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In this issue, a story from Byron Marshall, more of Coralia, and an illustration for a scene from Coralia by our Argentinian friend, Enrique Alcatena.
I approached Enrique some weeks ago and he sent me some samples of
his work. I regret not to be able to share these with CLS readers, because
they are quite remarkable: haunting images, done mostly in ink; some of
them of the kind that want to make you sit down and write stories—
maybe even novels—based on what you see there.
‘Literary’ illustration is a two–edged sword. On one hand, for example,
Enrique’s drawing for Coralia adds a dimension to the story, if for no other
reason but that I’m just incapable of invoking the requisite imagery. In
this instance then, illustration serves to enrich the text. But it also has a
dark side. One of my daughters once told me that she doesn’t like
close–up images of people on book covers, because it limits her freedom
to imagine them as she wants. I share those sentiments, especially as far
as the depiction of people is concerned—especially when it is clear that
the images are meant to represent protagonists. Many artists, who otherwise produce amazing, evocative work, have real problems depicting the
human form, and especially faces. This is all the more distracting if it is
obvious that the artist strove for ‘realism’, failed, but for any number of
reasons either didn’t realize that he had failed, or else didn’t care. In
other instances he may have succeeded, but the characters—which usually means their faces!—usually end up being completely unlike those
one would have imagined without the illustrative intrusion. They represent the artist’s vision, and while there’s nothing wrong with that in principle, it constrains the reader’s ability to construct her own characters.
Enrique’s approach, from what I’ve seen of his work, seems be to
depict faces from distances which allow the viewer to retain flexibility of
imagination; or else to keep them so stylized—just on the verge of
‘sketch’ or ‘caricature’—that the cognitive–imaginative dissonance never
eventuates. This artistic choice adds another element that makes his
work unusual and fascinating. I’m definitely going to try and sweet-talk
him into further contributions.
— Till Noever
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Tricentennial
by Byron Marshall

Tens of millions wanted to take the Zephyr Three. Millions had to be content with the Zephyr Two, Jerome
among them.
“It is not fair,” he grumbled, and over his ear his
cubicle phone leaned close to catch his grumble.
“What is the matter?” his phone said in a light tone,
with a sense of fun introduced just months before. “Not
complaining are we?”
“Not complaining, not complaining,” Jerome said; he
knew the consequences: demotion another twenty floors
down, so close to the earth’s fiery center and its shaking
stones that many perished from sheer fright.
“But I charged my ticket six months in advance,” he
thought. “Perhaps it was a hang up,” said the phone.
“Nothing serious, just a hang up.” The phone slid back
into the socket on the wall.
A hang up? Some blamed the public, some blamed
the NOPs. Some blamed the scripting department. The
Network of East and West, which set up the schedules,
blamed the Network of West and East, which scheduled
the arrangements. Jerome felt a sense of injustice; that
is, he felt emotional. “I feel a hang up,” he nearly said,
but kept it to himself.
He had planned his vacation for three years; he had
given it careful thought; he had booked passage on the
Zephyr Three the first possible day.
“There’s your mistake,” said Potluck, who worked in
the next cubicle. Potluck steered Jerome towards the
HIIP, crowding past other workers, angry or sedated as
the hour and personality might dictate. Potluck made
the finger motion for an emoticon. Jerome stared hard.
He believed it was a smiley face. “Could you repeat
that,” he said, a tenseness in his voice. Was he being
trifled with?
Complacent, Potluck repeated his finger’s quick
motion in the space between them.
Perhaps it was a smiley face.
Potluck, fat and sweaty, said, “The first day everything gets lost.” He watched Jerome lean close to the
wall, and attempt to bond with the Human Voice.

Jerome placed his hand upon the wall. Nothing happened. He stared into the retinal reader, and rolled his
eyes. Nothing happened. Swearing to himself, he gave
way to a more primitive technology, and pressed buttons, rolled powerballs, turned a switch, punched buttons, whistled, punched buttons, gave his PIN number,
and then kicked his foot into the wall. Nothing happened, and Potluck snickered.
Jerome placed his palm on the plate, turned the
switch, whistled, looked into the retinal reader,
punched buttons, gave his PIN number, then turned the
powerball.
Nothing happened. Potluck grinned. “You have to do
it in the right order.”
Jerome whistled, spun the powerball, placed his
palm on the plate, turned the switch, gave his PIN
number, looked into the retinal reader, punched buttons, and for good luck, whistled again.
Nothing happened. Potluck, ten inches taller,
smashed his fist into the wall.
“Higher Intercom Panel at your service,” the panel
said deceitfully, Your Human Voice.” The HIIP screen
blinked and a face, oddly squat and of an indeterminate
color, appeared, and scowled, then stuck out its tongue.
If that was a tongue. “Putting a Human Face on your
Human Communications,” added the Human Voice.
The HIIP requested and gulped down Jerome’s card
and ticket.
“For our little pal,” Potluck said jovially. Potluck
punched a button and with his palm upon the plate, said
smartly, “A week’s postponement for my little friend.”
“The NEM,” said the Human Voice (by this it meant
the Network of Employee Management) “does not
approve of an improvisatory attitude on the part of its
Gnomes,” (by this it meant its Nodes, a bit of improvisatory funning recently introduced by Human Skills),
“especially not on vacation.”
“Is my NEM on vacation?” asked Jerome, crossly.
“Of course not, don’t be unreg,” hushed Potluck, “It
means your attitude.”
“My attitude? I scheduled according to reg!”—
Jerome, sharply.
“Temper. Temper,” said the Human Voice. “The
NEM does not approve of a sharp attitude from its
Gnomes,” (it meant its Employees) and added smoothly,
“The NORMS,” (it meant the Network of Revisional
Maintenance Standards) “does not fully approve of its
Employees.”
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Jerome apologized, stuttering with the correct obsequious note. “I didn’t mean to complain,” he said,
weakly.
“Bet you did,” said the Human Voice.
“I didn’t!” said Jerome, sharply.
“But you did!” rejoined the Human Voice, warming to
its script.
“I am unworthy,” said Jerome, meekly.
“Oh?” the PAL caught his tone. “Perhaps what is
needed in your case is a self-esteem course, not a vacation!”
“I really prefer the vacation,” said Jerome, in a
pathetic whimper.
“You’re very unsure of yourself,” opined the PAL. “A
change in your vacation? A change?” it repeated for
emphasis. “Not a casual matter. You should have scheduled the first day. So, what is your excuse?” It paused.
“Why a change?” it asked huffily.
“My schedule assumed the Zephyr Three, newest of
the trains, designed to take us all around the glorious
nation on its tricentennial, and shiny, with new sanitary
facilities. I was supposed to take the Zephyr Three,
pictured nightly by four out of five NOPs. I intended to
take the Zephyr Three. I wanted to take the Zephyr
Three. I tried to take the Zephyr Three. I planned to
take the Zephyr Three.”
“Then why aren’t you taking the Zephyr Three?”
“I don’t know!”
“You don’t know? Perhaps you should try a Meditation Session, instead of a vacation! Would you like to be
descripted? It works wonders.”
“He means, he has been reassigned,” said Potluck,
bobbing above Jerome’s head.
“But why didn’t you schedule for the Zephyr
Three?”
“I did!”
“When?” asked the wall.
“On the first day!”
“Well, there’s your problem. There’s always a hang
up on the first day.”
“I did my best,” mumbled Jerome, and fell morosely
against the wall.
“Speak louder,” said the wall. “I can’t hear you.
Were you grumbling?”
“Speak more firmly,” whispered Potluck, “or it will
eject you.”
“I’m too short!”—Jerome, looking up at the PAL
HIIP above his head.

“Self-esteem! A problem in self-esteem? We could
transfer you to the division of short people!” said his
PAL.
“I want my vacation changed!” cried out Jerome.
“You should have said so. I thought you were seeking a bracing confrontation,” said the Human Voice.
After much negotiation, whining and complaining,
sulking and besmirching, on the part of the Human
Voice, and some forelock tugging by Jerome, the HIIP
relented, and gave Jerome reg to postpone his vacation
for a week. But only if he could switch with another
Node.
This was at last Potluck’s opportunity, for which he
had been waiting.
“You’re in luck, my little fellow,” grinned Potluck,
and slapped him on the shoulder. “My vacation is just
the week you need.”
Potluck leaned over him, grinning widely. Jerome
braced himself.
“I see. And?” asked Jerome.
“My Sec Com Cop Bud doesn’t approve of a cavalier
attitude—” Potluck was airy, searching out the ceiling,
his fingers waving, five inches above Jerome’s head.
“Here,” Jerome said miserably. He knew it was inevitable. He raised up the locked chain on his wrist. “As
you know,” he said. He held up his wrist, “ I have—”
and he shook the golden chain, “I have a very good
Drivel coupon!”
Drivel had evolved from office pools, weekend jogging, drive by shootings, church bingo. By the 21st
Century, it was the moral equivalent of pleasure.
Potluck’s eyes gleamed. He swayed his bulk from
foot to foot in the fashion of a master Drivel player, a
true expert, favored by the NOPs, a winner.
“Let me see it!” he demanded, and grabbed Jerome’s
wrist.
“I don’t usually buy one this expensive, but just this
once—” said Jerome, weakly.
“Let me see. Not bad,” grinned Potluck. It had cost
Jerome a month’s beddie time snacks. For a month he
had not been able to sleep, and stared into the bunk
above him until nearly time to rise and shine.
Potluck twisted Jerome’s arm to get a good luck. “Not
bad,” he said again.
It was a 40/50, and decorated with the patriotic
colors that adorned everything in this, the year of the
Tricentennial: red, blue and green.
“This one is a triple earnings, isn’t it?” said Jerome.
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“I’ll take it! I’ll switch with you!” guffawed Potluck.
And he added with a sweep of his hand, as he wrestled
the chain off of Jerome’s arm while Jerome attempted
to unlock it: “But only out of friendship!”
And so it was, standing with a thousand others in the
endless line that coiled under red arrows, blue arrows,
green arrows, do not walk signs, giant screens, scavenger HIIPS, effigies, drivel machines, scenic advertisements, multimedia instructional displays, a giant whale,
and dancing fountains, in the cavernous depths of
Brunswick Station, that Jerome, only by virtue of the
sacrifice of a highly prized Drivel coupon, stood in line
for his Tricentennial trip across the United States.
D
“I hate giving up my luggage,” said Jerome. It had
just been sucked away by a large tube.
“It’ll be all right!” said a portly gentleman behind
him. He seemed a frequent traveler, a man wise in the
way of the world. Jerome had never gone further than
Brunswick Station.
“How long before we board?” asked a lady from the
next coil of the line.
“An hour? We’re already behind—” said Jerome.
“It’ll be soon! Soon!” said the portly gentleman.
“Three hundred years! Or is it four?” asked a
woman ahead of Jerome.
“Four,” said Jerome confidently.
“Four hundred years?” asked another future fellow
passenger. “We don’t leave for—?”
“The Tricentennial,” explained Jerome. As a good
socializer, he was patient and cordial: “The Tricentennial of the nation’s founding.”
“It was 1784 when the old U.S.A. began,” explained
an elderly man, more informed than most. The date of
the founding had been revised in 2021 by the CHD (the
Committee on Historical Deconstructions).
“Four hundred years,” said Jerome, vindicated.
“Nothing to worry about!”—the portly gentleman.
“I hope we’ll see daylight on this trip,” said the
woman behind Jerome.
Jerome, highly social, turned. “I saw it once when I
was a child,” he said. From then on he was the object of
special concern. “It affects their upbringing,” said a
woman in the third coil of the line, looking sympathetically.
The line advanced a step.

“How much longer?” asked the woman.
“Four years,” said Jerome.
“Maybe it’s a hang up,” said the portly gentleman.
D
The next day, as Jerome located his compartment
and squeezed into a seat along with his five companions,
his mood lifted. His luggage might never find its way,
but he wouldn’t be upset! Lifting the door to the Dep
Tube (the Handy Niche Luggage Deposit Tube) he found
that it was empty. He frowned.
“My luggage isn’t here,”—Jerome, pouting.
“It never is,” said a sixth person, a sour voice, sitting
down diagonally to his right.
“Where is my luggage?” complained the portly gentleman.
The sour person leaned forward. “I never carry luggage when I travel. It always gets lost.” Jerome lifted an
eyebrow. The others lifted an eyebrow knowingly. A
nut. The man talked as if he traveled frequently.
“Things never go well,” added the sixth man.
“We’re all used to hang ups,” said the portly man,
looking at the ceiling, three feet above his head. “We
try not to let it bother us.” He looked about. “We try
not to complain.”
Jerome stretched his arms. His expression was chipper, and he exclaimed, “I’ve been looking forward to
this trip!” The others smiled, all except the sixth man.
Jerome classified the other passengers, using the
style of the Holos.
A middle-aged man, Type 42, a middle-aged woman,
Type 41, the well-fed sporty man, Type 43, himself,
Type 5, the annoying fellow across the way—Type...
type... Jerome frowned. The nut. Type 666! And then
he broke into a smile, for directly across from Jerome,
smiling at him—he hadn’t noticed her until now—or
perhaps, in fact, he had saved her until last—an attractive young woman!
Jerome smiled again. Type 10!
He winked at her.
Classification by Hol was usually preferred until an
intimate relationship was agreed upon, and sometimes
even then.
He winked again.
“I am so thrilled by this,” she said, and Jerome immediately tried to think of something to say in reply.
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“These trips won’t come again for another...fifty
years?”—Type 42.
“I saved two years for this!”—Type 41.
“What an opportunity! All of the country—on its...
on its 400th... on its anniversary!”—Type 43.
“All the way from New Jersey to California!” said
Type 10, in a musical voice.
Desperately, Jerome searched his memory for a Holo
with an appropriate message.
A warning beep came out of the Friendly Human
Voice Port.
“It’s time!”—Type 10 and Jerome said together,
achieving musical harmony.
“The Zephyr Two, the Zephyr Three, the Wind
Spirit, the Willful Flight, the Courageous Endeavor, the
Community Progress, The Long March, the Endless
Day,” said a warm and unmistakably human voice from
the HIIP, “are a gift from your government to you, its
loyal people. From the people... to the people.”
“From the people...to the people,” they all repeated
in pleasure.
“They’ve nearly perfected the human voice,” said the
middle-aged man (Type 42).
“It used to sound so cold,” said the middle-aged
woman (Type 41).
Everyone except the thin strange man (“Type 666!”
thought Jerome to himself) leaned forward in anticipation. Jerome leaned especially forward towards Type
10.
Should he say something more to her? He was
highly social. He must say something. Take the initiative! Be bold! Assert himself!
“I drivel,” he said, “you are an employee Fourth
Class; Eighth Node; Twentieth Area; Tenth Division;
Sixteenth Sub sector; Voice Mail 4–20–10–16–Alpha
10!”
He used the verb ‘to drivel’ in the general sense, ‘to
take a flying leap of speculation.’
“How did you know?” answered 4–8–20–10–16–
Alpha 10 breathlessly. She smiled demurely.
“There above your— your— on your costume,” he
said, pointing to the insignia across her blouse.
Jobs were classified by sectors and sub sectors and
divisions and areas and classes, numbered from ‘one’ at
the lowest on up to the highest level of Brunswick Station (no one knew how high). And everyone wore their
insignia upon their clothing.

