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      ‘Bizarre and imaginative’
      

      Sunday Times

      ‘The most interesting writer of science fiction writing in English today’

      The New York Times Book Review

      ‘Just as a supernova can shine more brilliantly than all the stars in the rest of the Galaxy, so Delany lit up the SF scene
         in the sixties. Babel-17 was the first of a remarkable series of vital and stunning masterpieces, a dazzlingly realised star-spanning epic populated
         with truly mysterious aliens and humans entirely believable yet gorgeously strange. After this, the future was never the same
         again’
      

      Paul McAuley

      ‘Not only one of the most important SF writers … but a fascinating writer in general who has invented a new style’

      Umberto Eco

      ‘Samuel R. Delany is the best science fiction writer in the world’

      Algis Budrys

   
      
      – this one, now, is
 for Bob Folsom,
 to explain just a little of
 the past year –
      

   
      
      

      ‘Nowhere is civilization so perfectly mirrored as in speech. If our knowledge of speech, or the speech itself, is not yet
         perfect, neither is civilization’
      

      – Mario Pei

   
      
      INTRODUCTION

      Delany was the great prodigy of 1960s SF. His first novel, The Jewels of Aptor (1962) was published when he was 20. It was followed by his The Fall of the Towers trilogy (1963–65; those books are a lot of fun), and in 1966 he published his first two masterpieces, Empire Star and Babel-17. Delany was 23 years of age. I’m nearly twice as old as that, as I write this; and if I could write a book half as good I’d
         be happy indeed.
      

      You can, actually, tell that Babel-17 is a young man’s book, not least because it’s written with palpable and restless energy, an almost excessive vigour and panache:
         characters don’t come and go, they whirl and burst and dash (‘she whirled from the bar’; ‘he burst from the basement café’);
         light doesn’t fall it ‘smashes’, or ‘blisters’ or ‘is jammed in the corner of an eye’; rather than being tired, ‘hysterical
         exhaustion froths’. But it would be a mistake to dismiss the novel as overwritten; or more precisely, it would be a mistake
         to think that the overwriting is gaucheness to be overlooked or excused. The ‘over’ is exactly part of the effect, a formal
         counterpoint to the intellectual and conceptual precision with which Delany works through his linguistic-conceptual premise.
         That deliberately jarring, symbolist juxtaposition of modes is part of the way the novel works. The melodramatic plotting,
         with its interplanetary war, its futuristic exoticism, its various planetary societies and cultures, battle, treachery, decadence
         and intergalactic mystery is gorgeously handled; but the form, and resonance of articulation and intellectual content is of
         a caliber rare in genre fiction.
      

      Rydra Wong, the character at the center of the novel, is a poet; something true of many of Delany’s early novels. More, poetry,
         in its excess and garishness as well as its expressiveness and concision, is the idiom of Delany’s prose. There is more than
         youthful bravado to this: the richness of style here continually foregrounds the medium of the tale. Novels, Delany is saying,
         are not made out of ideas, or characters, or stories: novels are made out of words. And in a novel precisely about language, like this one, it’s appropriate to foreground the working of language. In Babel-17 not only poetry, but war is made out of language – the alien language from which the novel takes its name is somehow, mysteriously,
         causing damage to vital military ordnance and personnel.
      

      This is why the novel is so stylistically frolicsome, so prodigal with the tricks and tropes of poetry, from gloriously overplayed
         alliteration (‘Bunched bands on his belly bent above them. The barbed tail beat on the globe’, [31]) to synaesthetic imagery,
         and not forgetting the chunks of poetry quoted directly from the protagonist. In fact, Rydra Wong is based on Delany’s then-wife,
         the poet Marilyn Hacker; and the poetry quoted as chapter epigraphs is all taken from her work. I think this helps balance
         the novel’s star-spanning vistas with a distinctive, intimate, emotionally intense and turbulent quality. It is that emotional
         intensity that roots the larger scale politics and war in the personal and bodily; and it the emotional truth of the whole
         that fleshes out what might otherwise be a slightly arid fascination with word-games and anagrams. So, for example, both Samuel
         R Delany himself and his friend Bob Folsom, the book’s dedicatee, appear as characters, the two lovers of Wong. The former
         is anagrammatically rendered as Muels Aranlyde (author of Empire Star and the “Comet Jo” tales; as Ron says, ‘those books were a lot of fun!’ [82]), the latter as Fobo Lombs, – a fictively refracted
         version of Hacker, Delany and Folsom’s triangular relationship (Delany gives a detailed account of the dynamics of this triad
         in his superb 1988 memoir, The Motion of Light in Water). As for Rydra Wong: her’s is a name playfully suggesting both right and wrong, appropriately enough for a character who is
         simultaneously a patriotic agent of the Alliance, seeking to counter the effect the language Babel-17 has on humans, and an
         unwitting traitor, influenced by that very language.
      

