling to check something
out in her records.

Sue-ling gave Sork a quick smile as he entered and the
stranger turned to greet him, hand outstretched. “Hello,”
he said. “I’m Francis Krake.”

“Sork Quintero,” Sork said, shaking the hand. It was
a strong, hard hand, and the man seemed decent enough.
But strangers were unusual in the Turtle compound.
“What are you doing here?”” Sork asked bluntly.

“I’m asking the doctor here for a favor,” the man
said. “It’s about my crew. We had a little accident, and
they’re in the surgery topside—up in the orbital station.
So while I’'m waiting for them to be ready to fly again I
thought I'd take a few days to look Earth over, and I've
been asking the doctor to keep checking on them for
me.”
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“A few days isn’t much time to see a whole planet,”
Sork pointed out.

Krake nodded doubtfully, as though unsure he were
getting the point. “Actually I’ve seen Earth before,” he
said. “It’s just that it has been a long time.”

Sork didn’t doubt that. Even the man’s clothes
seemed queerly old-fashioned, like something Sork’s
grandfather might have worn. He asked the man a logical
question. “Why didn’t you bring your friends down here
for treatment?”

Krake looked either embarrassed or resentful, Sork
could not tell which. “It’s not the first time they’ve been
hurt,” he said stiffly. “They were picked up by the Turtles
at the same time I was, but they were in a lot worse shape
—almost dead, in fact.” He thought for a moment, then
corrected himself. “I guess you’d have to say they were
really dead, until the Turtles took care of them. You see,
they’d crashed in the Andes. Their limbs were broken,
they were suffering from frostbite. The Turtles fixed them
up, gave them a lot of prostheses—"

He stopped there. After a moment, he added, “Any-
way, the way things are with them now, they do better
with Turtle medicine than human.”

“Sue-ling’s a very good doctor!”

“I’m sure she is! I didn’t mean to hurt her feelings.”
The man looked over at her sadly. “I’m just not very
good with girls any more,” he confessed. “With people at
all, I guess.”

Sue-ling looked up from the message on her commu-
nicator. “Well,” she said, ‘““they say your people are doing
fine, Captain Krake. And I’ve asked the orbit crew to
keep me informed if there’s any change.”

Krake nodded. “That’s good. I’ll call in from time to
time, if you don’t mind.” He hesitated, then confided, “I
thought I’d check out my old home. It’ll be changed in a
lot of ways, but still I’d like to visit it. And is it all right if
I leave some of my gear with you until I get back?”

“Of course. Call in whenever you like, and I'll tell
you what I hear from the orbit station. And I hope you
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have a good trip, Captain Krake,” Sue-ling said, smiling
up at him.

“Thank you.” Krake stood up to go, then stopped,
staring at the back of Sork Quintero’s head. He seemed
embarrassed again, but in a different way. “Excuse me,”
he said, his eyes on Sork’s skull, “but you’re a memmie,
aren’t you?”

“Of course I’'m a memmie,” Sork said, surprised. His
hand went up to touch the rubbery lips of the implant
socket at the back of his skull. “So’s Sue-ling. We almost
all are here. Naturally. We can’t do any real work for the
Turtles without a memo disk implant, how else could we
handle their technology? It would be impossible.”

The stranger shook his head. “Not impossible,” he
said, and touched his own, unmarked skull. “Thanks for
helping me, Doctor,” he said to Sue-ling, and turned
away.

When Krake had gone Sue-ling gazed absently after
him, biting her lip. Sork felt a quick twinge. The last
thing he needed was another interesting man to show up
in Sue-ling’s life. He asked jealously, “Who was that fel-
low?”

She shook her head. “He’s a space pilot, Sork. Can
you imagine that? He flies Turtle ships.”

“Human beings don’t fly Turtle ships!”’ Sork objected.
“He isn’t even a memmie!”

“I know, but that’s what he says. He has his own
interstellar wave-drive ship. The Turtles gave it to him. It
has small chemical rocket ships attached—scout ships—
80 he can land where there isn’t any ladder, can you
imagine that?”

“Why would they let him do that?”

“For their convenience, of course, what else? He goes
to the kinds of planets the Turtles don’t like—you know,
the warm, wet kind, with oceans. Like the Earth, really.”

“And you believe all that?” Sork asked indignantly.

The woman he loved gave him an affectionately un-
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derstanding look. She was a beautiful woman—eyes al-
mond-shaped but intensely blue, skin fair, hair gleaming
coppery red—and the look she gave him was fondly tol-
erant. “Why would he lie to me? He’s really interesting,
Sork, and I do hope his shipmates are all right.” Then,
remembering, “And do you know what else he says? He
told me he is the oldest human being in the universe.”

He stared at her, not comprehending. “He doesn’t
look any older than I am,” he objected, but Sue-ling was
shaking her head.

“He’s been in space,” she explained. “On a wave-
drive ship, traveling at almost the speed of light.”

“Oh,” said Sork, comprehending at last. The Turtle
interstellar wave-drive spacecraft moved at a velocity so
close to c¢ that the time of their decades-long travel was
shrunk to a matter of a few days for those aboard. “It’s
time dilation! Just as it says on those tapes!”

“That’s right.” She nodded, then gave him an inquir-
ing look. “Did you come here because you wanted some-
thing?” she asked.

“To see you, of course,” he said promptly.

She smiled at him, sweetly enough. “Of course. Still, I
thought maybe you had another reason—Ilike running
out of the astronomy lectures?” And when he confessed
that he had, she reached down into her desk for a fresh
supply.

Sork gazed fondly at the back of her bent head, where
a neat circle of her lustrous, coppery hair had been depi-
lated for her memo disk implant socket. It might have
looked ugly to most human beings. Not to Sork Quintero.
There was a socket in his own skull, but that wasn’t the
point; the point was that since the first moment he had
seen Sue-ling Quong, just arriving at the Turtle com-
pound when the university she had worked at had closed
down, nothing about her had seemed ugly to Sork Quin-
tero.

Sork turned the little box of chip recordings over in
his hands wistfully. “I wish I understood what they’re
talking about in these lectures,” he sighed. “Do you think
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I could ask one of the Turtles to help me make out this
quantum mechanical stuff?”

She looked at him with shock. “Are you insane? Have
you forgotten what happened last time?”

“Of course not,” he said resentfully. “Litlun threw a
fit. Said it was a sign of my essential instability to listen to
those blasphemous ‘songs,” and threatened to report me if
I kept on. Why do you suppose they call them ‘songs’?
And why blasphemous?”

“What difference does that make? Do you want to be
thrown out of the reservation?”

“No, but—"

“But that’s exactly what would happen. You know
that! The Turtles hate that sort of talk! I'm pretty sure
that was one of the reasons why they closed my school
down, because some of the physics professors were still
teaching what they called quantum mechanics. That’s
blasphemy from their point of view—there’s nothing
about quantum mechanics in the divine revelations of the
First Mother! That kind of heresy upsets them, Sork. I
think they’d destroy these tapes if they could think of a
legitimate way of getting their hands on them.”

“Don’t let them do that, Sue-ling!”

“Well, of course I won’t,” she promised. “But you
have to be careful! You know what would happen if you
offended their religion. You’d be out of here in a minute!
You couldn’t be a memmie any more—"

“What’s wrong with that?”

She paused, biting her lip. This man was so infuriat-
ing sometimes! Then, controlling herself, “Be reasonable.
What else can you do? Do you think there are any high-
tech jobs for humans outside the Turtle compounds?
You’d make a rotten farmer, Sork.” She shook her head
maternally. “No, stay here, keep your mouth shut, don’t
get tossed out of civilization just because of silly curios-
ity.”

He gave her a challenging look. “If I did get thrown
out, would you miss me?”

“Of course I would,” she said, summoning up all the
patience she had.
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“A lot?” he persisted.

“Just as much as I would miss Kiri,” she promised.

He left it at that. It was not the answer he wanted, but
it was the answer she always gave. Sork Quintero loved
his brother, Kiri, in spite of the fact that they were so
different. But there were times when he could have
wished Kiri Quintero a few oceans away. And those
times had started when Sue-ling Quong appeared on the
scene.

“She was watching him. “Oh, Sork,” she sighed, “I'm
sorry. I know I’m making trouble between you and Kiri.”

“There wouldn’t be any trouble if you’d just pick one
of us and quit going to bed with the other,” he told her
brutally.

For a moment her anger almost burst forth. What
possessive, self-centered pigs men were! The fact was that
she loved both of the twins—and, naturally, did what was
right and natural to do when you loved someone. But
why did each of them feel he had to own her?

Then her sense of humor won out. She grinned.
“Could be worse. Look at the bright side, Sork, dear.
There’s only two of you, and there are plenty of other
human women—so count your blessings!”” He was look-
ing at her steadily. “I mean,” she said, beginning to won-
der if Sork’s sense of humor was responding to her own,
“how would you like it if you were Turtles, a whole race
of males and only the one female Mother in all the uni-
verse?”’

Sork gave the woman he loved a hostile stare. “It
doesn’t help to joke,” he said.

“I’'m only saying—"’

“I know what you’re saying, Sue-ling.” He shook his
head, suddenly wistful. “I wish you and I could go off
somewhere by ourselves, just the two of us.”

“Where would we go?” she asked sensibly.

“Anywhere! Anywhere but here, doing anything but
working for the Turtles. This life just isn’t good enough.”

Sue-ling Quong studied him, trying to find some way
of soothing his bad mood. “But Sork, dear,” she said
tentatively, “we’re all better off this way. Think of every-
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thing the Turtles have done for us.” She gestured out the
window at the trains of scrap metal. “Look at all those
rotten old war machines! I think it’s fine that the Turtles
take them off our hands for scrap. We don’t need them ;
any more, because we don’t have any more wars. The
Turtles have seen to that! And no more terrorists, no
more crime, no more addictive drugs—it’s a good bargain
we made with them, Sork!”

Sork glared at her. “Faust,” he snapped. And when
she looked puzzled, “Didn’t you ever hear of Faust? )
There was stuff about him on one of the old lecture tapes,
before I got into the science ones. This Faust was sup-
posed to have made that kind of bargain with the Devil,
and it cost him his soul. No, Sue-ling, it isn’t good
enough. It never has been good enough.”

Then he paused. Sue-ling, knowing this man so well,
knew what was coming next. She could almost feel the
sensation of Sork shifting gears in his mind, as he
switched from one mode of thought to another. “Sue-
ling,” he said, his voice deeper and huskier, “have I ever
told you that your eyes have sunshine in them? They
make the whole day dawn for me.”

She sighed, not because she wasn’t pleased. “Oh,
Sork,” she said, “go on and get to work. You’ll be late.
And I’m about ready to sack in.”

She put her face up to be kissed and watched him
leave her office, pensive. Sork and Kiri, Kiri and Sork!
They were so different.

There was no doubt in Sue-ling’s mind that she loved
them both dearly. She did her best to love them equally,
too, though that was harder. It was Sork who usually
made it so—aggressive Sork, always demanding what he
wanted, which was generally more time in bed with her.
Kiri was less demanding.

Kiri was not, however, less loved. She was certain of
that. She was certain, too, that the twins loved each
other, but it did sometimes occur to her that Kiri Quin-
tero loved his brother a tiny bit more than he really
needed to. When Sork demanded, Kiri nearly always
gave way.
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Yet each touched her heart. Even in the way they
spoke to her. Kiri Quintero’s most romantic speech to
her was “You’re beautiful,” or, “I love you.” Never any-
thing more; and yet if he told her she was beautiful in
those same words a thousand times, somehow each time
was new. There would be a different look in his eye or
quirk of his lips. If Kiri had few words, he made each one
do for a thousand shades of meaning. And Sork—

Oh, Sork! Every day he made a new speech. The
problem was that she never knew just what kind of
speech it would be. There were times when Sork Quin-
tero spoke to her in tones that were so curt as to barely
miss being humiliating, the times when he was caught up
in some design of his own and lost sight of everything
else. Yet other times he could be a poet. He praised her
eyes—and Sue-ling knew that, really, she had quite ordi-
nary eyes—but according to Sork Quintero they were
stars, they were deep wells of clear spring water, they
were sparks of burning flame. Of course, they weren’t any
of those things. They were just eyes. And her skin was
only skin (Peach blossom! Golden silk! Such nonsense!),
as her lips were only lips and the rest of her body no
more and no less than any reasonably healthy young fe-
male of her genetic background should have. It was all
wordplay with Sork. Worse, some of it, she was nearly
sure, was lifted almost bodily from the old lecture chips
on romantic poetry that he had read so assiduously be-
fore moving on to other subjects. . . .

Still, it was endearing wordplay. It was meant to
please her and, because Sork meant that so intently, it
did.

Whereas Kiri—

Hell, she said to herself, getting up from her desk,
stop this. There’s no point.

Sue-ling Quong knew that sooner or later she would
have to give up one of the twins if she wanted to keep
either. She didn’t dodge that responsibility in her mind,
because Sue-ling was a responsible person.

But she knew that she was not the solution to their
problems.
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Certainly she was not to Sork’s. He wanted something
that she couldn’t give him, perhaps something that the
whole world couldn’t give him. For Sork to be happy
something had to change—radically change, with un-
imaginable consequences—and Sue-ling Quong could see
no chance, anywhere, that that sort of immense change
was in sight.

In this, as it happened, she was very wrong.

The great event that was going to change everything
for Sork Quintero (and for everyone else in the universe)
had already happened.

In fact it had occurred long before Sork began listen-
ing to his old lecture chips—even before he and his twin
brother had been born, nearly thirty years earlier. The
event itself had actually happened longer ago than that,
more than seventy-three years ago, in fact. But as the
place where it happened was a bit more than seventy-
three light-years away in space, and, as the news could
not reach them any faster than the speed of light, neither
Sue-ling nor Sork nor anyone else on Earth—Turtle,
Taur or human—knew about it yet. 1

But, all too soon, they would.

When Sork Quintero went to work he had to leave the
human quarters and venture into those colder, meaner,
underground sections the Turtles reserved for themselves.

He knew the route well. He could have walked it in
his sleep, and sometimes he very nearly did, when he had
been awake for hours puzzling over the old lecture chips.
But still he gazed distastefully around as he crossed the
busy streets of the compound. He was aware of the vast
cables of the space ladder, which stretched up and out of
sight into the clouds to the south and east of the reserva-
tion. There was no hope of seeing the top of the ladder, of
course, though sometimes, on a clear night, the eye could
follow a cable for a long, long way just after dusk or just
before dawn, while its upper reaches were still lighted by
the sun which had already set for those on the surface.

e r e
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Sork Quintero knew when he had left the human ar-
eas. The difference was sharp. Now there were symbols of
the First Mother all over, the great winged female Turtle
figure that represented the—perhaps—goddess of the en-
tire Turtle race. Or so people said. Sork wondered if it
were really true that there was a real Mother of all the
Turtles somewhere in space. That was another thing that
some people claimed, but was it true? Certainly no hu-
man had ever seen a female Turtle.

But no one knew for sure. The Turtles did not care to
discuss their religion—or whatever it was—with unen-
lightened human beings.

There were fewer humans in this part of the com-
pound. There were a handful of Taurs, the adult-male
castrated kind, all wearing memo chips of their own,
none of them paying any attention to Sork Quintero as
they went about the business the chips ordained for them.
Taurs, of course, were common everywhere on Earth
now—great meat animals, almost human in body, bull-
like as the Minotaur in the head.

Turtles, however, were not common at all, anywhere
but here.

