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      Enter the SF Gateway…

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

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

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

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

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

      
      Welcome to the SF Gateway.

   
      
      
INTRODUCTION


      
      Since the beginning of my writing career, more than fifty years ago, I’ve always written both novels and short stories. My
         first professional sale was a short story and the second was a novel, or perhaps it was the other way around. (It was a long
         time ago.) The rhythm of my writing life was established right at the beginning: a few short stories, then a novel, then some
         more short stories, and then another book. I never thought twice, or even once, about whether I was primarily a short-story
         writer or a novelist. I was a writer, period. I’ve always written at whatever length seemed appropriate to the story at hand;
         and, because I have always been a writer by trade rather than one who follows the ebb and flow of inspiration, I’ve also written
         according to the needs of the marketplace. When it was novel-writing time, I wrote novels. When editors wanted short stories
         from me, I wrote short stories.
      

      
      It isn’t that way with all writers. Some are distinctly novelists, and some are not. Ray Bradbury has written a couple of
         novels, but he’s basically a short-story writer. The same is true of Harlan Ellison. On the other hand, John le Carre and
         John Fowles may have written short stories at some time in their lives, but I haven’t seen them. (Fowles wrote a a few novellas,
         at least.) Robert A. Heinlein did few, if any, short stories after the first dozen years of his career. Hemingway’s lifetime
         output of short stories was enough to fill just one good-sized volume, and he too wrote most of them in his first dozen years.
         And so on: I could make long lists of writers who are basically one thing or the other, but not both. In science fiction and fantasy such names as Frank Herbert, E.E. Smith, Jack Vance, Stephen Donaldson,
         and Andre Norton come quickly to mind as writers mainly of novels; outside it, those of Graham Greene, William Golding, John
         Steinbeck, Norman Mailer. As for other short-story writers whose ventures into longer lengths are just as uncommon, we have
         Theodore Sturgeon, Clark Ashton Smith, William Tenn, and Damon Knight, and in the mainstream world, Edgar Allan Poe, John
         Collier, William Trevor, and Mavis Gallant.
      

      
      Certainly temperament has something to do with this. Some writers feel impossibly cramped within the rigid confines of the
         short story; they need hundreds of thousands of words to move around in. Others see the novel as a vast and interminable journey
         that they would rather not undertake, and prefer the quick, incisive thrust of the short story. But then there are those who
         are masters of both forms and choose in the second half of their careers to work in only one, usually the novel, like Hemingway
         or Heinlein. Surely the author of “The Snows of Kiliminjaro” and “Capital of the World” still knew how to write short stories
         after 1940, and the author of “Requiem” and “The Green Hills of Earth” did not mysteriously lose his ability at the short
         lengths around 1949; but For Whom the Bell Tolls and Stranger in a Strange Land were matters of higher priority and the short stories ceased. It’s harder to cite writers who gave up novels after an early
         start to concentrate only on the short story: Truman Capote and Paul Bowles, perhaps.
      

      
      In today’s American science-fiction field, where hundreds of novels are published every year and only a handful of short-story
         markets exist, very few of the well-established writers bother much about short fiction, and even the newcomers tend to move
         on as quickly as they can to immense trilogies. Writing short stories doesn’t make much sense financially. If you write them
         today you have to want to write them for their own sake. The pay is almost incidental: you do them for love.
      

      
      Or, in my case, because you really can’t stop yourself.

      
      At the beginning of my career, in the 1950s, only the most famous science-fiction writers—the Heinleins, the Asimovs—could
         get novels published, and most of us, if we earned our livings primarily from writing, concentrated on writing short stories
         and novelettes for the magazines. That meant coming up with two or three worthwhile story ideas a week—an insane way to live
         and an almost impossible thing to succeed at; but those of us who chose to live that way and who did actually succeed at it (about five of us) didn’t realize it couldn’t be done, and so we just went ahead and did it. You had
         to be very stubborn, very resilient, and very prolific in order to survive.
      

      
      It helped also if you were young, young enough to stay up all night if necessary to knock out a story to meet some editor’s
         sudden request for help. I was the youngest writer in the business in those days, not much past twenty, full of the sort of
         vitality and drive that was already beginning to diminish among the old guys in their thirties who were my rivals for those
         few places on the contents pages of the magazines, guys like Fred Pohl, Ted Sturgeon, Phil Dick, Bob Sheckley. So I earned
         a decent living and always paid the rent on time, and eventually things got a lot easier for us all. But I never had the luxury
         of being able to think of myself as a “novelist” or a “short-story writer” or any other kind of specialist. I wrote what seemed
         to make the most sense, economically speaking, to write at the moment.
      

      
      Today, of course, everything is different. I haven’t had to worry about paying next month’s rent for a long time, and if I
         were still an active novelist—it’s been a few years now since I last felt like writing one, and I don’t know if I’ll ever
         do another—I’d sell my books at prices that would have been beyond all belief when I was starting out. My annual income can’t
         begin to match the earnings of the writers at the top of the best-seller lists, but it’s lofty enough to seem startling to
         someone like me who remembers writing stories at a cent a word as fast as he could type. My financial situation is secure,
         as such things go for writers. And yet I continue to do one or two short stories a year, and even the occasional novella of
         25,000 words or so. Why? Certainly not for the money.
      

      
      But sometimes, even for the professional, more than just the money is involved.

      
      This discussion so far has concentrated almost entirely on the production side of writing. I haven’t said a word about art;
         I might just as well have been talking about manufacturing bookcases, or raising potatoes, or some other useful and straightforward
         activity in which the muses aren’t generally considered to be involved. I’ve made it more than clear that writing is my business;
         that I am in the profession of producing verbal objects which I place on sale to the highest bidder. I chose from the outset
         to make writing my sole source of income, and so I have always worked hard, produced my verbal objects at a steady pace, and
         taken care to be paid, and well, for my labor.
      

      
      But writing fiction is different from manufacturing bookcases or raising potatoes. The muses are involved, however much the writer wants to think of himself as nothing more than a hard-nosed businessman. And a lifetime
         devoted exclusively to maximizing one’s income per word seems to me like a pretty stultifying affair. Money’s a useful thing
         and you won’t hear me saying a word against it. But a writer who’s totally money-oriented—who writes the same thing over and
         over, for example, or who writes things he despises, or who writes with only a fraction of his skill because he thinks his
         readers are simple-minded, or who writes about things that don’t interest him because that’s where the money is—is a writer
         who over the years will dry out from within, whose spirit will corrode and decay, who will sooner or later find himself embittered
         and hollow, trapped in an anger he can barely understand.
      

      
      I’ve done my share of writing purely for money, when circumstances made that necessary. And I’m not one to write purely for
         the love of the art—sonnet sequences, let’s say, that I stash away in the secret recesses of my desk, have never been part
         of my creative agenda. I write for publication and pay, not for private pleasure. But I try to guard myself against the death
         of the soul that comes from making money the be-all and end-all of my days.
      

      
      Novels are more profitable to write than short stories, and, for me at least, they were easier to do, page for page. Nevertheless,
         although novel-writing was my main line of work for most of my career and my chief source of income (and a considerable source
         of pride and pleasure, when things went the right way) I always continued to do short stories, however much sweat and pain
         they might cost me, because of the challenge they represented. Though you will see again and again that this story or that
         one in this book was written at the request or suggestion of some editor, rather than out of dire internal compulsion, the
         dire internal compulsion was there none the less: the compulsion to test myself against the rigorous demands of the shorter
         forms. It’s an exhausting kind of mental exercise that gets harder all the time. Short-story writing, as I have said many
         times, is hard on the nerves: you have no room to make any real mistakes, by which I mean that every word has to count, every
         line of dialogue has to serve three or four simultaneous purposes, every scene has to sweep the story inexorably along toward
         the culminating moment of insight that is the classic short-story payoff. In a novel you can go off course for whole chapters
         at a time and no one will mind; you may even find yourself being praised for the wonderful breadth of your concept. But a short story with so much as half an irrelevant page is a sad, lame thing, and even
         the casual and uncritical reader is aware that something is wrong with it.
      

      
      I did in fact stop writing short stories once, in 1973—the prelude to a total withdrawal from writing, the first and only
         one of my life, that was to last the next five years. As I noted in the previous volume of this series, my life had taken
         a troubled turn then and I had grown weary, disheartened, generally sick of everything—especially writing. Putting even more
         words on paper, concocting still more stories of imaginary and remote times and places, had begun to seem pointless to me.
         So I gave it up. I thought I was quitting it forever. As things turned out, “forever” lasted until the autumn of 1978, when
         I began to write the novel Lord Valentine’s Castle, and by January of 1980 I had begun writing short stories again too. The stories collected in this book were written between
         1980 and 1982. I’ve continued to write short stories ever since. I have two new ones awaiting publication as I write this.
      

      
      Somehow, for all my outward pretence of cold-eyed professionalism, all my insistence that writing is simply a job like any
         other, I’ve discovered to my surprise and chagrin that there’s more than that going on around here, that I write as much out
         of karmic necessity and some inescapable inner need to rededicate my own skills constantly to my—what? My craft? My art?
         My profession? I wrote these stories because the only way of earning a living I have ever had has been by writing, but mainly,
         I have to admit, I wrote these stories because I couldn’t not write them. Well, so be it. They involved me in a lot of hard work, but for me, at least, the results justify the toil. I’m
         glad I wrote them. Writing them, it turns out, was important for me, and even pleasurable, in a curiously complex after-the-fact
         kind of way. May they give you pleasure now too.
      

      
      Robert Silverberg

      
      

      
   
      
      
OUR LADY OF THE SAUROPODS


      
      As I pointed out in the introduction to this volume, I abandoned short-story writing in 1973 after doing “Schwartz Between
            the Galaxies” and felt only relief, no regret, at giving it up. Short stories were just too much trouble to do. You needed
            a stunning idea, for one thing—the ideal science-fiction short story, I think, should amaze and delight—and you had to develop
            it with cunning and craft, working at the edge of your nervous system every moment, polishing and repolishing to hide all
            those extraneous knees and elbows. Doing a good short story at that level of quality meant a week or two of strenuous work,
            for which the immediate cash reward in the 1970s was likely to be about $250, and then maybe $100 every year or two thereafter
            if you had written something good enough to be reprinted in anthologies. Though cash return is not the most important factor
            in a writer’s life (if it were, we’d all be writing the most debased popular commodity possible), it is a consideration, especially
            when a good short story takes fifty or a hundred working hours, as mine were tending to take by 1973. At $2.50 an hour I often
            felt I’d prefer some other kind of work.

      
      But then came a magazine called Omni.
      

      
      It was printed on slick, shiny paper and its publishers understood a great deal about the techniques of promotion, and it
            started its life with a circulation about six times as great as any science fiction magazine had ever managed to achieve,
            along with dozens of pages of expensive advertising. It could, therefore, afford to pay a great deal of money for its material.

      
      After some comings and goings in the editorial chair the job of fiction editor for Omni went to my old friend Ben Bova, who
            began to hint broadly that it would be a nice idea if I wrote a short story for him. He mentioned a sum of money. It was approximately as much as
            I had been paid for each of my novels prior to the year 1968. Though cash return, as I’ve just said, is not the most important
            factor in a writer’s life, the amount of money Ben mentioned was at least capable of causing me to rethink my antipathy to
            short-story writing.