      The book is often described as a dramatization of what specialists call ‘linguistic relativity’ and non-linguists the ‘Sapir-Whorf hypothesis’: that language actively shapes perception
         and mental processes. The novel is certainly rich with fascinating disquisitions on linguistics. Some of these are, shall
         we say, questionable: the notion, for instance, that the French have no word for and therefore no concept of ‘warm’ [95], which would surprise those Frenchmen I know; or the thesis that the Babel-17 language, lacking a word for ‘I’,
         must therefore ‘preclude any self-critical process … cut out any awareness of the symbolic process at all’ [188] – which seems
         to me a little like saying people who lack a word to describe the little crease running from the upper lip to the nose simply
         do not possess that part of the body. But the book’s linguistics doesn’t have to be right; it has to be thought-provoking
         and it has to be beautiful, and it is both those things.
      

      One of my favourite moments in the book is certainly both those things: Rydra Wong’s account of the language of the spacefaring Çiribians,
         who have the technological know-how for spaceflight but no words for ‘house’, ‘home’ or ‘dwelling’. The best you can do for
         ‘house’ in Çiribian is an enormously lengthy periphrasis, but one Çiribian can ‘slither through’ a solar conversion and electricity
         plant ‘and then go describe it to another Çiribian who never saw it before so that the second can build an exact duplicate,
         even to the color the walls are painted … where each circuit is located, how big it is, in short completely describe the whole
         business, in nine words. Nine very small words, too’ [133]. Wong’s interlocutor can’t believe it, and neither, at first blush,
         can the reader: but once you get your head around this superb emblem of the alienness of aliens – not just physical differences,
         but a radically different conceptual model – you are starting to speak the language of this mindblowing fiction.
      

      Adam Roberts

   
      
      
PART ONE


      RYDRA WONG

      
      
         … Here is the hub of ambiguity.

         
         Electric spectra splash across the street.

         
         Equivocation knots the shadowed features

         
         of boys who are not boys; a quirk of darkness

         
         shrivels a full mouth to senility

         
         or pares it to a razor-edge, pours acid

         
         across an amber cheek, fingers

         
         a crotch, or smashes in the pelvic arch

         
         and wells a dark clot oozing on a chest

         
         dispelled with motion or a flare of light

         
         that swells the lips and dribbles them with blood.

         
         They say the hustlers paint their lips with blood.

         
         They say the same crowd surges up the street

         
         and surges down again, like driftwood borne

         
         tidewise ashore and sucked away with backwash,

         
         only to slap into the sand again,

         
         only to be jerked out and spun away.

         
         Driftwood; the narrow hips, the liquid eyes,

         
         the wideflung shoulders and the rough-cast hands,

         
         the gray-faced jackals kneeling to their prey.

         
         The colors disappear at break of day

         
         when stragglers toward the west riverdocks meet

         
         young sailors ambling shipward on the street …

         
      

      
      – from Prism and Lens.

      
   
      
      I

      
      It’s a port city.
      

      
      Here fumes rust the sky, the General thought. Industrial gases flushed the evening with oranges, salmons, purples with too
         much red. West, ascending and descending transports, shuttling cargoes to stellarcenters and satellites, lacerated the clouds.
         It’s a rotten poor city too, thought the General, turning the corner by the garbage-strewn curb.
      

      
      Since the Invasion six ruinous embargoes for months apiece had strangled this city whose lifeline must pulse with interstellar
         commerce to survive. Sequestered, how could this city exist? Six times in twenty years he’d asked himself that. Answer? It
         couldn’t.
      