Most Earthmen would have been startled by what
Sork was seeing. Most Earthmen seldom saw a living
Turtle, and only a few humans were ever permitted the
privilege of serving the Turtles in one of their com-
pounds. Most humans would have been dazzled by the
noise, the lights, the eerie strangeness of that part of the
compound. To Sork Quintero it was an old story. He had
spent his entire life in one part of the compound or an-
other, without ever going outside.

That was the price you paid. Human beings who ac-
cepted memmie service with the Turtles also accepted the
Turtles’ rules. When you worked in the great northern
ground terminal for their space ladder on the ruins of old
Kansas City or any other Turtle compound, you stayed
on Turtle territory all the time. The only exceptions were
when you were sent somewhere on a Turtle errand, and
then you usually were chip-driven and knew little of
where you went. The compound was where the Turtles
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provided food, clothing and housing for their full-time
memo disk employees. That was a significant fringe bene-
fit that went with the job—

It was also, Sork thought bitterly, the same fringe
benefit that was given to the inmates in any prison. Al-
though working for the Turtles paid well, it was even
worse than being in one of those old-time armies. It was
not a human life at all.

While outside—

Sork shook his head. He didn’t want to be outside,
either. He wanted to be free.

That thought would have startled most of the humans
outside the Turtle compound if they had heard him say it.
They felt free enough. After all, the Turtles did not inter-
fere with human activities in any physical way. They
hadn’t outlawed war, for instance. They had simply
traded Turtle technology for military hardware until ev-
ery nation on Earth was overflowing with Turtle aircraft,
Turtle ground vehicles, Turtle appliances and Turtle ma-
chines—and had nothing left to conduct a decent war
with. The Turtles hadn’t abolished nations. They had
simply insisted on making their trading contracts with
smaller political units, and over a generation or two the
superpowers had simply dissolved away. Every human
being on Earth knew that the Age of the Turtles was a
time of unparalleled peace and plenty for most of the
human race. Now human beings lived longer and more
prosperously than ever. Humans were generally un-
molested by the Turtles—not many humans ever even
saw one—as long as they didn’t interfere with trade.

It was different, though, with those particular human
beings who had become memmies.

When you signed up to work in the Turtle treaty com- |
pounds as a memo disk employee, your life changed. By
human standards, it wasn’t even a comfortable life. The \
Turtles lived cold. The frigid air of their underground
parts of the compound were edged with their acrid musk-
iness. Their odor was as penetrating as menthol, as eye-
tearing as ammonia and, when you got too much of it, as
foul as an exhumed grave.
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But the memmies had something the free people in
the outside world never had. They had access to Turtle
technology. Almost all of it.

For all the good it did them, Sork Quintero thought
savagely. You could operate any Turtle machine, perform
every Turtle task, however complex . . . but, once the
memo disk was out, you couldn’t any longer remember
how.

Sork knew where his direct superior, Litlun, would be
waiting for him. His brother, Kiri, would be in the same
place, because the brothers had arranged to work the
same shifts so that neither would have an advantage over
the other with Sue-Ling Quong. But when Sork arrived at
the Turtle “refectory” Kiri was not there yet, and Litlun
himself was in a part of the place where neither Sork nor
any other human could go.

The Turtle was “at meal.”

That was to say, Litlun was taking that part of his
daily nourishment which did not involve actual eating.
To be sure, Turtles did eat in more or less the same way
as humans, now and then. Sometimes they even ate or-
ganic food, like Taur steaks, or the tart, heavy globes of
redfruit—or simply a clutch of grass or weed or a tree
limb that came to hand. More often what they ate was
inorganic materials. It seemed that almost any kind of
matter could form part of a Turtle’s diet, since they did
not depend on what they chewed and digested to supply
them with energy, only with raw materials to replace the
cells of their bodies as they wore out. The Turtles’ life-
giving energy came from a different source entirely. It
came directly from radiation.

For that reason, what Litlun and half a dozen other
Turtles were doing was basking. They were lying belly up
in a sealed room, with a crystal panel through which
Sork could look, but which he dared not pass. He was
well aware that the radiation inside that room would kill
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him. Even the Turtles lay there with their eyes covered by
the nictitating membranes that prevented blindness.

The Turtles, however, were soaking the radiation up.
It was presumably what they had evolved to live on, ages
past, on that mysterious home planet no human being
had ever seen. But even through the shielding crystal, the
light from the globes on the ceiling of that chamber felt
as though it were scorching Sork’s eyes.

“We’ll have to wait, I guess,” said a familiar voice,
and Sork turned to see his brother, Kiri.

Genetically Sork and Kiri were identical, but few peo-
ple would have believed that in looking at them. They
were the same height, almost to a centimeter; they had
the same jet hair, straight as string and almost as coarse;
their eyes were the same piercing black. But they were
antiparticles of each other. Kiri was an electron, Sork a
positron; they were identical in every respect, save in
sign. Where Sork was slow and thoughtful Kiri was al-
ways in motion; Kiri was the athlete and the impatient
one. “You were trying to make time with Sue-ling,
weren’t you?”’ Kiri added, feinting a punch at his broth-
er’s shoulder—but grinning as he did it.

Sork dodged automatically. He was sensitive to every-
thing that concerned Sue-ling Quong, most sensitive of
all when it came from his brother. The trouble was that
in their contest for her undivided love, Kiri had the ad-
vantage of seniority. It was he who had first met Sue-ling,
at her old school called Harvard, while running an er-
rand for the Turtles. He not only met her, but fell in love
with her. When her school was abandoned, it was Kiri
who persuaded her to come to work in the Turtle com-
pound.

And then all the complications followed when Sork,
too, fell in love with her, and Sue-ling found herself lov-
ing both at once.

It made for confusion. Not for the first time, Sork
wondered if the Turtles had made a mistake in accepting
them for memmie duty. Both of them had volunteered, of
course, as soon as they were old enough, but the unusual
configuration of their brains had bothered the memmie




The Singers of Time 37

surgeons. He remembered lying there on the operating
table, his entire head numb from the jaw up, his eyes
frozen on a point in the operating-room ceiling but his
ears missing nothing, while the surgeons debated whether
the abnormal configurations of their brains disqualified
them for the memo disk implant.

In the long run, the surgeons had decided to go ahead
with implant sockets for both of the Quintero twins. But
sometimes Sork wished they had not.

He turned his mind away from the familiar track. “I
just wanted to get some more study tapes from her,” he
said, without total truth.

Kiri shook his head in mock reproval. He didn’t have
to say that he thought it was a waste of time. His expres-
sion, his-whole body stance, said it for him. What he did
say was only, “Memo disks.”

“Oh, I know,” Sork said wearily, ‘“‘you think we don’t
need to Jearn things any more. Just slip in a disk, and
then—and then we’re somebody else. Like us.”

Kiri’s face showed compassion. “Well,” he said, try-
ing to sympathize with his brother’s drives, ‘“what now?
Some new theory of how the universe began?”

Sork complained, “It’s all so confusing! They keep
talking about people I've never heard of and things I
can’t even imagine, Kiri! Other universes! Black holes,
white holes, wormholes—none of it makes any sense to
me. Maybe it doesn’t make any sense at all,” he conceded
unhappily. “The Turtles say they don’t believe it. Because
the First Mother didn’t say it. They call it just human
superstition—you know, like alchemy, and phlogiston,
anlil the—what did they call it?>—the ‘luminiferous
ether.” ”

Kiri shook his head again, seriously this time. “Not
the same,” he said briefly.

“Well, I know that. This fellow Hawking must’ve
been pretty bright, from everything they say about him,
and so was this other fellow Planck. See, Planck said that
at certain levels—very small distances, very high temper-
atures, all sorts of unusual conditions—the regular laws
of physics just didn’t apply any more. And then others



38 Pohl and Williamson

came along and they said that even time wasn’t some-
thing that could never be changed. Sometimes cause and
effect didn’t mean anything, because ‘effects’ could hap-
pen before their ‘causes’ and—"’

Kiri’s expression clouded. He was looking over Sork’s
shoulder, into the Turtles’ sunning chamber. “Careful,”
he whispered. ‘“Did you forget they can hear us, inside
there?”

The reminder came too late.

Inside the chamber the Turtles were squawking
among themselves, some of them rising, stirring, gazing
out indignantly at the human brothers.

The largest of the Turtles, the one whose title was
Legate-on-Earth, rose and stalked toward the door, fol-
lowed by Litlun. “You memmies!” Legate-on-Earth
barked through his transposer. “One dislikes such foolish
human talk! One wonders if you wish to continue in
memmie service!”

“Sorry,” Sork muttered rebelliously. “I was just talk-
ing with my brother—”

“Do not talk of evil things!” the Turtle hissed, and
stalked away.

Litlun remained, drawn up to his full height beside
the open door to the basking chamber. Sork retreated,
not anxious to expose himself even to the splash of radia-
tion that would come through the opened doorway. He
waited for the explosion that would come from his boss
for talking “heresy” in the presence of the other Turtles.

Strangely, it was muted. Litlun said only, “Why do
you waste your time with such songs?”

“They’re not really songs,” Sork said.

The Turtle glared at him. It was hard to read Turtle
expressions at best; Turtle faces were stiff-tissued, darkly
rigid, their armored eyes set wide apart and moving inde-
pendently in a way that still disconcerted Sork.

“They are songs,” Litlun insisted, “and wicked ones.
They are a Taur disease! A hallucination that affects ma-
ture males, rendering them unfit for useful labor and
dangerous to their handlers! They are not proper for
you—especially because of the circumstances of yourself

PYSREY T p—
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and your egg mate, which leave you vulnerable to distur-
bances.”

“My egg mate? Do you mean Kiri?” Sork challenged
the Turtle: “Are you saying that there is something spe-
cial about us?”

The Turtle hissed thoughtfully to itself, glaring at
him. There was no doubt, Sork thought, that Litlun did
know something, almost certainly knew as much as the
twins themselves did about the circumstances of their

But if so he was not willing to discuss it. “Forget
these songs,” he ordered. “Leave them to the Taurs. Now
come with me to draw your chips. It is time to begin your
work.” And then he turned and waddled away, fluffing
the radiation-absorbing webs attached to his limbs in sat-
isfaction, like any human patting his belly after a feast.

In the “office” of the Turtle, Sork went to work under
his memo disk.

The disk fit easily into the slot in the back of his skull.
Memo disks were gold and plastic, and not really disks;
the objects were almost egg-shaped in plan section. As
with everything the Turtles did, there was a practical rea-
son for that: the shape made sure that there was only one
way that the disks would fit into the receptor that had
been surgically implanted in his skull.

Sork Quintero was at work instantly, as soon as the
memo disk slipped into its slot. The memories and data it
recorded were now more a part of him than his own
recollections; all the thoughts and worries that had trou-
bled him away from the disk were wiped away.

The work that Sork did for the Turtles was a little bit
like bookkeeping, keeping track of all the Turtle exports.
It was an important job. Sork’s work was quite essential
to the mercantile Turtles.

In a sense, this job was a promotion. As a memmie,
Sork Quintero’s work had been sometimes fascinating,
usually exhausting, sometimes physically repulsive. In his
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nine years in Turtle service Sork had done almost every
kind of job, from piloting Turtle aircraft to working in
the slaughterhouse detail, slicing up Taur carcasses for
the kitchens of the compound. It didn’t matter what as-
signment was given to him. Under the disk, Sork was an
expert at them all. Any memmie was, because with the
appropriate memo disk in place in his skull, he could do
any job the Turtles didn’t care to do themselves. Which
was almost every job they considered boring, or physi-
cally stressful for them in the hot, damp planet of Earth.

So what made Sork a particularly promotable mem-
mie wasn’t his skill. The Turtles supplied the skills. What
they prized most in a memmie was dependability. So
many humans were lazy, or drank when they were off
duty, or got involved in personal affairs and came late or
sick to work. Not Sork Quintero—

Well, Sork would have had to admit to himself out of
fairness, not often Sork Quintero. It was true that there
had been a time when he had done a good deal more
drinking than his brother liked—or that the Turtles ever
found out about. But that had stopped when Sue-ling
came into his life, because Sue-ling didn’t like it either.
And it was a fact that Sork was always on time and never
complained about his assignments—at least, not out loud
where the Turtles might hear. His Turtle masters liked
those traits in their servants. That was why they had
“promoted” him (of course, it wasn’t the kind of promo-
tion that brought him any more money, and certainly not
any more power) to helping to keep their accounts, be-
cause that was an area very important to the Turtles.

They didn’t want any problems there. It never oc-
curred to the Turtles to suspect that Sork Quintero did
not want to be a memmie any more.

When the day’s shift was through, Sork and Kiri left
the Turtle work area. Without discussing it, they did
what both knew they had been going to do: They headed
for Sue-ling Quong’s rooms in the hospital area.
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Sue-ling had known they were coming, too; so by the
time they arrived she was awake, showered, dressed,
ready to spend time with the two men she loved. Hand in
hand with both of them, she led the way to the hospital
refectory. It was breakfast for her, perhaps supper for the
two men, but all three had the same thing—Taur steaks,
with fried potatoes and huge glasses of fruit juice and,
when they were through, cups of hot black coffee.

As the Taur servant filled their cups it mooed po-
litely. Sue-ling said, ““Yes, thank you, it was very good.”

Kiri chuckled, but it was Sork who put the thought
into words. “How do you know what the thing was say-
ing?”’ he demanded.

“She isn’t a thing,” Sue-ling said defensively. “Taurs
are really quite intelligent, and of course she was saying
she hoped we enjoyed our meal.”

“Doesn’t that strike you as strange?”’ Sork pursued.
“I mean, what is it she hoped we enjoyed eating? Taur!”

Sue-ling shrugged, annoyed. “The fact that they’re
meat animals doesn’t mean we have to treat them like,
well, brutes! Kseen has been working here in the refec-
tory for two years, and she is really quite sweet. Just
watch her—oh, heaven! What do you suppose is the mat-
ter with her?”

For the female Taur had suddenly gone down on her
knees, mooing in misery. She had dropped the tray of
dishes, and when she turned to look at the three humans,
the broad bovine face was racked in misery.

“She’s sick,” Sork declared.

But his brother was shaking his head. “No,” he whis-
pered, listening.

And Sue-ling heard it too. There was another sound,
barely heard—a wordless keening from far away. It
climbed in volume and pitch, and it was dire.

Sue-ling blinked at the brothers, suddenly afraid. “Is
that the Turtles who are making that awful noise?” she
whispered.

Kiri nodded somberly. Sork said, his voice taut, “If
we can hear this much, this far away, they must be
screaming up a storm.” He didn’t have to say that most
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of the vocal range of Turtle sounds was well outside the
frequencies audible to humans.

“I’ve never heard anything like it,” Sue-ling said.

Sork, whose entire life had been spent in the Turtle
compound, nodded slowly. “Nor I. Not even when they
worship their goddess. This is something brand-new.”

“It must be something really terrible to get them so
upset,” Sue-ling said, gazing at the Taur, now drunkenly
picking herself up and staggering out of the room.

And Sork, his eyes suddenly gleaming with a savage
light: ““You bet it must—and, oh, God, I hope so!”



Where do the aiodoi sing? If one must ask that one
may never know, for the aiodoi are not in a “where.” Still,
their songs are heard everywhere, except in a few places
where those who dwell there have never learned to listen,
while the aiodoi themselves hear everything, always, even
the faint old songs from distant Earth.