      
      By the time I was through rethinking, however, Bova had moved upstairs to become Omni’s executive editor. The new fiction
            editor was another old friend of mine, the veteran science-fiction writer Robert Sheckley, who also thought I ought to be
            writing stories for Omni. All through 1979 he and Bova sang their siren song to me, and in the first month of the new year I gave in. I phoned Sheckley
            and somewhat timidly told him I was willing to risk my nervous system on one more short story after all. “He’s going to do
            it,” I heard Sheckley call across the office to Bova. It was as though they had just talked Lawrence Olivier into doing one
            more Hamlet. So much fuss over one short story!

      
      But for me it was a big thing indeed: at that moment short-story writing seemed to me more difficult than writing novels,
            more difficult than learning Sanskrit, more difficult than winning the Olympic broad-jump. I had promised Bob and Ben that
            I would write a story, though; and I sat down to try. Though in an earlier phase of my career I had thought nothing of turning
            out three or four short stories a week, it took me about five working days to get the opening page of this one written satisfactorily,
            and I assure you that that week was no fun at all. But then, magically, the barriers dissolved, the words began to flow, and
            in a couple of days toward the end of January, 1980, the rest of the story emerged. “Our Lady of the Sauropods,” I called
            it, and when Omni published it in the September, 1980 issue, the cover announced, “Robert Silverberg Returns!” I imagined the puzzled readers,
            who surely were unaware that it was seven years since I had deigned to write short stories, turning to each other and saying,
            “Why, wherever has he been?”

      [image: Image]

      21 August. 0750 hours. Ten minutes since the module meltdown. I can’t see the wreckage from here, but I can smell it, bitter and sour against the
         moist tropical air. I’ve found a cleft in the rocks, a kind of shallow cavern, where I’ll be safe from the dinosaurs for a
         while. It’s shielded by thick clumps of cycads, and in any case it’s too small for the big predators to enter. But sooner
         or later I’m going to need food, and then what? I have no weapons. How long can one woman last, stranded and more or less helpless, aboard a habitat unit not quite
         five hundred meters in diameter that she’s sharing with a bunch of active, hungry dinosaurs?
      

      
      I keep telling myself that none of this is really happening. Only I can’t quite convince myself of that.

      
      My escape still has me shaky. I can’t get out of my mind the funny little bubbling sound the tiny powerpak made as it began
         to overheat. In something like fourteen seconds my lovely mobile module became a charred heap of fused-together junk, taking
         with it my communicator unit, my food supply, my laser gun, and just about everything else. And but for the warning that funny
         little sound gave me, I’d be so much charred junk now, too. Better off that way, most likely.
      

      
      When I close my eyes, I imagine I can see Habitat Vronsky floating serenely in orbit a mere 120 kilometers away. What a beautiful
         sight! The walls gleaming like platinum, the great mirror collecting sunlight and flashing it into the windows, the agricultural
         satellites wheeling around it like a dozen tiny moons. I could almost reach out and touch it. Tap on the shielding and murmur,
         “Help me, come for me, rescue me.” But I might just as well be out beyond Neptune as sitting here in the adjoining Lagrange
         slot. No way I can call for help. The moment I move outside this cleft in the rock I’m at the mercy of my saurians and their
         mercy is not likely to be tender.
      

      
      Now it’s beginning to rain—artificial, like practically everything else on Dino Island. But it gets you just as wet as the
         natural kind. And clammy. Pfaugh.
      

      
      Jesus, what am I going to do?

      
      0815 hours. The rain is over for now. It’ll come again in six hours. Astonishing how muggy, dank, thick, the air is. Simply breathing
         is hard work, and I feel as though mildew is forming on my lungs. I miss Vronsky’s clear, crisp, everlasting springtime air.
         On previous trips to Dino Island I never cared about the climate. But, of course, I was snugly englobed in my mobile unit,
         a world within a world, self-contained, self-sufficient, isolated from all contact with this place and its creatures. Merely
         a roving eye, traveling as I pleased, invisible, invulnerable.
      

      
      Can they sniff me in here?

      
      We don’t think their sense of smell is very acute. Sharper than a crocodile’s, not as good as a cat’s. And the stink of the
         burned wreckage dominates the place at the moment. But I must reek with fear-signals. I feel calm now, but it was different as I went desperately
         scrambling out of the module during the meltdown. Scattering pheromones all over the place, I bet.
      

      
      Commotion in the cycads. Something’s coming in here!

      
      Long neck, small birdlike feet, delicate grasping hands. Not to worry. Struthiomimus, is all—dainty dino, fragile, birdlike
         critter barely two meters high. Liquid golden eyes staring solemnly at me. It swivels its head from side to side, ostrichlike,
         click-click, as if trying to make up its mind about coming closer to me. Scat! Go peck a stegosaur. Let me alone.
      

      
      The struthiomimus withdraws, making little clucking sounds.

      
      Closest I’ve ever been to a live dinosaur. Glad it was one of the little ones.

      
      0900 hours. Getting hungry. What am I going to eat? They say roasted cycad cones aren’t too bad. How about raw ones? So many plants are
         edible when cooked and poisonous otherwise. I never studied such things in detail. Living in our antiseptic little L5 habitats,
         we’re not required to be outdoors-wise, after all. Anyway, there’s a fleshy-looking cone on the cycad just in front of the
         cleft, and it’s got an edible look. Might as well try it raw, because there’s no other way. Rubbing sticks together will get
         me nowhere.
      

      
      Getting the cone off takes some work. Wiggle, twist, snap, tear—there. Not as fleshy as it looks. Chewy, in fact. Like munching on rubber. Decent flavor, though. And maybe some useful carbohydrate.
      

      
      The shuttle isn’t due to pick me up for thirty days. Nobody’s apt to come looking for me, or even think about me, before then.
         I’m on my own. Nice irony there: I was desperate to get out of Vronsky and escape from all the bickering and maneuvering,
         the endless meetings and memoranda, the feinting and counterfeinting, all the ugly political crap that scientists indulge
         in when they turn into administrators. Thirty days of blessed isolation on Dino Island! An end to that constant dull throbbing
         in my head from the daily infighting with Director Sarber. Pure research again! And then the meltdown, and here I am cowering
         in the bushes wondering which comes first, starving or getting gobbled.
      

      
      0930 hours. Funny thought just now. Could it have been sabotage?
      

      
      Consider. Sarber and I, feuding for weeks over the issue of opening Dino Island to tourists. Crucial staff vote coming up
         next month. Sarber says we can raise millions a year for expanded studies with a program of guided tours and perhaps some rental of the island
         to film companies. I say that’s risky both for the dinos and the tourists, destructive of scientific values, a distraction,
         a sellout. Emotionally the staff’s with me, but Sarber waves figures around, showy fancy income-projections, and generally
         shouts and blusters. Tempers running high, Sarber in lethal fury at being opposed, barely able to hide his loathing for me.
         Circulating rumors—designed to get back to me—that if I persist in blocking him, he’ll abort my career. Which is malarkey,
         of course. He may outrank me, but he has no real authority over me. And then his politeness yesterday. (Yesterday? An aeon ago.) Smiling smarmily, telling me he hopes I’ll rethink my position during my observation tour on the island. Wishing
         me well. Had he gimmicked my powerpak? I guess it isn’t hard if you know a little engineering, and Sarber does. Some kind
         of timer set to withdraw the insulator rods? Wouldn’t be any harm to Dino Island itself, just a quick, compact, localized
         disaster that implodes and melts the unit and its passenger, so sorry, terrible scientific tragedy, what a great loss. And
         even if by some fluke I got out of the unit in time, my chances of surviving here as a pedestrian for thirty days would be
         pretty skimpy, right? Right.
      

      
      It makes me boil to think that someone’s willing to murder you over a mere policy disagreement. It’s barbaric. Worse than
         that: it’s tacky.
      

      
      1130 hours. I can’t stay crouched in this cleft forever. I’m going to explore the island and see if I can find a better hideout. This
         one simply isn’t adequate for anything more than short-term huddling. Besides, I’m not as spooked as I was right after the
         meltdown. I realize now that I’m not going to find a tyrannosaur hiding behind every tree. And tyrannosaurs aren’t going to
         be much interested in scrawny stuff like me.
      

      
      Anyway I’m a quick-witted higher primate. If my humble mammalian ancestors seventy million years ago were able to elude dinosaurs
         well enough to survive and inherit the earth, I should be able to keep from getting eaten for the next thirty days. And with
         or without my cozy little mobile module, I want to get out into this place, whatever the risks. Nobody’s ever had a chance
         to interact this closely with the dinos before.
      

      
      Good thing I kept this pocket recorder when I jumped from the module. Whether I’m a dino’s dinner or not, I ought to be able
         to set down some useful observations.
      

      
      Here I go.

      
      1830 hours. Twilight is descending now. I am camped near the equator in a lean-to flung together out of tree-fern fronds—a flimsy shelter,
         but the huge fronds conceal me, and with luck I’ll make it through to morning. That cycad cone doesn’t seem to have poisoned
         me yet, and I ate another one just now, along with some tender new fiddleheads uncoiling from the heart of a tree-fern. Spartan
         fare, but it gives me the illusion of being fed.
      

      
      In the evening mists I observe a brachiosaur, half-grown but already colossal, munching in the treetops. A gloomy-looking
         triceratops stands nearby and several of the ostrichlike struthiomimids scamper busily in the underbrush, hunting I know not
         what. No sign of tyrannosaurs all day. There aren’t many of them here, anyway, and I hope they’re all sleeping off huge feasts
         somewhere in the other hemisphere.
      

      
      What a fantastic place this is!

      
      I don’t feel tired. I don’t even feel frightened—just a little wary.

      
      I feel exhilarated, as a matter of fact.

      
      Here I sit peering out between fern fronds at a scene out of the dawn of time. All that’s missing is a pterosaur or two flapping
         overhead, but we haven’t brought those back yet. The mournful snufflings of the huge brachiosaur carry clearly even in the
         heavy air. The struthiomimids are making sweet honking sounds. Night is falling swiftly and the great shapes out there take
         on dreamlike primordial wonder.
      

      
      What a brilliant idea it was to put all the Olsen-process dinosaur-reconstructs aboard a little L5 habitat of their very own
         and turn them loose to recreate the Mesozoic! After that unfortunate San Diego event with the tyrannosaur, it became politically
         unfeasible to keep them anywhere on earth, I know, but even so this is a better scheme. In just a little more than seven years
         Dino Island has taken on an altogether convincing illusion of reality. Things grow so fast in this lush, steamy, high-CO2 tropical atmosphere! Of course, we haven’t been able to duplicate the real Mesozoic flora, but we’ve done all right using
         botanical survivors, cycads and tree ferns and horsetails and palms and ginkgos and auracarias, and thick carpets of mosses
         and selaginellas and liverworts covering the ground. Everything has blended and merged and run amok: it’s hard now to recall
         the bare and unnatural look of the island when we first laid it out. Now it’s a seamless tapestry in green and brown, a dense
         jungle broken only by streams, lakes and meadows, encapsulated in spherical metal walls some two kilometers in circumference.
      