I think, said Jerome to himself, I will classify her as
Attractive Fourth Class.
“We’re moving,” said Attractive Fourth Class.
They peered out of the windows, to see vast Brunswick Hall falling behind. Several hundreds of people,
for whom there had not been room, gestured angrily at
them.
“Full steam ahead on The Endless Day!” said the
Friendly Human Voice.
“But this is the Zephyr Two!” protested the middleaged man.
“Is it?” asked the Human Voice.
“Isn’t it?” asked Type 41, nervously.
“We have a wrong script,” said Type 666, sourly.
“A script?” asked Type 42.
“Isn’t it Human?” asked Type 41.
“To err is the Human Voice,” said Type 43.
The Voice continued with a greatly inaccurate
account of their route, speed, and schedule for meals. It
then went on to a more general presentation. “The
train,” it explained, “has developed continuously since
the rails of the 20th Century. Then, the train lumbered
slowly across the surface; today, the train speeds
underground as if shot from a cannon.”
“Here is what we want,” said Jerome, pushing the
Beg to Object button. He explained hurriedly: “This is
not the Endless Day. This is the Zephyr Two. I know,
because I had applied for the Zephyr Three, but I got
the Zephyr Two, and if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have had to
trade—” he hesitated, “my highly favored Drivel
coupon!” The others stared at him wildly.
The middle-aged lady (Type 41) added, “We don’t
mean to complain. But we’re afraid we will be getting
wrong information along the entire trip.”
“That’s for damn sure,” said Type 666.
Surprisingly, the Human Voice agreed with them.
“If what you say is true,” it averred, “and I am not who I
think I am, then I will be telling you complete nonsense,
of little or no use to you.”
The sporty member discovered a cache from which
tumbled folders and literature, decorated in a lively
fashion in the patriotic colors (red, blue and green.) He
held them out, accordion fashion.
“They’re in code,” he objected.
“Code?” said Type 41 incredulously, her voice rising.
“Writing,” he said, dumbfounded. He looked at them.
“Writing.”
“Writing?” asked Type 42.
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“Writing. They have to be read. Can anyone read?”
he asked.
There was an awkward silence. The Human Voice
was quietly describing Mount Kilimanjaro. “To your
right,” it said, “you will see leopards.”
“I don’t read!” exclaimed the Attractive Type Ten.
“I’ve never heard of such a thing!” she added.
“I use maps,” said the middle-aged man.
“I navigate with windows,” said the middle-aged
woman.
“My team interacts,” said Jerome.
“I can read,” said the thin stranger.
There was a hush.
“Reading is so... snobbish!” whispered the Attractive Fourth Class. She giggled.
“I’d say he’s... showing off,” Jerome whispered back.
She grinned. “He’s...flaunting it!”
Jerome pushed the Beg to Object button again with
great panache.
“We will address your complaint,” said the Voice,
“and refer it to the next higher node, Technical Assistance. The problem will be corrected by the next trip.”
“That’s reg,” said the portly gentleman. “Everything
will be alright.”
“You knew just which button to push,” said Attractive
Fourth Class.
“That I do,” said Jerome. He realized he was leering.
“The first stop on your trip is the Mindanao Trench,”
said the Voice. “You will see a new Easy On the Calorie
Human Burger Deli at the entrance.”
“In fact,” said Type 666, “The first spot is Kentucky
Urban Home.”
And suddenly white light flooded the compartment,
and with a sense of awe they looked out onto a holo of
what lay above. The surface above, that is: endless
miles of crumpled rock under a blank white sky. Type
666 chose from one of the brochures. “The Southeastern United States was demolished by the Earthquakes
of 2042,” he read. “First to go were the underground
trains. We are currently traveling in the same tunnels
which we are assured are totally safe.”
The lights flickered eerily. The holo with its scene
of daylight went away.
Every day for twenty years Jerome had traveled from
his hab level down to his office level. He had never
known if it had been ‘day’ or ‘night’ outside, since his
hours were stepped around the clock fourteen times a
year, a consequence of a misreading of a piece of legis-

lation by the Second Computer, which was the latest
object of research by the Third Computer.
“Young man. You said—to change schedules—what
was that you said you traded?” asked the middle-aged
man.
“My Drivel coupon,” said Jerome, weakly.
The man sadly shook his head. “But you’re a Drivel
player; and so am I, and a very involved, dedicated
player. I had a 38/62 just last month. I went for the
Roman Bath but didn’t make it. Lost everything. It’s a
tough game.”
At this point the conversation turned to Drivel.
Already, through the shared experience of the trip,
they were beginning to think of each other as long time
friends, or at least, train mates.
“We’re all of the same Class!” said the middle-aged
woman.
All of us, thought Jerome to himself, but the strange
fellow there. And Jerome explained how it had been
planned: the seating arrangements were the work of the
Node of Tricentennial Explorations, assisted by the
hastily created Node for the Correction of Tricentennial Explorations.
“My node works closely with them,” he said proudly.
They were pulling into a large hall.
“An Exposition!” said Attractive Fourth Class.
Jerome punched the button on the Friendly Human
Voice.
“We will soon be passing the Moon,” it replied. It
added in explanation, “I have come to the conclusion, in
response to your question, that I am Spaceship Nixon,
and we are off course, and traveling into the Unknown.”
Jerome kicked it.
They exited into the Exposition on transit pipes
arranged up and down the length of the train, as far as
the eye could see, the first of the many exciting Expositions they would view during the next 24 hours. Flashing signs and pointers were busy all around them.
There was the excitement of red arrows, blue arrows,
green arrows, do not walk signs, giant screens, scavenger HIIPS and scenic advertisements. A parade was
about to begin featuring laughing and singing Hol personalities of one of the 100 sponsoring online services.
Napkins at the Quick Chew depicted color images of a
humorous nature.
“We are at Key West City,” said the sixth man, fumbling through his folders. “It once served as the seat of
government, founded by the Nation’s first Manager, John
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Washington, with the help of his two dogs, Teddy and
Carlos.”
The conflict of North and South was in vivid Hologram around them. Against a background of rhythmic
chanting, they watched robot pitted against robot. The
communicator’s booming voice reassured them: “Now,
all is healed. Canada and Mexico are once again cooperative partners.” And then they were directed to the
excellent Drivel parlors.
And within minutes they were again on their trip,
poorer but wiser.
“Our next stop is at the Canals of Mars,” said the
Voice, “once the object of fancy, and now known to have
never existed.”
And again the train abruptly slowed, and they were
arriving at “Orleans/Acapulco/Galapagos.” Type 666
read from the brochure: “We are presently traveling
where the Mississippi River once entered the Gulf of
Mexico. In the year 2010, two events coincided synergistically: the River Project of the Department of Engineers and the Great Arkansas Earthquake. ‘Old Man
River’ now flows around us through a thousand subterranean rivulets at our side.”
They exited to tour the Exposition, where large
screens showed a vision of the Gulf, crisscrossed by
pipe lines from Mexican oil fields.
“How exciting!” Type 10 exclaimed, and his heart
beat faster. The Sugar Cane Festival at the Aztec
Temple was in full swing. And after a quick testing of
their luck at the nearby Drivel Palace, they were on
their way.
And before they knew it they marched out at St.
Louis-Detroit Hall. As they enjoyed a complimentary
cocktail next to a functional blast furnace, Jerome
leaned over to Attractive Fourth Class and mentioned, “I
saw a starry night in a Holo once.”
“You’re so... urbane!” she said to him.
Soon, as they sped along, the compartment turned
into a sleeping area. A great deal of heavy joking followed, except from the thin stranger. They unfolded
plastic pillows and, improvising without their luggage,
prepared for sleep. Teeth were massaged and Sleepy
Times drunk. Jerome watched Attractive Fourth Class
climb into her swinging hammock, and thought to himself, “This is a new experience.” The erratic swinging
of the train accompanied their last thoughts.
It was scarcely minutes later that they were awaken
by sirens, bright and flashing lights, shouts and rapid

beeping at a high frequency, and found themselves
shaken from their hammocks. Two Scavenger HIIPS had
rushed into the compartment. Several more could be
seen in the corridor, moving back and forth. They were
hustled into the corridor, and up and down the length
they could see other scenes of panic taking place.
“Time for a check up!” shouted the HIIPS. “Can’t sleep
forever!”
They were brusquely separated into two groups,
male and female, and forced to strip. The sixth man
especially seemed annoyed, and struck one HIIP on the
sound plate. The others were too sleepy and dismayed
to protest. Jerome tried for a look past the nearest HIIP
towards the women, but all he could see was a blur of
bare flesh with little romantic feeling. He then let out a
sound of surprise mingled with discomfort. They were
prodded in various undignified places, stung with electrodes, and given shots, apparently at random. Blood
samples were snatched from their fingers or other
external organs. Then hoses were brought out and they
were soon soaking wet. Slipping and falling in the
shaking corridor, whose lights began to flash, large
heating lamps now burned and roasted their skin, but
dried them off. They were issued their garments,
apparently at random, and allowed to climb back into
their hammocks under stern scrutiny.
“We hope you enjoy the rest of your night!” shouted
one of the Scavengers.
Shaken and miserable, racked by coughs and from
the more vulnerable, sobs, they fell asleep. Eventually,
as the noise from the corridors decreased, the lights
went off.
D
They awoke to a musical chime and a fascinating discovery. Out one window a brilliant white disc peered
over a churning sea. Porpoises traced in airy circles.
Cupids rose above the waves. “So this is dawn,” said the
middle-aged woman.
“You are witnessing a Holo of dawn,” said the thin
stranger, “projected onto the windows.”
A few minutes later they sailed into the great Wisconsin Hallway, and saw pictures of the endless plastic
towers and great square hangers, battened down against
the raging elements, that stretched across the plains
once plowed by Archer Daniels Midland. Breakfast presented a problem: Jerome imagined a certain friendli-

c l s 16 • tricentennial — byron marshall • 8

ness between Type 10 and the unpleasant thin stranger.
In an edgy mood, he restlessly pounded the buttons of
the Friendly Human Voice, which was happily describing the coal fields of New Hampshire, where, as the
permanent home of the weather phenomenon known as
El Nino, the ruins of factories and mines were covered
perpetually in snow.
“Global warming,” Jerome nodded sagely.
Their subdued mood was interrupted by a Holocast
displayed across the windows and on various screens
within the walls and ceiling.
“Here is that marvel of the 21st Century, the most
impressive of all the trains,” exclaimed the commentator’s plangent voice. “The Zephyr Three!” Jerome’s heart skipped a beat.
“That is what I was scheduled to take,” he said.
“What happened?” Number 42 asked him. He
noticed no expression of equal interest from Attractive
Fourth Class.
“There was a hang up,” he said dolefully.
“Here you see the Zephyr Three as it sails across
the country on the northern route at this very minute!”
continued the commentary.
“Today? But I was told I could not take it—” protested Jerome. “That, leaving a week later, I must take
the Zephyr Two, with its inadequate plumbing.”
“Each train runs every week,” remarked the Sixth
Man, with little indication of sympathy for Jerome’s
complaint. “They bat back and forth across the country
like rabbits in a rabbit warren.”
“What a beautiful train it is,” said No. 41.
“It is our proudest creation,” said No. 42. “A testament to our achievements.”
The Human Voice addressed Jerome: “I have
checked on your complaint. You seem to be known for
complaints; there is a vast count. You were not given a
replacement ticket for the Zephyr Three because you
did not ask for it. Besides, you had already asked for it
on the very first day.”
“What a beautiful train,” said No. 41.
“But so is this,” said No. 42.
“Things really work out quite well,” said No. 43.
“Not the plumbing,” said No. 666.
Lunch was pushed out at them through slots in the
wall beneath the window: a hot concoction with a straw.
They discovered that it was hot more or less by accident. Eventually they settled down, and there was the
sound of sucking on the straws.

“I can still remember that beautiful sight of the
Zephyr Three!” said No. 41.
“Indeed, it inspires me also,” said No. 42.
“News alert!” said the communicator. “We are saddened to report a complication of great magnitude,” it
said, with an appropriate elegiac note. The image of
the Zephyr Three was again on the window, on the
walls, magnificent in its elegance.
“What could be the problem?” cried out Number 42.
“The Zephyr Three has within minutes encountered
a problem along a curve. The reason is not clear: an
irregularity in its wheels; erroneous elements in its
innovative approach; an alteration in the magnetic flux;
falling rocks brought about by the shift in the ground,
due to an earthquake in its region.”
They sat, looking at the screen.
“The train was totally destroyed, the full details
never to be known. However, it can be mentioned that
over three thousand vacationers have lost their lives.”
They sat, mostly in shock.
“What a beautiful sight it is,” said No. 42, looking at
the image on the Holo.
“It inspires me also,” said No. 43. “It is an example
of the best that our civilization can accomplish.”
The image of the train faded slowly into darkness.
They looked uncomfortably in different directions.
“You were wise not to travel on the Zephyr Three,”
said the thin stranger. “Nothing ever works right the
first two weeks.”
Their mood did not improve, even as they stopped at
the famous Fifty Flags. A scenic panorama as they left
the train showed Holos of all races and creeds putting
down railroad ties, singing cheerfully. They listened as
the first computer ever designed, by Francis Muzak,
demonstrated its skills. The popular ‘When We See
Each Other—Rites of Spring’ (2010) bubbled out in its
joyous, frothy fashion.
Jerome turned his eye to Type 10 but he imagined
she was looking past him to the annoying 666. Only
the Radiated Food Shop did something to restore his
sense of proportion. After all, there were a whole two
days ahead, if he only driveled right.
As they gathered near their identifying symbol for
re-entry, their ears were assailed by an abrupt, loud,
high pitched beeping. Flashing lights zeroed down on
them. To their alarm and dismay, they were assaulted
by at least ten Scavenger HIIPS. They were tumbled
about, buffeted on all sides, and forced to disrobe on the
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spot. Probes were put to use, they had to extend their
tongues, and samples of various types were extracted to
their cries and complaints. As they gathered their garments, the HIIPS abruptly turned their attention to
Number 43. As she cried and called out to them, she
was dragged away, never to be seen again.
Then they descended back to the train in air elevators, dropping like incendiary bombs.
D
No sooner were they underway than the Voice made
a startling announcement. Jerome—yes, Jerome, the
short young man in their compartment—Jerome! was
the recipient of something absolutely unheard of—a
direct message, from one SubEmp Potluck (Class 4, Div
10, SS17).
As the jovial voice intruded into the compartment,
the others congratulated Jerome. After all, none of
them had ever known an actual Drivel winner, not even
a friend of a Drivel winner, and certainly not a Drivel
winner who had foolishly bargained away his winning
ticket to someone else to win an amazing 20/20 triumph.
Attractive Fourth Class expressed her enthusiasm to
Jerome, but he was sceptical, even of Attractive Fourth
Class. He detected a note of sarcasm in her voice. She
hopes I will introduce her to Potluck, he thought to
himself. For Potluck’s message had closed cheerfully,
“And now the very first thing I’m do with my winnings is
to ramp over to California Station for a week. I’ll meet
you there and treat you to a try at a Drivel Hall.”
And now the train burrowed its way along a laborious
incline approaching the Great Divide: the Continental
Divide: the high point of the trip.
Maybe she likes talking to me, he thought morosely.
Maybe she likes talking about the thrill of being a
Drivel winner, about the industrious and heroic character shown by a Drivel winner.
The train began to move between rock walls of different color.
They caught a whiff of cold air through the ventilators. Sharp light broke through cracks in the rock.
The Zephyr stopped.
They were outside. They were above ground. They
looked about in uncertainty and excitement.
They stepped out, and shivered.