“If you remember when we talked about Hawking’s
idea of what we called ‘the eternal anaconda of time,” you
probably also remember that we mentioned that the uni-
verse was born out of ‘vacuum fluctuations.” What we
didn’t do was tell you what was in the vacuum to fluctu-
ate, or how it fluxed.

“There’s a good reason for that. The reason is that we
don’t know the answer.

“Still, we do know quite a lot about vacuum fluctua-
tions in general, and that’s what we’re going to take up
today. To begin with, there’s no such thing as ‘empty
space.” There isn’t any such thing as a law of conserva-
tion of matter and energy any more, either, except per-
haps statistically, over time. The ironclad bookkeeping
limitations were repealed by Werner Heisenberg, as a log-
ical consequence of his uncertainty principle.
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“According to the uncertainty principle, the conser-
vation of energy doesn’t have to be exact at every mo-
ment. ‘Borrowing’ is allowed. At some point temporary
particles can be created out of nothing at all. However,
they have to be ‘paid back’ later on by disappearing. The
new law allows that they can last for a period, which is
written as delta-T, in an amount, delta-E, such that
delta-T times delta-E is roughly equal to Planck’s con-
stant, which you all of course remember is written as 4.

“We don’t usually see these particles appearing and
disappearing before our eyes. There are several reasons
for that: they are tiny; they don’t last very long; and we
don’t usually look in the right place. It would be possible
for us to see them, I think, or at least to see very clear
proof that they exist, if we had some stable superheavy
elements to look at. The heaviest natural element we have
is uranium, with ninety-two protons. Even the artificially
created elements, the ones that are called ‘transuranic,’
aren’t very much heavier. If we had some really massive
elements—say, with atomic numbers of two hundred pro-
tons or more—the particles we’re looking for could be
counted on to appear inside those atoms, and they would
have definite, measurable effects on the atoms so we
could detect them. As it is, they appear only randomly—
but they do it everywhere, and all the time.

“Space, all space, is literally filled with these particles,
winking in and out of existence. And that is why space is
not truly empty.

“That’s another reason why a good many physicists
refuse to use the term ‘empty space’ any more. They even
go back to the old idea of the ‘luminiferous ether’—well,
not really to that; but at least to the notion that there is
some sort of universal frame, or what we call a rigging
vector field, which pervades all of space. You remember,
I hope, that some of those scientists, particularly the old
Jagiellonian group, in Krakow, Poland, have ventured to
use the word ‘neoether’ to describe just what the invisible
something is that fills the universe.

“I suppose you are now beginning to think that next
week we’ll be reviving phlogiston and the Philosopher’s
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Stone. No. We don’t go that far. But all the same, we
have to admit the notion that there is something that
exists everywhere.”

But the aiodoi simply sang on, for that song, like all
other songs, they had been hearing forever.



3

VNN

Four thousand kilometers from the Turtle compound at
Kansas City, Captain Francis Krake looked around him
and felt almost at peace.

That was a blessing he had longed for, for a long time.
Just being on an air field revived some wonderful, aching
old memories—the memories of that almost forgotten
Second Lieutenant Francis Krake of World War II. Nine-
teen years old. The world before him then. There was the
memory of basic training in Miami Beach, flight cadet
school in Mississippi, two-engine transitional training in
Oklahoma—and, in all of those places everywhere, the
dayrooms with their jukeboxes blaring That Old Black
Magic and My Reverie and all those other soppy, senti-
mental, wonderful songs of parted lovers and joyous re-
unions. There had been real reunions in Krake’s
memories, too; the precious forty-eight hour passes with
a friendly pilot to take you home for a day; that last
overseas leave when Madeleine had promised to wait for
her airman to come safely back home from the war. . . .

It did not do to think about Madeleine. Krake knew
{hat, at last, the wait would have turned out to be too
ong.

It didn’t do to think of the end of it, either, when
Krake had known for certain that he was going to die

. until that incredible stub-winged Turtle scout ship
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had appeared miraculously to pull him from the waters
of the Coral Sea. They had certainly saved his life. . . .

Or they had stolen it from him, one or the other.

Now here he was, at an air field again. It was his kind
of field. It certainly was not an ‘“airport,” like that
crowded, crazy place at Kansas City where he’d boarded
the commercial flight to take him here to New Mexico.
This place was relaxed, slow-moving—no giant liners
inching toward a takeoff strip, just a few dozen parked
light planes and a sign that said “rentals.” And when he
had phoned that pretty doctor at the Turtle compound to
make sure nothing new had come from the orbiter, he
entered the rental office. Inside, a shapely young woman
looked him over appreciatively and said, “An aircraft?
Certainly, sir. You’ll want a low-speed, hover-capable
two-seater, I suppose? Any particular model?”

Krake shrugged. “Whatever you think best,” he said,
and glanced away as she gave him a warm smile before
leading the way out of the rental shack. He felt embar-
rassed. It wasn’t that he didn’t recognize the interest in
her eyes. It wasn’t that he was no longer sexually func-
tional, either. At least, he didn’t think he was—though
with all those long space voyages since the Turtles had
picked him up, and no human companionship except for
Marco and Daisy Fay—and Daisy Fay, though certainly
female, being what Daisy Fay was these days—he was no
longer entirely sure.

Anyway, there was one thing decisively wrong with
this pretty woman. She did not look in the least like Mad-
eleine.

But he followed her with a spring in his step—caused,
maybe, by the idea of flying a real airplane again after all
the subjective years in Turtle spacecraft. He was prepared
to find that these new planes would be a little tricky to
fly. You had to expect that, after all these years. Krake
thought he might have to taxi around the field for a
while, until he got used to the new controls. But it
couldn’t be too hard. The planes were sure to have wings,
flaps, an engine and landing gear; and if you could fly a
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P-38 in aerial combat in the Pacific you could fly any-
thing. . . .

He was wrong about that. It turned out that you
couldn’t.

When the woman opened the cockpit hatch for him,
Krake pulled back in sudden wrath. The controls! There
wasn’t any joystick, no rudder pedals, no throttles. All
there was was a keyboard, like an adding machine. That
was it.

“Of course,” said the woman from just behind him,
her voice as warm as her gaze had been, “you’ll need the
piloting memo disk. We’ll be happy to supply it at no
extra charge, so if you’ll just—oh,” said her voice, its
tone now completely different. Krake turned to stare at
her. She was looking wide-eyed at the back of his head.
“But you aren’t a memmie, are you?”’

“No,” he said tightly.

“Oh,” she said, trying to adjust to the surprising new
information. “Well, I'm afraid that a// our planes are
adapted for memo disk operation only, sir—"

“Then what do you have that isn’t?” he snapped. “A
jeep? A bicycle? A pogo stick?”

“What’s a ‘pogo stick’?” she asked curiously. “But we
don’t have one, anyway. We do, however, have some sur-
face cars—though not very fast or large ones, of course.
But these do have pure manual controls. . . .”

So a few hours later, Krake was driving his rented car
along the narrow New Mexican road. It wasn’t a plane.
But it was taking him where he wanted to go, and Francis
Krake began to feel at peace again.

He marveled at the things he saw out of the car win-
dow. Could this really be the land he was born in? He
had been prepared for changes, because they said the cli-
mate was all different these days. They said that every
year the monsoon rains spiraling up from Baja grew
heavier now, transforming the arid plains he had known
—but he was not prepared for zhis. It was just as hot as




The Singers of Time 49

he remembered, but everything else was different. Aldess
and willows instead of a few isolated cottonwoods, groves
of redfruit and fields of corn and soybeans instead of the
dry, flat, empty lands of his boyhood, with nothing but
sagebrush and mesquite as far as the eye could see.

Francis Krake was not a man given to self-doubt. All
the same, he wondered if he should have come on this
trip. It could be a complete waste of time—almost cer-
tainly would be. Things changed in a few hundred years.
There wouldn’t be anything left of his childhood home.
Certainly there would be no one he knew still alive. There
wouldn’t even be anything he could recognize.

Still, until his crew members were out of the Turtle
hospital, Francis Krake had nothing but time to waste.

He still wished he had an airplane instead of this
strange, hot, flimsy three-wheeler. Any kind of airplane
—well, no, he thought. Not any kind of airplane. He
didn’t want anything as fast and tricky as the crippled
P-38 he’d been flying when the engine died and he
ditched over the Coral Sea long ago. Say, one of those
slow, easy UC-78s he had flown at the transition school,
or even a Piper Cub. Any kind of plane at all would do—

Except the only kind that had been available at the
airport at Clovis, New Mexico. The kind that you needed
a memo disk to operate.

Francis Krake had no intention of, ever, becoming a
memmie.

It was a good thing, he thought, that when the Turtle
scout ship fished him out of the drink in 1945, they
hadn’t developed memo disks for humans yet. They
couldn’t have, of course, since Francis Krake himself had
been their first human—captive? Might as well use that
word, he reflected, because it was the only one that fit.
They had saved his life and, as far as they could, treated
him very well. But they hadn’t let him go home.

The woods began to open up as he drove. Now and
then he passed cornfields, and one or two plots of what he
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recognized as sugar beets. That was all new since his
time. It wasn’t cattle country any more. Krake supposed -

that there probably wasn’t any such thing as cattle coun-
try any more, anywhere in the world, not since the Tur-
tles had brought the first herds of that new and better
kind of livestock, the Taurs, to Earth. He did see an occa-
sional cluster of Taurs, placidly munching away at their
graze in the late evening sun, but none of the four-legged,
forty-acre cattle he remembered from his youth. Curi-
ously, there weren’t even any human beings in sight. He
had driven for most of an hour without passing a soul on
the road, and hardly a building.

New Mexico had always been thinly populated—but
this was something else entirely.

In all the subjective years of Francis Krake’s star
traveling in the service of the Turtles he had thought
about Earth often. Nevertheless, he had not, he realized,
really understood what it had become with the benevo-
lent partnership of the Turtles. He certainly had not ex-
pected to find the human race so sparse on the ground.
Had humanity just frozen in its development, like aborig-
ines when Europeans arrived, overwhelmed by Turtle
technological superiority?

He knew, of course, that all military activities had
been terminated. The Turtles did not believe in war, or
armed conquest, or violence of any kind. But what else
had happened on Earth? He knew there were still big
citics—even old Kansas City had been largely rebuilt,
outside the Turtle compound. But how many people, ac-
tually, were still left?

On impulse, Krake slowed down. More or less at ran-
dom he stopped the car by a field planted with soybeans,
not because he was particularly interested in them but
because he was tired of driving. A small herd of Taurs
was methodically cropping the weeds between the rows
of beans, careful not to harm the crop.

The great heads were turning placidly toward him.

o i
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“Hello, babe,” he said, reaching out to stroke the head of
the nearest. It did not respond, merely gazed at him as it
placidly munched away at its fistfuls of growing things.

They were ranch stock—each one had a brand on its
broad, hairy face, just under the massive cheekbone. He
saw with regret that they were all females. If only there
had been a nearly mature male with them! The males, up
until the point where they were turned into steers at least,
were much more alert and intelligent. Some of them
made good house servants, or manual workers, before
they were sent off for slaughter. But the females had only
the most limited intelligence.

Yet they faced the same fate. They were so gentle, he
thought. Did they know they were about to be slaugh-
tered?

Surely they did, if what was said about the Taurs was
true. Krake had not spent much time with Taurs; there
hadn’t been any on the scout ship that rescued him from
the Coral Sea, and he’d only seen a handful of them in his
contacts with the Turtles since then. He wasn’t sure what
to make of Taurs. Turtles said they were more or less
intelligent. (But then why did the Turtles treat them like
beef cattle or slaves?) Turtles also didn’t like to talk about
some things connected with the Taurs, and so Krake
hadn’t pushed his questioning too far. Something about
adult male Taurs being—what? Dangerous? Crazy? Or
merely just, for some Turtle reason that only Turtles
could understand, offensive to them? .

That wasn’t the biggest puzzle. The great wonder was
why, if the Taurs were as intelligent as people said, they
so meekly allowed themselves to be enslaved, herded, cas-
trated and finally butchered for food.

Krake retreated to the shade of a redfruit grove
across the road to think about what to do next. In the
shelter of the broad, leathery crimson leaves he pulled
out the map the young woman had given him in Clovis
and frowned over it. “Of course,” she had apologized,
“this doesn’t show every little place in New Mexico. But I
think the one you’re looking for was about—here.” And
she’d penciled a cross along a road.
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The trouble was, he didn’t know exactly where he
was. This New Mexico simply did not look like anything
he remembered. He folded the map. Then, realizing that
he was hungry, he plucked some of the fruit. The big,
heavy globes were still yellowish, not quite the ruby red
of ripeness, and they were more tart than he liked. He
tossed most of the fruit across the fence for the Taurs in
the soyfield: They probably liked that stuff better than he.

And then the first car appeared on the road.

It was really a light, four-wheeled truck. In the back,
gripping the roof of the cab, stood a tall young male
Taur, still bearing its horns, and the driver was a young
woman in overalls and a visored cap.

She pulled up behind Krake’s three-wheeler, peering
into the grove. “Hello there,” she called. “Having trou-
ble?”

He shook his head as he approached, but he was
hardly looking at the girl. His eyes were on the Taur. The
huge, strange creature was bobbing its head, too. Krake
decided it was nearly mature, its horns already sharp-
pointed and, even in the sunlight, with a hint of the adult
glow that would soon suffuse them. Its purple-blue eyes
were fixed on Krake. The space captain jumped back as
the Taur vaulted lightly over the side of the truck, sniff-
ing at the strange human.

“Easy there, Thrayl,” the young woman commanded.
The Taur obediently backed away, and she said, “He
won’t hurt you, you know.”

Krake kept his eyes fastened on the animal. Curi-
ously, he wasn’t afraid. There was something about the
way the Taur held himself, the way he gazed at Krake
out of those immense purply eyes, that was reassuring—
almost as though the thing l/iked him.

He turned to the young woman. “I don’t know much
about Taurs,” he began—and then, as he got his first
good look at her face: “My God!”

The Taur made a worried noise, and the young
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woman drew back. “Is something wrong?” she asked.
“Are you all right?”

“All right?” he repeated. Then he shook his head. “I
—1I was just surprised, that’s all. You, uh, you look a lot
like somebody I used to know, and it was kind of a shock
there for a minute.” He collected himself and went on to
finish the sentence, still staring at her. “I started to say
that I don’t know much about Taurs,” he apologized.
“P’ve seen them, of course, but we didn’t have much con-
tact with them on my ship.” She looked even more sur-
prised at that, as though he had said he were unfamiliar
with sunrises, or with rain. Then, belatedly answering her
question, “I’'m fine, I just took a break from driving. My
name’s Francis Krake. I used to live around here.”

“Moon Bunderan,” she responded, offering her hand
out of the window. She looked at him curiously. “You
used to live around here, and you don’t know much
about Taurs?”

“It was a long time ago.”

“It must’ve been,” she agreed skeptically, but she
opened the door and climbed down. She was very young,
he saw, not much older than the Taur bull who was danc-
ing nimbly around on his four-toed feet, keeping his great
eyes fixed on Krake. And she was not, he realized, really
very much like the woman he had taken her for at first.
On the other hand, she was definitely rather pretty—a
fact which was getting more and more important to Fran-
cis Krake, in the unaccustomed company of all these hu-
mans on Earth—though there was a look of worry in her
face that he didn’t understand. As she turned to close the
door he saw that her hair was brushed smoothly into a
gony tail. There was no implant scar on the back of her

ead.