      
      And the animals, the wonderful fantastic grotesque animals—

      
      We don’t pretend that the real Mesozoic ever held any such mix of fauna as I’ve seen today, stegosaurs and corythosaurs side
         by side, a triceratops sourly glaring at a brachiosaur, struthiomimus contemporary with iguanodon, a wild unscientific jumble
         of Triassic, Jurassic and Cretaceous, a hundred million years of the dinosaur reign scrambled together. We take what we can
         get. Olsen-process reconstructs require sufficient fossil DNA to permit the computer synthesis, and we’ve been able to find
         that in only some twenty species so far. The wonder is that we’ve accomplished even that much: to replicate the complete DNA
         molecule from battered and sketchy genetic information millions of years old, to carry out the intricate implants in reptilian
         host ova, to see the embryos through to self-sustaining levels. The only word that applies is miraculous. If our dinos come from eras millions of years apart, so be it: we do our best. If we have no pterosaur and no allosaur and
         no archaeopteryx, so be it: we may have them yet. What we already have is plenty to work with. Some day there may be separate
         Triassic, Jurassic and Cretaceous satellite habitats, but none of us will live to see that, I suspect.
      

      
      Total darkness now. Mysterious screechings and hissings out there. This afternoon, as I moved cautiously, but in delight,
         from the wreckage site up near the rotation axis to my present equatorial camp, sometimes coming within fifty or a hundred
         meters of living dinos, I felt a kind of ecstasy. Now my fears are returning, and my anger at this stupid marooning. I imagine
         clutching claws reaching for me, terrible jaws yawning above me.
      

      
      I don’t think I’ll get much sleep tonight.

      
      22 August. 0600 hours. Rosy-fingered dawn comes to Dino Island, and I’m still alive. Not a great night’s sleep, but I must have had some, because
         I can remember fragments of dreams. About dinosaurs, naturally. Sitting in little groups, some playing pinochle and some knitting
         sweaters. And choral singing, a dinosaur rendition of The Messiah or maybe Beethoven’s Ninth.
      

      
      I feel alert, inquisitive, and hungry. Especially hungry. I know we’ve stocked this place with frogs and turtles and other
         small-size anachronisms to provide a balanced diet for the big critters. Today I’ll have to snare some for myself, grisly
         though I find the prospect of eating raw frog’s legs.
      

      
      I don’t bother getting dressed. With rain showers programmed to fall four times a day, it’s better to go naked anyway. Mother
         Eve of the Mesozoic, that’s me! And without my soggy tunic I find that I don’t mind the greenhouse atmosphere half as much.
      

      
      Out to see what I can find.

      
      The dinosaurs are up and about already, the big herbivores munching away, the carnivores doing their stalking. All of them
         have such huge appetites that they can’t wait for the sun to come up. In the bad old days when the dinos were thought to be
         reptiles, of course, we’d have expected them to sit there like lumps until daylight got their body temperatures up to functional
         levels. But one of the great joys of the reconstruct project was the vindication of the notion that dinosaurs were warm-blooded
         animals, active and quick and pretty damned intelligent. No sluggardly crocodilians these! Would that they were, if only for
         my survival’s sake.
      

      
      1130 hour. A busy morning. My first encounter with a major predator.
      

      
      There are nine tyrannosaurs on the island, including three born in the past eighteen months. (That gives us an optimum predator-to-prey
         ratio. If the tyrannosaurs keep reproducing and don’t start eating each other, we’ll have to begin thinning them out. One
         of the problems with a closed ecology—natural checks and balances don’t fully apply.) Sooner or later I was bound to encounter
         one, but I had hoped it would be later.
      

      
      I was hunting frogs at the edge of Cope Lake. A ticklish business—calls for agility, cunning, quick reflexes. I remember
         the technique from my girlhood—the cupped hand, the lightning pounce—but somehow it’s become a lot harder in the last twenty
         years. Superior frogs these days, I suppose. There I was, kneeling in the mud, swooping, missing, swooping, missing; some
         vast sauropod snoozing in the lake, probably our diplodocus; a corythosaur browsing in a stand of gingko trees, quite delicately
         nipping off the foul-smelling yellow fruits. Swoop. Miss. Swoop. Miss. Such intense concentration on my task that old T. rex
         could have tiptoed right up behind me, and I’d never have noticed. But then I felt a subtle something, a change in the air,
         maybe, a barely perceptible shift in dynamics. I glanced up and saw the corythosaur rearing on its hind legs, looking around
         uneasily, pulling deep sniffs into that fantastically elaborate bony crest that houses its early-warning system. Carnivore alert! The corythosaur obviously smelled something wicked this way coming, for it swung around between two big ginkgos and started
         to go galumphing away. Too late. The treetops parted, giant boughs toppled, and out of the forest came our original tyrannosaur,
         the pigeon-toed one we call Belshazzar, moving in its heavy, clumsy waddle, ponderous legs working hard, tail absurdly swinging
         from side to side. I slithered into the lake and scrunched down as deep as I could go in the warm oozing mud. The corythosaur
         had no place to slither. Unarmed, unarmored, it could only make great bleating sounds, terror mingled with defiance, as the
         killer bore down on it.
      

      
      I had to watch. I had never seen a kill.

      
      In a graceless but wondrously effective way, the tyrannosaur dug its hind claws into the ground, pivoted astonishingly, and,
         using its massive tail as a counterweight, moved in a ninety-degree arc to knock the corythosaur down with a stupendous sidewise
         swat of its huge head. I hadn’t been expecting that. The corythosaur dropped and lay on its side, snorting in pain and feebly
         waving its limbs. Now came the coup de grace with hind legs, and then the rending and tearing, the jaws and the tiny arms
         at last coming into play. Burrowing chin-deep in the mud, I watched in awe and weird fascination. There are those among us
         who argue that the carnivores ought to be segregated into their own island, that it is folly to allow reconstructs created
         with such effort to be casually butchered this way. Perhaps in the beginning that made sense, but not now, not when natural
         increase is rapidly filling the island with young dinos. If we are to learn anything about these animals, it will only be
         by reproducing as closely as possible their original living conditions. Besides, would it not be a cruel mockery to feed our
         tyrannosaurs on hamburger and herring?
      

      
      The killer fed for more than an hour. At the end came a scary moment: Belshazzar, blood-smeared and bloated, hauled himself
         ponderously down to the edge of the lake for a drink. He stood no more than ten meters from me. I did my most convincing imitation
         of a rotting log; but the tyrannosaur, although it did seem to study me with a beady eye, had no further appetite. For a long
         while after he departed, I stayed buried in the mud, fearing he might come back for dessert. And eventually there was another
         crashing and bashing in the forest—not Belshazzar this time, though, but a younger one with a gimpy arm. It uttered a sort
         of whinnying sound and went to work on the corythosaur carcass. No surprise: we already knew that tyrannosaurs had no prejudices
         against carrion.
      

      
      Nor, I found, did I.

      
      When the coast was clear, I crept out and saw that the two tyrannosaurs had left hundreds of kilos of meat. Starvation knoweth
         no pride and also few qualms. Using a clamshell for my blade, I started chopping away.
      

      
      Corythosaur meat has a curiously sweet flavor—nutmeg and cloves, dash of cinnamon, The first chunk would not go down. You
         are a pioneer, I told myself, retching. You are the first human ever to eat dinosaur meat. Yes, but why does at have to be raw? No choice about that. Be dispassionate, love. Conquer your gag reflex or die trying. I pretended I was eating oysters. This
         time the meat went down. It didn’t stay down. The alternative, I told myself grimly, is a diet of fern fronds and frogs, and
         you haven’t been much good at catching the frogs. I tried again. Success!
      

      
      I’d have to call corythosaur meat an acquired taste. But the wilderness is no place for picky eaters.

      
      23 August. 1300 hour. At midday I found myself in the southern hemisphere, along the fringes of Marsh Marsh about a hundred meters below the equator.
         Observing herd behavior in sauropods—five brachiosaurs, two adult and three young, moving in formation, the small ones in
         the center. By “small” I mean only some ten meters from nose to tail-tip. Sauropod appetites being what they are, we’ll have
         to thin that herd soon, too, especially if we want to introduce a female diplodocus into the colony. Two species of sauropods breeding and eating like that could devastate the island in three years. Nobody ever expected dinosaurs
         to reproduce like rabbits—another dividend of their being warm-blooded, I suppose. We might have guessed it, though, from
         the vast quantity of fossils. If that many bones survived the catastrophes of a hundred-odd million years, how enormous the
         living Mesozoic population must have been! An awesome race in more ways than mere physical mass.
      

      
      I had a chance to do a little herd-thinning myself just now. Mysterious stirring in the spongy soil right at my feet, and
         I looked down to see triceratops eggs hatching! Seven brave little critters, already horny and beaky, scrabbling out of a
         nest, staring around defiantly. No bigger than kittens, but active and sturdy from the moment of birth.
      

      
      The corythosaur meat has probably spoiled by now. A more pragmatic soul very likely would have augmented her diet with one
         or two little ceratopsians. I couldn’t do it.
      

      
      They scuttled off in seven different directions. I thought briefly of catching one and making a pet out of it. Silly idea.

      
      25 August. 0700 hours. Start of the fifth day. I’ve done three complete circumambulations of the island. Slinking around on foot is fifty times as
         risky as cruising around in a module, and fifty thousand times as rewarding. I make camp in a different place every night.
         I don’t mind the humidity any longer. And despite my skimpy diet, I feel pretty healthy. Raw dinosaur, I know now, is a lot
         tastier than raw frog. I’ve become an expert scavenger—the sound of a tyrannosaur in the forest now stimulates my salivary
         glands instead of my adrenals. Going naked is fun, too. And I appreciate my body much more, since the bulges that civilization
         puts there have begun to melt away.
      

      
      Nevertheless, I keep trying to figure out some way of signaling Habitat Vronsky for help. Changing the position of the reflecting
         mirrors, maybe, so I can beam an SOS? Sounds nice, but I don’t even know where the island’s controls are located, let alone
         how to run them. Let’s hope my luck holds out another three and a half weeks.
      

      
      27 August. 1700 hours. The dinosaurs know that I’m here and that I’m some extraordinary kind of animal. Does that sound weird? How can great dumb
         beasts know anything? They have such tiny brains. And my own brain must be softening on this protein-and-cellulose diet. Even so, I’m
         starting to have peculiar feelings about these animals. I see them watching me. An odd knowing look in their eyes, not stupid at all. They stare and I imagine them nodding, smiling, exchanging glances
         with each other, discussing me. I’m supposed to be observing them, but I think they’re observing me, too, somehow.
      

      
      This is crazy. I’m tempted to erase the entry. But I’ll leave it as a record of my changing psychological state if nothing
         else.
      

      
      28 August. 1200 hours. More fantasies about the dinosaurs. I’ve decided that the big brachiosaur—Bertha—plays a key role here. She doesn’t move around
         much, but there are always lesser dinosaurs in orbit around her. Much eye contact. Eye contact between dinosaurs? Let it stand. That’s my perception of what they’re doing. I get a definite sense that there’s communication going on here,
         modulating over some wave that I’m not capable of detecting. And Bertha seems to be a central nexus, a grand totem of some
         sort, a—a switchboard? What am I talking about? What’s happening to me?
      

      
      30 August. 0945 hours. What a damned fool I am! Serves me right for being a filthy voyeur. Climbed a tree to watch iguanodons mating at the foot
         of Bakker Falls. At climatic moment the branch broke. I dropped twenty meters. Grabbed a lower limb or I’d be dead now. As
         it is, pretty badly smashed around. I don’t think anything’s broken, but my left leg won’t support me and my back’s in bad
         shape. Internal injuries too? Not sure. I’ve crawled into a little rock-shelter near the falls. Exhausted and maybe feverish.
         Shock, most likely. I suppose I’ll starve now. It would have been an honor to be eaten by a tyrannosaur, but to die from falling
         out of a tree is just plain humiliating.
      