They walked hesitantly onto a viewing terrace—no
longer were there rows of steps and escalators; no
friendly screens hanging from the vast distance of a
subterranean hall; no marching bands and happy singers.
Behind them the Human Voice hiccupped. “I have
recovered myself,” it said to the empty compartment. “I
am the Zephyr Two, and this is the moment plus extra
of your intercontinental journey. This is the Wilderness.” No one heard it.
“Assembled at the cost of billions of exchange credits,” said the Voice, “you are allowed to see the last and
only remaining wilderness in America, a spot reassembled and preserved only in one place: here in the
high mountains of the continental divide.”
Another communicator was telling them the same
message as they looked about with fear and loathing.
They clung together. “Look. Right below us,” whispered the middle-aged man.
“We’re outside. There is no roof, no ceiling, no protection over our daily lives,” whispered Attractive
Fourth Class.
The middle-aged woman said nothing at all, since
she was no longer with them.
“I don’t know if I like this,” said the sporty man. “It’s
so— so empty.”
Even the thin, disagreeable stranger seemed as if he
welcomed human warmth, human contact.
“Assembled at enormous cost, this is the way the
country once was,” said the Communicator, “at its founding. The only remaining place of its kind, for all of us
to treasure and reflect upon. Four hundred years ago,
this is what our forepeople knew. You see below us the
reconstruction of Levittown, the original American
Wilderness.”
Attractive Fourth Class turned—Jerome reached
forward—she turned into his arms, and he held her.
“So this is how it was when the country began,” said
the sporty man.
“How could people ever live there,” said the middleaged man.
“I’ll go along with that,” said Jerome, for he was
social.
Whatever they would remember from the trip, one
truth they would retain. People needed people.
They looked down on Levittown.
“It’s interesting to—visit,” said Type 42, with a
forced laugh, “but I wouldn’t want to live here!”
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“Animals roam freely here,” said the Communicator.
“Be on your guard. Tigers, mosquitoes, dogs and cats.
Enormous snakes. Whales. Be on your guard.”
They could sense that animals lurked below. The
sky was naked through the clouds. They turned back to
their compartments, and were not reluctant to return,
their steps charged with nervous energy. They left
behind them the wildness and a desolation, based not
upon human collectivity but upon separation, the way
the country once had been, and was now only in this one
park—elsewhere, from coast to coast, the country was
a bubbling, busy maze of fabrication factories, blast
furnaces, triangular towers, and life, all of it that mattered, underground; except for here, preserved, in this
one stretch in the rocky peaks.
Jerome looked back on it: above, the sun and clouds;
below, the short paved streets, the ‘automobiles’, the
‘houses’, one for each ‘family’, placed three feet apart,
the ‘swimming pools’ behind, the ‘gardens’, the ‘pets’, the
bushes and low shade trees, the ‘children’s’ ‘toys’, the
‘bicycles”’, the ‘TV antennas’, the sign above warning
the visitors: An Authentic Suburb, Preserved for Your
Observation.
“I recall someone saying, in a Holo,” said Jerome, and
he quoted: “The idea of ‘Wilderness’ might sound nice,
so long as it’s in a Holo.” He felt sagacious as the rest
nodded. “But it’s another thing when you encounter it
close up.”
The unearthly wilderness of their last stop left an
oddly bracing feeling. Jerome felt a new confidence.
And now he was aware of a promising change in Attractive Fourth Class. Two days faced them!
As soon as they were settled in their compartment,
he drew the stranger, the ‘outsider’, Type 666, out into
the train corridor. It was time to act.
“I’ve suspected,” he began. “I guessed... I knew
there was something strange.”
The unpleasant fellow looked surprised. His lip
curled.
“How many of you are there?” exclaimed Jerome. “I
know your type; there can never be very many of you.
It is not possible. You do not have the instincts.” Jerome
felt newly emboldened as the thin man shrank back
onto the wall of the tiny corridor.
“Not one in six? Not one in a hundred, more likely!”
claimed Jerome, and his voice rose in pitch as he
approached confrontation, something he seldom
attempted.

“Let me be blunt. You are not welcome here. You
have made yourself unwelcome. Especially to the
Attractive Fourth Class.”
The man’s eyes widened. He looked apprehensive.
Jerome felt a sense of justice. That is, he felt an emotion.
“I have been forced to this conclusion,” he said.
“Everything points to it—your manner. The absence of
any identifying logo or symbols on your shirt.”
The man reached as if to cover himself.
“Your—” Jerome paused for the effect, “your ability
to read. Don’t think that I did not notice that. I did. It
made quite an impression. How many other people
read? And if they can, do they boast of it? Do you think
that makes you better than the rest of us?”
“Yes?” said the thin stranger, to Jerome’s annoyance.
“To think that you slipped, deceptively, in among us.
Abused our hospitality. I will take action, and it will
not be pleasant for you.”
The man’s face took on an unpleasant expression.
Jerome had to say it, or retreat.
Jerome came out with it.
“You are not a government employee!”
The thin man said nothing.
“Deny it if you wish,” said Jerome. “I notice—”
(Jerome grinned) “—you choose to say nothing.” Jerome
rose on his feet, on his toes. He shook his fist angrily
for effect. “I had heard that there were some of you
still around. Living off the rest of us. I never expected
to meet one. I don’t expect it now. I don’t expect to
have to deal with you and your type for any longer than
necessary. There have been massacres. I urge you not
to provoke action from the Scavengers! You can be
identified!”
He paused for breath. “I suggest,” he said, surprised
at his own valor and conviction, “that you make yourself
scarce as soon as we reach the coast. And during the
remaining journey, I trust you will not show any attention to Attractive Fourth Class.” Jerome smiled, a very
strong and definite smile. “I do not want to hear a word
from you during the remaining trip. Do not belabor us
with your presence.”
He stared fiercely for a minute, to see the effect.
The stranger agreed, to his surprise.
“Given the strength of your feeling, and your
undoubted ability to play havoc with my life and safety,
I can only agree, and will not even stay another minute.
There is an unimportant and routine stop coming
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shortly,” he said. “I had not planned to take it. Given
the displeasure I apparently invoke, I will surely take
advantage of it. A return trip in the direction from
which we have come is available in a more pedestrian
fashion.”
D
Jerome was startled. If it did not seem too unbelievable, and yet it was not impossible, he could almost
believe that the man was going back to live in the ‘wilderness’ they had just left behind. But he was satisfied
with the results of his firm action. The train was
already slowing and the unpleasant man was moving to
the door.
Jerome returned to the compartment. He looked
fondly and knowingly at Attractive Fourth Class. She
smiled at him.
He pressed the Human Voice in a mood of contentment. And it was not hung up.
“The end of your journey!”—so said the Voice,
“California Station: or Lalala, as the natives say! San
Diego–Seattle–Vancouver City! And here you will soon
disembark for a whole two day’s stay. SSV houses major
fabrication complexes, the Net of Psychology Servers,
and the West Coast Headquarters of the Daycare
Center. California System has a rich and colorful history. For two thirds of a century it was the predicted
site of a final earthquake. Despite minor trials, the prediction failed to realize itself, while every year the rest
of the country suffered one major earthquake after
another. The happy-go-lucky Californians, disappointed and frustrated beyond endurance, finally
departed for more dangerous areas. The region lost
more than half of its population. A new era began
when the Accidental Peace Treaty of 2024 ceded
Hawaii to Patagonia. California Station was once again
the Western Frontier! Today it is an invigorating leader
in American life. Immediately on all sides as you disembark you will see the Salt Fabrication Center, the
Agriculture Plant, not to mention a complex of Drivel
Palaces.”
The Tricentennial Zephyr Two raced with a light
heart across its final stretch and towards the disembarkation area of San Diego–Seattle–Vancouver Station.
California! All of those present felt a sense of anticipation, and a sense of accomplishment, for on the anniversary of the country’s birth they had seen the

country—seen all there was to see. But now there was
more to see. Around them as the train slid to a stop was
an endless view of steel piping and plastic towers and
high rising habitations, and the endless halls of many
Drivel Palaces. As he accompanied Attractive Fourth
Class down the depart ramp, Jerome thought to himself,
this will be an exciting new experience! In this he was
right, since quite unforeseen, it would prove to be the
week of the long delayed California Earthquake.

1D2
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Coralia
by Till Noever

Chapter 8
Day was dawning over Port Ster. A chill had crept in
through the half-open window. Instead of activating
the heating system, Jack got up and fetched an additional blanket from the top shelf of the wardrobe.
Claury lay on her right side, facing him. Her somnolent features were relaxed and her came breath softly
and evenly. As he looked at her, Jack felt a great peace
descend upon him. His eyes felt hot and wet, but just
for once it wasn’t because something terrible had happened. On the contrary; such a feeling of contentment
he hadn’t had since...
Claury’s breathing became irregular. She stirred in
her sleep; murmuring incomprehensible things.
Her eyes snapped open. They had a wild look in
them, as of a desperate, hunted animal.
They focused on him. “Jack?”
He reached out, put an arm around her, pulled her
closer. She wriggled to get comfortable and tucked her
head against him.
“I thought...” she muttered drowsily.
“You thought it was just a dream.” He knew how she
felt. He had problems with that himself.
“It’s not.”
Please, let it not be a dream...
He moved his right hand up and ran his fingers
through her hair. It was a different Claury now, to be
sure. But underneath the tough exterior, which had
evidenced itself more than once during their brief reacquaintance, he sensed the girl he had known and with
whom he had dreamed. And with it, quite miraculously,
he also felt something stirring within himself: more
than just memories; more than just nostalgia. It was as
if he were surfacing from a long, exhausting dive into a
dark abyss, and only now returning to face the world
again.
Welcome back. Where have you been?
The stranger waved. Unsurprisingly, it was himself.
Claury and Jack. Together again. It was a simple as
that. And complicated, too. But that didn’t matter; he’d

be damned if he’d make the same mistake again he’d
made then and allow her out of his sight and reach.
A disturbing thought intruded upon his mellow
mood. What if Claury didn’t want this? What if she
had, after all, changed too much? What if there wasn’t
enough of the girl he’d known, and too much of the
woman who’d reached a point where she was willing to
terminate her own life? The notion of that alone made
him nauseous: that he almost had lost her forever, without even knowing.
Was there really enough left of either of them to
put back together something even remotely resembling
what there had been?
Claury stirred and pushed herself even closer, arousing a profound protective sensation within him.
There simply had to be—and this time he wouldn’t
let go, because he knew that if he did, he might as well
give up for good.
Second chances: more than what most people got.
Only a fool would presume that there’d be a third.
We’ve wasted enough time.
He listened to the sound of her breath and felt her
move with its gentle rhythm—and finally managed to
drift off into sleep.
When Jack woke up, the day was well advanced. He
opened his eyes to find Claury’s face a hand’s breadth
from his. Her eyes were open, studying him intently.
“Hello again,” she said. Her lips twisted into a tiny
smile. “I still don’t believe it.”
He sighed. Better to get it over with here and now.
It was hasty, he knew, but he’d never been one to beat
around the bush or allow things to linger unsaid. And
this here had to be said.
“I don’t know how to say this. There’s really no way
but to come straight out with it...”
She put a finger on his mouth. “The answer is ‘yes’,”
she said softly. “Of course it’s ‘yes’. What else could it
be?”
“I just didn’t know...” he stumbled.
“How could you not? I know it’s been a long time.
We aren’t who we used to be, but...”
“I stopped looking for you,” he said. “In the end I
stopped. Because I thought...”
“Shh! I know.”
“I’m sorry, Claury. I shouldn’t have. I promised...”
“You did. I promised, too.”
“But you had a reason to give up. I didn’t.”
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She touched his face. “You didn’t stop. You’re here,
aren’t you? And so am I. Promises kept. It took some
time, but...”
She smiled, not without a trace of mischief. Then
she just as suddenly became serious again.
“Epiphanies,” she said softly.
“Epiphanies?”
“I’ve been awake for some time,” she said. “Watching
you sleeping. Looking for Jack, I suppose. My Jack.
Trying to find the face I knew under all that remodeling. I mean, I know it’s you and all that, but still,
when I looked, there was this other man. The Jack I
remember was...”
“Younger.”
“That, too,” she admitted. “And he had a lot more
hair.” She glanced at his closely cropped hair and made
a wry grimace. “It’s strange seeing the real shapes of
peoples’ heads when you’ve only known them with
thick layers of hair...”
She blew a long hair out of her own face. “But you
know what?”
“What?”
“I did find you! My Jack. Quite a lot of it. Bits and
pieces everywhere. It wasn’t easy, but now that I’ve
found some of them I see them everywhere. I guess I
must have all along—from the moment I laid eyes on
you again.” She ran a finger over a cheekbone and along
his temple. “Here... and here...” she moved the finger
along his lower jaw and chin “and here... And the eyes...
Oh Jack, your eye...” Her finger hesitated, trembled.
“It’s not so bad.” He took her hand and squeezed it.
“It may not be entirely mine, but it’s got some nice features. A real neat zoom for one. From wide-angle to
about twenty times magnification. All under voluntary
muscle control. Took me almost a year to get the neural
pathways set up right. Only problem is that if I use it
like that I’ve got to close the other one or it makes me
dizzy.”
He stroked her hand.
“Epiphanies...” he said, reminding her.
“Ah, yes. I was thinking about that... And you know
what? In my life, I’ve decided, I’ve had exactly five.”
“Five.”
“Yes. The first: our first kiss. My first ‘romantic’
kiss. At that moment I knew—without a doubt or question or qualification—that love wasn’t just a word but
something real.