      
      Panics, riots, burnings, twice cannibalism—

      
      The General looked from the silhouetted loading-towers that jutted behind the rickety monorail to the grimy buildings. The
         streets were smaller here, cluttered with transport workers, loaders, a few stellarmen in green uniforms, and the hoard of
         pale, proper men and women who managed the intricate sprawl of customs operations. They are quiet now, intent on home or work,
         the General thought. Yet all these people have lived for two decades under the Invasion. They’ve starved during the embargoes,
         broken windows, looted, run screaming before firehoses, torn flesh from a corpse’s arm with decalcified teeth.
      

      
      Who is this animal man? He asked himself the abstract question to blur the lines of memory. It was easier, being a general,
         to ask about the ‘animal man’ than about the woman who had sat in the middle of the sidewalk during the last embargo holding
         her skeletal baby by one leg, or the three scrawny teen-age girls who had attacked him on the street with razors (—she had
         hissed through brown teeth, the bar of metal glistening towards his chest, ‘Come here, Beefsteak! Come get me, Lunch-meat …’ He had
         used karate—) or the blind man who had walked up the avenue, screaming.
      

      
      Pale and proper men and women now, who spoke softly, who always hesitated before they let an expression fix their faces, with
         pale, proper, patriotic ideas: work for victory over the Invaders; Alona Star and Kip Rhyak were great in ‘Stellar Holliday’
         but Ronald Quar was the best serious actor around. They listened to Hi Lite’s music (or did they listen, wondered the General,
         during those slow dances where no one touched). A position in Customs was a good secure job.
      

      
      Working directly in Transport was probably more exciting and fun to watch in the movies; but really, such strange people—

      
      Those with more intelligence and sophistication discussed Rydra Wong’s poetry.

      
      They spoke of the Invasion often, with some hundred phrases consecrated by twenty years’ repetition on newscasts and in the
         papers. They referred to the embargoes seldom, and only by the one word.
      

      
      Take any of them, take any million. Who are they? What do they want? What would they say if given a chance to say anything?

      
      Rydra Wong has become this age’s voice. The General recalled the glib line from a hyperbolic review. Paradoxical: a military
         leader with a military goal, he was going to meet Rydra Wong now.
      

      
      The street lights came on and his image glazed on the plate glass window of the bar. That’s right, I’m not wearing my uniform
         now. He saw a tall, muscular man with the authority of half a century in his craggy face. He was uncomfortable in the gray
         civilian suit. Till age thirty, the physical impression he had left with people was ‘big and bumbling.’ Afterwards – the change
         had coincided with the Invasion – it was ‘massive and authoritarian.’
      

      
      Had Rydra Wong come to see him at Administrative Alliance Headquarters, he would have felt secure. But he was in civvies,
         not in stellarman-green. The bar was new to him. And she was the most famous poet in five explored galaxies. For the first
         time in a long while he felt bumbling again.
      

      
      He went inside.
      

      
      And whispered, ‘My God, she’s beautiful,’ without even having to pick her from among the other women. ‘I didn’t know she was
         so beautiful, not from the pictures …’
      

      
      She turned to him (as the figure in the mirror behind the counter caught sight of him and turned away), stood up from the
         stool, smiled.
      

      
      He walked forward, took her hand, the words Good evening, Miss Wong, tumbling on his tongue till he swallowed them unspoken. And now she was about to speak.
      

      
      She wore copper lipstick, and the pupils of her eyes were beaten disks of copper—

      
      ‘Babel-17,’ she said. ‘I haven’t solved it yet, General Forester.’

      
      A knitted indigo dress, and her hair like fast water at night spilling one shoulder; he said, ‘That doesn’t really surprise
         us, Miss Wong.’
      

      
      Surprise, he thought. She puts her hand on the bar, she leans back on the stool, hip moving in knitted blue, and with each
         movement, I am amazed, surprised, bewildered. Can I be this off guard, or can she really be that—
      

      
      ‘But I’ve gotten further than you people at Military have been able to.’ The gentle line of her mouth bowed with gentler laughter.

      
      ‘From what I’ve been led to expect of you, Miss Wong, that doesn’t surprise me either.’ Who is she? he thought. He had asked
         the question of the abstract population. He had asked it of his own reflected image. He asked it of her now, thinking, No
         one else matters, but I must know about her. That’s important. I have to know.
      

      
      ‘First of all, General,’ she was saying, ‘Babel-17 isn’t a code.’

      
      His mind skidded back to the subject and arrived teetering.