      
      The mating of iguanodons is a spectacular sight, by the way. But I hurt too much to describe it now.

      
      31 August. 1700 hours. Stiff, sore, hungry, hideously thirsty. Leg still useless and when I try to crawl even a few meters, I feel as if I’m going
         to crack in half at the waist. High fever.
      

      
      How long does it take to starve to death?

      
      1 Sep. 0700 hours. Three broken eggs lying near me when I awoke. Embryos still alive—probably stegosaur—but not for long. First food in forty-eight
         hours. Did the eggs fall out of a nest somewhere overhead? Do stegosaurs make their nests in trees, dummy?
      

      
      Fever diminishing. Body aches all over. Crawled to the stream and managed to scoop up a little water.

      
      1330 hours. Dozed off. Awakened to find haunch of fresh meat within crawling distance. Struthiomimus drumstick, I think. Nasty sour taste,
         but it’s edible. Nibbled a little, slept again, ate some more. Pair of stegosaurs grazing not far away, tiny eyes fastened
         on me. Smaller dinosaurs holding a kind of conference by some big cycads. And Bertha Brachiosaur is munching away in Ostrom
         Meadow, benignly supervising the whole scene.
      

      
      This is absolutely crazy.

      
      I think the dinosaurs are taking care of me.

      
      2 Sep. 0900 hours. No doubt of it at all. They bring eggs, meat, even cycad cones and tree-fern fronds. At first they delivered things only when
         I slept, but now they come hopping right up to me and dump things at my feet. The struthiomimids are the bearers—they’re the
         smallest, most agile, quickest hands. They bring their offerings, stare me right in the eye, pause as if waiting for a tip.
         Other dinosaurs watching from the distance. This is a coordinated effort. I am the center of all activity on the island, it
         seems. I imagine that even the tyrannosaurs are saving choice cuts for me. Hallucination? Fantasy? Delirium of fever? I feel
         lucid. The fever is abating. I’m still too stiff and weak to move very far, but I think I’m recovering from the effects of
         my fall. With a little help from my friends.
      

      
      1000 hours. Played back the last entry. Thinking it over. I don’t think I’ve gone insane. If I’m insane enough to be worried about my sanity, how crazy can I be? Or am I just fooling myself? There’s
         a terrible conflict between what I think I perceive going on here and what I know I ought to be perceiving.
      

      
      1500 hours. A long, strange dream this afternoon. I saw all the dinosaurs standing in the meadow and they were connected to one another
         by gleaming threads, like the telephone lines of olden times, and all the threads centered on Bertha. As if she’s the switchboard,
         yes. And telepathic messages were traveling. An extrasensory hookup, powerful pulses moving along the lines. I dreamed that
         a small dinosaur came to me and offered me a line and, in pantomime, showed me how to hook it up, and a great flood of delight
         went through me as I made the connection. And when I plugged it in, I could feel the deep and heavy thoughts of the dinosaurs,
         the slow rapturous philosophical interchanges.
      

      
      When I woke, the dream seemed bizarrely vivid, strangely real, the dream-ideas lingering as they sometimes do. I saw the animals
         about me in a new way. As if this is not just a zoological research station, but a community, a settlement, the sole outpost
         of an alien civilization—an alien civilization native to earth.
      

      
      Come off it. These animals have minute brains. They spend their days chomping on greenery, except for the ones that chomp
         on other dinosaurs. Compared with dinosaurs, cows and sheep are downright geniuses.
      

      
      I can hobble a little now.

      
      8 Sep. 0600 hours. The same dream again last night, the universal telepathic linkage. Sense of warmth and love flowing from dinosaurs to me.
      

      
      Fresh tyrannosaur eggs for breakfast.

      
      6 Sep. 1100 hours. I’m making a fast recovery. Up and about, still creaky but not much pain left. They still feed me. Though the struthiomimids
         remain the bearers of food, the bigger dinosaurs now come close, too. A stegosaur nuzzled up to me like some Goliath-sized
         pony, and I petted its rough scaly flank. The diplodocus stretched out flat and seemed to beg me to stroke its immense neck.
      

      
      If this is madness, so be it. There’s community here, loving and temperate. Even the predatory carnivores are part of it:
         eaters and eaten are aspects of the whole, yin and yang. Riding around in our sealed modules, we could never have suspected
         any of this.
      

      
      They are gradually drawing me into their communion. I feel the pulses that pass between them. My entire soul throbs with that
         strange new sensation. My skin tingles.
      

      
      They bring me food of their own bodies, their flesh and their unborn young, and they watch over me and silently urge me back
         to health. Why? For sweet charity’s sake? I don’t think so. I think they want something from me. I think they need something
         from me.
      

      
      What could they need from me?

      
      6 Sep. 0600 hours. All this night I have moved slowly through the forest in what I can only term an ecstatic state. Vast shapes, humped monstrous
         forms barely visible by dim glimmer, came and went about me. Hour after hour I walked unharmed, feeling the communion intensify.
         Until at last, exhausted, I have come to rest here on this mossy carpet, and in the first light of dawn I see the giant form
         of the great brachiosaur standing like a mountain on the far side of Owen River.
      

      
      I am drawn to her. I could worship her. Through her vast body surge powerful currents. She is the amplifier. By her are we
         all connected. The holy mother of us all. From the enormous mass of her body emanate potent healing impulses.
      

      
      I’ll rest a little while. Then I’ll cross the river to her.

      
      0900 hours. We stand face to face. Her head is fifteen meters above mine. Her small eyes are unreadable. I trust her and I love her.
      

      
      Lesser brachiosaurs have gathered behind her on the riverbank. Farther away are dinosaurs of half a dozen other species, immobile,
         silent.
      

      
      I am humble in their presence. They are representatives of a dynamic, superior race, which but for a cruel cosmic accident
         would rule the earth to this day, and I am coming to revere them.
      

      
      Consider: they endured for a hundred forty million years in ever-renewing vigor. They met all evolutionary challenges, except
         the one of sudden and catastrophic climate change against which nothing could have protected them. They multiplied and proliferated
         and adapted, dominating land and sea and air, covering the globe. Our own trifling, contemptible ancestors were nothing next
         to them. Who knows what these dinosaurs might have achieved if that crashing asteroid had not blotted out their light? What
         a vast irony: millions of years of supremacy ended in a single generation by a chilling cloud of dust. But until then—the
         wonder, the grandeur—
      

      
      Only beasts, you say? How can you be sure? We know just a shred of what the Mesozoic was really like, just a slice, literally
         the bare bones. The passage of a hundred million years can obliterate all traces of civilization. Suppose they had language,
         poetry, mythology, philosophy? Love, dreams, aspirations? No, you say, they were beasts, ponderous and stupid, that lived
         mindless bestial lives. And I reply that we puny hairy ones have no right to impose our own values on them. The only kind
         of civilization we can understand is the one we have built. We imagine that our own trivial accomplishments are the determining
         case, that computers and spaceships and broiled sausages are such miracles that they place us at evolution’s pinnacle. But
         now I know otherwise. Humanity has done marvelous things, yes. But we would not have existed at all had this greatest of races
         been allowed to live to fulfill its destiny.
      

      
      I feel the intense love radiating from the titan that looms above me. I feel the contact between our souls steadily strengthening
         and deepening.
      

      
      The last barriers dissolve.

      
      And I understand at last.

      
      I am the chosen one. I am the vehicle. I am the bringer of rebirth, the beloved one, the necessary one. Our Lady of the Sauropods
         am I, the holy one, the prophetess, the priestess.
      

      
      Is this madness? Then it is madness.

      
      Why have we small hairy creatures existed at all? I know now. It is so that through our technology we could make possible
         the return of the great ones. They perished unfairly. Through us, they are resurrected aboard this tiny glove in space.
      

      
      I tremble in the force of the need that pours from them.

      
      I will not fail you, I tell the great sauropods before me, and the sauropods send my thoughts reverberating to all the others.
      

      
      20 September. 0600 hours. The thirtieth day. The shuttle comes from Habitat Vronsky today to pick me up and deliver the next researcher.
      

      
      I wait at the transit lock. Hundreds of dinosaurs wait with me, each close beside the nest, both the lions and the lambs,
         gathered quietly, their attention focused entirely on me.
      

      
      Now the shuttle arrives, right on time, gliding in for a perfect docking. The airlocks open. A figure appears. Sarber himself!
         Coming to make sure I didn’t survive the meltdown, or else to finish me off.
      

      
      He stands blinking in the entry passage, gaping at the throngs of placid dinosaurs arrayed in a huge semicircle around the
         naked woman who stands beside the wreckage of the mobile module. For a moment he is unable to speak.
      

      
      “Anne?” he says finally. “What in God’s name—”

      
      “You’ll never understand,” I tell him. I give the signal. Belshazzar rumbles forward. Sarber screams and whirls and sprints
         for the airlock, but a stegosaur blocks the way.
      

      
      “No!” Sarber cries, as the tyrannosaur’s mighty head swoops down. It is all over in a moment.

      
      Revenge! How sweet!

      
      And this is only the beginning. Habitat Vronsky lies just 120 kilometers away. Elsewhere in the Lagrange belt are hundreds
         of other habitats ripe for conquest. The earth itself is within easy reach. I have no idea yet how it will be accomplished,
         but I know it will be done and done successfully, and I will be the instrument by which it is done.
      

      
      I stretch forth my arms to the mighty creatures that surround me. I feel their strength, their power, their harmony. I am
         one with them, and they with me.
      

      
      The Great Race has returned, and I am its priestess. Let the hairy ones tremble!

   
      
      
WAITING FOR THE EARTHQUAKE


      
      I did make one attempt at writing fiction during that fallow period that ran from early in 1975 to late in 1978, and it was
            a horrifying failure.

      
      Harlan Ellison, one of my oldest friends, was editing an anthology called Medea, for which a lot of well-known science-fiction writers were supposed to invent the specifications of an imaginary world and
            then write stories set in the fictional background they had devised. Although I had already retired “forever” from writing
            in the spring of 1975, and had said so publicly, I agreed to help Harlan in planning Medea. But I warned him that I wasn’t going to write a story for the book. And so I took part in a spectacular event in Los Angeles
            in which, before an audience of a thousand or more astonished science-fiction enthusiasts, Frank Herbert, Thomas M. Disch,
            Theodore Sturgeon, and I, using suggestions laid down by Frederik Pohl and Poul Anderson, created a story framework for the Medea anthology.

      
      Then it was time to write the actual stories. Herbert wrote one; so did Sturgeon; Pohl did; Anderson did; Disch did. So did
            various other people. But I had said I wasn’t going to write a story, and I didn’t write one. I can be a very stubborn man.

      
      Harlan Ellison can be stubborn, too. Over the next two years he telephoned me constantly with progress reports on Medea and urged me to do a story after all. I told him repeatedly that I was sticking to my decision never to write again. He persisted,
            though, and finally overcame my resistance to the extent that one day in 1977 I actually put a piece of paper in the typewriter—typewriters
            were what people used for writing fiction back in that era—and started a Medea story.

      
      I got one sentence written, at the very most. Then a powerful wave of nausea came over me—literally—and I pulled the page
            from the machine and threw it away, and phoned Harlan and told him that I was not only unwilling but, apparently physically
            and mentally unable to write anything just then, and when he realized I was serious he relented and let me off the hook. That
            was the one and only attempt I made at writing stories during my long “retirement.”