“The second: when we first made love. Remember?
In the woods behind the house. A hot summer day. We
were so worried that we’d get caught. But we did it
anyway. And when the pain had gone away and we’d
gotten over that bit... that’s when I knew that it’s possible—even if it’s only for a moment—to stop thinking
completely—and just to feel. To surrender; to be completely one with another: without reservations and
without holding back.
“The third: when my parents were killed and I was
told that I must not ever see you again. That’s when I
learned that it can all be taken away from you. Just like
that. Bang! And that there’s nothing—nothing—you
can do about it. That the universe doesn’t care.
“The fourth: when that syringe slipped out of my
hand—and I understood out that it’s never a good time
to die; and that I must never sink that low again.
“And the fifth: just now, as I was watching you.”
She fell silent.
“And what did that show you?” he asked, because he
knew she wanted him to.
“That, as long as one’s alive, there’s always another
chance,” she said, “But it may take some time until it
comes your way. And you and I have to take this and not
let go.”
“Snap.”
She sighed. “Good. Then that’s that taken care of.”
She laughed, let go of his hand, and sat up. “Sorry. Got
to get up. I didn’t want to wake you, and so I’ve been
lying here for more than an hour wanting to pee!”
She swung her legs off the bed and stood up. Ruefully she looked at her crinkled blouse and skirt.
“What a mess...”
She turned away but his voice stopped her.
“Claury?”
She looked down at him.
“Better make this
quick—or I’m going to wet myself!”
He laughed. “It can wait.”
She hurried into the bathroom. Jack rose, went over
to the window, and pulled aside the curtains. Brilliant
daylight flooded the room. The eclectic pattern of Port
Ster’s roofs reflected Heoa’s orange light. Jack stood
there, squinting into the distance, until Claury came
back. When he heard her footsteps he turned his head.
“I’m quitting my job as of today,” he told her. “I’m
not going to away from you again.”
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“That’s nice. Really. And I don’t want you to go
either. But I don’t think I could support both of us for
long.” She laughed. “They don’t pay me that well.”
“I don’t think that’ll be an problem,” he told her.
“Remember? I’m one of the best.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Are you telling me that
you’re rich?”
“Rich? I wouldn’t call it that. But I’ve got enough
stashed away to keep me going for the rest of my ‘natural’ life—and maybe enough to add quite a bit to that.”
She stepped closer to him, rested her chin on his
shoulder, and looked out the window. “See?”
“See what?” He inclined his head until it touched
hers.
“You were looking for me. Why else would you have
kept on doing that sort of job? Not like you at all,
Jack.”
She wrapped her arms around his waist from behind
and glanced at him sideways without taking her chin off
his shoulder. “And you know... as of late I’ve tried to
keep to the smaller colonies. Maybe that was just
because I didn’t like the big ones, of course—or maybe
because I fancied that in the smaller ones I was more
visible. Maybe I was hoping against hope and good
sense that you’d chance by—and screw the consequences.”
“Well, you got your wish—and now it’s all about
consequences.”
She sighed and hugged him tightly. “I don’t want to
think about it too much. It scares me.”
“But it feels right.”
“It does.”
Polkad Mobil discreetly averted his gaze when they
left Badecker’s; wondering, no doubt, about Claury’s
crumpled dress. What he thought about their activities
of the night was beyond Jack’s ken. Probably he
thought nothing at all. He’d seen it all many times.
They stepped out into the road, and thus were
exposed again; having to watch what they did and said.
They were under no illusions about the Coralians
simply giving up. If anything they’d be frantic now;
possibly trying to decide what to do: how to eliminate
the two wayward strays who had defied their quarantine.
But it wouldn’t happen immediately. It was a matter
of practicalities. Jack didn’t think that the local emissaries necessarily had the authority to carry out execu-

tions, which might go wrong and possibly compromise
the standing of the delegation. Coralians had a lot of
power in the human worlds, but there were only so
many of them, and they had to use it judiciously.
No, Jack thought. Assassination was not on the cards.
Not yet; not until someone had checked back with the
bosses—or unless Claury and he did something incredibly stupid and provocative; which was why there had
been a change of plans already, even before they left
the hotel.
“I don’t think it’s such a good idea to quit right now,”
Claury pointed out.
“Why not?”
“To keep them guessing. Let’s not even confirm that
we’ve actually figured it all out. I don’t think we should
do anything terribly extraordinary until we’ve made up
our minds what to do; which probably means that I
should keep my job, and you should continue your holiday.”
Jack didn’t like it at all. “I don’t want to let you out
of my sight again!”
“We don’t have to. I only work for three hours a
day—meaning I have to be there at certain times, but
can go off at any time with a customer. As long as I’m in
the Diarmead they pay me. When I go off with someone
I’ve got to rely on the client to pay me.”
“Why not tell them that you’ve been hired as a temporary escort?” Jack had suggested.
Claury nodded. “Why not?” She grinned. “I hope
you’re a generous tipper.”
Jack laughed and opened the door. “You won’t find a
better one.”
They turned left down the street, which, at this time
in the morning, was comparatively empty. Around a few
corners and down a few blocks and they stood before a
quaint old-looking two-storied house. ‘Kijeune’s Pension’ it
read, on a curved, obviously hand-painted, yellow sign
above the door.
“Now be nice and polite,” Claury admonished him.
“Don’t do anything to bewilder good Medamé Kijeune.”
She used the honorific commonly applied to older
women of some standing in the community.
Jack winked at her. “I’ll be a good boy.”
“You’ll probably have to wait on the sofa while I
change. Medamé and I have an agreement, the essence
of which is that I don’t take clients to my room.”
Jack shrugged. “Want me to wait out here?”
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“No way. It’s bad enough that I have to let you out of
my sight. But I certainly don’t want you standing around
in the street.”
She pushed open the door and ushered him into a
narrow hallway. “Medamé! It’s me. Deane.”
From somewhere in the back came a muffled reply.
“I have a friend with me. He will wait for me in the
lounge, if that’s all right!”
Shuffling footsteps. A head poked around the corner
at the end of the corridor. A pair of sharp bright-blue,
almost white, eyes raked over Jack.
“Watch your step,” Medamé Kijeune said curtly.
“Hennifer is around somewhere.”
“Her cat,” Claury whispered in Jack’s ear.
“Of course it’s a cat!” Medamé Kijeune said testily.
“What else would it be?”
“You have a cat?” Jack said incredulously. The keeping of pets was discouraged on most Herrykairn-type
worlds.
Medamé Kijeune stepped into full view. She wore a
dark-gray, full-length gown, tied together at the waist.
Over it, a green apron with streaky irregular white
marks over it where she had just wiped her hands. It
looked like flour.
“Yes,” she said. “So?”
Jack shrugged. “I love cats! They make great shipmates. Better than most people.”
“Of course they do!” Medamé Kijeune agreed. She
pointed at a door just to Jack’s left. “Well see you don’t
annoy Hennifer. He gets cranky sometimes.” She
inspected Claury with a critical eye. “What happened
to your dress? Look at it! Who did this to you?”
Claury kept a straight face, though Jack thought that
it wasn’t easy. “A little mishap,” she said lightly.
Medamé Kijeune sniffed dismissively. “Mishap, eh?
Well, go and put on something else and leave these
clothes with me. And you, young man,” she said to Jack,
“you go in there and sit down and wait.”
Jack suppressed a grin and stepped into the lounge,
where he found the redoubtable Hennifer, an overweight, aging tabby tom, on a old sofa with a faded paisley pattern. He contemplated the situation and decided
not to challenge Hennifer’s occupation of the sofa, but
to sit down in a nearby armchair.
Amazing! It must have cost whoever brought this out
here a small fortune. A family heirloom—or just a
memento of a different world?

Hennifer noted the new arrival. He squinted at Jack
from hooded blue-green eyes. When Jack made no
move to accost him, Hennifer got up, stretched languorously, and jumped off the sofa. He sidled up to Jack’s
legs, rubbed against them, did a couple of turns around
the coffee table, and then launched himself onto Jack’s
lap. Jack had a brief view of Hennifer’s behind before
the tom curled himself up in his lap and purred himself
to sleep.
Claury came into the lounge. When she saw the pair
she laughed. “You always had a way with cats!”
“That’s because cats got taste,” Jack said.
“They certainly do,” she agreed. She was wearing a
pair of loose blue pantaloons under a green sweater;
and, as usual, she looked ravishing.
Hennifer was displeased at being dislocated so soon
after having gotten comfortable, but Jack was adamant.
“Sorry, my friend, but I’ve got to go.” With a petulant
air the cat leaped off his lap and flounced out the door
and headed for the back of the house where Medamé
Kijeune was making noises and producing smells that
made Jack’s mouth water.
Claury and Jack left and closed the front door behind
them.
“All right, what now?”
“I’m ravenous.”
“So am I.”
They took a belated breakfast on the curved beach
promenade, at an outside table, shielded by a striped
parasol from Heoa’s heat. Looking over the still waters
of the tideless ocean Jack once again marveled at the
strange ways of the PTBs. Only a day ago he had come
off a ship stinking like he hadn’t washed for weeks, and
had wanted nothing but some rest and a good time. Now
he was sitting down taking breakfast with Claury, wondering if they were going to survive this particular day,
or if, right now maybe, someone was lining them up in
their sights for the kill.
Interesting life...
Claury appeared to be untroubled by similar reflections; or at least it looked that way. Her conversation
was light, and she smiled a lot. But her eyes, which
occasionally darted away from her plate and his face to
scan the passers-by, betrayed a certain measure of
carefully controlled tension.
“There’s Jerad Arundel,” she suddenly said.
“Where?”
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“Behind you. Just came around the corner. From the
purposeful way he’s moving, and his general heading,
I’d say he’s coming to see us.”
Jack sighed and looked at his plate. At least he’d
been able to finish his breakfast in peace.
“How are we going to deal with him?” Claury asked.
Jack shrugged. “I’ll take your lead. I’m quite new to
this cloak and dagger crap.”
“Thanks a lot,” she said and stuck out her tongue.
He smiled thinly. “Don’t worry. I’ll learn fast.” He
detached his UnIfac from the belt, laid it on the table
beside his plate, and touched a symbol on the display.
Claury watched the procedure without comment.
“You’d better learn instantly,” she said dryly. “I don’t
think there’s much time for a gentle introduction to the
craft.”
Jack nodded. “Probably not.”
“Do you think he knows?”
“He’s a spy. He’s going to assume the worst anyway.”
“Not much point in pretending nothing’s happened,
huh?”
“I don’t think so.”
Jerad Arundel approached. He procured a vacant
chair from a nearby table and sat down. For a moment
he looked at them both. Jack noted that all traces of
the fake joviality which had characterized their interactions up to now had disappeared. His eyes looked
cold and calculating, emphasizing the Mephistophelian
aspects of his countenance.
Jerad Arundel completed his inspection and drew his
conclusions. He addressed Claury. “You are, of course,
aware that you have violated the terms of your agreement.”
Claury gave him a look of total bewilderment. “Our
‘agreement’? I didn’t know we had one?”
“You know exactly what I mean!” the Coralian said
curtly. “For your own sake, I suggest that you don’t consider this a game.”
“I don’t,” Claury snapped.
“Then let’s not waste words,” Jerad Arundel told her.
“The agreement must be adhered to. I have explicit
orders concerning its enforcement.”
“There is no agreement,” Claury said.
“Pardon?”
“I never ‘agreed’ to anything. I merely allowed you
people to frighten me into doing whatever it was you
wanted me to do.” Claury shook her head. “I’ve tolerated you screwing up my life for long enough.”

Jerad Arundel considered her for a moment. “I’m not
familiar with the background of your arrangement with
my principals; nor do I need to be. But my orders are
explicit. The contacts between you and Jack Corwin
have to cease immediately.”
“What’re you going to do otherwise,” Jack interjected. “Kill us?”
Jerad Arundel glanced at him and lowered his voice.
“I have my orders. Carrying them out may become a
source of significant embarrassment for our relationship with the local authorities. But I will carry them
out if it is my judgment that this is required.” He held
up a hand. “However, I also have some discretionary
powers. This is a necessity when stationed on a distant
outpost such as this. So, I’m offering you a deal. Take it
and live. Refuse it and suffer the consequences.”
Claury laughed derisively. “More threats.”
Jerad Arundel shrugged. “The deal is this. Jack
Corwin is due to renew his contract with Parzefall
Enterprises in five local days. He will leave with the
Daniel Lewis. I shall send off a request for further
instruction as to what to do with you, with the Lister
Diamond. You will remain here until I have received a
reply from my principals. I suspect they will insist that
you relocate to another place of their choosing. We
will expedite this as soon as I have their response.”
“And what exactly is the ‘deal’ you referred to?”
Claury inquired caustically.
“That is the deal. Accept it—while I’m generously
disposed.”
“And while you’re eager to avoid friction with the
locals,” Claury said.
Jerad Arundel nodded without embarrassment. “That
is a factor. If it weren’t for such considerations you
would both be dead by now. In other words, you are
very fortunate indeed. You’ll have five days together. I
suggest you make the most of them.”
He rose. “And, another thing.” His voice had gone
flat with tightly controlled anger. “Don’t you ever dare
to threaten one of my operatives again. We shall continue our surveillance of you as we see fit, and I advise
you not to interfere. If you do, I shall consider it an
infringement on the conditions of our arrangement. In
the case of such an event I shall be forced to take decisive action. Is that clear?”
Jack almost laughed. Jerad Arundel was bluffing.
Jack didn’t doubt that there might be factors that would
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prompt him to drastic action—but this wasn’t one of
them.
Never gamble with a Pilot.
Jack shook his head. “No. It’s not clear,” he said.
The Coralian’s head whipped around. “What?”
“Any of you morons try a repeat performance of
what happened at the Gitano last night,” Jack told him,
“and we’ll make such a show of it that you won’t be able
to stick your heads out of the embassy compound anymore.”
Arundel’s face closed up like a clam.
“I will not allow you to violate our privacy again,”
Jack told him.
The Coralian looked at Claury. “I suggest,” he said
icily, “That you tell your friend here what we can do.”
“I think he knows.”
The Coralian made a gesture of dismissal. “I’ve tried
to be accommodating, but it appears that you’re unable
to appreciate that.” He raked them with a last stare,
which, Jack suspected, was meant to be intimidating,
and stalked off down the promenade.
When he had disappeared, Jack reached over and
touched the display of his UnIfac.
“Did you...” Claury began.
Jack put a finger on his lips and she fell silent. He
bent down and looked under the table. Where Jerad
Arundel had been sitting, a button the size of a baby’s
fingernail had been attached to the underside of the
table top.
Claury nodded. “Let’s go,” she said. Jack clipped the
UnIfac to his belt again and they went off.
“I don’t believe these guys!” Claury whispered in his
ear as they walked back to Badecker’s.
“I do.”
“Think you got it all?”
“I’d say so.”
“He was careful not to be too explicit about his
intentions.”
“Explicit enough.”
She nodded. “He said more than he should have. I
wonder why. With a UnIfac lying there openly on the
table...”
“I guess these types ignore the obvious.”
Jack stopped. “Unless that thing under the table is a
scrambler.” He reached for the UnIfac, touched the
screen, and studied it for a moment. Relieved, he put it
back again. “It isn’t. You know, somehow I get the feeling that Jerad Arundel and his cronies aren’t really in