“You’re not a memmie,” he said, a little bit startled, a
lot pleased.

“No, of course I'm not,” she said, surprised in her
turn. “Why would I be? We don’t have memmies here,
except a few in the cities. And,” peering up at him, mak-
ing the same discovery, “you’re not either.”

He grinned. “Sorry. I said I've been away for a long
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time, and at the airport almost everybody I talked to
wore a memo disk. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

She nodded to show she accepted his explanation, and
then said suddenly, “I could have been, though. I
thought of it once.”

He looked at her doubtfully. She said, “It was be-
cause I wanted to be a doctor. We used to have one—he
delivered me, and he was our doctor for years.”

“And he was a memmie?”

“No! That was the point,” she explained. ““I loved Dr.
Tetford more than any other man but my father, and I
wanted to be like him. But when he died there wasn’t
anybody. One of the ranch hands volunteered to take his
place. I hated that idea—but he did it; he went to the
city, and got a slot cut in his head, and when he came
back he had the disks to stick in his skull. Oh,” she said,
in justice, “he was all right as a doctor, I guess. But he
was still the same ignorant herder! And—I just couldn’t
be like him.”

“No, of course not,” Krake said, looking at her with
either curiosity or sympathy, he wasn’t sure which. He
changed the subject. “Maybe you can help me. I'm look-
ing for a place called Portales.”

She blinked at him. “Portales? But you’re on the Por-
tales ranch now.”

He blinked back at her. “I’'m not talking about a
ranch. I mean the town.”

She shook her head. “There isn’t any town called
Portales anymore,” she said positively.

“But I used to live there.”

“Mister,” she said, “nobody’s lived there for a long
time. It isn’t even a town anymore. My dad’s grandfather
said the floods got it a hundred years ago—"

“Floods! In Portales?”

She nodded. “After the Turtles built that undersea
baffle in the North Pacific. It was because of the Dry
Time,” she explained. “My dad’s grandfather used to tell
us about it. There was irrigation farming here once. Then
the aquifers were just pumped dry—no water left at all.
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The desert came back. There wasn’t any way to live here
then, so people just moved away—"

“You were talking about floods, not drought!”

She nodded earnestly. “That was why the Turtles did
all that macroengineering. They wanted to make it possi-
ble to farm here again—to do us good, you see. So they
built the undersea baffle that diverted a warm tropical
current past the Aleutians and through the Bering Strait,
and__”

“Miss Bunderan,” Krake said sharply, “why are you
telling me all this?”

She was frowning at him, obviously wondering. “I'm
explaining why the town’s gone. When the weather really
began to change, there were some really bad floods. The
ggole town just got wiped out. I don’t think there’s much

“I still want to find it,” he said stubbornly. “Mean-
while, I need a place to camp for the night.” '

She studied him appraisingly. “All you want is a
campsite?”

“That’s right. I've got all the gear in the car. I just
want a place to set up my tent.” He hesitated, then of-
fered an explanation. “I guess you could say I’'m on a
kind of a vacation here.”

She nodded, then reached a quick decision. “You
could probably just camp anywhere you liked around
here. Nobody’s likely to chase you, as long as you don’t
start a brush fire or leave too much junk around. If you
want permission, you're welcome to camp anywhere on
our land.”

He looked at her curiously. Flushing, she said, “Well,
it’s not our land, exactly. A Turtle company bought up
all the old deeds after they changed the climate—seemed
fair enough, people say, because it sure wasn’t worth any-
thing before that.”

“So they helped you by changing the climate. And
now they own the land,” Krake said, his tone non-judg-
mental.

“My dad says it’s fair,” she said firmly, and that
closed the question. “Anyway, he’s foreman on the
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ranch, but right now he’s off at the far end with my
brothers. I know they’d be glad enough to have you. Our
headquarters is just about ten kilometers down the road,
at the fork. If you take the left-hand road it’ll take you to
where the town used to be. At least, I think it will.
There’s a stream there for water. Tell me, what are you
on vacation from?”’

Krake turned and looked at her. She was in the
shadow of the redfruit grove now, and her face was
shaded by the tall rows of trees, the big leaves dark ma-
roon and thick as leather. The air was sweet with the
scent of the yellow, bell-shaped blooms, edged with the
odd, sharp odor that drifted from the Taurs across
the road.

She said apologetically, ‘“Excuse me for being so nosy,
but you look kind of lost. Is there something I could help
you with, besides finding that old town?”

He shook his head, forcing his eyes to focus on her
face again, to make sure that it was not the face he had
dreamed of finding again. It wasn’t. This young woman
was the present, alive and vital in this strange new now.

“That’s all right,” he said. Then he took the plunge:
“Im on vacation from space, Miss Bunderan. I'm a
waveship captain.”

She stared at him. “You’re what? I didn’t know that
was possible! I thought only Turtles could fly the inter-
stellar ships.”

“Almost always,” he agreed, “but I’m a special case.
This particular ship is chartered to me, for my own use. I
earned it, too. The Turtles leased it to me to operate on
their behalf, so I could do the things they don’t like to do
themselves. They don’t like actually going down to the
surface of planets much, you know, unless the planets are
a lot colder and drier than Earth. I suppose that’s be-
cause of what their home planet is like, but as to that I
don’t have a clue. I've seen the place from space, but
that’s all.”

“But you’ve seen a lot of other planets?”

He grinned at her. “Eleven,” he admitted. “At least,
altogether there were eleven that I actually landed on. If
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you count the planets I’ve seen in the ship’s screens, from
orbit, probably a couple of hundred. They’re not all
worth landing on, you know.”

“Eleven!” she breathed.

He said, “Well, that was over a lot of years. Not that
many subjective years; most of my travel was at pretty
nearly light speed, so time dilation made it go fast. You
understand about time dilation—?’

He looked at her inquiringly. She nodded to show
that she knew what time dilation meant. ‘“You look
young to have done all that,” she observed.

Krake managed another grin. “I was born in 1923.”

She blinked at him. “I beg your pardon?”

““1923. That’s a date,” he explained. “It’s the year I
was born, the way human beings used to count the years
before the Turtles came. 1923 was what we called a vin-
tage year for boy babies; I was born just in time for the
war.”

“War,” the girl repeated flatly. It was a word out of
the dim past.

“Oh, yes, we had wars then. This was a big one—we
called it World War Two—and I was right in the middle
of it. The Turtles must have been cruising around the
area, checking us out from a distance. Then, when every-
body’s attention was on the war, they came in for some
sampling missions. That was when they picked me up.
1945. I was twenty-two years old. I'd been flying combat
for nearly a year, and the war was almost over. I was a
fighter pilot, you see. I got shot down in the Coral Sea,
strafing a surfaced Japanese submarine.”

He paused, remembering that time. “It didn’t scare
me much right at first,” he said. “I thought there was a
good chance that somebody from a carrier might pick me
up_”

He shrugged. “They didn’t, though. Nobody came
near me. I drifted a week in a rubber boat before I saw
anything but clouds and waves, and then the thing I saw
didn’t belong to human beings. It was a Turtle scout craft
exploring the planet. I don’t think saving me was exactly
intended as an act of mercy. Turtles don’t really operate
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that way. What they wanted was to collect a specimen of
the human race without attracting attention. But they did
save my life while they were doing it.”

He stared into space. “That was centuries ago by
Earth time—not quite fifteen years by my watch and my
dlary I guess you know what happens to time when
you're traveling near the speed of light—oh, sorry. I
asked you that already, didn’t I?”

Moon looked at him sympathetically. The man was
troubled, she could see. She wanted to touch him reassur-
ingly, but, after all, he was almost a complete stranger.

He thought for a moment, brooding. Then he
shrugged. “I tried to learn their language, but that took a
long time. They had to develop the transposer first, you
see. You know how it is with Turtles and Taurs. Nobody
can make the sounds of their languages.”

“I can, a little. Taur, I mean, not Turtle,” she offered.
“Thrayl’s a Taur, and he understands me, and I under-
stand him.”

He looked at her blankly. “That’s nice. Anyway, the
Turtles are smart. I finally worked out enough language
so I could understand most of what they said in their
language, and they could figure out my English. They
interrogated me. They—put me to work.” He grimaced.
“That was the first work I did for them. Helping them
understand the human race. I told them all I could about
the Earth, because I figured they couldn’t make things
worse than the war already had.” He paused for a somber
moment before going on. “And I worked on their ship,
and after they saw I could run it well enough they made
me a deal. The Turtles are honest traders. They do pay
for services. So when they had tested me out and they
were quite sure I could handle it they leased me a star-
ship of my own. I've still got it. I've been running it on
charters for them ever since, me and my crew.”

His voice trailed off. To break the silence, Moon of-
fered, I never met anybody who’d been in a ‘war’ before.
I think in some ways that’s the best part of the Turtles
coming—at least we don’t have those terrible wars any
more. The Turtles don’t approve of them.”
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Krake laughed sharply. “And do you know why?
Have you ever heard of the Sh’shrane?”

Moon Bunderan thought for a moment. “N—no, I
don’t think so—"

“Well, they’re why the Turtles don’t believe in war,”
he declared harshly. “Don’t think it’s some kind of moral
superiority for the Turtles. They fought the Sh’shrane
when they had to, all right. They just don’t need to go to
war when they’re dealing with people like us.”

Under the curly beard, Moon Bunderan could see
that his jaw was pulsing. “Haven’t you noticed?” he
cried. ‘““You don’t have your freedom any more, either.
That’s a little detail they didn’t bother to tell me when
they picked me up—that they were going to take over the
planet—and the whole human race along with it!”

Behind them there was a worried, warning rumble
from the Taur, and Francis Krake realized he was fright-
ening the young woman. “Oh, hell, Maddy,” he mum-
bled, “I’'m sorry. I just got a little over-excited. Tell your
Taur I didn’t mean any harm.”

“Thrayl knows that,” she declared. “It’s all right.”
And then, after a moment, “Who’s Maddy?”

He blinked at her. “What?”

“You called me Maddy. Is that someone you know?”

He looked away unhappily. “Not anymore,” he said.
“Not for a very long time now . . . and not ever again.”

What Moon Bunderan wished was that she could
spend the whole day with this exciting stranger. But it
was impossible; she and Thrayl were supposed to be go-
ing into town for supplies for her mother, and finally,
reluctantly, she let the man from space go about his
search for the old town of Portales.

Then he was gone.

Moon didn’t want that to happen. On her way to
town, she made a conscious effort to keep her mind on
him. That wasn’t hard, at least at first, for Captain Fran-
cis Krake was certainly the most interesting thing that
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had happened to her in a long time. But that didn’t last,
and then the nagging worries at the back of her mind,
that she had managed to suppress for a brief time, began
insistently to come back.

Worriedly, she glanced into the rear-view mirror. She
saw Thrayl’s purple-blue eyes gazing soberly and insis-
tently into her own. And, sickly, she knew that there
couldn’t be any doubt about it.

She wouldn’t have to tell Thrayl what was going to
happen to him. He already knew.

It wasn’t fair! But what could she do about it?

Moon Bunderan wished sadly that Thrayl could be
sitting next to her in the cab, as he had done when he was
smaller. That was another of those things that wasn’t
possible any more. Thrayl was too big to fit there com-
fortably any more, but that wasn’t the real reason. More
important was that it would cause talk if anyone saw.
Making a pet of a calf was one thing—silly, of course, but
not wrong. But it was not all right at all when the calf had
become a grown Taur bull, with horns that had already
begun to glow with the adult light that soon would be
darkened forever. . . .

Moon Bunderan shivered, because she knew exactly
what was in store for her pet Taur. She had learned the
basics from her childhood at the ranch, and filled in the
rest at the university, when she majored in Taur hus-
bandry. Like everyone in her class she had had to take
her turn at branding the Taurs and giving them their
routine shots. It wasn’t at all difficult. What made it easy
was the nature of the Taurs themselves. The great crea-
tures came in willingly and lay there, unresisting and pas-
sive, while Moon did her work. Sometimes they even
patted her affectionately with their hard, three-fingered
hands before they left. The young males brought in to be
castrated and dehorned were just as unquestioningly co-
operative. She had done it herself at college, the huge,
powerful Taurs submitting themselves to being manacled
on the work table. The manacles were necessary not be-
cause any one of them would ever resist, but because the
agony of the operation might cause some involuntary
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shudder or muscle twitch and thus disturb the concentra-
tion of the surgeon.

Then, when it was over, the Taurs would get up care-
fully, made cautious by the pain of their wounds, and
leave without complaint.

Just as Thrayl would . . . if she didn’t prevent it.

In the town Thrayl trotted obediently behind his mis-
tress as she ran her errands. He easily shouldered the
great sacks of concentrated feed supplement for the Taur
calves, loaded them into the back of the truck, squatted
outside the drugstore and the hardware store and the
clothing shop as she picked up her list of needed items.

When she came out of the hardware store Thrayl was
sitting at the curb with his great legs folded, eyes blank.
“Listening to the songs” was how he described it to her,
in his own impossibly unpronounceable language, but to
Moon’s eye it closely resembled what she had heard
called “meditation.” When she touched his warm, hard
shoulder the great purple-blue eyes focused on her at
once. He rose quickly to take the sack from her hands.

The shopkeeper had followed her outside. He looked
at Thrayl, then glanced at Moon Bunderan, wiping his
hands on his apron. “Getting a little too old to keep, isn’t
he?”” he said neutrally.

Moon didn’t answer the storekeeper. To Thrayl she
said, “Up you go,” and as the great Taur lifted himself
easily into the back of the truck she nodded good-bye to
the man. But the owner of the hardware store was not
put off so easily. He had known Moon Bunderan since
she was in diapers and was fond of her. He came up to
her and put his hand parentally on her arm. “Honey,” he
said, his voice sorrowful and sympathetic, “I know how
you feel. But it’s a mistake to make a pet of them. There
always comes a time when they have to go. Don’t make it
worse by putting it off.”

Moon gave him a brisk nod. “Good-bye,” she said, as
politely as she could, getting into the truck and starting
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the engine. But as she pulled out she caught a glimpse of
the storekeeper’s eyes, following her wisely, sympatheti-
cally.

As Moon drove out of town she was going fast—too
fast, she knew, but there was something on her mind.

She had to talk to Thrayl about the thing that was
planned for him. She had to do it now, she told herself.
She had put it off as long as she possibly could, and there
wasn’t any more time.

But she didn’t know what to say to the Taur. She was
sobbing softly as she drove along, still speeding, though
she knew that speed was no answer to the problem—

Suddenly there was a roaring drumbeat of thunder
from over her head.

The truck swerved wildly as, startled, Moon almost
lost control. Could so violent an electrical storm have
sprung up so quickly? But the sky ahead was almost
cloudless above the redfruit groves along the road.

She pulled over to the side of the road as the sound
repeated itself—a violent drumming on the roof. It
wasn’t thunder.

It was Thrayl.

She got out, startled, almost frantic, and gazed up at
the Taur. His usually placid demeanor was shattered as
he drummed despairingly on the roof of the cab, moaning
to himself. “Thrayl! Stop that! What in the world is the
matter?” she gasped.

Then he quieted, as suddenly as the tempest had be-
gun. “A bad thing,” he rumbled. “It is a very bad thing
that has happened.” ’

Moon’s hand flew to her throat. “My—my mother?”

But the great head shook somberly. “No. Not a per-
son. Not here. But very bad.”

Half reassured, still frightened, she asked, ‘“Then
what is it, Thrayl?”