      
      ‘Not a code? But I thought Cryptography had at least established—’ He stopped, because he wasn’t sure what Cryptography had
         established, and because he needed another moment to haul himself down from the ledges of her high cheekbones, to retreat
         from the caves of her eyes. Tightening the muscles of his face, he marshaled his thoughts to Babel-17. The Invasion: Babel-17
         might be one key to ending this twenty-year scourge. ‘You mean we’ve just been trying to decipher a lot of nonsense?’
      

      
      ‘It’s not a code,’ she repeated. ‘It’s a language.’
      

      
      The General frowned. ‘Well, whatever you call it, code or language, we still have to figure out what it says. As long as we
         don’t understand it, we’re a hell of a way from where we should be.’ The exhaustion and pressure of the last months homed
         in his belly, a secret beast to strike the back of his tongue, harshening his words.
      

      
      Her smile had left, and both hands were on the counter. He wanted to retract the harshness. She said, ‘You’re not directly
         connected with the Cryptography Department.’ The voice was even, calming.
      

      
      He shook his head.

      
      ‘Then let me tell you this. Basically, General Forester, there are two types of codes, ciphers, and true codes. In the first,
         letters, or symbols that stand for letters, are shuffled and juggled according to a pattern. In the second, letters, words,
         or groups of words are replaced by other letters, symbols, or words. A code can be one type or the other, or a combination.
         But both have this in common: once you find the key, you just plug it in and out come logical sentences. A language, however,
         has its own internal logic, its own grammar, its own way of putting thoughts together with words that span various spectra
         of meaning. There is no key you can plug in to unlock the exact meaning. At best you can get a close approximation.’
      

      
      ‘Do you mean that Babel-17 decodes into some other language?’

      
      ‘Not at all. That’s the first thing I checked. We can take a probability scan on various elements and see if they are congruent
         with other language patterns, even if these elements are in the wrong order. No. Babel-17 is a language itself which we do
         not understand.’
      

      
      ‘I think’ – General Forester tried to smile – ‘what you’re trying to tell me is that because it isn’t a code, but rather an
         alien language, we might as well give up.’ If this were defeat, receiving it from her was almost relief.
      

      
      But she shook her head. ‘I’m afraid that’s not what I’m saying at all. Unknown languages have been deciphered without translations,
         Linear B and Hittite for example. But if I’m to get further with Babel-17, I’ll have to know a great deal more.’
      

      
      The General raised his eyebrows. ‘What more do you need to know? We’ve given you all our samples. When we get more, we’ll
         certainly—’
      

      
      ‘General, I have to know everything you know about Babel-17; where you got it, when, under what circumstances, anything that
         might give me a clue to the subject matter.’
      

      
      ‘We’ve released all the information that we—’

      
      ‘You gave me ten pages of double-spaced typewritten garble with the code name Babel-17 and asked me what it meant. With just
         that I can’t tell you. With more, I might. It’s that simple.’
      

      
      He thought: If it were that simple, if it were only that simple, we would never have called you in about it, Rydra Wong.

      
      She said: ‘If it were that simple, if it were only that simple, you would never have called me in about it, General Forester.’

      
      He started, for one absurd moment convinced she had read his mind. But of course, she would know that. Wouldn’t she?

      
      ‘General Forester, has your Cryptography Department even discovered it’s a language?’

      
      ‘If they have, they haven’t told me.’

      
      ‘I’m fairly sure they don’t know. I’ve made a few structural inroads on the grammar. Have they done that?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘General, although they know a hell of a lot about codes, they know nothing of the nature of language. That sort of idiotic
         specialization is one of the reasons I haven’t worked with them for the past six years.’
      

      
      Who is she? he thought again. A security dossier had been handed him that morning, but he had passed it to his aide and merely
         noted, later, that it had been marked ‘approved.’ He heard himself say, ‘Perhaps if you could tell me a little about yourself,
         Miss Wong, I could speak more freely with you.’ Illogical, yet he’d spoken it with measured calm and surety. Was her expression
         quizzical?
      

      
      ‘What do you want to know?’

      
      ‘What I already know is only this: your name, and that some time ago you worked for Military Cryptography. I know that even
         though you left when very young, you had enough of a reputation so that, six years later, the people who remembered you said
         unanimously – after they had struggled with Babel-17 for a month –
      

      
      “Send it to Rydra Wong.” ’ He paused. ‘And you tell me you have gotten someplace with it. So they were right.’