the intelligence business. They’ve probably been reassigned from the Squire’s Corps: ready to kill, but without the skills of the truly paranoid. They prance
around this town as if they owned the place: just like
back home; arrogant to the point of stupidity.”
“What are we going to do now?”
“Find someone who’ll listen to the recording: someone who’s going to be very annoyed about those Coralians running roughshod over local sensibilities.”
Claury nodded. “I might know somebody who fits
that description.”
“Good. Who?”
“Polkad Mobil.”
He glanced at her.
“He’s the current foreman of the local ‘Executive
Council’,” Claury explained.
“He runs the hotel!”
Claury laughed. “He’s got to make a living. All
public figures do what they do without pay—or glory,
for that matter. Most of them don’t even want to be
where they are.”
“Then why do they take the job?”
“Because their name is drawn from the hat. And
when that happens you’ve got to serve, or else. A bit
like jury-duty in some places on Earth.”
“No elections?”
Claury shook her head. “They consider the process a
waste of time and effort, since it mainly attracts the
venal, peculant, and depraved, and monomaniacs of all
persuasions. In other words exactly those one would not
want on the Council.”
She took his arm as they turned into Louis Lane. A
couple of blocks further down was Badecker’s.
“We can’t stay here, can we?” she said in a small
voice.
“No. We’ll have to figure out a way to get off this
planet. Soon. Preferably without the Coralians being
able to do anything about it.”
They played the recording back to Polkad Mobil.
Then Claury and Jack supplied a bit of their personal
background and history.
Polkad Mobil was suitably scandalized.
“The ingrates! How dare they use our world for such
despicable schemes?”
He considered the them. “How could they do this to
you? And why? Surely you must have some idea of
what is going on.”
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Claury and Jack assured him that they hadn’t.
Polkad Mobil was not convinced. “An intriguing mystery, to be sure. That they should go to such trouble to
keep you apart! Consider the expense! Can you imagine the resources this activity must have consumed over
the years? What can they hope to gain? If you’re so
dangerous why go to all this trouble? Why are they
allowing you to live? What is staying their hand?
People of that kind are not known for their touching
concern with the sanctity of human life. And what—
and this is the most intriguing thing of all—is it about
the two of you coming together that changes the whole
rationale of their actions?”
Polkad Mobil looked at them sharply. Maybe he
didn’t believe that their ignorance wasn’t at least partially faked. Jack didn’t blame him. The whole story
appeared impossibly contrived and convoluted: a façade,
hiding meanings nested like the skins of an onion. And
so far they hadn’t even penetrated the first shell.
Polkad Mobil reached for a UnIfac. “Don’t worry
about the Coralians,” he said resolutely. “You find a way
to get off Herrykairn and we’ll keep the Coralians
immobile while you’re doing it.”
“Just like that?” Jack asked.
“Just like that.”
He addressed the UnIfac. “My brother.” A few seconds passed. Gastel Mobil’s face appeared in the air
above the screen. His voice came over the UnIfac’s
speakers.
“I have an interesting problem here,” Polkad Mobil
told him. “I’d appreciate it if you could come here as
soon as possible. The matter is of some urgency. It
involves two people you know: Deane, our charming
off-world hostess from the Diarmead—though, as I just
found out, her real name is Claurinda, but never mind
about that!—as well as a certain Jack, whom you
referred to me yesterday.”
“Ah, the Pilot. I remember him. Well, I’m at the spaceport. I’ll be there as soon as possible. How about
giving me some details while I’m in transit.”
“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” Polkad
Mobil said. “It is possible that even these words are
being overheard.”
“Hmff. I see.”
Polkad Mobil brother placed the UnIfac on the table.
“Let us consider the range of possible alternatives.”

When Gastel Mobil arrived they were drinking
coffee; quite possibly from the stock that had arrived
on the Daniel Lewis. Gastel strolled into the room and
collapsed onto a chair. In the same room with his
brother the similarities between the two became even
more obvious. He listened carefully as the other three
filled him in on the situation. His reaction was more
muted than his brother’s.
“A tangled mess,” he said when they were finished.
“Whatever we do, we cannot keep the Coralians in place
for very long. We also have certain diplomatic niceties
to observe. Jerad Arundel’s threats, while noxious, are
not quite sufficient to warrant drastic countermeasures.”
“I agree,” his brother said.
“Your ship,” Gastel Mobil, “is due to leave when?”
“The main delay,” Jack replied, “is my insistence on
shore leave. And that Rigoster needs to recuperate.”
“Rigoster?”
“The nav-zombie.”
“If you cut short your holiday and leave, say, the day
after tomorrow...”
“Parzefall does not allow passengers in the crew
module,” Jack said. “There’s a paragraph in my contract,
which explicitly forbids me even to propose such a
thing.”
“But without you their ship is stranded here! Every
day lost incurs significant operating costs. Surely that
gives you some negotiating power.”
Jack laughed. “You don’t know the local rep. He’d
never do anything beyond the carefully drawn confines
of his ‘authority’.”
“Besides,” Claury reminded them, “they won’t need
Jack.”
Three heads turned in her direction. “The Lister Diamond,” she said. “Passenger ships have several Pilots,
don’t they? I’m sure they could be persuaded to
exchange one for a suitable compensation.”
Jack shook his head. “I don’t think so. The Lister Diamond will have four Pilots. Maybe one extra. Two on
duty; two on standby; maybe one in reserve; plus at
least two nav-zombies. When you have a multi-billion
EU ship under your feet and over a thousand passengers
on board you tend to safeguard for all eventualities.”
“On the other hand,” said Gastel Mobil, “the Lister
Diamond is due to depart in two days. Tomorrow she
docks with the station for embarkation, and then it’s
straight on to Earth, with only one more stop along the
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way. Now here’s a thought—if you think that heading
for Earth is a good idea.”
Jack and Claury looked at each other. “Are you still
in touch with that abogado?” he asked her.
She nodded.
“Maybe it’s time you talked to him in person again. I
mean, we’re in trouble no matter what we do. Maybe on
Earth we can try and do a little digging. I’m sure there
are things to find out. If we leave here ahead of any
message sent by the Coralians...”
Claury’s face clouded over briefly. Jack knew what
she was thinking.
“It’s better than waiting around quietly until they
come to kill us, I suppose.”
“Much will depend on you two behaving as if you
were submitting to the Coralians’ stratagems,” Gastel
Mobil declared. “Why not just pretend you’re simply
making the most of your time together? Become tourists. Do tourist things. Visit the Arkrod, like everybody
else who comes here. Don’t appear as if you were doing
anything clandestine or devious.”
He turned to his brother. “We’ll arrange everything
else.”
Polkad nodded. “I don’t know what you’re planning,
but I’m sure you do.” He looked at Claury and Jack and
winked.
Where was the dignified and somewhat disdainful
concierge of Badecker’s?
“Funds, by the way, are not an issue,” Jack said. “Just
tell me how much you need.”
Polkad Mobil shook his head. “That would not be
wise. If what you suspect is true, transactions on your
account will trigger alarms. Don’t worry about the
costs. We’re not exactly paupers. Besides, if you two
live through this—and I fervently hope you will!—one
day you may be able to come back here. We’ll talk
about such matters at that time.”
He looked at his brother. “You agree?”
Gastel Mobil nodded. “I couldn’t have said it better
myself.”
Jack looked at the two men, and he realized that, for
whatever strange reason, he and Claury actually seemed
to have found an unexpected pair of allies and friends.
D

Chapter 9
It was easier said than done, this business of letting
others do things for you. Jack didn’t like it one bit and
he knew that Claury didn’t either.
“Still,” she said, “let us be practical. There are worse
things. If nothing else we can use the time to get to
know each other again.”
“I really should go and tell Marcel that I’m leaving,”
Claury said.
“Who’s Marcel?”
“My boss. He’s responsible for the allocation of
shifts at the Diarmead.”
“Do you think that’s wise?”
“I don’t know about ‘wise’,” she replied, “But it’s fair.
Marcel has always been fair to me. I owe him this
much.”
Jack shrugged. “Ask him to keep quiet about it.”
Despite the early hour the Diarmead was well frequented; not quite as packed as the night before, but
busy enough. Jack and Claury went up the steps to the
front veranda. “Want to wait for me here?” Claury
pointed at a vacant table. “I’ll get someone to get you a
drink.”
Jack was reluctant. “Remember what I said about
leaving you out of my sight?”
“Nothing’s going to happen to me. I’ll be back in a
few minutes. I promise.”
“Hey, Corwin!”
Jack spun around. It took him a moment to recognize
the face. The uniform, a blue and green overall, similar
in cut to his own, jogged his memory. He usually saw
that face with eyes closed and sprouting electrode
wires. “Rigoster! When did you come down here?”
Claury touched Jack’s arm. “I’ll be quick. I promise.”
Jack was distracted. “All right. Be careful.”
She ducked into the crowd and out of his sight.
“Nice piece of meat,” Rigoster said behind him. Jack
turned around. He’d always considered Rigoster a jerk,
and felt like telling him so to his face. But he
restrained himself and just shrugged. Rigoster, taking
this as a confirmation of whatever it was he needed to
have confirmed, tugged on Jack’s sleeve. “Come on, let’s
talk.”
Damn.
Rigoster gave him another tug. “Come on.” As if he
owned Jack—which was what all nav-zombies thought:
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that they owned the Pilots. Delusions of grandeur.
There was a—usually contained—rivalry between
Pilots and zombies, each of which considered themselves pre-eminent in importance when it came to getting a ship from A to B. The fact of the matter was that
neither was. Each contributed their own bit to the
enterprise.
Pilots thought they were better because they needed
a measure of intelligence. Quite a lot of it, to be truthful. They needed to be able to make judgments and
decisions. To assume responsibility for millions—or
billions!—of EUs’ worth of equipment and, quite possibly, thousands of human lives.
They also needed the ‘talent’ of course; the intuition; the ‘sense’. Whatever enabled them to choose from
an apparently random set of equally probable—or
improbable—alternatives.
Zombies on the other hand could be morons, and a lot
of them were. Their intelligence was not required. The
requirement for becoming a zombie was the presence
of a physiological quirk: a cerebral anomaly, present in
only a vanishingly minute fraction of human beings: a
tiny bundle of nerves and ganglia in an area of the
cortex just above the cerebellum that responded to the
presence of gnarl-juice in a unique manner. The electrical signals were recorded by the nav-computer and
converted into the positioning information required to
guide a ship through the feature- and direction-less
eddies of A-space.
Because those who had what it took to be navzombies were even rarer than those with the talent for
Piloting, they were an even more exclusive elite than
the Pilots; which was why they operated under an illusion of grandeur that led jerks like Rigoster to think
they could dispose of just about everybody as they saw
fit. The Orienteer’s Union, as the association of zombies called themselves, made the Pilot’s Guild look like
a club of egalitarians.
Rigoster flicked a finger into the air. A waiter materialized at their side.
“Gentlemen?” The voice had an artificial-sounding
nasality, which Jack assumed to be contrived. He
glanced up at the man and corrected his initial assessment. Not entirely artificial. The man had a preposterously small nose. The nostrils were tiny pinholes,
hardly fit for breathing. Genetic or plastic manipulation, or a freak mutation?

If the waiter noted Jack’s scrutiny he gave no sign of
it. “What are you drinking?”
Rigoster’s tall, thin glass contained an unidentifiable
green substance, permeated with swirling threads of
orange that looked like strands of protein from an egg
yolk. Jack didn’t like the look of the stuff.
“You have beer?” he asked the waiter.
The young man nodded. “Local and imported,” he
said.
“I’ll have a local one.”
The waiter disappeared.
“Weird folks here,” Rigoster remarked. He leaned
nearer to Jack. “How’d you get hold of the meat? I’m
famished.”
Jack’s fingers twitched in an uncontrollable reflex.
He counted to three before answering. “Just ask for
what you need,” he said vaguely.
Rigoster looked around. “Ask who?”
“Any of the waitresses—or waiters...” Jack wasn’t
sure about Rigoster’s predilections. Nor did he want to.
Actually, all he wanted right now was for Claury to
come back so they could get out of here.
“Simple as that, eh?”
Jack nodded. “Yep.” For the zillionth time he wondered what extended exposure to gnarl-juice did to the
human brain; whether it did anything to zombies’ social
skills. It was Jack’s experience that they were invariably dysfunctional in that direction.
There was research, of course. There had to be. But
if it existed it was classified. Only Coralians and
GenSpac had access to that kind of information.
“How’s the ship?” Jack asked the zombie.
Rigoster snorted. “That piece of blubber on the station is a total jerk. Disorganized piece of garbage.
Don’t know why the company keeps him.”
“What’s the matter?”
“The idiot hadn’t anticipated the Lister Diamond’s redocking. So the engs will have to drop everything
tonight and take off for a day while the Lister moves in
and starts embarking. We’ll be at least a day late.”
Jack didn’t understand Rigoster’s complaint. Hilyer
Kern had no choice in this matter. Besides, they
couldn’t have left before Jack’s shore leave was up
anyway.
Jack didn’t bother arguing the point, but the zombie’s
words reminded him that what he was planning was
going to land him in deep trouble. You didn’t walk out
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on your employer like that: not without a serious grievance or other significant reason.
And what was he going to tell the Guild when they
dragged him before the tribunal?
“Somebody wanted to kill me.”
Ha!
“I finally found the long-lost love of my life.”
Double-ha!
His career as a Pilot would be at an end. With his
record—and now this to top if off... There was a limit
to how far he could go.
Your career—or Claury and your life.
Tough choice?
Not really.
Jack tried to muster up some emotion about the
uncertainties looming in his life. Some of them had
him tied up in knots of apprehension. Others—among
them, oddly enough, his professional future—left him
strangely indifferent. His gaze wandered over the faces
of the people around them. An alarm went off in his
head. His sense told him that at least one of these
people was paying him intense attention.
Which one? Jack did another scan, contriving to
make it appear casual. Or so he thought.
Rigoster tugged on Jack’s sleeve. “You listening to
me?”
Jack shook his head. “Sorry. Light-years offcourse. It’s been a long day.”
Rigoster laughed derisively. “Yeah, I bet you’ve suffered. Was she good?”
Jack bit down on the incipient reply. “Adequate,” he
said.
Rigoster cast him a swift, hooded glance. “You keep
looking around. Wondering if she got away on you?
Pretty keen, aren’t you?”
Jack gave him a look which penetrated even
Rigoster’s dense sensibilities.
“Have a nice time,” Jack told him as he got up.
Where there was one Coralian there might be more.
And Claury was on her own!
“Hey, what...”
Jack nodded curtly. “I have things to do. I’ll see you
when I see you.”
“In this dump?”
“Yeah.”
Damn it. Where was she?
Rigoster said something to his retreating back,
which Jack ignored. He pushed his way through the