The great head rolled back, the horns thrusting to-
ward the sky, the purple-blue eyes half closed. But the
Taur could not find an answer for her. “The smallsongs
sing of a bad thing that has happened to the Turtles,” he
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rumbled unhappily. “There is great fear. Great pain.
Great—mourning, Moon.”

“But it’s just the Turtles?” she insisted. He didn’t an-
swer that, just shook the immense head. The girl fidgeted
for a moment, then forced herself to the thing she didn’t
want to do.

“Thrayl,” she said, “I thought it was something else.
About you.” She gazed up into the affectionate eyes of
the young bull Taur. “Thrayl,” she said, speaking slowly
and clearly, “do you know what is going to happen to
you?”

The Taur stood silent for a moment. Then the great
head nodded. He spoke in the Taur tongue, so hopelessly
unpronounceable for humans, so hard to comprehend
even when the words were known: “It is sung. It is true.
It is right.” And he gestured sweepingly at his horns,
the little apron over his sexual organs—finally at his
throat.

Moon shuddered involuntarily. He did know, yet he
seemed so calm about it! “But there’s more, Thrayl. After
they slaughter you, they will—"

She couldn’t say the rest of it. Thrayl waited a mo-
ment, then pantomimed eating. “So it is sung,” he rum-
bled. “Have heard this song always.”

She said fiercely, “But I don’t want that to happen!
Thrayl, you could hide out in the western plantations!
There’s plenty of redfruit there, and no one comes there
except my own people—I’d always know where they
were going, I could warn you. Then, after a while, I could
get an aircar and take you somewhere else. Maybe up
north! Into the mountains!” He didn’t respond, merely
looked at her fondly, almost seeming to smile. “But it
could happen, Thrayl! It wouldn’t be easy, I know. When
it gets to be winter again you’ll be cold. And there won’t
be any redfruit plantations there—but you’ll be alive! I
can save you, Thrayl!”

He gazed down at her benignly, with a ghost of a
smile in the immense eyes. She waited for a response—
waited a long time, until she almost wondered whether he
would answer at all.
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Then he reached down and touched her brown hair
kindly. “Your wish, Moon,” he rumbled, and turned
away.

They were preparing dinner, Moon Bunderan and her
mother, but the young woman was not in her customary
cheerful mood. Molly Bunderan’s eyes turned often to
her daughter. The older woman sighed, her heart heavy
for the girl. “You’re making yourself sick about Thrayl,
aren’t you?” she observed.

“It isn’t fair,” said Moon.

Her mother thought for a moment, setting the timer
for the grill. “Well, honey,” she offered reluctantly, “let’s
see if we can figure something out. Maybe Thrayl doesn’t
really have to go to the slaughterhouse. Not right away,
anyway. I suppose if you wanted your father wouldn’t
mind if we just dehorned him and sold him to a breeding
farm. We wouldn’t want to keep him ourselves, of course,
but they could put him to stud—"

“Noll’

Moon’s shout caused her mother to peer at her over
her glasses. “I mean,” the girl added swiftly, “you know
what happens to the studs. They go wild!’

Her mother nodded, acquiescing to the fact of life.
Dehorned Taur males who had not been castrated were
valuable to ranchers, because they were how the ranchers
kept their female Taurs in calf. But an uncastrated, de-
horned male quickly lost that placid good temper that
marked the Taur race, along with those vestiges of intelli-
gence that made them good slaves. A breeding male had
to be kept caged. The females he mounted were always at
risk. Often they came out of the breeding pen wounded
and bleeding—sometimes even killed, for the fury of the
studs was legendary. And no human could ever go near
one again, until the physical decline that began with the
dehorning reduced the Taur to a raving, raging wreck
that it was a kindness to put away.

“I know,” her mother sighed. “And it wouldn’t keep
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him alive very long anyway—you’re lucky if you get two
seasons out of a Taur stud before you have to put him
down, and then you can’t even sell the meat.”

“I don’t want that to happen to him either!”

Molly Bunderan said soothingly, “I know you don’t,
dear, but some things can’t be changed. When the males
mature they have to be castrated and dehorned; that’s the
rule.”

“Thrayl wouldn’t be any trouble!”

Her mother shook her head. “You hear stories,” she
said darkly. “Adult male Taurs and human girls—"

“That’s ridiculous!” Moon flared. “How could such
stories be true? Nobody’s ever kept an adult unaltered
male Taur!”

“Where there’s smoke there’s fire,” her mother said
wisely. “Why, just a couple of years ago, over toward
Amarillo, there was that young bull Taur they burned
alive—"

Moon shuddered. “I know the story,” she said
grimly. “I don’t believe he did anything. And Thrayl
would never hurt me, you know that!”

Her mother turned from the steaming pots to gaze at
her tenderly. “I know it’s hard for you, Moon dear. I
blame myself. I should never have let you make a pet of
him.”

“But he’s gentle,” Moon begged. “He loves me—not
in any ugly way.”

“We’ll talk about it later,” Mrs. Bunderan promised.
She patted her daughter’s shoulder in awkward sympathy
. . . but in her heart Mrs. Bunderan was sure Moon’s
reasons for objecting to the idea would never matter to
her father. What those reasons might really be Molly
Bunderan did not even want to think.

She turned back to the practical job of running her
part of the ranch. ‘“Vegetables,” she said. “What would
you like tonight, Moon? Peas and carrots, and a salad?
Go find Leesa and tell her to bring in whatever you like.”

But she knew that whatever the girl had for dinner
that night, the taste would be ashes in her mouth.
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Half an hour later the men came back from their
work at the ends of the ranch. Their hover dropped into
the courtyard with a flurry of dust and squawking chick-
ens. The first thing on the agenda was baths for all of
them, then they had dinner.

They all ate at once—that was one of the great advan-
tages of having Taur females, like their house Taur,
Leesa, to wait on table. The meal was Taur steaks, with
vegetables from the little garden the Taur females tended
for them. Leesa served them silently, then curled up at
the foot of the table to wait for orders, like any good dog.

Moon avoided the female Taur’s eyes. It had always
been hard for Moon, as a child, to eat the meat of the
Taurs they raised, but her father had laughed at her and
her mother had insisted, and gradually Moon Bunderan
had learned to turn off that part of her mind. Tonight was
harder. When the meal was over Moon quickly put the
dishes in the washer and slipped out of the house. Her
brothers went off in the aircar for an evening in the town.

Then Molly Bunderan sat down with her husband to
talk over cups of coffee. He looked tired, she thought.
With the boys he had been out in the aircar, inspecting
the herds at the far reaches of their land. “Too much
rain,” he told her. “The streams are up, and we’re going
to have flooding if we get another big storm. And—" he
shook his head—*“this afternoon the whole herd was
spooked by something. Even the cows took an hour or so
to quiet down—God knows what it was.”

“We had a little flurry here, too,” Molly Bunderan
told her husband.

He nodded, considering that, then shrugged. ‘“Well,
that’s Taurs for you,” he said. “They were all all right
when we left, anyway. Even the young bulls.”

His wife took a deep breath. ‘“That—that brings up
something I want to talk to you about,” she told him.

Then, when she had her husband’s full attention, she
told him her worries about Moon and her pet, Thrayl.
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“We never should have kept the Taur so long,” she said,
blaming herself. “It was all right when he was little. She
played with him like a doll, remember? Bathing him.
Dressing him up. It just seemed like a sweet, little-girl
kind of thing. But now—"

He nodded. ‘“Where is she now?”

“Where else? Out talking to him in his pen.”

Mr. Bunderan took a long, slow sip of his coffee.
Then he said: “It’s too bad, Molly, but we don’t have any
choice in the matter, do we?”

“It’s just that she’s so attached to the animal,” his
wife said.

“And there’s no better time than now to end it. No,
Thrayl’s getting too mature. He’s got to go off to be fat-
tened. Next time we have a shipment for the feedlots.”
He glanced up at the date clock on the wall to see when
that might be, then nodded. “There’s a shipment tomor-
row,” he said heavily, “and that’s as good a time as any.”



The human poet sang on, while the aiodoi listened
kindly through the more perfect music of their own ever-
lasting singing:

“Let’s talk about whether the universe is symmetri-
cal.

“We all hope it will turn out that way, but if we want
to find the truth about that, first we have to establish
some universal frame of reference. That’s where those
people we were talking about at the Jagiellonian Univer-
sity in Krakow—Heller, Klimek, Rudnicki—come in.
They discovered that this universal frame—or rigging
vector field, as it is sometimes called—sounds so much
like the old idea of an ‘ether,” you remember, that they
refer to it as a neoether. But, whatever you call it, you
have to have some frame from which to measure what-
ever symmetries may be.

“It turns out that the larger the frame, the better the
case looks for symmetry.

“In fact, although velocities of individual stars within
galaxies, and of individual galaxies within clusters, vary
very widely, the velocities of massive galaxies at the cen-
ter of clusters vary quite linearly with their red-shift dis-
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tances, at least within the error bars for measurement.
This (say Heller, Klimek and Rudnicki) means that there
is indeed some indication of an overall law that describes
both nuclear particles and the largest bodies in the uni-
verse, for the correspondence is to the velocities of funda-
mental particles—and that, they say, is ‘one more proof
of Nature’s kindness toward Earthly cosmologists.’

“We’ll talk about some of those other proofs before
long because, trust me on this, class, before you get
through you’re likely to think that we human beings have
indeed had some special gifts from—Nature. Or God. Or
Whoever it is you want to credit with doing the things
that make it possible, or even maybe inevitable, that peo-
ple like you and me could sit in this room discussing
them now.”

To the aiodoi that was a pleasing song, but not a new
one, for they had heard that song forever, and would go on
hearing it forever, for that was known to be the nature of
great songs always.



4

DN

Sork Quintero stared around in astonishment. Every Tur-
tle he could see was groveling on the ground, all of them
keening together in that awful collective moan of misery.
Even more surprising was what he saw happening only a
few meters away. There a great Taur had lumbered over
to lower himself gently to his knees beside a grieving
Turtle. Amazingly, the Taur was stretching out one hard,
three-fingered paw to touch the Turtle’s carapace in sym-
pathy. . . .

Even more amazingly, the Turtle was allowing it.

Sork turned to his brother in bafflement. “What’s
happening to them, Kiri? They act like they’re all going
insane!”

Kiri Quintero gazed at his twin. His expression was of
a peaceful sorrow, a feeling too immensely sad to be felt
as pain. But there was something else in his expression,
too, and it annoyed Sork to recognize it. It was pity. Pity
for Sork himself. Kiri was sorry for his brother.

“Damn it, Kiri!” Sork exploded. “Don’t start that I-
know-something-you-don’t! Tell me what’s going on?”

His twin spread his hands. “I would if I could, Sork,”
he said reasonably. “I can’t. I only know that it’s a terri-
ble tragedy, and it’s happening on the home world of the
Turtles.”

“But that’s more than seventy light-years away!”
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Kiri sighed patiently. “Don’t you learn anything from
those old lectures? It’s all the same, Sork. Time is an
illusion.”

Sork groaned. More double-talk! “Kiri,” he said
warningly, “I can put up with your foggy talk most of the
time, but what’s going on now is serious. Look at those
guys!” A couple of the moaning, writhing Turtles were
levering themselves ponderously to their feet, trudging
slowly and hopelessly away toward the Turtle quarters.
“Something big is going on, and I want to know what it
is!”

Kiri looked at his brother in surprised understanding.
“You’re enjoying this,” he said.

Sork shook his head, scowling. “No, of course I'm
not—Well. Maybe I am, in a way. If whatever this is is
bad for the Turtles it might be really good for us. But
how can I tell, when I don’t have any idea what’s driving
them so bugs? Anyway,” he said, “let’s find out where
they’re going and see what they do.”

But as he turned his brother put his hand on his arm.
“What is it, Kiri?” Sork demanded sharply.

His twin said, “Sue-ling should be through with her
surgery by now. We ought to get her and take her with
us.”

Sork gritted his teeth. He knew how deeply he loved
Sue-ling Quong . . . but why was it always his brother
who remembered to consider her feelings?

At first, Sue-ling missed the full impact of what was
happening. She was under the disk, and her mind was
fully occupied with the work she was doing. When Sue-
ling Quong worked under the memo disk, her scalpels
went exactly where she wanted them, she could read ev-
ery sign of color or flaccidity or size of every organ like
words on a printed page, the location of every blood ves-
sel was clear in her mind, the whole opened body of every
patient was as familiar to her as the palm of her own
hand. Dr. Sue-ling Quong was a first-class surgeon by
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anyone’s standards. She had proved that at the university
medical school, before the whole university was declared
obsolete and terminated. But under the memo disk, she
was more than that. She was superhuman.

There were two things wrong with that. The first was
that when she came out from under the disk, she had no
memory of what she had done while it was implanted.
All she knew of her own skill was what she saw, later on,
in the taped records, and then, as, wondering, she
watched herself on the screen, she could only marvel at
how much better she was than she had ever been before.

The other thing was worse: it was her realization that
all her long years of training were a waste of time. Sue-
ling had bitterly opposed closing down the medical
school, but she had lost the fight. Schools were now a
frivolity. Her decision to come to work in the Turtle com-
pound had been a last resort. She might not have come
simply because that exciting new man, Kiri Quintero,
had urged it, but there was a more important reason. She
was determined to find out just what it was like to be a
memmie. She had found out, all right. And now she had
to concede that it had made eminent practical sense; for
with the disk implanted any warm human body could be
as good a surgeon as she.

She instructed the nurses to close and, retreating to
the door of the operating theater, reached up and re-
moved the memo disk. Then everything swam around
her. At once there was that terrible thudding headache,
and she saw, without pleasure, that the nurses were nod-
ding to her with admiration as they readied the patient to
the recovery room.

The human administrator of the hospital was stand-
ing in the doorway. “He’ll be fine,” she said. “You did a
great job.”

“Thanks,” Sue-ling said. And then, looking around
the room, “What’s going on, Lucille? I thought there
zlvere some Turtle observers here when I went under the

isk.”

The administrator said, “Oh, you wouldn’t have
known, would you? There was some sort of announce-
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ment about half an hour ago, and every Turtle around
went racing off. Funny thing. I’ve never seen them show
what I could really call emotion before, but this time they
were really spooked. There’s a meeting going on right
now, matter of fact.” She turned to go. “Anyway,” she
called over her shoulder, “your patient is going to get
well now.”

Sue-ling nodded ruefully. No one could object to be-
ing told she had done a good job—even if she didn’t
really know what the operation had been.

As she came out of the surgery she found the twins
waiting at her door. They were looking out over the com-
pound, and for a moment she could not tell which was
which. Ther they turned to greet her, both faces bright-
ening at the sight of her, and then there was no doubt.
Excitement, worry—that was certainly Sork. And the se-
renity on the face of the other twin belonged, beyond
doubt, to Kiri. It was Kiri who spoke first. “We thought
we’d take in that Turtle meeting,” he said amiably.
“They’re really all shook up about it, whatever it is, so
let’s go on over to the arena.”

Sork was moody again on the way over, gazing irrita-
bly out at the always present trainloads of materials go-
ing toward the lifts of the space ladder. “Look at that,”
he said jealously. “You know what those big chunks of
structural steel are? I do. They’re pieces of rocket launch
towers—hAuman launch towers.”

“Which nobody uses any more, naturally,” Kiri
pointed out blandly.

“But we could use them! We did, once. Human beings
used to go into space on their own. Now we’re not al-
lowed to any more!”

Sue-ling said, “Of course we are, Sork. Some of us
are, anyway.”’