      
      ‘Let’s have drinks,’ she said.

      
      The bartender drifted forward, drifted back, leaving two small glasses of smoky green. She sipped, watching him. Her eyes,
         he thought, slant like astounded wings.
      

      
      ‘I’m not from Earth,’ she said. ‘My father was a Communications engineer at Stellarcenter X-11-B just beyond Uranus. My mother
         was a translator for the Court of Outer Worlds. Until I was seven I was the spoiled brat of the Stellarcenter. There weren’t
         many children. We moved rock-side to Uranus-XXVII in ’52. By the time I was twelve, I knew seven Earth languages and could
         make myself understood in five extra-terrestrial tongues. I pick up languages like most people pick up the lyrics to popular
         songs. I lost both parents during the second embargo.’
      

      
      ‘You were on Uranus during the embargo?’

      
      ‘You know what happened?’

      
      ‘I know the Outer Planets were hit a lot harder than the Inner.’

      
      ‘You don’t know. But yes, they were.’ She drew a breath as memory surprised her. ‘One drink isn’t enough to make me talk about
         it, though. When I came out of the hospital, there was a chance I may have had brain damage.’
      

      
      ‘Brain damage—?’

      
      ‘Malnutrition you know about. Add neuro-sciatic plague.’

      
      ‘I know about plague, too.’

      
      ‘Anyway, I came to Earth to stay with an aunt and uncle here and receive neuro-therapy. Only I didn’t need it. And I don’t
         know whether it was psychological or physiological, but I came out of the whole business with total verbal recall. I’d been
         bordering on it all my life so it wasn’t too odd. But I also had perfect pitch.’
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t that usually go along with lightning calculation and eidetic memory? I can see how all of them would be of use to
         a cryptographer.’
      

      
      ‘I’m a good mathematician, but no lightning calculator. I test high on visual conception and special relations – dream in
         technicolor and all that – but the total recall is strictly verbal. I had already begun writing. During the summer I got a
         job translating with the government and began to bone up on codes. In a little while I discovered that I had a certain knack. I’m not a good
         cryptographer. I don’t have the patience to work that hard on anything written down that I didn’t write myself. Neurotic as
         hell; that’s another reason I gave it up for poetry. But the “knack” was sort of frightening. Somehow, when I had too much
         work to do, and somewhere else I really wanted to be, and was scared my supervisor would start getting on my neck, suddenly
         everything I knew about communication would come together in my head, and it was easier to read the thing in front of me and
         say what it said than to be that scared and tired and miserable.’
      

      
      She glanced at her drink.

      
      ‘Eventually the knack almost got to where I could control it. By then I was nineteen and had a reputation as the little girl
         who could crack anything. I guess it was knowing something about language that did it, being more facile at recognizing patterns
         – like distinguishing grammatical order from random rearrangement by feel, which is what I did with Babel-17.’
      

      
      ‘Why did you leave?’

      
      ‘I’ve given you two reasons. A third is simply that when I mastered the knack, I wanted to use it for my own purposes. At
         nineteen, I quit the Military and, well, got … married, and started writing seriously. Three years later my first book came
         out.’ She shrugged, smiled. ‘For anything after that, read the poems. It’s all there.’
      

      
      ‘And on the worlds of five galaxies, now, people delve your imagery and meaning for the answers to the riddles of language,
         love, and isolation.’ The three words jumped his sentence like vagabonds on a boxcar. She was before him, and was talking;
         here, divorced from the military, he felt desperately isolated; and he was desperately in – No!
      

      
      That was impossible and ridiculous and too simple to explain what coursed and pulsed behind his eyes, inside his hands. ‘Another
         drink?’ Automatic defense. But she will take it for automatic politeness. Will she? The bartender came, left.
      

      
      ‘The worlds of five galaxies,’ she repeated. ‘That’s so strange. I’m only twenty-six.’ Her eyes fixed somewhere behind the
         mirror. She was only half through her first drink.
      

      
      ‘By the time Keats was your age, he was dead.’
      

      
      She shrugged. ‘This is an odd epoch. It takes heroes very suddenly, very young, then drops them as quickly.’

      
      He nodded, recalling half a dozen singers, actors, even writers in their late teens or early twenties who had been named genius
         for a year, two, three, only to disappear. Her reputation was only a phenomenon of three years’ duration.
      