people and headed toward the bar, leaned over the
counter and attracted the attention of egghead-withthe-chain.
“Have you seen Clau... uh, Deane?”
Egghead shook his head. The chain jiggled forth
and back, making a faint ringing sound. “Not today.”
“She was going to see Marcel,” Jack told him.
Egghead pointed to the stairway at the far end of
the bar. “Office’s on the second floor. Turn right as you
get to the top. Can’t miss it.”
“Thanks.”
Jack went off in a hurry. He reached the stairs and
raced up, taking three at a time. He came to where the
stairwell made a right angle turn—and bumped into
Claury.
“Hey!” she exclaimed. Jack stopped abruptly, one
hand on the banister to steady himself. His other arm
went around her, trying to brace them both. He heaved
a sigh of relief.
“Jack!” Her eyes were laughing. She planted an
impulsive kiss on his lips. It was, he noted with detachment, their first kiss since... well, since ever.
Claury pulled back, suddenly self-conscious. Jack
stared at her for another moment. Then he let go of the
railing and kissed her again, finding an immediate and
satifying response.
They separated when voices appeared at the top of
the stairwell.
“Were you looking for me?” she breathed, her face
flushed and her eyes bright.
“I was worried.”
“I told you I’d be all right.”
He shook his head. “I don’t think we can afford to be
alone from now on.” He pulled her down the stairs.
“Let’s get away from here. Too many people for Coralians to hide amongst.”
“What are we going to do?”
“Let’s go and have something to eat. After that we’ll
see what Gastel Mobil’s come up with.”
They had reached the bottom of the stairs. Claury
pulled Jack to one side, out of the way of people. She
considered him for a moment, kissed him again. When
she pulled away both were breathless.
“Jack,” she declared, “it’s good to see you again.”
“And you,” he said, somewhat hoarsely. He smiled.
“I’m not going to let you out of my sight again.”
“Promise?” She was very serious.
Promises...
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He kissed her again. “Promise,” he said. If it was
within his power to keep it, he would.
By the time Gastel Mobil contacted them near the
end of their dinner, night had again fallen on Port Ster.
Jack found the rapid day–night cycle somewhat unsettling.
Gastel’s face appeared on the display of Jack’s
UnIfac. “Where are you?”
“The Hour Glass,” Jack responded.
“I’ve done what needs to be done.”
“Thank you. What now?”
“Are you ready to go for a tour?”
Jack glanced at Claury. “Do you know what he’s talking about?”
“I think he wants to show you the Arkrod.”
“Of course I want to show him the Arkrod?” came
Gastel Mobil’s voice. “One cannot leave Herrykairn
without having seen it.”
“I think I’ll need something warmer to wear,” she
said.
“How about half an hour?” Jack asked Gastel Mobil.
“At Medamé Kijeune’s.”
“How about Badecker’s?” Gastel Mobil suggested. “I’ll
ask Polkad to administer the test to you two. It’ll save
us time.”
“Test?” Jack asked, perplexed.
“He’ll explain.”
Jack shrugged. “All right.” He discommed and
looked at Claury. “What test?”
“A tachytest. It takes a few minutes. Every visitor to
the Arkrod has to go through it. Polkad no doubt will
explain it to you.”
The Badecker’s lobby was empty. It always seemed to
be, despite the fact that the establishment was almost
fully booked.
Polkad Mobil signaled to them as they entered. “The
equipment’s back here. Who wants to go first?”
Claury shrugged. “I’ll go. You can tell Jack what this
is all about.”
Jack followed Polkad and Claury into a tiny office
accessed through the door behind the reception. On
the desk stood a small flat device with a folded-up
screen. A bundle of three wires coming out of its side
connected to various implements lying on the table.
Claury sat down in a chair where she could see the
screen. Polkad busied himself with the attachments.

“The GSR probe to her right index finger... so. The
heart-rate meter to the wrist... and the iris probe...
so...
“There...” he straightened and considered his handiwork. “We’ll leave you alone for the test,” he said to
Claury. “Press the red button to begin. Call us when
you’re done.”
“I just keep looking at the screen?”
“That’s all.” Polkad Mobil motioned to Jack. “Let’s
go. This won’t take long.” He closed the door behind
him. “The test became compulsory after certain... accidents,” he explained. “People performing outrageous
acts while visiting the Arkrod. Screeching at the top of
their voices; going berserk in the buses or cabs. Some
of them became uncontrollable: foaming at the mouth,
and lacerating themselves with any suitable implement
which happened to be hand, including their fingernails.
“It took years to discern a pattern. A certain scientist from Earth finally correlated a number of psychological traits with such events. He devised a standard
tachytest, which detects such individuals with a greater
than ninety percent reliability: a two-minute sequence
of tachistoscopic images, and just three parameters to
record: galvanic skin resistance, heart rate, and iris
size. This is just about as long as your average tourist
will tolerate. Even so, some of them get fairly irritated
at having to do it.”
“What kinds of personality traits are you looking
for?”
Polkad made small gesture. “Certain emotional
instabilities. A propensity to violence. Self-loathing.
Severe un-exorcised traumas.”
“You’re describing the vast majority of human
beings,” Jack noted dryly.
“Of course. But there is a threshold, beyond which
what might be considered ‘normal’ fluctuations in human
psychology assume a pathological nature. Every man
has the potential for violence: the evidence for this is
overwhelming. However, in most it is just ‘potential’,
carefully held in check by the constraints of the behavioral modification imposed by being brought up in the
more-or-less civilized societies of the human realm.
“In some individuals, however, these constraints so
weak that the slightest psychic trigger is sufficient to
shred them like gossamer.
“A tachyest will pick up most individuals with such
predispositions. Still, it is not infallible. In a recent
incident, a tourist visiting the Arkrod with a tour group
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went berserk and almost contrived to crash the bus they
were in. Even when administered a somewhat lengthier
and more sophisticated test afterwards, nothing out of
the ordinary was detected. The same man, however, was
arrested and charged with the murder of his wife—
who had been with him on the trip and in the
bus—only a week later.
“My personal theory is that even a latent intent to do
violence can trigger an adverse reaction to the psychic
ambience generated by the Arkrod.”
Polkad Mobil looked at Jack and shrugged, as if
wanting to apologize for his harebrained theory.
Claury called from within the office. They went
back inside and Polkad Mobil inspected the readout on
the screen. “You pass,” he advised her.
Jack was subjected to the same treatment. They left
him alone with the machine and he pressed the ‘start’
button. The flickers on the screen meant nothing to
him, but then he didn’t expect them to. Whatever
images were shown there were presented too quickly
for register in his consciousness, but not too fast not to
be able to evoke appropriate—or inappropriate, as the
case might be—physiological responses. Jack felt himself dragged through a brief kaleidoscope of emotions,
none of which crystallized sufficiently to become identifiable, but remained just below the threshold of
detectability, like fragments of dreams. Sadness and
joy, elation and depression, anger and affection, fear and
boldness, and even a fleeting moment of sexual arousal.
Presently the machine bleeped and displayed a
graph of results. He called in Polkad Mobil, who
inspected the readout and pronounced Jack fit to visit
the Arkrod.
“Just as well,” said Gastel Mobil, poking his head
around the corner. “Are you ready to go?”
They bade farewell to Polkad. “I know you’ll never
forget this experience,” he said. “Those who live
around here have become habituated to the phenomenon to a certain extent, but to the first-time visitor it is
always a remarkable experience.”
“I’m glad you decided to come,” Gastel Mobil told
them as the flitzer moved away from Badecker’s and rose
to air-traffic height. “It would be a pity to leave here
without having visited the Arkrod. Besides, out there is
probably the only place we can talk without being overheard.”

“Unless they bugged your flitzer, of course,” Jack
noted dryly.
“They did. I destroyed two spy cells.”
Claury shook her head. “They are persistent.”
“Just make sure you don’t get in their way,” Jack told
Gastel Mobil. “I don’t think they’d take it lightly.”
“What can they do on Herrykairn? They are isolated. Their position here is tenuous.”
“I know Coralians,” Jack demurred. “You don’t want
to get them too excited.”
The flitzer gained height and headed for the port
hills. From this altitude they had a wide view of the
country beyond. Despite the dim illumination inside the
cab, Jack could see a dim white glow along the eastern
horizon which grew brighter, almost imperceptibly but
inexorably, as the cab crossed over the port hills and
headed over the checkered fields of the Terran plantations and orchards, past the power station and into the
untouched outback of Herrykairn’s wilderness.
Gastel Mobil engaged the auto-pilot and turned to
face his passengers. “We have arranged for passage for
the both of you: a first-class cabin; the only one left
vacant. We were lucky to get it.”
“That must have cost a fortune,” Claury exclaimed.
Gastel Mobil shook his head. “Don’t worry about it.”
“But I do,” Jack told him. “On the station, just before
we get on the ship, I’ll arrange a transfer of funds from
my account to yours. By then it won’t matter that they
know.”
Gastel Mobil sighed. “The matter may not be as
simple as we had assumed it to be.”
“Why?”
“My sources tell me that your friend Arundel was
seen conversing with several of the Lister Diamond’s passengers. Polkad and I surmise that at least one, or possibly more than one, of them either are, or have been
engaged to act as, couriers for the Coralians—who will
carry Arundel’s message with the Lister Diamond to its
destination. That would be Earth first and then Coralia.
Since it will get to Earth at the same time you two do, it
will give you very little head start, and put you at a
great disadvantage.”
“What’s the point of us leaving at all then?” Claury
asked, alarmed.
Gastel Mobil shrugged. He looked as worried as
they felt. “If you stay here they will surely come for
you in due course. And on a small world like this you
have no room to move. We would try to protect you, but
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against a concerted effort we’d be helpless. And you
would be dead.”
“We’ll just have to find the courier,” Jack said.
Gastel Mobil guffawed. “And then what?”
Jack looked at Claury and felt a wave of protectiveness wash over him.
What indeed? Whatever was necessary. They had
suffered enough. He was willing to do whatever it took
to end this endless persecution.
“I don’t know,” Jack said. “But first we’ll have to find
him.”
“There’s that,” Gastel Mobil admitted. “With almost
a thousand passengers... Well, at least you’re in first
class. That should give you access to just about all passengers—instead of having you confined to the secondand third-class areas.
“Actually...” Gastel Mobil sat in thought. “There may
be ways of clarifying some of these issues. We have a
excellent information network. The Coralians can’t do
anything outside their compound without having every
one of their steps monitored.”
“There are almost a thousand people aboard the
Lister.”
Gastel Mobil gave her a conspiratorial smile. “It is a
requirement of entry that everyone consents to having
their picture taken. These pictures, together with the
person’s name, are erased from our databanks as soon as
the person passes through our exit controls—with the
exception of those flagged as ‘undesirables’ because of
offenses committed while here. Though we have no
intention of invading anybody’s privacy any more than
absolutely necessary, we need the pictures as a basic
form of immigration control.
“The mathematics is simple. When a ship is about to
leave from the station and all passengers are on board
there should be no left-over record of any of those
people who came in with the ship—criminals
excepted. All other surplus database entries must have
been left behind; either intentionally; in which case we
should know about it, and if we don’t then we should
worry!—or by accident; in which case we should find
them and deliver them to their ship in time for departure.
“We distribute the images throughout Port Ster and
usually locate the missing individuals within a very
short time. Most of them thank us for the effort, since
they simply missed their shuttles, for any number of
reasons. Some of the companies are more efficient at

monitoring the movement of their passengers than
others. Our own record-keeping helps to keep
unpleasantness down to a minimum.”
He turned to the control panel. “Com on. Polkad.”
Polkad Mobil’s face appeared on the screen. His
brother explained what needed to be done.
Polkad nodded. “Let’s hope the individuals concerned are still on the planet.”
“The passengers start returning tomorrow,” Gastel
said.
Polkad frowned. “We may need more time.”
Gastel Mobil shrugged. “Make a copy of the entry
records and keep them until they’ve all been looked at.
Tell Piorno we both agree on this.”
His voice carried the ring of authority. Jack and
Claury glanced at each other.
“You’re almost there, I presume?” Polkad Mobil
asked.
His brother nodded. “Only a few minutes to radio
silence.”
Polkad nodded. He inclined his head as if listening.
“There’s somebody in the lobby. I’ll talk to you later.”
Gastel Mobil turned to his passengers. “Once over
the Arkrod, communication is impossible. The electrical emissions from the creature jam all bands. The only
way to get a signal out is to do it at extremely high
power—and that is not advisable. The creature
appears to be sensitive to such emissions and has been
known to react unfavorably.”
“Creature?” Jack said, looking out at the glow outside which seemed to fill the entire horizon.
“The issue is subject to a continuing debate, but I
think that we’re dealing with a single entity,” Gastel
Mobil. “A psychically active one. I know this isn’t the
accepted explanation, but, to my mind at least, it
explains a lot of things.”
“Like people going berserk,” Jack suggested.
“Right. And there are other things...”
Claury leaned forward. “Like that stupid scientist
who insisted on wanting to take a sample,” she said.
Gastel Mobil nodded.
“You don’t take ‘samples’ from the Arkrod,” Claury
explained to Jack. “You can pick up dead material from
the periphery, but to cut out a live stalk...”
“People keep trying, of course,” Gastel Mobil said.
“It’s forbidden but there’s always some imbecile who
thinks he knows better.” He shrugged. “They usually
die.”
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Claury nodded at Jack’s questioning glance. “They
always do. Sometimes even before they actually do anything.”
Gastel Mobil disengaged the auto-pilot and reduced
speed. Jack sat up and looked out through the windscreen. Before them, from horizon to horizon, a carpet
of light. As the eye accommodated to the glare structures could be discerned in a sea of evenly spaced luminous orbs, attached like balloons to equally luminous,
thin, flexible stalks which in turn were anchored in a
bright turquoise substance covering the ground.
“The stalks are about twelve meters long,” Gastel
explained. “Each orb is about a meter across.”
“What is this thing?” Jack asked, bewildered.
Gastel Mobil shrugged. “Nobody knows. Samples of
live tissue are impossible to obtain. Dead husks of
stalks and orbs can be found at the periphery. The orbs
probably contained a lighter-than-air gas: possibly
hydrogen.”
“And the glow...”
“We don’t know. Spectral analysis hasn’t been able
to resolve the mystery, and spectral analysis is all we
have. Other tests, such as those performed on trace
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gases collected from above the Arkrod, or analysis of
fluids leaked into the surrounding countryside, are
equally unrevealing. The living structures of the creature are cell-based and controlled by a genetic matrix
not dissimilar to Terran DNA; but the code has proved
undecipherable, if for no other reason but that nobody
knows what it encodes.”
Gastel Mobil had turned off the propulsion systems.
The flitzer coasted, slowing down with the air resistance, drifting over a sea of stalks and orbs which
stretched from horizon to horizon, swaying gently to
and fro in apparently random motions.
Gastel Mobil made an adjustment on the control
panel. The flitzer’s canopy slid aside and folded into a
compartment at the rear. The windows, including the
windscreen, also retracted into the body of the flitzer.
“It’s been specially adapted for this purpose,” Gastel
Mobil explained, not without an element of pride.
Jack and Claury said nothing, but just stared out at
the gently waving ocean of light underneath them.
D
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Chapter 10
Hennifer, the overweight tabby, stalked into the kitchen
where Medamé Kijeune was taking a cake out of her
oven. She looked at him and bent down, still holding
the hot baking tin with a thick cloth. The cat sidled up
cautiously and stopped when he felt the heat radiating
out from what she held in her hand. He sniffed delicately and then backed off.
Medamé Kijeune inclined her head. “See? I told you
so.”
She straightened and placed the cake on a board on
the table. Then she took a knife and ran it along the
sides between the baking tin and the cake. Hennifer
meanwhile sidled up closer, and slowly and sinuously
rubbed against her legs.
“Hungry, are we?”
“Mwraoo.”
Medamé Kijeune sighed. “You could live off your fat
for weeks,” she told Hennifer, who made a show of completely ignoring her fake disapproving cadences and
continued to strut his stuff against her ankles.
“Oh, all right.” Medamé Kijeune put the knife down
and headed for the refrigerator. Hennifer, sensing victory, followed her, his tail straight up in the air, meowing softly.
Medamé Kijeune was about to open the refrigerator
door when she heard a sound. Or had she imagined it?
She paused and inclined her head, listening. She might
be old, but there was nothing wrong with her hearing;
and it told her that someone had come in the front
door—someone who wasn’t her boarder, Deane;
because Deane didn’t come in like that. Medamé Kijeune knew the sounds around her house, and she could
tell.
She glanced at Hennifer. “Wonder who that is,” she
said to him.
“Mwraoo.”
She snorted. “A big help you are. Oh well, let’s go
and have a look.”
She stepped into the corridor.
It was empty. The doors to the lounge and her bedroom were closed. She had not heard them open—as
she would have if they had, because the hinges of both
creaked.
So, someone must have gone up the stairs. Maybe it
had been Deane after all.