“Sure—a very few—as passengers! On Turtle ships!

“But the Turtle ships are so much better,” she said
reasonably. “There isn’t any need for ours.”

He glared at her, and might have answered with
words he would regret, but he was spared. They were at

12*
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the Turtle amphitheater and the time for conversation
had run out.

And—thought Sue-ling—just about in time. If only
Sork wouldn’t squabble so much—

Or if only Kiri were Sork.

Sue-ling sighed. One day soon, she knew, she would
have to make up her mind which of the brothers she was
going to cleave to, as the old people put it so strangely,
and which she would shun.

But she planned to put that day off as long as she
could.

When Turtles met formally, the place where they
gathered was an arena, a little bit like an audience cham-
ber, something like the great hall of a temple. The place
was built to the heroic Turtle scale, and it was filled with
a seething, muttering crowd of the aliens. Sue-ling saw
that the areas where their memmies were allowed to ob-
serve were only sparsely occupied. Most people didn’t
care what the Turtles did, Sue-ling thought—probably
because it was so hard to tell what was on their minds
anyway.

She led the brothers to seats in the human area. Those
seats were a concession to the short size of human beings
—and to the fact that human beings needed something to
sit down on. Turtles never sat. They couldn’t. Their anat-
omies did not bend at the hips. But the presence of seats
was the only concession the Turtle designers had made to
the needs of their vassals. The steps and the platforms
were Turtle-sized, far taller than any normal human be-
ing would have designed. Altogether, the vast, chill cav-
ern of a room was overwhelming. The walls were
immense gray granite blocks, and they climbed higher
than a human found comfortable to the dark-shadowed
vault of the roof. A pair of massive square pillars rose to
flank the tall dais where the leaders would appear, and
between them hung a gigantic, dimly glowing image of
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the Turtle deity, a hundred times the size of the little
emblems that were all over the compound.

Sue-ling gazed at the image with renewed interest.
The Turtle deity was always represented as a wide-
winged female. It was the only female Turtle any of them
had ever seen. Real Turtles—the male ones, anyway—
never had wings, she thought. Why did they show her
like that? And she was depicted as descending from the
sun (but not at all Earth’s sun—too dim and too reddish
in color) to bring new life for them.

It was a pity, she thought with detached interest, that
the Turtles were so unwilling to talk about their origins
or their home planet—especially about their religion. If
religion was what it was. . . .

But then, so much about the Turtles was still a mys-
tery.

Sue-ling felt very strongly that the coming of the Tur-
tles had been a blessing for the human race. Well, she
usually felt that way—except when she had been listen-
ing to Sork Quintero. Sork was one of the few who
doubted that.

When the Turtles first showed up, a hundred years
earlier, the human race had been angry, belligerent,
frightened—mostly frightened—at the sudden presence
of these creatures with better science and unfathomable
plans.

Yet the Turtles had seemed to know just how to quiet
human fears. Sue-ling blinked as it came to her just how
that had been possible: It was people like Francis Krake,
captured and carried away for study, from whom the
Turtles had learned what to do. Undoubtedly Krake had
told the Turtles enough about humanity to pave their
way. So when the Turtles at last showed themselves to
the human race they made their intentions clear at once.
They came as traders, they proclaimed in their radio
broadcasts from orbit. And trade they did. Wonderful
trade, that benefited all of humanity. Without compul-
sion. Without threat. The Turtles carried their way sim-
ply by making humanity offers it could not refuse.

She looked around her curiously. No Turtles had ap-
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peared yet on the dais. Next to her, Sork was saying to
his brother, “On the tape they were talking about some-
thing they call the ‘anthropic principle,” Kiri—ever hear
of it? I don’t understand it very well, but it has something
to do with the fact that our universe is exactly what we
need to permit human life—and, I guess, Turtle life and
Taur life, too.”

“So? We’re here in this universe, aren’t we? Naturally
it’s just right for us.”

Sork was shaking his head. “No, it’s more compli-
cated than that. See, the universe could have been quite
different, they say.”

“Shut up and sit down,” his brother commanded.
“The Turtles are getting ready to do something.”



The aiodoi did not laugh, but they could be amused.
As they heard the song of the Earth scientist who was al-
most an aiodos they might have smiled tenderly, for the
burden of the song was so sweet, and so touching, and so
childishly, basically wrong.

“Today we’re going to take a little excursion into his-
tory. We’re going to go pretty far back, in fact as far back
as the beginning of our universe.

“To make it easier to comprehend, we’re going to do
it in three stages, in the same way that human history is
handled. As you undoubtedly remember from your hu-
manities classes, human history is divided into three parts
—prehistory, ancient history, modern history—and we’re
going to make the same three divisions in the history of
our entire universe.

“I have to caution you first that this does not square
with the Hawking notion of imaginary time and endless
universes popping up and dissolving. It doesn’t contra-
dict it, either. But for this session we will think only of
the universe that we think of as beginning with the Big
Bang.

“In this schema, what we will call modern universal
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history starts about fifteen billion years ago, which is to
say, about one second after the Big Bang itself.

“By then everything is pretty well decided. Protons
and electrons have already formed; the matter-antimatter
mutual annihilation has taken place, leaving the excess of
what we call normal matter that we observe when we
look around us. All that happens after that first second is
that nuclear processes begin to happen, plasmas condense
into galaxies and stars, planets are formed and, after a
while, living things begin to evolve—just routine stuff.
The modern history of the universe isn’t really that inter-
esting. It’s all cut and dried, you see; the time when all
sorts of ‘decisions’ are up for grabs is before the end of
that first second.

“So let’s forget about those fifteen billion years of
modern universal history, and get to the interesting stuff.
We’ll do that in our next session, because I’ve got plans
for the rest of this one. Take out your pens and papers,
please, because I'm throwing you a quiz.”

And the aiodoi sang on, almost laughing at the sweet,
sad, time bound creatures who believed in such a word as
“history.”
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As soon as her mother was asleep Moon stole out of the
house and moved silently toward the pen that held
Thrayl.

He was alone there. Moon’s father had taken him
from the common pen with the cows as soon as the
Taur’s budding horns began to develop. The rest of the
breeding herd were sighing and stirring in their own pen
on the far side of the thornbush barrier, but Moon
slipped past without waking them.

In the light of the full moon the girl could see the
sleeping Taur. Thrayl was lying in a corner on a nest of
redfruit branches, his great horned head pillowed on one
arm. In sleep his broad face was as innocent as any
baby’s.

“Thrayl,” she whispered.

At once the great eyes opened, fastening on her. He
rose with that quick Taur grace, the crooked little legs
moving as smoothly as any dancer’s. “Moon,” he rum-
bled, almost purring affectionately—the Earth word
came humming from his lips, like the mewing of a cat.
She saw, with a poignant mixture of sadness and delight,
that his horns were brighter in the moonlight, lovely with
rainbow hues. The horns dipped as Thrayl bowed his
huge head in greeting.

“Thrayl,” she whispered again. Her voice was shak-
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ing, but determined all the same. “Thrayl, it’s time for us
to go now.”

“Go.” He mewed the English word softly. “Moon?
Do you do well to do this?”

“Yes! I do very well, Thrayl, because I’'m going to
save you!” At least for a little while, she added bitterly to
herself. She took one warm, solid arm to hurry him
along, and he let her guide him, patiently agreeing. She
unlocked the gate with her penlight and hurried him
through the moonlit hedge. The air was cool and still,
and Thrayl’s warm odor filled her nostrils—a little like
the aroma of new hay when it was cut for bedding in the
stalls, a little like the scent of pines in the mountains. It
was his very own, the good odor she remembered from
the times she used to bathe him, when he was still a tiny
calf.

Beyond the hedge they came into the redfruit grove
where . they used to play. Those trees were old now,
gnarled and dying, weeds grown tall in the shadows un-
der them. Thrayl’s horns glowed brightly in the darkness
under the trees, almost bright enough to show their way
—or to betray them, Moon thought, if anyone in the
house should wake and come looking for them. They
walked more slowly there, close together but not touch-
ing. She was oddly shy of physical contact with him.
Remembering how she used to pet him, she could hardly
bear to touch him now.

He stopped short as they approached Moon’s work-
shed, where she cared for injuries to the livestock—and
where, sometimes, her brothers had dehorned and cas-
trated young bulls.

She thought she understood what was in his mind.
“No, Thrayl,” she explained in annoyance. “Don’t be
afraid. I'm not going to do—that—to you. I’ve just got to
remove your brand—or, better, change it to something
else. Do you understand? It’s just in case anyone sees us.”

He stood silent, his head swaying as his sweetly glow-
ing horns thrust this way and that, listening to his songs.
In the Taur tongue he rumbled softly, “The song is not of
fear.”
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“What then, Thrayl?”

“The song is of a terrible loss,” he hummed.

She peered at him with sudden fright. Standing in the
shadow of the twisted old redfruit trees, lit with the glow
of his own horns, he looked so wonderful and splendid
that she was trembling with love and worry. “What loss,
Thrayl?” she whispered. “Have I lost something?”’

His huge hand pressed her shoulder, hard and reas-
suring. “The song is not of humans,” he said. “The song
is full of faraway pain.”

She sighed in relief. “Oh, it’s just that Turtle thing
that had you so worried today. Well,” she said practi-
cally, “we can’t deal with things that are far away, can
we? But we’ve got to get moving. Mother locked the
truck, so we're going to have to do a lot of walking before
daylight, Thrayl. But I’ll be with you.”

The great, hard hand stroked her head. “I sing of
being with you,” he rumbled. “But I sing too of terrible
loss and pain.”

Beyond the hedge they came into the redfruit grove
where they used to play. Past their best years, some of the
trees were gnarled and dying, with weeds grown tall in
the shadows under them.

Moon led the way by the light of Thrayl’s horns.
They were walking more slowly now, close together but
not touching.

Moon said suddenly, “Thrayl? Your horns are so
bright now.”

“Bright,” he rumbled, solemnly agreeing.

“Do they—do they feel any different?”

He was silent for a moment, considering. “Power,” he
said at last. “Ears when they shine. Eyes when they
shine.”

“You mean you, well, hear and see through them?”

“No,” he said flatly. “Only the songs. Nothing on
Earth—only the great sad pain from far away.”

“Where?” she whispered. “How far away?”
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“Nowhere far,” he said mournfully. “No far, no
when. Nowhere.” :

Then he stopped short, the horns casting this way and
that.

Alarm suddenly flooded through Moon Bunderan.
“What is it, Thrayl?” she asked. “Is there someone
there?”

“Friend. Yes.”

“A million miles away?” she asked bitterly—wor-
riedly.

“No. A good smallsong, Moon, but also sad—and,
yes, very near.”

Half a kilometer away, Captain Francis Krake was
sleeping badly that night.

It wasn’t that his mission had failed. Indeed, he had
met with more success than he could have hoped for.
Certainly he had found the place where the little town of
Portales used to be, though it was only the weed-ground
mound in the middle of the old courthouse square that
proved he was in the right place. Nothing else survived.
No buildings—unless you counted something that looked
curiously like a great bomb shelter, in the general area of
the old college. Only that, and the stones of an old bury-
ing ground between the redfruit groves.

Krake had not lingered in the old cemetery. He did
not want to find a stone with a name he might know. So
he had made a quick trip to town to call the pretty mem-
mie doctor back in Kansas City—no news; but at least no
bad news—and then back to his campsite.

The trip was a waste, he told himself. But what differ-
ence did it make? He decided to start back the next
morning. There was nothing to keep him here any longer.

He had stopped to rent a video set in the town, more
to help him waste this wasted time than because of any
curiosity about what was going on in this strange, for-
eign, human world that was no longer his own. But then
he had been caught by the news stories. They had upset
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him. Turtles failing at their jobs, neglecting their assign-
ments—total confusion, it seemed to Krake. And what
wild rumors!

Could it be true that the Mother had somehow disap-
peared?

The thought was incredible. Krake tried to imagine
the feelings of the Turtles if anything happened to their
Mother. Yes, of course, sooner or later even a Mother
would die—though the Turtles had never been willing to
speak much on that subject, at least they had admitted
that. But nothing would change, really. The death of a
Mother was a time of great, complex ritual. One of the
nymphs would be allowed to mature—a male would be
selected to father the next brood—and the Turtle owner-
ship of the galaxy would go on unperturbed once more.

That would always go on. Nothing, Krake told him-
self, would ever interfere with Turtle commerce . . .
and wondered whether the thought made him pleased or
depressed.

He did not really want to think about the Turtles.

He wished them no particular ill—but no particular
well, either. True, they had not harmed him in any physi-
cal way. Indeed, they had certainly saved his life, for that
had surely been lost on that rubber raft in the Coral Sea if
their scout ship had not come along. But the price he had
had to pay was high.

Every night since then, Francis Krake had gone to
sleep with the consciousness of guilt on his mind.

He turned over, trying to put these matters out of his
thoughts. There was no reason, he told himself, why he
should be wakeful. If he had been disappointed at finding
so little left of the town that had been his home, he had
had no real hope of finding more than that. And he
lacked nothing for his comfort. The rented camping gear
was high-tech stuff that made him—at least, that should
have made him—as cozy in the tent as he had ever been
in his ship. The pop-up tent’s memory fabric had imme-
diately assumed the shape best fitted for his comfort. He
had cooked a meal with self-heating pans, and if he had
also built a fire outside the tent, that was more for the
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pleasure of looking at it than for any need. There was an
incinerating toilet, and a thermo-constant blanket that
made night chill irrelevant.

Moreover, you didn’t need a memo disk to operate
any of it.

Fretfully, Krake scratched the side of the tent. Where
his touch stirred to life the phosphors built into the fabric
of the tent, a gentle glow sprang up, softly illuminating
the inside of the tent.

He slid his feet into his boots, rose and stepped out-
side, looking fretfully around. A gentle sighing of breeze
in the redfruits, a faint purring from the stream down the
hill—apart from that the woods were silent. Overhead
the Moon was ivory-bright. Squinting, Krake thought he
saw a glint of metal in the Moon’s lower hemisphere—
was it, he wondered, the human Moon base that the Tur-
tles said had been abandoned there? It was still wonderful
to Krake to think that his own race had somehow
stretched out into space on its own, with no help from
Turtles or anyone else—but, of course, that was all his-
tory. There was nothing left of that human presence in
space. Krake knew that once there had been all sorts of
human-built communications and surveillance satellites
in orbit—but the Turtles had removed most of them, be-
cause they endangered the elevator cables of their
skyhook.

Given a choice, Krake told himself justly, between a
scattering of satellites and the entry to the galaxy that the
Skyhook offered, obviously the Skyhook was a better bar-
gain. But, all the same, he wished something important
still remained in space that was entirely, and indepen-
dently, human.

He craned his neck toward the south and east, hoping
for a glimpse of the Turtle orbital station at the top of the
Skyhook, where his crew were waiting for their next tour
of duty. He couldn’t see a thing. He knew, though, that
the Turtles had their own remote orbiters and that they
could certainly see him—see his campfire, at least; just as
they had seen his downed plane and life raft, and so
much else, all those years ago.
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He stirred restlessly. Sleep was far away. The wind
was picking up, and the Moon was disappearing into a
growing mass of cloud. He wondered if it was going to
rain, after all. There were sounds in the brush all around
him—

Krake froze, bolt upright, listening.

Not all those sounds were the wind! He fumbled in
his pack for his flashlamp and turned it on, looking to-
ward the stirrings in the brush.