      
      But a year or so later whatever sinister spell had prevented me from writing wore off, and I wrote the first of the Majipoor
            novels without extraordinary difficulty, and then after a time I wrote “Our Lady of the Sauropods” for Omni. Harlan, upon finding out that I seemed to be capable of writing again, informed me that Medea was still waiting for me. He is a very stubborn man, yes, but he is also one of the least punctual beings on this planet,
            and the anthology that I thought had been completed two years before had not yet gone to the publisher. Harlan hadn’t even
            written his own story for the book—indeed was having great trouble with it.

      
      Since the anthology was now complete except for my story and Harlan’s, and Harlan had already sketched out the one he was
            planning to write, the difficult job of writing the final piece, the one that summed everything up, fell to me. But I did
            have the advantage, denied to all of the other contributors, of being able to read the whole manuscript (except for the unwritten
            Ellison story) before I started. And so “Waiting for the Earthquake,” which I wrote with relatively little difficulty in February,
            1980, became an unusual technical stunt in which I made at least one reference to a scene or event from each of the other
            stories, regardless of the inconsistencies that had developed among those stories. I don’t know if anyone ever noticed how
            careful I had been to touch every base.

      
      The contributors to Medea were permitted to publish their stories elsewhere before the appearance of the anthology. I sold mine to Robert Sheckley of
            Omni. It was used, not in the magazine itself, but in a companion publication called The Best of Omni Science Fiction, in 1981.

      
      Harlan, meanwhile, was continuing to have problems with his Medea story. He had a title for it and most of a plot, but he was as thoroughly unable to write it as I had been with mine, years
            before. In the end he came up from Los Angeles to my home near San Francisco and I held him prisoner here for several days,
            not letting him out of his room except for meals, while he wrote and revised his story, “With Virgil Oddums at the East Pole.” After a gestation period of something like nine years, Medea was at last finished. The book, which is one of the greatest of all science-fiction anthologies, finally appeared in 1985.

      
      [image: Image]

      
      It was eleven weeks and two days and three hours—plus or minus a little—until the earthquake that was going to devastate the
         planet and suddenly Morrissey found himself doubting that the earthquake was going to happen at all. The strange notion stopped
         him in his tracks. He was out strolling the shore of the Ring Ocean, half a dozen kilometers from his cabin, when the idea
         came to him. He turned to his companion, an old fux called Dinoov who was just entering his post-sexual phase, and said in
         a peculiar tone, “What if the ground doesn’t shake, you know?”
      

      
      “But it will,” the aborigine said calmly. “What if the predictions are wrong?”

      
      The fux was a small elegant blue-furred creature, sleek and compact, with the cool all-accepting demeanor that comes from
         having passed safely through all the storms and metamorphoses of a fux’s reproductive odyssey. It raised itself on its hind
         legs, the only pair that remained to it now, and said, “You should cover your head when you walk in the sunlight at flare
         time, friend Morrissey. The brightness damages the soul.”
      

      
      “You think I’m crazy, Dinoov?”

      
      “I think you are under great stress.”

      
      Morrissey nodded vaguely. He looked away and stared westward across the shining blood-hued ocean, narrowing his eyes as though
         trying to see the frosty crystalline shores of Farside beyond the curve of the horizon. Perhaps half a kilometer out to sea
         he detected glistening patches of bright green on the surface of the water—the spawning bloom of the balloons. High above
         those dazzling streaks a dozen or so brilliant iridescent gasbag-creatures hovered, going through the early sarabandes of
         their mating dance. The quake would not matter at all to the balloons. When the surface of Medea heaved and buckled and crumpled,
         they would be drifting far overhead, dreaming their transcendental dreams and paying no attention.
      

      
      But maybe there will be no quake, Morrissey told himself.

      
      He played with the thought. He had waited all his life for the vast apocalyptic event that was supposed to put an end to the
         thousand-year-long human occupation of Medea, and now, very close to earthquake time, he found a savage perverse pleasure
         in denying the truth of what he knew to be coming. No earthquake! No earthquake! Life will go on and on and on! The thought
         gave him a chilling prickling feeling. There was an odd sensation in the soles of his feet, as if he were standing with both
         his feet off the ground.
      

      
      Morrissey imagined himself sending out a joyful message to all those who had fled the doomed world: Come back, all is well, it didn’t happen! Come live on Medea again! And he saw the fleet of great gleaming ships swinging around, heading back, moving like mighty dolphins across the void,
         shimmering like needles in, the purple sky, dropping down by the hundred to unload the vanished settlers at Chong and Enrique
         and Pellucidar and Port Medea and Madagozar. Swarms of people rushing forth, tears, hugs, raucous laughter, old friends reunited,
         the cities coming alive again! Morrissey trembled. He closed his eyes and wrapped his arms tight around himself. The fantasy
         had almost hallucinatory power. It made him giddy, and his skin, bleached and leathery from a lifetime under the ultraviolet
         flares of the twin suns, grew hot and moist. Come home, come home, come home! The earthquake’s been canceled!

      
      He savored that. And then he let go of it and allowed the bright glow of it to fade from his mind.

      
      He said to the fux, “There’s eleven weeks left. And then everything on Medea is going to be destroyed. Why are you so calm,
         Dinoov?”
      

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Don’t you care?”

      
      “Do you?”

      
      “I love this place,” Morrissey said. “I can’t bear to see it all smashed apart.”

      
      “Then why didn’t you go home to Earth with the others?”

      
      “Home? Home? This is my home. I have Medean genes in my body. My people have lived here for a thousand years. My great-grandparents
         were born on Medea and so were their great-grandparents.”
      

      
      “The others could say the same thing. Yet when earthquake time drew near, they went home. Why have you stayed?”

      
      Morrissey, towering over the slender little being, was silent a moment. Then he laughed harshly and said, “I didn’t evacuate
         for the same reason that you don’t give a damn that a killer quake is coming. We’re both done for anyway, right? I don’t know anything about Earth. It’s not my world. I’m too old to start over there.
         And you? You’re on your last legs, aren’t you? Both your wombs are gone, your male itch is gone, you’re in that nice quiet
         burned-out place, eh, Dinoov?” Morrissey chuckled. “We deserve each other. Waiting for the end together, two old hulks.”
      

      
      The fux studied Morrissey with glinting, unfathomable, mischievous eyes. Then he pointed downwind, toward a headland maybe
         three hundred meters away, a sandy rise thickly furred with bladder-moss and scrubby yellow-leaved anglepod bushes. Right
         at the tip of the cape, outlined sharply against the glowing sky, were a couple of fuxes. One was female, six-legged, yet
         to bear her first litter. Behind her, gripping her haunches and readying himself to mount, was a bipedal male, and even at
         this distance Morrissey could see his frantic, almost desperate movements.
      

      
      “What are they doing?” Dinoov asked.

      
      Morrissey shrugged. “Mating.”

      
      “Yes. And when will she drop her young?”

      
      “In fifteen weeks.”

      
      “Are they burned out?” the fux asked. “Are they done for? Why do they make young if destruction is coming?”

      
      “Because they can’t help—”

      
      Dinoov silenced Morrissey with an upraised hand. “I meant the question not to be answered. Not yet, not until you understand
         things better. Yes? Please?”
      

      
      “I don’t—”

      
      “—understand. Exactly.” The fux smiled a fuxy smile. “This walk has tired you. Come now: I’ll go with you to your cabin.”
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      They scrambled briskly up the path from the long crescent of pale blue sand that was the beach to the top of the bluff, and
         then walked more slowly down the road, past the abandoned holiday cabins toward Morrissey’s place. Once this had been Argoview
         Dunes, a bustling shoreside community, but that was long ago. Morrissey in these latter days would have preferred to live
         in some wilder terrain where the hand of man had not weighed so heavily on the natural landscape, but he dared not risk it.
         Medea, even after ten centuries of colonization, still was a world of sudden perils. The unconquered places had gone unconquered for good reason; and, living on alone since the
         evacuation, he needed to keep close to some settlement, with its stores of food and materiel. He could not afford the luxury
         of the picturesque.
      

      
      In any case the wilderness was rapidly reclaiming its own now that most of the intruders had departed. In the early days this
         steamy low-latitude tropical coast had been infested with all manner of monstrous beasts. Some had been driven off by methodical
         campaigns of extermination and others, repelled by the effluvia of the human settlements, had simply disappeared. But they
         were starting to return. A few weeks ago Morrissey had seen a scuttlefish come ashore, a gigantic black-scaled tubular thing,
         hauling itself onto land by desperate heaves of its awesome curved flippers and actually digging its fangs into the sand,
         biting the shore to pull itself onward. They were supposed to be extinct. By a fantastic effort the thing had dug itself into
         the beach, burying all twenty meters of its body in the azure sand, and a couple of hours later hundreds of young ones that
         had tunnelled out of the mighty carcass began to emerge, slender beasts no longer than Morrissey’s arm that went writhing
         with demonic energy down the dunes and into the rough surf. So this was becoming a sea of monsters again. Morrissey had no
         objections. Swimming was no longer one of his recreations.
      

      
      He had lived by himself beside the Ring Ocean for ten years in a little low-roofed cabin of the old Arcan wing-structure design
         that so beautifully resisted the diabolical Medean winds. In the days of his marriage, when he had been a geophysicist mapping
         the fault lines, he and Nadia and Paul and Danielle had had a house on the outskirts of Chong on Northcape within view of
         the High Cascades, and had come here only in winter; but Nadia had gone to sing cosmic harmonies with the serene and noble
         and incomprehensible balloons, and Danielle had been caught in the Hotlands at doubleflare time and had not returned, and
         Paul, tough old indestructible Paul, had panicked over the thought that the earthquake was only a decade away, and between
         Darkday and Dimday of Christmas week had packed up and boarded an Earthbound ship. All that had happened within the space
         of four months, and afterward Morrissey found he had lost his fondness for the chilly air of Northcape. So he had come down
         to Argoview Dunes to wait out the final years in the comfort of the humid tropics, and now he was the only one left in the
         shore-side community. He had brought persona-cubes of Paul and Nadia and Danielle with him, but playing them turned out to be too painful, and it was a long time since he had talked with anyone but Dinoov. For all he knew, he was the
         only one left on Medea. Except, of course, the fuxes and the balloons. And the scuttlefish and the rock demons and the wingfingers
         and the not-turtles and all of those.
      

      
      Morrissey and Dinoov stood silently for a time outside the cabin, watching the sunset begin. Through a darkening sky mottled
         with the green and yellow folds and streaks of Medea’s perpetual aurora, the twin suns Phrixus and Helle—mere orange red daubs
         of feeble light—drifted toward the horizon. In a few hours they would be gone, off to cast their bleak glow over the dry-ice
         wastelands of Farside. There could never be real darkness on the inhabited side of Medea, though, for the oppressive great
         sullen bulk of Argo, the huge red-hot gas-giant planet whose moon Medea was, lay just a million kilometers away. Medea, locked
         in Argo’s grip, kept the same face turned toward her enormous primary all the time. From Argo came the warmth that made life
         possible on Medea, and also a perpetual dull reddish illumination.
      

      
      The stars were beginning to come out as the twin suns set.

      
      “See there,” Dinoov said. “Argo has nearly eaten the white fires.”