“Deane?” she called. Her voice echoed up the
narrow stairwell, which doubled back on itself after
about eight steps, so that one could not see the end of
it. “Deane! Are you there? Have you forgotten something?” The silly girl probably had. Too excited over
meeting that young man she’d brought in earlier; the
one that Hennifer had taken to in a most unusual way.
Medamé Kijeune had wondered who he was; what made
him different. Deane almost never brought her customers into her house, and she certainly never got excited
or emotional over them. It had been different with this
one, though. What was his name again? Whatever...
Something told Medamé Kijeune that things were different this time. The girl had seemed so...
A scraping sound from upstairs. Flooring creaking
just above her where the stairs ended.
“Deane? Is that you?” She raised a foot and was
about to place it on the first step when a man appeared
on the first landing.
“What are you doing here?” Medamé Kijeune asked,
suddenly uncomfortable and with the faintest hint of
unease tugging at her consciousness.
The man came down the last few steps. Medamé
Kijeune moved aside to let him pass.
“What were you doing upstairs in my house? What
are you doing in my house, for that matter?”
The man, who towered above her small figure and
whom she’d seen before, but could not remember where,
said nothing. He glanced over her back toward the
kitchen.
“What...” Medamé Kijeune began again.
He said nothing, pushed past her, strode into the
kitchen, cast a look around. Hennifer hissed and slid
out of his way.
The man turned and now Medamé Kijeune saw that
he had a weapon in his hand: an ugly, little, gray instrument with a fat barrel, which pointed at her.
The man inclined his head as if listening. Then,
apparently satisfied, he raised the weapon. Medamé
Kijeune had a enough time to apprehend the enormity
of the fate that awaited her. Then there was a soft
‘plop’. Her last conscious perception was a blinding
flash of light that grew in intensity until it blanketed
out the whole world. Then it collapsed into a tiny star,
which vanished into everlasting night.
Jerad Arundel watched the body crumple on the
floor. He lowered the gun and tucked it into his jacket.
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Then he pulled a palm-size box from an inner pocket
of his loose-fitting jacket and made adjustments on a
tiny panel on its front. He went into the kitchen and
placed the box on top of the refrigerator.
Another look around. The cat was still cowering in
the corner, the hair on its back raised, its eyes big and
wary. Jerad Arundel left the kitchen and closed the
door, thus locking Hennifer inside. He stepped over the
corpse of Medamé Kijeune and left the house the same
way he had come. He looked at his watch and accelerated his steps. There was another matter to be attended
to. Then this whole mess would be tidied up as much as
it could be. The spread of the information would be
contained. If all went as planned, nobody should be able
to connect him and his men to whatever was about to
transpire within the next half-hour.
In his mind he went over recent events again.
Had there been alternatives?
Possibly. But none that could have prevented what
was about to happen. Jack Corwin and Claurinda Finisterre would not cooperate; he should have known that
from the very beginning. If there was anything they
wouldn’t be able accuse him of, it was that he’d dithered
too long before taking decisive action.
His strides lengthened as he hastened toward Badecker’s. Nobody paid attention to him. The only person
who might have, the man who had been assigned to tail
him, was lying, with a hole in his skull, in a garbage
collector in a little alleyway on the other side of Port
Ster.
Polkad Mobil discommed and rose from his chair.
He poked his head into the lobby, saw no one, and concluded that one of his three remaining patrons had
departed Badecker’s without leaving his key at the reception. Some of them preferred it that way, and Polkad
Mobil was indifferent to their customs. The odd key got
lost that way—and, indeed, he suspected that some of
his guests feigned loss when they really had decided to
purloin them as souvenirs. But the locks were simple
and duplication of keys a trivial matter, with the cost of
copying them absorbed into the room charges.
Polkad Mobil returned to his office. He commed
Piorno Albacete at the Spaceport, who agreed to duplicate the records of Lister Diamond passengers.
“How long will we have to keep them for?”
Polkad Mobil explained his requirements and gave
Piorno Albacete a list of names. “Transmit those

records to all of them. We must have identifications as
soon as possible—and there are a lot of faces to go
through.”
Piorno Albacete wagged his head. “The Berenice carries a large complement.” He sighed. “Well, I’d better
get on with it then.” He broke the connection.
Polkad Mobil leaned back in his chair and pondered
the situation. The story Deane—or ‘Claurinda’—and
Jack had told was intriguing and disturbing, convoluted
and mysterious. Tragic even. What had been done to
the two young people—and he had no doubt that they
had told him what they perceived to be the truth—was
abominable and reprehensible. What monsters would
do such a thing? And why?
Polkad Mobil knew something about the Coralians:
as much as everybody did, or presumed they did; assuming that it wasn’t all fabrication or hearsay. And you
never knew what was.
A faint noise. Polkad Mobil looked up. A man stood
in the door.
“What are you doing here?”
Jerad Arundel leaned against the doorjamb. “Tidying
up,” he said laconically.
“Tidying up what?” Polkad Mobil asked, though he
had the faintest of inklings what the Coralian meant.
His mind, however, as yet refused to consider the implications of that understanding.
“A hopelessly entangled mess.” Jerad Arundel
straightened and stepped into the office, stopping in
front of Polkad Mobil’s desk. “A mess which I could
have done without. But what has happened has happened. Now we must all suffer the consequences.”
Polkad Mobil sat still. A tight band seemed to constrict his chest. At first he didn’t know what it was, but
then he understood. It was fear; mortal fear; confrontation with his imminent personal extinction: a contingency which appeared to be unavoidable—and coming
much sooner than he had hoped it would. Where he
had anticipated and planned for decades and maybe even
centuries, there might now be only minutes. Maybe less.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Polkad
Mobil was amazed that the words came out without
tremor.
“Yes, you do. They’ve told you just about everything
there is to tell. All of which is altogether too much. In
fact, considerably less would have been too much.
Which is why I now have to tidy up the mess.”
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“This isn’t going to make any difference now.”
Polkad objected. “You cannot contain this information.
You could not possibly think that that...”
Jerad Arundel moved his right hand and, with lightning speed and a casual ease that was frightening, displayed a small projectile weapon with an absurdly fat
barrel.
“...its spread can be controlled?” the Coralian asked.
He shrugged. “Maybe not. However, I have been
charged with controlling it—and, while my colleagues,
just about now in fact, are dealing with your brother and
the sources of this trouble, I’ll have to deal with you.”
Polkad Mobil stared at the small black muzzle.
“There’s nothing you can...”
He saw the flash—just.
Jerad Arundel put the gun away and thoughtfully
considered Polkad Mobil’s corpse, slumped back in his
chair. He produced another small box from his jacket,
set the timer on the tiny control panel, and placed it on
the desk.
He looked at his timepiece.
About now...
Jack didn’t know what drew his attention away from
the swirling patterns of the mass of glowing orbs
below. He looked up and saw the other flitzer hurtling
closer at breakneck speed. Then there was a howl of
overloaded turbines as the vehicle suddenly decelerated
and came to a halt only a few meters away from them.
Jack tried to discern the flitzer’s occupants but the
Arkrod’s light reflected off the tinted glass and hid
whoever was behind it.
“What?” Gastel Mobil started.
“Get down!” Jack shouted.
A loud whine and the flitzer spun on its axis until it
faced them broadside. The window wound down and
through it someone poked a large device with a barrel
surrounded by a series of equally spaced rings. Behind
it the pale oval of a face.
A plasma projector! It would tear their flitzer to
shreds in midair.
The barrel lined up on them. Somewhere in his mind
it registered with Jack that this was the end.
Then, suddenly, incomprehensibly, the barrel
drooped. From the interior of the other flitzer came an
ululating sequences of screeches and wails: sounds that

couldn’t possibly be produced from human vocal chords.
And yet Jack knew that they were.
The plasma projector slid out of its operator’s grip
and plummeted into the sea of glowing orbs below. The
infernal screeching and keening inside the flitzer rose
to a new pitch. Jack peered down, to where the weapon
lay on the turquoise surface, a curiously discordant,
angular silhouette highlighted by the glow underneath.
As he watched, the orbs darkened. Their motion
became coordinated, drawing out a rotating whirlpool,
whose center lay directly underneath them.
The other flitzer’s turbines howled again, drowning
out the wailing. The vehicle rose and shot away from
them, tumbling and jerking erratically. It passed out of
sight and was lost in the haze.
Claury’s painful grip on Jack’s arm relaxed. “What
was that?” she whispered. “What happened?”
Jack let out a long pent-up breath. “Someone just
tried to kill us.”
He glanced at Gastel Mobil, who was staring down at
the swirling whirlpool formation underneath them. As
they looked on, it lost its structure; the orbs brightened
to an even luminance, and the pattern of movements
resumed its prior, apparently random, character.
Gastel Mobil raised his eyes to look at Jack and
Claury. Gastel Mobil made a tiny gesture and inclined
his head as if listening.
Jack held his breath...
...and so it came to him—as the apparently random
swish of millions of orbs swaying forth and back
through the night air formed into a coherence and an
unearthly melody, almost too subtle to grasp and define,
and yet it pervaded his being and, for a timeless instant,
made it possible for him to forget that only moments
ago someone had tried to kill them.
The music in their heads faded.
The three in the flitzer looked at each other.
Claury was the first to speak. “Kill us?”
Jack looked askance at Gastel Mobil. “What happened to”—he twitched his head—“them?”
Gastel Mobil made a significant gesture. “The intent
of violence may be sufficient.”
From far off to their right a sharp crack, as if of a
small explosion. Gastel Mobil operated a control. The
windows and windscreen emerged from their slots; the
canopy slid back into place; the flitzer accelerated.
Claury leaned close to Jack.
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“They really tried,” he said grimly.
Claury nodded. “I never doubted they would.”
“I wonder what prompted it,” Jack wondered. “Earlier today Jerad Arundel seemed to be prepared to allow
us at least a temporary respite from their persecution. I
wonder what changed his mind.”
“Maybe he realized that you weren’t going to
comply,” Gastel Mobil noted.
They reached the edge of the Arkrod. Just beyond, a
short distance away, lay the crumpled, blazing wreck of
a flitzer. There was nothing to be salvaged. Their vehicle hovered above the wreck as Gastel Mobil commed
Polkad. There was no response. Puzzled, he tried
again, with the same result. He changed the communicator settings. This time there was a response. A
man’s face appeared on the screen.
“Gastel! We’ve been trying to get hold of you!”
“What happened?”
The man hesitated.
“Talk to me!” Gastel Mobil snapped.
“There were two fires, breaking out at the same time.
One in Gorse Lane, at old Kijeune’s house. The other
one was at Badecker’s...”
Gastel Mobil paled. “Polkad?”
The man’s face looked uncomfortable. “Gastel, I...”
Gastel Mobil’s face grew rigid. “What happened to
my brother?” he grated.
“He’s dead.”
Gastel slumped in his seat.
“Oh, no!” Claury whispered.
Gastel Mobil exhaled explosively. He addressed the
man on the display in an unnaturally calm voice. “Are
the fires under control?”
“They are now—after destroying the interiors of
both buildings.”
“Incendiaries,” Jack muttered.
Gastel turned his head and looked at him. Claury
wiped her eyes.
“There’s something else,” the man on the display
said. “Polkad was not killed by the fire. Someone shot
him in the head; just like they shot old Kijeune.”
“In the head?”
The man nodded. “Do you know what’s happening
here?”
Gastel Mobil turned to face the vid pickup. “Offworld murderers, Lars: that’s what’s happening!”
His voice assumed a ring of command. Something
told Jack that this was not the first time Gastel Mobil

had been in a position where he had to make significant
decisions. “Get enough people together to help you
with this. I want the entire Coralian embassy rounded
up and placed under immediate arrest.”
“But...”
“Never mind ‘diplomatic immunity’. You know who
and what they are. We all do. Now they’re also murderers. That should be sufficient, don’t you think?”
Lars nodded. “Consider it done.”
“Good. Be careful. If they don’t surrender, kill
them.”
The screen darkened. Gastel Mobil slumped back in
his seat, the energy he had displayed only moments
before drained out of him.
“This is our fault,” Jack said softly.
He had to say it because it was the truth—and the
guilt for what they had done weighed heavily on his
conscience.
Gastel Mobil shook his head. “No,” he said bleakly,
“if what you’ve told me is true—and I don’t doubt that
it is—then nothing is your fault. What are you going to
blame yourselves for? That you went to others for
help? What’s wrong with that? What kind of a world
would it be if those in need and looking for help were
blamed for the actions of those who are terrorizing
them?”
“Jack’s right,” Claury said. “We should never...”
Gastel Mobil’s look silenced her. “I said, it’s not your
fault!” He considered her for another moment, his face
grim and drawn. “We knew what could happen, Polkad
and I! We’re not naive, you know—and we haven’t
spent all our lives on this backwater planet either.” He
made a derisive sound. “We know the Coralians. We
know them well.” He shook his head. “You’re not guilty
of anything—and don’t ever make yourselves believe
otherwise. That way lies despondency, depression, and
ruin. If you two want to survive this, you can’t afford
such emotions. Never doubt that your cause is just; that
they are the guilty ones!”
They stared at him. Jack had a million questions but
somehow he knew that there would be no
answers—and so he didn’t ask. When Claury opened
her mouth to say something he gently pulled her back
into the seat beside him.
“All right,” he said. “No guilt.”
Gastel Mobil nodded. “That’s better.” Without
another word he turned to the control panel. The tur-
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bines whined and the acceleration pressed them into
their seats as their flitzer heading for Port Ster.
“They killed Medamé Kijeune,” Claury whispered.
“Why? I don’t understand why? I never told her anything!”
“You lived there. They assumed that you must’ve
said something,” Jack said softly.
“They weren’t taking chances,” Gastel Mobil said.
His voice sounded as cold and distant as the grave.
D

Chapter 11
What remained of the two victims had been wrapped in
shrouds and placed on a pedestal in the Decagon, the
center of Port Ster. It was fortunate, Jack thought, that
none of the remaining patrons of Badecker’s had been in
their rooms when the fire broke out. Otherwise there
would have been even more shrouds. Someone had also
collected the sad remains of Hennifer, wrapped them
up, and placed them beside the other two victims. And
there was another corpse: a certain Dalen Harteg,
retrieved from a trash receptacle. He had an ugly small
hole in the back of his head.
Jerad Arundel had been dragged from the embassy
and had offered no resistance. He did, however, repeatedly allude to his diplomatic status—a reference which
everybody duly ignored. Someone handed Gastel a
small, silenced projectile weapon.
Gastel considered the gun. “When we compare projectiles from this gun with those found in the victims,”
he asked the Coralian, “they will be the same, yes?”
Jerad Arundel shrugged. “I did what had to be done.
It was regretful but necessary.”
“And futile,” Gastel hissed. “After all, I’m still
alive—as are your principal targets.”
Jerad Arundel’s face remained unmoved. “That is
unfortunate.”
Gastel Mobil shook his head. “Is that all you have to
say? You murdered two people—for nothing!—and
you call it ‘unfortunate’?”
“This is as it is; and it is also true that I have failed
in my mission. I bear the responsibility for the failure
of my operatives. I will pay the price. But I will pay
the price at home, where they will judge me before a
tribunal of my peers.”