Two figures were coming out of the woods along the
stream, and one of them was certainly not human.

Krake listened intently, ready for whatever might be
coming. They said there wasn’t any crime any more on
Earth, but he had never believed that . . . certainly did
not want to risk having one of those rare crimes happen
to him. . . .

“Captain Krake?”’ It was the girl’s voice, the one he
had met along the road. “Captain Krake? It’s me, Moon
Bunderan. Will you help us, please?”

The Taur was deep in meditation, paying no attention
to the talk of the humans. Krake crouched on one side of
his little campfire, staring across the flames at the girl
who looked so much like the woman he had left behind
so long ago. He was shaking his head in astonishment at
what she was asking. “But I can’t take you anywhere,
Moon,” he said. “Where could we go? I have no home
here on Earth. You certainly don’t want to go with me on
my ship, do you?”

“I do! We do! Please take us anywhere where Thrayl
will be safe,” she begged.

He grimaced, half amused at her obstinate assurance,
much more than half determined to save her from a seri-
ous mistake. ‘“You wouldn’t say that if you knew what it
was like in a waveship, Moon. It’s terribly lonesome.
There’d just be me and my crew—no,” he said emphati-
cally, to keep her from arguing, “that’s out of the ques-
tion.”
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“Then take me to the orbit station with you!”

He said reasonably, “That’s no good, either. The Tur-
tles won’t let you stay on their orbiter, Moon. Even if you
got there, they’ll just notify your parents, and then they’ll
come after you. And I won’t be staying there myself; I'm
going up to my ship as soon as my crew’s ready, and then
—off. Somewhere. Wherever there’s a job for me.”

“But they’ll hurt Thrayl,” she sobbed.

“You told me yourself that he doesn’t mind—"

“I do! I mind terribly.”

He sighed. Had there ever been a time when he could
talk easily to a young woman? If so, that time was long
gone. He did his best: ““You don’t know what you’re ask-
ing, Moon. Are you prepared to leave your family perma-
nently? Once you get in a starship you’ve left everybody
you know on Earth forever.”

She looked puzzled in the light of the fire. ‘“Forever?
But can’t I come back to Earth?”

“To Earth, yes,” he said bitterly. “I’ve just done that.
But it’s not the same Earth you come back to, Moon.
Time dilation makes sure of that.”

“I know all that, and I don’t care! They don’t need
me any more. My brothers will stay on the ranch, that’s
the only thing they really care about—except going into
town to look for girls. And I’'m Thrayl’s only friend. If I
don’t save him, who will?”

The girl thought for a moment, then added honestly,
“I don’t want to stay here anyway. I want a bigger life
than this, Captain Krake.”

“Bigger how?”

“I don’t know that, exactly,” she admitted. “I just
know that it’s time for me to go.”

He gazed at her helplessly. He could see nothing but
difficulties, though he found himself longing to help. “I
guess,” he said at last, “I might be able to figure out a
way to take you as far as the Turtle compound at Kansas
City—”

“Oh, yes! Thank you! That would be wonderful!” At
least for a beginning, Moon added to herself.

He gave her a suspicious look. “But I don’t see how
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we could really get away even with that, because we can’t
take commercial air transportation,” he pointed out. “If
your family knows you’ve run off, they’ll have reported
it. The authorities will be watching for you and Thrayl.”

“There must be some other way!”

“I don’t know of any.”

“Sure you do. Your car.” She pointed triumphantly to
the three-wheeler pulled up under the trees. “We could
drive the car to this space ladder.”

Krake stared at the huge Taur. Even'squatting on the
ground in his “listening to the songs” posture, he was
almost as tall as Krake himself. “What, the three of us in
that little thing? Including ~im? It would take us days to
get there if we drove!”

She said sturdily, “That’s no problem. I can drive,
t00, so we can spell each other. Go straight through. And
Thrayl can curl up in the back—we could cover him with
your blankets, maybe.”

“My camping gear has to go in the back!”

But Krake knew it was a losing argument for, when
push came to shove, he could not resist those eyes. And
what, he asked himself, were a tent and some odds and
ends worth, after all? Why not just abandon them here,
forfeiting the deposits? The money didn’t matter.

And as to the things themselves, he would never need
them again. Not in space. Not at all, unless he ever re-
turned permanently to Earth . . . and Francis Krake
had long decided that that he would never do.



The Earth singer sang on, trapped in his error, unable
to sing the truth that even the error revealed:

“You remember our last class, I hope. In it we said
that we are going to divide the history of the universe—
our own personal universe, that is, the one we can experi-
ence, at least in theory—like the history of the human
race, into three eras: Modern, Ancient and Prehistoric.
We’ve already dealt with the modern era, which is to say
the part beginning one second after the Big Bang.

“Now let’s look at Ancient History. Don’t get hung
up on proportions, though. In human terms, Ancient
History goes back several times as far as modern. That
isn’t true of the ancient history of our universe. It lasted
only a little less than that one second.

“Even so, an awful lot of things happened in that
second. We can divide even the Ancient History of the
universe into several eras. Ancient History starts at ten to
the minus-43d power seconds, and the first part of it is
. the Grand Unified Theory, or GUT, Era. That goes from
ten to the minus 43 to ten to the minus 37 seconds, which
is to say that it lasts altogether for a little less than 1
divided by 10,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,
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000,000 seconds—that is, it is just under one ondecil-
lionth of a second.

“That doesn’t sound like much. Well, it wasn’t. But it
was enough to set the foundations for the Grand Unified
Theory, and that’s quite a lot.

“After the GUT era, things happened a little slower.
Then we have the era when the hadrons begin to form—
that runs to about a millionth of a second, which doesn’t
sound like much, either, but it’s a /ot more than an
ondecillionth—and then the considerably longer era
when the leptons begin to form, which uses up the rest of
that first second of Ancient History. That’s not too inter-
esting, either.

“It is the GUT era, and the time before it, where the
big events happen.

“The GUT era of ancient universal history is a time
of very high energies and consequently of very heavy par-
ticles. It is also the time when space itself can be said to
begin to exist.

“Now, some of you may be raising an eyebrow
at that. You may have some dumb questions stirring
around in your mind. For instance, how can there be
anything before there was space for it to be in, you may
ask. :

“Let me show you why that’s a dumb question. Space
implies some kind of structure. The smallest structures
we know, and we think probably the smallest structures
that exist, are at the Planck length, which is somewhere
around 10 to the minus 35th meters.

“But space does have a structure. It isn’t a seamless
nothingness; it is something like a collection of tiny,
Planck-length cells. Sometimes we call that basic,
underlying structure of everything ‘the spacetime
foam,” because at those very early epochs we can’t even
distinguish the dimension of time from the spatial dimen-
sions.

“So that’s the GUT era. It is the time of ultraheavy
particles and spacetime foam; and that’s all we need to
say just now about Ancient History.”
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And the aiodoi sang sweet and complimentary songs of
how pretty that song was, as a human might of a two-year-
old’s first attempt at carrying a tune . . . and how child-
ishly wrong.



O

VWS

If Kiri Quintero had been allowed the control of his own
body he would have delighted in what he was doing. He
was flying! After four grueling days in California, doing
some sort of research for the great, golden Turtle they
called Yellow Bird—his proper title was Defender of God
—he was on the way home, but rest was still forbidden.
Kiri was under the memo disk. He wasn’t released until
the big Turtle aircraft was already settling in for a land-
ing at the Kansas City skyhook compound, and then he
was too bone weary even to glance out the window at the
scene beneath.

He got up wearily as the plane’s doors opened, and
was pushed rudely out of the way by Yellow Bird. With a
hostile squawk the great Turtle shoved past him and dis-
appeared. Kiri Quintero followed more slowly, stretching
his aching limbs. It was already dark, and a hot, muggy
night, with no stars in the skies. He wanted to go to bed,
but he wanted even more to see his brother and the
woman they loved.

He suspected he knew where he could find them both,
and he was right.

As he walked along the hall toward Sue-ling’s apart-
ment he heard his brother’s voice, crackling with anger,
then almost drowned out by the shrill squawks of a Tur-
tle. That was odd; Turtles rarely came into human quar-
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ters. But when he reached the door, there the Turtle was
—Litlun—hard arms waving, squawking furiously at
Sue-ling and Sork through his transposer. “Do you pre-
tend you do not have recorded blasphemous material?
You cannot, for one knows this to be true, so you must
not refuse to sell it to me! Come, set a price, for one
wishes to have it!”

Sue-ling put a quieting hand on Sork’s shoulder and
addressed the Turtle herself. “I don’t know anything
about blasphemous material, Facilitator,” she said stead-
fastly.

“It is,” he blared, “infuriating when a reasonable
commercial offer is rejected for no reason! If you behave
so badly we must reconsider whether your services will
continue to be needed here.”

Sue-ling shrugged. “That’s up to you,” she said.
Then, studying him, “It might help if you told me why
you want it.”

“That is not your concern!”

“And it isn’t your material,” she pointed out.

Litlun glared wordlessly at her with both yellow eyes,
his claws drumming angrily on his belly shell. Then, with
a frustrated hiss, he turned and stalked violently out of
the room.

Sue-ling followed him with her eyes, then shook her-
self. “Hello, Kiri, dear,” she said belatedly.

It was a greeting, at least, and more than Kiri got
from his twin. Sork, too, was gazing after the Turtle. “He
;eally wants those astrophysics chips,” he said thought-

ully.

“I see that,” Sue-ling said. “But why?”

“It has to be something to do with what happened to
their Mother. Maybe they think she fell into a black hole
or something—"

“The whole planet?”

“Why not? It couldn’t be just that one Mother died.
That happens over and over, and they just let another one
take over. I'll bet that they want to know more about
black holes, and they think human science can tell them
what to do.” He grinned savagely, delighted at the

R— -
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thought of Turtles conceding they needed human aid.
Then he added, “But if that’s what really happened, I
think she’s gone. Nobody on the lecture chips ever said
anything about a way to get out of a black hole.”

Sue-ling nodded doubtfully, then was distracted by
the fatigue lines on Kiri’s face. “Where’ve you been?” she
asked. “You look like you’ve been working too hard!”

“I was. Yellow Boy commandeered me,” Kiri said.
“We’ve been in California for five days, at a hospital,
checking out a lot of old research material in the medical
records—I think.”

Sue-ling looked puzzled. “What did a Turtle want
with human medical records?”’

Kiri spread his hands. “How can I know? I was under
the disk the whole time, almost. Yellow Boy had me go-
ing through all the records of the hospital genetics de-
partment—I didn’t know what I was doing, of course,
but from things the Turtles were saying to each other on
the way back I think that was what it had to be. And—"
Kiri hesitated, always unsure of offering his intuitions to
others—*“I do have a theory. A guess, anyway.”

“Which is?” Sue-ling demanded.

“It’s only an idea—but what I think they were trying
to figure out was whether there was some procedure that
could recreate a female Turtle by modifying a male Tur-
tle’s genes.”

“But that sort of thing is just another kind of sacri-
lege to them!” Sork said wonderingly.

Kiri grinned wearily. “So the Exarch told us when he
found out what we were doing,” he agreed. “I never saw
the Turtles so upset! They were squawking at each other
on the phone like back-fence tomcats.”

Sue-ling said, thinking it out as she spoke, “I don’t
think trying to modify a male into a functional female
would work, anyway. I’'m pretty sure the Turtles have
never done that kind of work themselves and, although
genetics isn’t my field, I never heard that anybody on
Earth ever managed to create a female out of male genes
for any kind of animal. Maybe they really are getting
desperate.”
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“You bet they’re desperate!” Sork said with glee.
“And we’re not going to help them! I’'m going to take the
lecture chips away and hide them, in case Litlun figures
some way of getting them away from you. They’re hu-
man science, not Turtle, and we’re going to need all the
human science for ourselves!”

Kiri looked at his brother. “What are you talking
about?”

Sork said, “Don’t you understand? What’s the life
span of a Turtle?”

“How would I know? I think somebody said around
seventy-five years, but—"

“But that’s only a guess,” Sork agreed. “All the same,
we know they die some time. And in seventy-five years—
maybe less!—they’ll all be dead. There won’t be any Tur-
tles any more. Well, a few—as they keep coming back
from time-dilated trips, now and then. But they won’t
matter, and then who’s going to be the dominant race in
this galaxy?”

Kiri blinked at him. ‘““You mean—us?”

“Who else?” Sork demanded. “The Turtles are going
to die out. Whatever future there is in this galaxy, it
belongs to us!”

Kiri stared at his brother, trying to make all these
concepts fit together. “But we can’t travel around the
galaxy,” he said reasonably. “How could we? We don’t
know how to operate wave-drive spaceships.”

“We’ll learn. Besides, some human beings can al-
ready!” Sork said triumphantly. ‘“Francis Krake, for one,
and Sue-ling had a message from him yesterday. He’s
driving back here right now.”

“Driving?”’ Kiri asked, astonished.

Sue-ling shrugged. “Don’t ask me why, but yes, that’s
what he said. I expect he’ll get here tomorrow. Only—"
she bit her lip—*I wish I had better news for him about
his crew. The Turtles in the orbit station are all going
crazy, too—they aren’t really attending to business. I
hope his crew’s all right.”

“Is something wrong with them?” Kiri asked.

Sue-ling spread her hands. “I don’t know. Last time I

B —

— -




The Singers of Time 95

tried I couldn’t get an answer from the orbital station at
all,” she said, “and that has never happened before.”

When Sork left them for some business of his own,
Kiri Quintero lingered behind.

Sue-ling’s expression was pleasantly receptive.
Cheered by the look on her face, Kiri asked her, “To-
night? I’ve been gone a long time.”

“Tonight,” she said softly, “would be a very fine idea.
I’ve missed you, too.”

So placid Kiri Quintero was almost excited with the
pleasure of anticipation as he strolled back toward her
room a few hours later. He knew what was forthcoming.
She would be wearing the yellow silk robe he had once
managed to buy for her in New Hong Kong, when there
on some never-to-be-clearly-known errand for the Tur-
tles, and her sweet body would be fragrant with the Span-
ish scent she loved. It would be a wonderful night
together—

It would not. Voices told him that when he was in the
hall outside. Sue-ling was not alone, and the person with
her was his twin.

A man who discovers his lover in the arms of another
man has many options—tears, fury, violence; perhaps
suicide, if one believes the romantic novel to represent
truth. Kiri Quintero did not choose any of them. He
stood there in thought for a moment, trying to listen to
the words from inside—there was, after all, the chance
that his twin had stopped by just for a moment, perhaps
to pick up some more of his old lecture chips. But that
did not seem to be the case. Although Kiri could not
really make out the words from inside, he could surely
hear the tone—Sue-ling protesting, Sork persuading, Sue-
ling objecting, Sork insisting . . . and finally Sue-ling
surrendering.

Kiri sighed, turned around and went back to his own
room.

He knew that Sue-ling thought he yielded too often,
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and in too many ways, to his twin. Perhaps it was true.
But Kiri Quintero had always been happiest when Sork
Quintero was happy, too.

All the same, he slept poorly that night. When he
woke he automatically listened for the faint whisper of
his brother’s audio chips from the room next door, and
was not surprised when he didn’t hear it. No doubt Sork
had chosen to stay the night.

That didn’t really trouble Kiri Quintero, exactly.
Though he loved Sue-ling, he was not jealous of her. Per-
haps one day she would finally give up their ménage a
trois and settle on one of the twins. Perhaps then she
would marry him. Perhaps it would be his brother she
chose. Whichever happened would be right . . . and, in
any case, he would go right on loving Sue-ling Quong.