      
      The fux had chosen deliberately archaic terms, folk-astronomy; but Morrissey understood what he meant. Phrixus and Helle were
         not the only suns in Medea’s sky. The two orange-red dwarf stars, moving as a binary unit, were themselves subject to a pair
         of magnificent blue-white stars, Castor A and B. Though the blue-white stars were a thousand times as far from Medea as the
         orange-red ones were, they were plainly visible by day and by night, casting a brilliant icy glare. But now they were moving
         into eclipse behind great Argo, and soon—eleven weeks, two days, one hour, plus or minus a little—they would disappear entirely.
      

      
      And how, then, could there not be an earthquake?

      
      Morrissey was angry with himself for the pathetic soft-headedness of his fantasy of an hour ago. No earthquake? A last-minute
         miracle? The calculations in error? Sure. Sure. If wishes were horses, beggars might ride. The earthquake was inevitable.
         A day would come when the configuration of the heavens was exactly thus, Phrixus and Helle positioned here, and Castor A and B there, and there and there, and Argo as ever exerting its inexorable pull above the Hotlands, and when the celestial vectors were properly aligned, the
         gravitational stresses would send a terrible shudder through the crust of Medea.
      

      
      This happened every 7,160 years. And the time was at hand.

      
      Centuries ago, when the persistence of certain apocalyptic themes in fux folklore had finally led the astronomers of the Medea
         colony to run a few belated calculations of these matters, no one had really cared. Hearing that the world will come to an
         end in five or six hundred years is much like hearing that you yourself are going to die in another fifty or sixty: it makes
         no practical difference in the conduct of everyday life. Later, of course, as the seismic tickdown moved along, people began
         to think about it more seriously, and beyond doubt it had been a depressive factor in the Medean economy for the past century
         or so. Nevertheless, Morrissey’s generation was the first that had confronted the dimensions of the impending calamity in
         any realistic way. And in one manner or another the thousand-year-old colony had melted away in little more than a decade.
      

      
      “How quiet everything is,” Morrissey said. He glanced at the fux. “Do you think I’m the only one left, Dinoov?”

      
      “How would I know?”

      
      “Don’t play those games with me. Your people have ways of circulating information that we were only just beginning to suspect.
         You know.”
      

      
      The fux said gravely, “The world is large. There were many human cities. Probably some others of your kind are still living
         here, but I have no certain knowledge. You may well be the last one.”
      

      
      “I suppose. Someone had to be.”

      
      “Does at give you satisfaction, knowing you are last?”

      
      “Because it means I have more endurance, or because I think it’s good that the colony has broken up?”

      
      “Either,” said the fux.

      
      “I don’t feel a thing,” Morrissey said. “Either way. I’m the last, if I’m the last, because I didn’t want to leave. That’s
         all. This is my home and here I stay. I don’t feel proud or brave or noble for having stayed. I wish there wasn’t going to
         be an earthquake, but I can’t do anything about that, and by now I don’t think I even care.”
      

      
      “Really?” Dinoov asked. “That’s not how it seemed a little while ago.”

      
      Morrissey smiled. “Nothing lasts. We pretend we build for the ages, but time moves and everything fades and art becomes artifacts
         and sand becomes sandstone, and what of it? Once there was a world here and we turned it into a colony. And now the colonists
         are gone and soon the colony will be gone and this will be a world again as our rubble blows away. And what of it?”
      

      
      “You sound very old,” said the fux.
      

      
      “I am very old. Older even than you.”

      
      “Only in years. Our lives move faster than yours, but in my few years I have been through all the stages of my life, and the
         end would soon be coming for me even if the ground were not going to shake. But you still have time left.”
      

      
      Morrissey shrugged.

      
      The fux said, “I know that there are starships standing fueled and ready at Port Medea. Ready to go, at the push of a button.”

      
      “Are you sure? Ships ready to go?”

      
      “Many of them. They were not needed. The Ahya have seen them and told us.”

      
      “The balloons? What were they doing at Port Medea?”

      
      “Who understands the Ahya? They wander where they please. But they have seen the ships, friend Morrissey. You could still
         save yourself.”
      

      
      “Sure,” Morrissey said. “I take a flitter thousands of kilometers across Medea, and I singlehandedly give a starship the checkdown
         for a voyage of fifty light-years, and then I put myself into coldsleep and I go home all alone and wake up on an alien planet
         where my remote ancestors happened to have been born. What for?”
      

      
      “You will die, I think, when the ground shakes.”

      
      “I will die, I think, even if it doesn’t.”

      
      “Sooner or later. But this way, later.”

      
      “If I had wanted to leave Medea,” Morrissey said, “I would have gone with the others. It’s too late now.”

      
      “No,” said the fux. “There are ships at Port Medea. Go to Port Medea, my friend.”

      
      Morrissey was silent. In the dimming light he knelt and tugged at tough little hummocks of stickweed that were beginning to
         invade his garden. Once he had landscaped this place with exotic shrubs from all over Medea, everything beautiful that was
         capable of surviving the humidity and the rainfall of the Wetlands, but now as the end drew near, the native plants of the
         coast were closing in, smothering his lovely whiptrees and dangletwines and flamestripes and the rest, and he no longer was
         able to hold them back. For minutes he clawed at the sticky stoloniferous killers, baleful orange against the tawny sand,
         that suddenly were sprouting by his doorway.
      

      
      Then he said, “I think I will take a trip, Dinoov.”

      
      The fux looked startled. “You’ll go to Port Medea?”

      
      “There, yes, and other places. It’s years since I’ve left the Dunes. I’m going to make a farewell tour of the whole planet.”
         He was amazed himself at what he was saying. “I’m the last one here, right? And this is almost the last chance, right? And
         it ought to be done, right? Saying good-bye to Medea. Somebody has to make the rounds, somebody has to turn off the lights.
         Right? Right. Right. Right. And I’m the one.”
      

      
      “Will you take the starship home?”

      
      “That’s not part of my plan. I’ll be back here, Dinoov. You can count on that. You’ll see me again, just before the end. I
         promise you that.”
      

      
      “I wish you would go home,” said the fux, “and save yourself.”

      
      “I will go home,” Morrissey answered. “To save myself. In eleven weeks. Plus or minus a little.”
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      Morrissey spent the next day, Darkday, quietly—planning his trip, packing, reading, wandering along the beach front in the
         red twilight glimmer. There was no sign all day of Dinoov or indeed of any of the local fuxes, although in mid-afternoon a
         hundred or more balloons drifted by in tight formation, heading out to sea. In the darkness their shimmering colors were muted,
         but still they were a noble sight, huge taut globes trailing long coiling ropy organs. As they passed overhead Morrissey saluted
         them and said quietly, “A safe flight to you, cousins.” But of course the balloons took no notice of him.
      

      
      Toward evening he drew from his locker a dinner that he had been saving for some special occasion, Madagozar oysters and filet
         of vandaleur and newly ripened peeperpods. There were two bottles of golden red Palinurus wine left and he opened one of them.
         He drank and ate until he started to nod off at the table; then he lurched to his cradle, programmed himself for ten hours’
         sleep, about twice what he normally needed at his age, and closed his eyes.
      

      
      When he woke it was well along into Dimday morning, with the double sun not yet visible but already throwing pink light across
         the crest of the eastern hills. Morrissey, skipping breakfast altogether, went into town and ransacked the commissary. He
         filled a freezercase with provisions enough to last him for three months, since he had no idea what to expect by way of supplies
         elsewhere on Medea. At the landing strip where commuters from Enrique and Pellucidar once had parked their flitters after
         flying in for the weekend, he checked out his own, an ’83 model with sharply raked lines and a sophisticated moire-pattern skin, now somewhat pitted and rusted by neglect. The powerpak still
         indicated a full charge-ninety-year half-life; he wasn’t surprised—but just to be on the safe side he borrowed an auxiliary
         pak from an adjoining flitter and keyed it in as a reserve. He hadn’t flown in years, but that didn’t worry him much: the
         flitter responded to voice-actuated commands, and Morrissey doubted that he’d have to do any manual overriding.
      

      
      Everything was ready by mid-afternoon. He slipped into the pilot’s seat and told the flitter, “Give me a systems checkout
         for extended flight.”
      

      
      Lights went on and off on the control panels. It was an impressive display of technological choreography, although Morrissey
         had forgotten what the displays signified. He called for verbal confirmation, and the flitter told him in a no-nonsense contralto
         that it was ready for takeoff.
      

      
      “Your course,” Morrissey said, “is due west for fifty kilometers at an altitude of five hundred meters, then north-northeast
         as far as Jane’s Town, east to Hawkman Farms, and southwest back to Argoview Dunes. Then without landing, head due north by
         the shortest route to Port Kato. Got it?”
      

      
      Morrissey waited for takeoff. Nothing happened.

      
      “Well?” he said.

      
      “Awaiting tower clearance,” said the flitter.

      
      “Consider all clearance programs revoked.”

      
      Still nothing happened. Morrissey wondered how to key in a program override. But the flitter evidently could find no reason
         to call Morrissey’s bluff, and after a moment takeoff lights glowed all over the cabin, a low humming came from aft. Smoothly
         the little vehicle retracted its wind jacks, gliding into flight position, and spun upward into the moist, heavy, turbulent
         air.
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      He had chosen to begin his journey with a ceremonial circumnavigation of the immediate area—ostensibly to be sure that his
         flitter still could fly after all these years, but he suspected also that he wanted to show himself aloft to the fuxes of
         the district, to let them know that at least one human vehicle still traversed the skies. The flitter seemed all right. Within
         minutes he was at the beach, flying directly over his own cabin—it was the only one whose garden had not been overtaken by
         jungle scrub—and then out over the dark, tide-driven ocean. Up north then to the big port of Jane’s Town, where tourist cruisers
         lay rusting in the crescent harbor, and inland a little way to a derelict farming settlement where the tops of mighty gattabangus
         trees, heavily laden with succulent scarlet fruit, were barely visible above swarming strangler vines. And then back, over
         sandy scrubby hills, to the Dunes. Everything below was desolate and dismal. He saw a good many fuxes, long columns of them
         in some places, mainly six-leg females and some four-leg ones, with males leading the way. Oddly, they all seemed to be marching
         inland toward the dry Hotlands, as though some sort of migration were under way. Perhaps so. To a fux the interior was holier
         than the coast, and the holiest place of all was the great jagged central peak that the colonists called Mount Olympus, directly
         under Argo, where the air was hot enough to make water boil and only the most specialized of living creatures could survive.
         Fuxes would die in that blazing terrible highland desert almost as quickly as humans, but maybe, Morrissey thought, they wanted
         to get as close as possible to the holy mountain as the time of the earthquake approached. The coming round of the earthquake
         cycle was the central event of fux cosmology, after all—a millennial time, a time of wonders.
      

      
      He counted fifty separate bands of migrating fuxes. He wondered whether his friend Dinoov was among them. Suddenly he realized
         how strong was his need to find Dinoov waiting at Argoview Dunes when he returned from his journey around Medea.
      

      
      The circuit of the district took less than an hour. When the Dunes came in view again, the flitter performed a dainty pirouette
         over the town and shot off northward along the coast.
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      The route Morrissey had in mind would take him up the west coast as far as Arca, across the Hotlands to Northcape and down
         the other coast to tropical Madagozar before crossing back to the Dunes. Thus he would neatly touch base wherever mankind
         had left an imprint on Medea.
      