Gastel Mobil shook his head. “You won’t have to wait
that long,” he said softly.
“I’m an accredited diplomat!” Jerad Arundel declared
haughtily. “My government will not stand for having
their emissaries adjudicated by local lynch-mobs.”
Gastel Mobil contemplated the Coralian. “We’ll burn
that bridge after we’ve crossed it,” he said acridly. “In
any case, it won’t be your concern, as by then you’ll be
long dead.”
“You wouldn’t dare!”
Gastel Mobil nodded at the men who held him. “Take
him to the Decagon.” He thoughtfully weighed the
small gun in his hand. “I think we have a fitting instrument for the execution of justice right here.”
A large crowd had collected in the Decagon. The
prisoner stood atop the pedestal, in view of the
shrouded remains of his victims. Gastel Mobil climbed
up beside the Coralian, while Claury and Jack stayed
with those who were watching.
The crowd fell silent.
“Three members of our community were murdered
today,” Gastel Mobil said, and his voice carried right
across the Decagon. “The murderer has confessed to
the deed. The act was premeditated and executed without remorse.”
He pointed at Jerad Arundel. “Is there one among
you who pleads for his life? If there is, it shall be
spared.”
The silence was complete.
“What if someone speaks for Arundel?” Jack whispered into Claury’s ear.
“They’ll probably just deport him.”
Jack glanced at Jerad Arundel and saw the Coralian
stare back at him. Not pleadingly, but in the manner of
a challenge. As if to dare him, Jack, not to plead for his
life.
They know me well, he thought. But not this time.
And so, ever so slightly, he shook his head. Jerad
Arundel nodded, as if Jack’s action was confirming
something he’d known all along. He lifted his gaze and
stared into space.
Gastel Mobil raised his hand. “No one pleads for the
criminal. The judgment is confirmed. As last year’s
head of the tribunal it falls upon me to execute the
sentence.” He held up Arundel’s gun. “This is the
instrument that killed my brother, Dalen Harteg, and
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the unfortunate Medamé Kijeune. It appears a fitting
implement to mete out justice in this case.”
He turned to Jerad Arundel. “You have the right to a
statement.”
The Coralian considered Gastel Mobil. Then, very
deliberately, he spat in Gastel Mobil’s face.
Gastel Mobil nodded. “Concise and to the point,” he
said dryly.
As one, the people in the crowd turned around to
face away from the pedestal. Claury followed suit and
prompted Jack to do the same. “Only one person
watches: the executioner. To observe a punishment or
an execution is considered an act of extremely bad
taste. It may be necessary, but no one should derive any
satisfaction or voyeurist pleasure from it.”
Behind them there was a dull ‘plop’ and a thud as
Jerad Arundel’s body slumped to the ground. The
crowd, without turning back, dispersed somberly and in
silence. Gastel Mobil descended from the pedestal. The
three stood in silence for a few moments.
With an expression of profound distaste Gastel
Mobil considered the gun in his hand.
“The instigators of this deed will forever be beyond
our reach. But that is the way of the world: that the
true criminals almost always get away.”
Jack thought of his father, and that another murderer was still free. He re-directed his attention to the
present. “There may be repercussions.”
Gastel Mobil shrugged. “Indeed. So?” He turned
back to the pedestal. Two men were wrapping up Jerad
Arundel’s body in a shroud.
“Will you come with me and bury my brother?”
“Of course,” Claury told him, her eyes red. “And
Medamé Kijeune. And Hennifer...”
Jack looked at the tiny parcel holding Hennifer’s
remains, and he suddenly found that he, too, was crying.
Since neither Claury nor Jack had a place to stay for
their last night in Port Ster, Gastel Mobil invited them
to his own house; a small two-storey building at the
periphery of the central district. He showed them into
a small bedroom. “It’s all I have,” he said apologetically.
Claury hugged him. “Thank you.”
Gastel Mobil took them into his living room and
made them sit down, while he busied himself in the
adjacent kitchen. Their offers of help were politely but
firmly rejected. Equally firmly, Claury told Gastel
Mobil that if he wanted them to dine with him he had

to accept some assistance. He yielded reluctantly, but
ultimately with grace and a wry grin. It was the first
time they’d seen him smile since his brother’s death.
The kitchen was too small for three and Jack was
banished to the living room. Gastel Mobil gave him
access to his com unit and connected him to the database at the space port and Piorno Albacete, who was
supervising the process of isolating the possible couriers on the Lister Diamond. So far, two had been identified
positively, with a third falling into the ‘possible’ category.
Jack studied the faces. Ordinary, all of them, with
nothing to indicate if they were Coralian spies like
Arundel, or just a common couriers, like thousands of
others around the human worlds.
Jack shrugged, thanked Piorno Albacete, and transferred the images to his UnIfac. He discommed and listened to the voices from the kitchen. Gastel Mobil was
doing a lot of talking. Good: Claury was a good listener,
and if there was anybody who could help Gastel at this
point it would be her.
Jack stood up and walked around the room. On a
sideboard he chanced upon a small holo of a young man
and a woman. The man was Gastel Mobil. The woman:
who? His wife? An old sweetheart? Had there been a
Claury in Gastel Mobil’s life as well?
A sound behind him. Gastel Mobil had come from
the kitchen. He wiped his hand on his apron.
“My wife, Chica. She died some time ago. Before...”
Gastel Mobil shook his head.
“Before you came to Herrykairn.”
Gastel Mobil nodded. “Before we both came to Herrykairn, Polkad and I.” His face closed up. Jack placed
a hand on Gastel Mobil’s shoulder.
“You may not think that this is our doing, but I know
better: not by intention or neglect; but by cause and
effect—and for that I am terribly, terribly sorry.”
“I know the feeling,” Gastel Mobil said tonelessly and
turned away.
Claury came out of the kitchen. “Jack, you can help
with setting the table. That’ll give your life some purpose.”
Jack pulled a face at her. She pulled one back.
Gastel Mobil, watching them, suddenly laughed softly.
“You two are going to be just fine.”
Dinner was a stew of locally grown vegetables, followed by a flan and fruit salad. Conversation was muted
but companionable. After dinner they all helped to do
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the dishes. Then Gastel Mobil sat down with them and
they discussed their imminent departure.
“You’re booked on the second shuttle out. Your cabin
has been reserved for the lap from Herrykairn to
Earth. From there on it goes on for another circuit of
the worlds.”
He turned to Jack. “You have secured those
records?”
Jack nodded.
Gastel Mobil grimaced. “There may be more tomorrow. We shall see.
“As far as the courier is concerned—or ‘couriers’,
which is more likely—I have no idea how to deal with
them. You’ll have to improvise. Make the best out of
whatever comes your way.”
“What if they also left a message with the Lister’s
computerized courier system?”
“They didn’t.”
“How do you know?”
“Because all such communications have to be routed
through our local networks and because I checked. If
they intended to, they never got around to it.”
Later, in their tiny room, there was a moment of
embarrassment when it came to the simple act of
undressing themselves for bed. Self-consciously they
looked at each other—at the bed—at each other again.
Claury broke the impasse by divesting herself of her
garments until she stood nude before him.
There was an ugly little scar above her left breast.
Jack touched it gently. Claury flinched, but then relaxed
and took a deep breath.
“Your turn.”
She gave him the same deliberate inspection he’d
given her, and he endured it—and as it went on, he
noticed, to his own astonishment, that he wasn’t embarrassed; because everything was as it should be and it
was going to be all right between them, and though they
couldn’t pick up where they left off twenty years ago,
they could take it from where they were and make the
best of it they could.
She lifted the pendant, still dangling from his neck,
and looked at the picture of her and his parents, then
pulled the chain over his head and dropped necklace
and pendant on the heap of clothes on the floor. A
small mischievous smile played around her lips. He
wondered what she was thinking.

And then she kissed him again and he kissed her
back, and then finally, in between laughter and tears,
and after all those long years, they finally found each
other.
It was sometime in the dark of the short Herrykairn
night. They lay under the blanket, facing each other.
The window was open, and a soft, warm breeze blew the
curtains.
“What a day,” she said.
His hand ran down along her side, coming to rest on
her hip.
“You know,” he said, “how often I’ve dreamed of
this?”
“I know.”
“Even when I stopped looking,” he continued. “Even
then.”
“Though you knew it would never happen.”
“And now that we’re here, you know what my greatest fear is?”
“That you’re still dreaming?”
“You, too?”
“Hmmm.”
Jack’s hand slid further around her back. She made a
small sound of contentment. “Let’s make sure we’re not
dreaming.”
The second shuttle left about halfway through the
day. Ample time for Jack to exchange his Pilot’s uniform with some local fashion, and for Claury to replace
some of the wardrobe destroyed in the conflagration in
Medamé Kijeune’s house. There had been other things,
of course; like the nick-nacks accumulated over two
decades. None of them important; yet, taken as a whole,
the loss of the collection was significant.
Gastel Mobil provided a different angle on the issue.
“You’re starting a new life,” he told her. “Unencumbered by the remainders of the old.”
He smiled and looked at Jack. “Excepting this fellow
here, of course.”
Claury hooked an arm under Jack’s. “This memento I
intend to keep around.”
Gastel Mobil nodded. “I can see that. However, there
is another matter. Something to give you an extra edge
in the difficult times ahead.” He eyed Jack critically.
“Your clothes are different, of course; and you will certainly draw less attention than you would otherwise.
But that’s not going to help you much, is it?”
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He motioned them into a room adjacent to the
lounge. “Could I have your ’cards please?” he said to
them.
They looked at him askance. “We’re going to transform you into Herrykairneans.”
He raised a hand to forestall their objections. “It has
already been arranged.” He pulled two ’cards from a
drawer. “As an official of the local administration I have
certain connections and powers, one of which is that of
issuing IDs.”
He held out his hand. They placed their ’cards in it.
“You will become second-generation citizens of this
planet. Your names will be those of individuals who are
now deceased. But, since we don’t really bother to keep
our database synchronized with the rest of the galaxy,
who’s to know if they’re alive or not?
“We’re going to substitute their ID patterns for
yours. That’s not too hard to do. Not if you’re in a
bonded position of responsibility.” He grinned. “On this
world we have a certain flexibility in our interpretation
of the responsibilities that go with bonded positions!”
Gastel Mobil placed their cards into a slot in the
machine on his desk. Their pictures and ID codes
appeared on a display.
“Then we’re going to transfer most of the moneys
from your accounts to those of the individuals you’re
going to become. Not all, because that would raise
alarms, but,” and he looked at Jack, “I suspect that even,
say, three quarters of ten years’ worth of a good Pilot’s
accumulated salary—unless wasted on expensive frivolities, which I suspect you haven’t—should be
enough to keep you going for a long time. Even with
travel expenses...”
He grinned crookedly. “Am I right?”
Jack nodded. “Quite.”
“Good. We’ll have to effect the transfer through the
regular banking channels, because only they have the
keys to the credit records on your ’cards. Now that the
Coralians are effectively disposed of, we probably won’t
have to worry about such transfers raising alarm in the
wrong places.”
“But what about our booking on the Lister Diamond?”
Claury asked.
“I must confess,” Gastel Mobil responded, “that
Polkad and I had planned this stratagem together. The
names under which you are booked are those of the
individuals who you will become.”

He smiled crookedly. “I apologize for anticipating
your consent to our actions.”
“Don’t,” Jack told him. “I apologize for assuming anything else but the most meticulous planning.”
Gastel Mobil chuckled. “When all is done, Jack
Corwin and Claurinda Finisterre will, for all practical
purposes, have ceased to exist. There is the possibility
of visual identification, of course, but that’s a risk you’ll
have to take. The scanners at the entry and exit points
to your various destinations, unless they’re specifically
programmed to search everybody for your particular ID
patterns, are not likely to identify you.”
“I don’t know how to thank you,” Jack said.
Gastel Mobil shook his head. “Don’t. Terrible things
have happened to you. Terrible things have befallen
this town and its citizens. What I’m doing now is my
best to ensure that the death of my brother and poor
old Medamé Kijeune weren’t in vain.”
He paused and examined them. “Just one thing I ask
in return.”
“Name it,” Claury said.
“If you live through this let me know. It would give
me some small measure of satisfaction to know that I
had made a difference.”
Claury went around the desk and hugged him. “We
will.”
Gastel Mobil endured the embrace with no small
embarrassment. Over Claury’s shoulder he looked at
Jack. Mutely the two took each other’s measure. Jack
nodded almost imperceptibly. Gastel Mobil’s eyes
blinked in response.
Claury let him go and stood back. “I don’t know how
we deserve this, but, as my dad used to say, sometimes
you’re lucky—and when that happens don’t question it,
because if you do it’s going to run through your fingers
like sand and blow away in the wind.”
“Your father was a wise man,” Gastel Mobil said. “I’m
glad to see that his advice did not fall on deaf ears.”
He turned to his desk. “And now we’d better get
started on those IDs.”
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