Kiri rolled over on his back and gazed peacefully into
the darkness of his room. Poor Sork! Where Kiri saw
symmetries, congruences, interlocking relationships and
resonances, Sork saw only problems. For Kiri Quintero,
he always knew: that every part belonged to the whole,
and the whole was all of its parts. Sometimes the patterns
he perceived were pleasing, but sad. Sometimes they were
just pleasing. Kiri Quintero’s nature was not to worry
about whether the future would be good or bad, or about
whether whatever was happening at any moment was
right or wrong, for whatever was was.

All these things Kiri Quintero knew as certainly as he
knew that his heart beat and his lungs drew breath—and
that one day both heart and breath would stop and he
would die—and that there was nothing in that knowl-
edge, in any of it, to cause fear or sorrow.

If there was one thing that Kiri Quintero regretted it
was that his brother did not seem to understand this self-
evident law of nature. If it had been within his power he
would have tried to help his brother—to share with him
his own vision of the rightness of what was so. To share it
with the whole world, if he could.

But it was Sork Quintero, not Kiri, who had the skill
with words. Kiri’s lofty peace was all internal. He had no
way to share it.



The Singers of Time 97

Kiri hadn’t known that he had at last fallen asleep
until he heard his brother pounding on his door. “Kiri?
Wake up, it’s morning. Sue-ling just got a call from that
space captain. He’s in the compound, and he’s brought
somebody with him.”

Kiri sat up, still groggy. “Who?”’

“I don’t know that yet, do I?” his twin snapped pet-
tishly. “That’s what I’'m going to find out. I’m going over
to meet them at the western gate. Come after me when
you’re awake, all right?”

“All right,” said Kiri, yawning. Somehow the brief
discontent of the night before had gone away, as it always
did with Kiri Quintero. He stretched placidly and then,
comfortably, not at all rushed, rolled out of his bed and
headed for the sanitary. There was no reason for haste,
after all. Whatever was there would still be there when he
got there.

It was still early morning when he strolled out toward
the gate, and turning out to be a sultry, lowering day—
the kind that all Turtles despised. Few of them were in
sight. Few of anybody were in sight. The bustling com-
pound at the base of the space ladder had turned into a
ghost town. The long trains of scrap metal were motion-
less and abandoned, and there was an eerie silence where
for so long there had been the drumming bustle of Turtle
trade.

As Kiri approached the gate he caught a glimpse of a
group of people gathered around a three-wheeled surface
vehicle. One of the group was his brother, all right, along
with that captain from space. With them was a human
female, but it was not Sue-ling Quong. She was a young
girl Kiri had never seen before and standing behind her,
looming over her, was, yes, a Taur. Not just a Taur, but a
male, with developed horns. Kiri blinked and started to-
ward them, but as he turned in their direction a Turtle
stepped out from behind a halted freight car to challenge
him. Kiri was surprised to see that it was the rusty brown
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pigmy called Litlun, evidently lurking there to look at the
humans.

One of Litlun’s eyes turned to Kiri, and the Turtle
instantly activated his transposer. “Stop there, Quintero!
Which are you?”’

“I’m Kiri Quintero, Facilitator. Not,” he was careful
to explain, “my brother, Sork, who is the one you believe
to possess some disapproved recorded lectures.”

The Turtle rolled his yellow eyes at him. “One does
not speak of such record chips,” he said, like a reproving
teacher. ‘“Their possessor does not wish to sell, and they
are not of importance. One cannot concern oneself with
commercial matters at this time.”

Kiri’s eyes almost popped. Litlun couldn’t concern
himself with trade? A Turtle couldn’t? So it was all true!

But the Turtle was still speaking. Litlun gestured to-
ward the group at the gate. “Is that creature not an adult
male Taur?” he asked.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Kiri said automatically. “Not
an adult because, look, he still has his horns—" Then he
took a better look. “Well, he does look different from
most of the others,” he admitted.

“One may have a use for such a Taur. Go and find
out, please,” rapped the Turtle, and turned back to the
shelter of the motionless car.

Kiri’s calm was threatened at last by surprise—not
least because, for the first time in his memory, he had
heard a Turtle say “please” to a human being. But the
real surprise came when he got closer. The great bull-
headed creature standing by the three-wheeled surface
car was fully horned, and even in the light of morning
Kiri saw that the horns were faintly glowing.

His twin turned to him. “You took your time,” he
said accusingly. “Look, you stay here with this girl and
her Taur—don’t let anybody bother them.”

“Who would bother them?” Kiri asked reasonably.
“Where’s Sue-ling?”

“Back at her office, of course,” Sork snapped. “That’s
where Krake and I are going, to see if she can get any
news of his crew. Oh, don’t argue with me now, Kiri,”
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Sork went on as his brother opened his mouth. “We’re in
a hurry!”” And the two of them left, leaving Kiri face to
face with the young woman and the Taur bull.

The girl was studying his face. “You two look a lot
alike,” she said, discovering. “Are you brothers?”

“Twins,” Kiri told her. “My name is Kiri Quintero.”

“I’m Moon Bunderan,” the girl said, extending her
hand. “This is my friend, Thrayl. He can shake hands
with you, too, if you like.”

“Of course,” said Kiri, though his tone was more un-
certain than his words. But when the Taur reached down
and took Kiri’s hand in his own hard, three-fingered fist,
the skin was warm, the pressure friendly. “Nice to meet
you,” Kiri said, looking up at the huge-eyed, massive,
horned head. The horns really did glow with a light of
their own.

Then the Taur spoke. It was a hissing, buzzing sound
that Kiri could not understand at all. “I don’t speak
Taur,” he said apologetically—apologizing to an animal!

“He only said that he thinks your smallsongs are
good and that he hopes your horns grow strong,” the girl
translated. “It’s kind of what Taurs say, like—well, like
‘Nice to meet you,” I guess.” She sat suddenly on the
hood of the car. “I'm sorry,” she went on. “I’m really
tired. We’ve been driving for days—all the way from New
Mexico. And it was kind of—"

She hesitated, looking into Kiri’s eyes as though won-
dering whether to trust him with a secret. Evidently she
decided she could, for she finished, ‘“Kind of scary. Be-
cause we were hiding, really. You know, a lot of people
are afraid of grown-up male Taurs, and some of them
might’ve wanted to hurt Thrayl.”

The bull Taur suddenly blared a sort of muted roar
and danced around, lowering the huge head, the horns
pointed back toward the place Kiri had come from. “Oh,
Lord,” Moon Bunderan breathed in excitement. “Look at
that, Mr. Quintero! Isn’t that a Turtle?”

Kiri looked around. Litlun had drawn closer, his frill
quivering as both yellow eyes were fastened on them.
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“Why, yes. His name’s—well, we call him Litlun. Be-
cause he’s smaller than the rest of them, you know.”

“He’s smaller? Then the others must be as big as
Taurs! And he looks excited about something.” —

It was true that Litlun was waving his boneless upper
limbs and cawing to himself as he came. The Turtle
turned one eye on Kiri Quintero. ‘“Well?”” he demanded
through the transposer. “Is it not true? Isn’t it indeed an
adult male Taur?”

The young woman shrank back. “Oh, don’t let him
hurt Thrayl! He’s only just becoming mature. He’s not
dangerous at all!”

But Litlun wasn’t listening. He ignored Kiri Quin-
tero, barely glanced at the young woman with one eye in
passing. All the Turtle’s attention was focused on the
Taur. Litlun stopped dead in front of him, both eyes now
firmly fixed on Thrayl’s horns. One of the Turtle’s bone-
less arms reached out to touch a horn.

Thrayl pulled back. There was a warning rumble
from the Taur, and the horns seemed to brighten with a
reddish light.

“Please, Mr. Quintero,” the girl said worriedly. “That
Turtle is bothering Thrayl—he’s not used to having any-
one touch his horns. Except me, of course.”

The Turtle spun around and glared at her. He barked
something, but he was speaking so rapidly that even the
transposer did not make him comprehensible to her.
“What’s he saying?”’ the girl said, backing uneasily away.

Kiri frowned in surprise. ‘“‘He—he wants to buy your
Taur. He asks how much you want for him.”

“Oh, no!” the girl cried. “I won’t sell Thrayl! That’s
why he and I are running— That’s out of the question,”
she said firmly. “Tell him. Say thank you, but Thrayl
isn’t for sale.”

Kiri didn’t have to translate, because Litlun got the
message. The yellow eyes blazed angrily as the Turtle
boomed away again, this time more slowly. “One will pay
anything you ask,” he squawked. “One wishes to have
this adult male Taur.”

“No! Please make him understand. I don’t want
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Thrayl dehorned, turned into meat—or breeding stock,
either.”

A rumble from the Turtle. “One will not physically
harm the animal in any way.”

- “I don’t believe you!” Moon Bunderan said fiercely.

Kiri cut in. “Well,” he said reasonably, “I’ve never
known a Turtle to lie, or break his word. They’re honest
traders, Miss. If he makes a deal he’ll keep to it.”

“No. Thrayl and I are going with Captain Krake in
his ship, and that’s the way it’s going to be!”

The Turtle hissed furiously, the eyes wandering in all
directions. Litlun opened his parrot-beak mouth to speak,
then changed his mind. He closed it with a snap and
stormed away.

Moon Bunderan gazed fearfully after him. “What’s
he going to do?”

Kiri shook his head. “I never saw him so excited. I
don’t know, Miss Bunderan. They are acting pretty
strange these days—why, just last night he was trying to
buy some old recorded Earth lectures from Sue-ling
Quong.” He felt an unhappy sense of confusion—unusual
for Kiri; but there were suddenly all these strange bits of
data that must fit together somehow—but how?

The girl put her hand on his shoulder, looking up at
him. “Will he try to take him away from me?”

“Oh, no,” Kiri said in surprise. “No, he won’t do
that. The Turtles never fake anything. It’s all fair and
square commerce with them. But,” he added seriously,
“I’'m afraid it looks as though Litlun really wants your
Taur. And the Turtles generally find a way to get what
they want.”



To the third song of the Earth poet the aiodoi listened
with compassion and perhaps even pride, for error was giv-
ing way to understanding, and the song began to ring
beautifully as it went on.

“For the last time I remind you that our division of
universal history into three eras, like the divisions of hu-
man history, is really only an analogy. But it’s a good
one, I think, and now we will come to the important part.

“It’s time for us to say what we know about the uni-
verse’s prehistory.

“As with the prehistory of the human race, from the
first African Eve—or whoever it was—to the beginnings
of history, or at least of legend, the prehistoric part is far
the most important. For human affairs, that prehistory
lasted for hundreds of thousands of years. The prehistory
of the universe is a lot shorter. All the same, it is the most
important part.

“Still, it won’t take much time to tell it, for what we
know about the Planck Era—that is, the first ten to the
minus-47th seconds after the Big Bang, which we will
call the prehistory of the universe—is, basically, nothing.

“That doesn’t stop us from needing to know. It only

R E—
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makes it impossible for that need ever to be satisfied. We
can’t see back past the Planck barrier. Maybe nobody
ever will. We don’t know the detail of events.

“What we do know is that somewhere in Planck time
—or maybe some of it happened in the GUT time which
was the beginning of the Ancient History, we can’t really
be sure—all the rules for our universe were set.

“That is to say, all the ‘wave functions’ (as you might
call them) were ‘collapsed’ into exact, hard numbers. Val-
ues which could have been almost any value at all sud-
denly became fixed values. That was when, for instance,
it was ‘decided’ that p/ would then and forevermore equal
three-point-etcetera instead of, maybe, seven or some
other number; when Planck’s constant and the fine-struc-
ture constant and all the others became rigid facts instead
of some possible other values.

“From that point on, everything else was pretty much
decided.

“You might say the program for our universe was
written then; everything since then has just been the run-
ning of the computer. If we could somehow catch a
glimpse of that primordial computer program we would
understand a lot of things that are now shrouded in
doubt. . . .

“But we can’t, and perhaps we never will.”

And the aiodoi sang on tenderly and with compassion,
and the song they sang was of hope.



/
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Sork Quintero didn’t follow Sue-ling into her office to try
to check on the well-being of Captain Krake’s crew. He
had something more important to do.

Sork wasn’t good at making plans, and he knew it.
Planning anything complicated always involved so many
factors that Sork was sure to leave something out, forget
some detail. It took the full concentration of all of Sork’s
quite high intelligence to perceive a goal and devise a way
to get to it—and then it took endless, repetitive going
over and over every possible relevant fact before he could
be sure he hadn’t overlooked something.

His brother Kiri, of course, could see a whole tree of
relevances in a single glance and unerringly identify every
bond. If Kiri hadn’t been his brother, Sork Quintero
would surely have resented him intensely.

On the other hand, what Kiri could not do was act.
In that quality Sork was superb. Once he had a plan
complete he could not be swerved from it.

The plan that was forming in Sork’s mind was certain
to be—he rhought it was certain to be—both sensible and
complete. But to make sure, he stalked impatiently back
and forth in front of the hospital, rehearsing his argu-
ments; and when Krake came out, followed by Sue-ling
Quong, Sork aggressively positioned himself in their way.
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“You’re Krake,” he said, making sure. “You’re going
to your ship.” !

The space captain looked at him curiously before
agreeing. ‘“Yes, that’s where I’'m going,” he said, ““as soon
as I make arrangements for Moon and her Taur—if that
doesn’t take too long. I've got to see how my crew is
coming along. The Turtles up in the orbit station aren’t
saying much!”

Sork wasn’t listening. Impatiently he put his hand on
Krake’s chest; the space captain looked surprised, but
didn’t resist. Sork gestured at the desolate scene around
them.

“You must help us. Look at those things!”” Sork cried,
waving an arm toward the abandoned cars of scrap.
“Isn’t it appalling? I’ve watched them go for years—all
sorts of things that belong to humanity—gantries from
the abandoned space launching sites, giant magnets from
supercolliders, all sorts of old research equipment, and
it’s all disappearing into space. The Turtles have stolen
our science!”

Sue-ling was frowning at him. ‘“Please, Sork. The cap-
tain has other things on his mind. That stuff is all out of
date anyway. Nobody bothers with those things any-
more, because Turtle technology is better.”

“Turtle science belongs to the 7urtles!”” he snapped at
her, and back immediately to the waveship captain.
“Krake, please! You’ve got to help us!”

The space captain was doing his best to be patient
with this intense young man. He was not succeeding.
“That’s all very well, Mr. Quintero, but there isn’t any-
thing I can do about Earth science, is there? What do I
know about it? The last time I was on Earth nobody even
thought of going into space, and I never heard of these—
what do you call them—supercolliders and all that. It’s
my crew I’ve got to care for.”

Sork would not be diverted. He said firmly, ‘“Listen.
If the Turtles are all going to die off, then we must learn
how to travel in interstellar space ourselves. That’s where
your duty is.”

Krake gave him a hostile stare. “My duty?”’
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Sork sighed and spelled it out logically for this obsti-
nate man. “It is your duty, because you’re the only hu-
man being who knows how to fly a turtle waveship!
Human science was picking up a lot of momentum before
the Turtles came, even if you didn’t see it yourself, with
rockets and computers and—"

Krake stopped him, puzzled. “Computers?”

“Machines that solved problems. Machines that
helped people think. Only once the Turtles showed up
with the memo disks, nobody needed computers any
more. So now all those things are lost. We’re going to
have to learn to use Turtle technology to get our birth-
right back, and that’s where you com