      
      Medea was divided into two huge hemispheres separated by the watery girdle of the Ring Ocean. But Farside was a glaciated
         wasteland that never left Argo’s warmth, and no permanent settlements had ever been founded there, only research camps, and
         in the last four hundred years very few of those. The original purpose of the Medea colony had been scientific study, the painstaking exploration of a wholly alien environment, but, of course, as time goes
         along original purposes have a way of being forgotten. Even on the warm continent human occupation had been limited to twin
         arcs along the coasts from the tropics through the high temperate latitudes, and timid incursions a few hundred kilometers
         inland. The high desert was uninhabitable, and few humans found the bordering Hotlands hospitable, although the balloons and
         even some tribes of fuxes seemed to like the climate there. The only other places where humans had planted themselves was
         the Ring Ocean, where some floating raft-cities had been constructed in the kelp-choked equatorial water. But during the ten
         centuries of Medea the widely scattered human enclaves had sent out amoeboid extensions until they were nearly continuous
         for thousands of kilometers.
      

      
      Now, Morrissey saw, that iron band of urban sprawl was cut again and again by intrusions of dense underbrush. Great patches
         of orange and yellow foliage already had begun to smother highways, airports, commercial plazas, residential suburbs.
      

      
      What the jungle had begun, he thought, the earthquake would finish.
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      On the third day Morrissey saw Hansonia Island ahead of him, a dark orange slash against the breast of the sea, and soon the
         flitter was making its approach to the airstrip at Port Kato on the big island’s eastern shore. Morrissey tried to make radio
         contact but got only static and silence. He decided to land anyway.
      

      
      Hansonia had never had much of a human population. It had been set aside from the beginning as an ecological-study laboratory,
         because its population of strange life-forms had developed in isolation from the mainland for thousands of years, and somehow
         it had kept its special status even in Medea’s boom years.
      

      
      A few groundcars were parked at the airstrip: Morrissey found one that still held a charge, and ten minutes later he was in
         Port Kato.
      

      
      The place stank of red mildew. The buildings, wicker huts with thatched roofs, were falling apart. Angular trees of a species
         Morrissey did not know sprouted everywhere, in the streets, on rooftops, in the crowns of other trees. A cool hard-edged wind
         was blowing out of Farside. Two fuxes, four-leg females herding some young six-leggers, wandered out of a tumbledown warehouse and stared at him in what surely was astonishment. Their pelts were so blue they seemed
         black—the island species, different from mainlanders.
      

      
      “You come back?” one asked. Local accent, too.

      
      “Just for a visit. Are there any humans here?”

      
      “You,” said the other fux. He thought they laughed at him. “Ground shake soon. You know?”

      
      “I know,” he said.

      
      They nuzzled their young and wandered away.

      
      For three hours Morrissey explored the town, holding himself aloof from emotion, not letting the rot and decay and corruption
         get to him. It looked as if the place had been abandoned at least fifty years. More likely only five or six, though.
      

      
      Late in the day he entered a small house where the town met the forest and found a functioning persona-cube setup.

      
      The cubes were clever things. You could record yourself in an hour or so—facial gestures, motion habits, voice, speech patterns.
         Scanners identified certain broad patterns of mental response and coded those into the cube, too. What the cube playback provided
         was a plausible imitation of a human being, the best possible memento of a loved one or friend or mentor, an electronic phantom
         programmed to absorb data and modify its own program, so that it could engage in conversation, ask questions, pretend to be
         the person who had been cubed. A soul in a box, a cunning device.
      

      
      Morrissey jacked the cube into its receptor slot. The screen displayed a thin-lipped man with a high forehead and a lean,
         agile body. “My name is Leopold Brannum,” he said at once. “My specialty is xenogenetics. What year is this?”
      

      
      “It’s ’97, autumn,” Morrissey said. “Ten weeks and a bit before the earthquake.”

      
      “And who are you?”

      
      “Nobody particular. I just happen to be visiting Port Kato and I felt like talking to someone.”

      
      “So talk,” Brannum said. “What’s going on in Port Kato?”

      
      “Nothing. It’s pretty damned quiet here. The place is empty.”

      
      “The whole town’s been evacuated?”

      
      “The whole planet, for all I know. Just me and the fuxes and the balloons still around. When did you leave, Brannum?”

      
      “Summer of ’92,” said the man in the cube.

      
      “I don’t see why everyone ran away so early. There wasn’t any chance the earthquake would come before the predicted time.”
      

      
      “I didn’t run away,” Brannum said coldly. “I left Port Kato to continue my research by other means.”

      
      “I don’t understand.”

      
      “I went to join the balloons,” Brannum said.

      
      Morrissey caught his breath. The words touched his soul with wintry bleakness.

      
      “My wife did that,” he said after a moment. “Perhaps you know her now. Nadia Dutoit—she was from Chong, originally—”

      
      The face on the screen smiled sourly. “You don’t seem to realize,” Brannum said, “that I’m only a recording.”

      
      “Of course. Of course.”

      
      “I don’t know where your wife is now. I don’t even know where I am now. I can only tell you that wherever we are, it’s in a place of great peace, of utter harmony.”
      

      
      “Yes. Of course.” Morrissey remembered the terrible day when Nadia told him that she could no longer resist the spiritual
         communion of the aerial creatures, that she was going off to seek entry into the collective mind of the Ahya. All through
         the history of Medea some colonists had done that. No one had ever seen any of them again. Their souls, people said, were
         absorbed, and their bodies lay buried somewhere beneath the dry ice of Farside. Toward the end the frequency of such defections
         had doubled and doubled and doubled again, thousands of colonists every month giving themselves up to whatever mystic engulfment
         the balloons offered. To Morrissey it was only a form of suicide; to Nadia, to Brannum, to all those other hordes, it had
         been the path to eternal bliss. Who was to say? Better to undertake the uncertain journey into the great mind of the Ahya,
         perhaps, than to set out in panicky flight for the alien and unforgiving world that was Earth. “I hope you’ve found what you
         were looking for,” Morrissey said. “I hope she has.”
      

      
      He unjacked the cube and went quickly away.
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      He flew northward over the fog-streaked sea. Below him were the floating cities of the tropical waters, that marvelous tapestry
         of rafts and barges. That must be Port Backside down there, he decided—a sprawling intricate tangle of foliage under which lay the crumbling splendors of one of Medea’s greatest cities. Kelp choked the waterways.
         There was no sign of human life down there and he did not land.
      

      
      Pellucidar, on the mainland, was empty also. Morrissey spent four days there, visiting the undersea gardens, treating himself
         to a concert in the famous Hall of Columns, watching the suns set from the top of Crystal Pyramid. That last evening dense
         drifts of balloons, hundreds of them, flew; oceanward above him. He imagined he heard them calling to him in soft sighing
         whispers, saying, I am Nadia. Come to me. There’s still time. Give yourself up to us, dear love. I am Nadia.

      
      Was it only imagination? The Ahya were seductive. They had called to Nadia, and ultimately Nadia had gone to them. Brannum
         had gone. Thousands had gone. Now he felt the pull himself, and it was real. For an instant it was tempting. Instead of perishing
         in the quake, life eternal—of a sort. Who knew what the balloons really offered? A merging, a loss of self, a transcendental
         bliss—or was it only delusion, folly, had the seekers found nothing but a quick death in the icy wastes? Come to me. Come to me. Either way, he thought, it meant peace.
      

      
      I am Nadia. Come to me.

      
      He stared a long while at the bobbing shimmering globes overhead, and the whispers grew to a roar in his mind.

      
      Then he shook his head. Union with the cosmic entity was not for him. He had sought no escape from Medea up till now, and
         now he would have none. He was himself and nothing but himself, and when he went out of the world he would still be only himself.
         And then, only then, the balloons could have his soul. If they had any use for it.
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      It was nine weeks and a day before the earthquake when Morrissey reached sweltering Enrique, right on the equator. Enrique
         was celebrated for its Hotel Luxe, of legendary opulence. He took possession of its grandest suite, and no one was there to
         tell him no. The air conditioning still worked, the bar was well stocked, the hotel grounds still were manicured daily by
         fux gardeners who did not seem to know that their employers had gone away. Obliging servomechanisms provided Morrissey with
         meals of supreme elegance that would each have cost him a month’s earnings in the old days. As he wandered through the silent
         grounds, he thought how wonderful it would have been to come here with Nadia and Danielle and Paul. But it was meaningless now, to be alone in all this luxury.
      

      
      Was he alone, though? On his first night, and again the next, he heard laughter in the darkness, borne on the thick dense
         sweet-scented air. Fuxes did not laugh. The balloons did not laugh.
      

      
      On the morning of the third day, as he stood on his nineteenth-floor veranda, he saw movements in the shrubbery at the rim
         of the lawn. Five, seven, a dozen male fuxes, grim two-legged engines of lust, prowling through the bushes. And then a human
         form! Pale flesh, bare legs, long unkempt hair! She streaked through the underbrush, giggling, pursued by fuxes.
      

      
      “Hello!” Morrissey called. “Hey! I’m up here!”

      
      He hurried downstairs and spent all day searching the hotel grounds. Occasionally he caught glimpses of frenzied naked figures,
         leaping and cavorting far away. He cried out to them, but they gave no sign of hearing him.
      

      
      In the hotel office Morrissey found the manager’s cube and turned it on. She was a dark-haired young woman, a little wild-eyed.
         “Hey, is it earthquake time yet?” she asked.
      

      
      “Not quite yet.”

      
      “I want to be around for that. I want to see this stinking hotel topple into a million pieces.”

      
      “Where have you gone?” Morrissey asked.

      
      She snickered. “Where else? Into the bush. Off to hunt fuxes. And to be hunted.” Her face was flushed. “The old recombinant
         genes are still pretty hot, you know? Me for the fuxes and the fuxes for me. Get yourself a little action, why don’t you?
         Whoever you are.”
      

      
      Morrissey supposed he ought to be shocked. But he couldn’t summon much indignation. He had heard rumors of things like this
         already. In the final years before the cataclysm, he knew, several sorts of migration had been going on. Some colonists opted
         for the exodus to Earth and some for the surrender to the Ahya soul-collective, and others chose the simple reversion to the
         life of the beast. Why not? Every Medean, by now, was a mongrel. The underlying Earth stock was tinged with alien genes. The
         colonists looked human enough, but they were in fact mixed with balloon or fux or both. Without the early recombinant manipulations
         the colony could never have survived, for human life and native Medean organisms were incompatible, and only by genetic splicing
         had a race been brought forth that could overcome that natural biological enmity. So now, with doom-time coming near, how many colonists had simply kicked off their clothes and slipped
         away into the jungles to run with their cousins the fuxes? And was that any worse, he wondered, than climbing in panic aboard
         a ship bound for Earth or giving up your individuality to merge with the balloons? What did it matter which route to escape
         was chosen? But Morrissey wanted no escape. Least of all into the jungles, off to the fuxes.
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      He flew on northward. In Catamount he heard the cube of the city’s mayor tell him, “They’ve all cleared out, and I’m going
         next Dimday. There’s nothing left here.” In Yellowleaf a cubed biologist spoke of genetic drift, the reversion of the alien
         genes. In Sandy’s Mishigos, Morrissey could find no cubes at all, but eighteen or twenty skeletons lay chaotically on the
         broad central plaza. Mass immolation? Mass murder, in the final hours of the city’s disintegration? He gathered the bones
         and buried them in the moist, spongy ochre soil. It took him all day. Then he went on, up the coast as far as Arca, through
         city after city.
      

      
      Wherever he stopped, it was the same story—no humans left, only balloons and fuxes, most of the balloons heading out to sea
         and most of the fuxes migrating inland. He jacked in cubes wherever he found them, but the cube-people had little new to tell
         him. They were clearing out, they said: one way or another they were giving up on Medea. Why stick around to the end? Why
         wait for the big shudder? Going home, going to the balloons, going to the bush-clearing out, clearing out, clearing out.
      

      
      So many cities, Morrissey thought. Such an immense outpouring of effort. We smothered this world. We came in, we built our
         little isolated research stations, we stared in wonder at the coruscating sky and the double suns and the bizarre creatures.
         And we transformed ourselves into Medeans and transformed Medea into a kind of crazy imitation of Earth. And for a thousand
         years we spread out along the coasts wherever our kind of life could dig itself in. Eventually we lost sight of our purpose
         in coming here, which in the beginning was to learn. But we stayed anyway. We just stayed. We muddled along. And then we found
         out that it was all for nothing, that with one mighty heave of its shoulders this world was going to cast us off, and we got
         scared and packed up and went away. Sad, he thought. Sad and foolish.
      

      
      He stayed at Arca a few days and turned inland, across the hot, bleak desert that sloped upward toward Mount Olympus. It was
         seven weeks and a day until the quake. For the first thousand kilometers or so he still could see encampments of migrating
         fuxes below him, slowly making their way into the Hotlands. Why, he wondered, had they permitted their world to be taken from
         them? They could have fought back. In the beginning they could have wiped us out in a month of guerrilla warfare. Instead
         they let us come in, let us make them into pets and slaves and flunkies while we paved the most fertile zones of their planet,
         and whatever they thought about us they kept to themselves. We never even knew their own name for Medea, Morrissey thought.
         That was how little of themselves they shared with us. But they tolerated us here. Why? Why?
      

      
      The land below him was furnace-hot, a badland streaked with red and yellow and orange, and now there were no foxes in sight.
         The first jagged foothills of the Olympus scarp knobbed the desert. He saw the mountain itself rising like a black fang toward
         the heavy low-hanging sky-filling mass of Argo. Morrissey dared not approach that mountain. It was holy and it was deadly.
         Its terrible thermal updrafts could send his flitter spinning to ground like a swatted fly; and he was not quite ready to
         die.
      

      
      He swung northward again and journeyed up the barren and forlorn heart of the continent toward the polar region. The Ring
         Ocean came into view, coiling like a world-swallowing serpent beyond the polar shores, and he kicked the flitter higher, almost
         to its maximum safety level, to give himself a peek at Farside, where white rivers of CO2 flowed through the atmosphere and
         lakes of cold gas filled the valleys. It seemed like six thousand years ago that he had led a party of geologists into that
         forbidding land. How earnest they had all been then! Measuring fault lines, seeking to discover the effects the quake would
         have over there. As if such things mattered when the colony was doomed by its own hand anyway. Why had he bothered? The quest
         for pure knowledge, yes. How futile that quest seemed to him now. Of course, he had been much younger then. An aeon ago. Almost
         in another life. Morrissey had planned to fly into Farside on this trip, to bid formal farewell to the scientist he had been,
         but he changed his mind. There was no need. Some farewells had already been made.
      

      
      He curved down out of the polar regions as far south as Northcape on the eastern coast, circled the wondrous red-glinting
         sweep of the High Cascades, and landed on the airstrip at Chong. It was six weeks and two days to the earthquake. In these high latitudes
         the twin suns were faint and feeble even though the day was a Sunday. The monster Argo itself, far to the south, appeared
         shrunken. He had forgotten the look of the northern sky in his ten years in the tropics. And yet, and yet, had he not lived
         thirty years in Chong? It seemed like only a moment, as all time collapsed into this instant of now.
      

      
      Morrissey found Chong painful. Too many old associations, too many cues to memory. Yet he kept himself there until he had
         seen it all, the restaurant where he and Danielle had invited Nadia and Paul to join their marriage, the house on Vladimir
         Street where they had lived, the Geophysics Lab, the skiing lode just beyond the Cascades. All the footprints of his life.
      

      
      The city and its environs were utterly deserted. For day after day Morrissey wandered, reliving the time when he was young
         and Medea still lived. How exciting it had all been then! The quake was coming someday—everybody knew the day, down to the
         hour—and nobody cared except cranks and neurotics, for the others were too busy living. And then suddenly everyone cared,
         and everything changed.
      

      
      Morrissey played no cubes in Chong. The city itself, gleaming, a vast palisade of silver thermal roofs, was one great cube
         for him, crying out the tale of his years.
      

      
      When he could take it no longer, he started his southward curve around the east coat. There were four weeks and a day to go.

      
      His first stop was Meditation Island, the jumping-off point for those who went to visit Virgil Oddums’s fantastic and ever-evolving
         ice sculptures out on Farside. Four newlyweds had come here, a billion years ago, and had gone, laughing and embracing, off
         in icecrawlers to see the one miracle of art Medea had produced. Morrissey found the cabin where they all had stayed. It had
         faded and its roof was askew. He had thought of spending the night on Meditation Island, but he left after an hour.
      

      
      Now the land grew rich and lush again as he passed into the upper tropics. Again he saw balloons by the score letting themselves
         be wafted toward the ocean, and again there were bands of fuxes slowly journeying inland, driven by he knew not what sense
         of ritual obligation as the quake came near.
      

      
      Three weeks two days five hours. Plus or minus.

      
      He flew low over the fuxes. Some were mating. That astounded him—that persistence in the face of calamity. Was it merely the
         irresistible biological drive that kept the fuxes coupling? What chance did the newly engendered young have to survive? Would
         their mothers not be better off with empty wombs when the quake came? They all knew what was going to happen, and yet they
         mated. And yet they mated. It made no sense to Morrissey.
      

      
      And then he thought he understood. The sight of those coupling fuxes gave him an insight into the Medean natives that explained
         it all, for the first time. Their patience, their calmness, their tolerance of all that had befallen them since their world
         had become Medea. Of course they would mate as the catastrophe drew near! They had been waiting for the earthquake all along,
         and for them it was no catastrophe. It was a holy moment, a purification—so he realized. He wished he could discuss this with
         Dinoov. It was a temptation to return at once to Argoview Dunes and seek out the old fux and test on him the theory that just
         had sprung to life in him. But not yet. Port Medea, first.
      

      
      The east coast had been settled before the other, and the density of development here was intense. The first two colonies—Touchdown
         City and Medeatown—had long ago coalesced into the urban smear that radiated outward from the third town, Port Medea. When
         he was still far to the north, Morrissey could see the gigantic peninsula on which Port Medea and its suburbs sprawled: the
         tropic heat rose in visible waves from it, buffeting his little flitter as he made his way toward that awesome, hideous concrete
         expanse.
      

      
      Dinoov had been right. There were starships waiting at Port Medea—four of them, a waste of money beyond imagination. Why had
         they not been used in the exodus? Had they been set aside for emigrants who had decided instead to run with the rutting fuxes
         or give their souls to the balloons? He would never know. He entered one of the ships and said, “Operations directory.”
      

      
      “At your service,” a bodiless voice replied.

      
      “Give me a report on ship status. Are you prepared for a voyage to Earth?”

      
      “Fueled and ready.”

      
      “Everything operational.”

      
      Morrissey weighed his moves. So easy, he thought, to lie down and go to sleep and let the ship take him to Earth. So easy,
         so automatic, so useless.
      

      
      After a moment he said, “How long do you need to reach departure level?”

      
      “One hundred sixty minutes from moment of command.”
      

      
      “Good. The command is given. Get yourself ticking and take off. Your destination is Earth and the message I give you is this:
         Medea says good-bye. I thought you might have some use for this ship. Sincerely, Daniel F. Morrissey. Dated Earthquake Minus
            two weeks one day seven hours.”

      
      “Acknowledged. Departure-level procedures initiated.”

      
      “Have a nice flight,” Morrissey told the ship.

      
      He entered the second ship and gave it the same command. He did the same in the third. He paused before entering the last
         one, wondering if there were other colonists who even now were desperately racing toward Port Medea to get aboard one of these
         ships before the end came. To hell with them, Morrissey thought. They should have made up their minds sooner. He told the
         fourth ship to go home to Earth.
      

      
      On his way back from the port to the city, he saw the four bright spears of light rise skyward, a few minutes apart. Each
         hovered a moment, outlined against Argo’s colossal bulk, and shot swiftly into the aurora-dappled heavens. In sixty-one years
         they would descend onto a baffled Earth with their cargo of no one. Another great mystery of space to delight the tale tellers,
         he thought. The Voyage of the Empty Ships.
      

      
      With a curious sense of accomplishment he left Port Medea and headed down the coast to the sleek resort of Madagozar, where
         the elite of Medea had amused themselves in tropic luxury. Morrissey had always thought the place absurd. But it was still
         intact, still purring with automatic precision. He treated himself to a lavish holiday there. He raided the wine cellers of
         the best hotels. He breakfasted on tubs of chilled spikelegs caviar. He dozed in the warm sun. He bathed in the juice of gilliwog
         flowers. And he thought about absolutely nothing at all.
      

      
      The day before the earthquake he flew back to Argoview Dunes.
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      “So you chose not to go home after all,” Dinoov said. Morrissey shook his head. “Earth was never my home. Medea was my home.
         I went home to Medea. And then I came back to this place because it was my last home. It pleases me that you’re still here,
         Dinoov.”
      

      
      “Where would I have gone?” the fux asked.

      
      “The rest of your people are migrating inland. I think it’s to be nearer the holy mountain when the end comes. Is that right?”

      
      “That is right.”

      
      “Why have you stayed, then?”
      

      
      “This is my home, too. I have so little time left that it matters not very much to me where I am when the ground shakes. But
         tell me, friend Morrissey: was your journey worth the taking?”
      

      
      “It was.”

      
      “What did you see? What did you learn?”

      
      “I saw Medea, all of it,” Morrissey said. “I never realized how much of your world we took. By the end we covered all the
         land that was worth covering, didn’t we? And you people never said a word. You stood by and let it happen.”
      

      
      The fux was silent.

      
      Morrissey said, “I understand now. You were waiting for the earthquake all along, weren’t you? You knew it was coming long
         before we bothered to figure it out. How many times has it happened since fuxes first evolved on Medea? Every 7160 years the
         fuxes move to high ground and the balloons drift to Farside and the ground shakes and everything falls apart. And then the
         survivors reappear with new life already in the wombs and build again. How many times has it happened in fux history? So you
         knew when we came here, when we built our towns everywhere and turned them into cities, when we rounded you up and made you
         work for us, when we mixed our genes with yours and changed the microbes in the air so we’d be more comfortable here, that
         what we were doing wouldn’t last forever, right? That was your secret knowledge, your hidden consolation, that this, too,
         would pass. Eh, Dinoov? And now it has passed. We’re gone and the happy young fuxes are mating. I’m the only one of my kind
         left except for a few naked crazies in the bush.”
      

      
      There was a glint in the fux’s eyes. Amusement? Contempt? Compassion? Who could read a fux’s eyes?

      
      “All along,” Morrissey said, “you were all just waiting for the earthquake. Right? The earthquake that would make everything
         whole again. Well, now its almost upon us. And I’m going to stand here alongside you and wait for the earthquake, too. It’s
         my contribution to inter- species harmony. I’ll be the human sacrifice. I’ll be the one who atones for all that we did here.
         How does that sound, Dinoov? Is that all right with you?”
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