      
      ‘I’m part of my times,’ she said. ‘I’d like to transcend my times, but the times themselves have a good deal to do with who
         I am.’ Her hand retreated across the mahogany from her glass. ‘You in Military, it must be much the same.’ She raised her
         head. ‘Have I given you what you want?’
      

      
      He nodded. It was easier to lie with a gesture than a word.

      
      ‘Good. Now, General Forester, what’s Babel-17?’

      
      He looked around for the bartender, but a glow brought his eyes back to her face: the glow was simply her smile, but from
         the corner of his eye he had actually mistaken it for a light. ‘Here,’ she said, pushing her second drink, untouched, to him.
         ‘I won’t finish this.’
      

      
      He took it, sipped. ‘The Invasion, Miss Wong … it’s got to be involved with the Invasion.’

      
      She leaned on one arm, listening with narrowing eyes.

      
      ‘It started with a series of accidents – well, at first they seemed like accidents. Now we’re sure it’s sabotage. They’ve
         occurred all over the Alliance regularly since December ’68. Some on warships, some in Space Navy Yards, usually involving
         the failure of some important equipment. Twice, explosions have caused the death of important officials. Several times these
         “accidents” have happened in industrial plants producing essential war products.’
      

      
      ‘What connects all these “accidents”, other than that they touched on the war? With our economy working this way, it would
         be difficult for any major industrial accident not to affect the war.’
      

      
      ‘The thing that connects them all, Miss Wong, is Babel-17.’

      
      He watched her finish her drink and set the glass precisely on the wet circle.

      
      ‘Just before, during, and immediately after each accident, the area is flooded with radio exchanges back and forth from indefinite sources; most of them only have a carrying power of a couple of hundred yards. But there are occasional bursts
         through hyperstatic channels that blanket a few light-years. We have transcribed the stuff during the last three “accidents”
         and given it the working title Babel-17. Now. Does that tell you anything you can use?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. There’s a good chance you’re receiving radio instructions for the sabotage back and forth between whatever is directing
         the “accidents”—’
      

      
      ‘—But we can’t find a thing!’ Exasperation struck. ‘There’s nothing but that blasted gobbledy-gook, piping away at double
         speed! Finally someone noticed certain repetitions in the pattern that suggested a code. Cryptography seemed to think it was
         a good lead but couldn’t crack it for a month; so they called you.’
      

      
      As he talked, he watched her think. Now she said, ‘General Forester, I’d like the original monitors of these radio exchanges,
         plus a thorough report, second by second if it’s available, of those accidents timed to the tapes.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know if—’

      
      ‘If you don’t have such a report, make one during the next “accident” that occurs. If this radio garbage is a conversation,
         I have to be able to follow what’s being talked about. You may not have noticed, but, in the copy Cryptography gave me, there
         was no distinction as to which voice was which. In short, what I’m working with now is a transcription of a highly technical
         exchange run together without punctuation, or even word breaks.’
      

      
      ‘I can probably get you everything you want except the original recordings—’

      
      ‘You have to. I must make my own transcription, carefully, and on my own equipment.’

      
      ‘We’ll make a new one to your specifications.’

      
      She shook her head. ‘I have to do it myself, or I can’t promise a thing. There’s the whole problem of phonemic and allophonic
         distinctions. Your people didn’t even realize it was a language, so it didn’t occur to them—’
      

      
      Now he interrupted her. ‘What sort of distinctions?’
      

      
      ‘You know the way some Orientals confuse the sounds of R and L when they speak a Western language? That’s because R and L
         in many Eastern languages are allophones, that is, considered the same sound, written and even heard the same – just like
         the th at the beginning of they and at the beginning of theater.’
      

      
      ‘What’s different about the sound of theater and they?’
      

      
      ‘Say them again and listen. One’s voiced and the other’s unvoiced, they’re as distinct as V and F; only they’re allophones
         – at least in British English; so Britishers are used to hearing them as though they were the same phoneme. Now Americans,
         of course, have the minimal pair “ether/either,” where the voicing alone marks the semantic difference—’
      

      
      ‘Oh …’

      
      ‘But you see the problem a “foreigner” has transcribing a language he doesn’t speak; he may come out with too many distinctions
         of sound, or not enough.’
      

      
      ‘How do you propose to do it?’

      
      ‘By what I know about the sound systems of a lot of other languages and by feel.’

      
      ‘The “knack” again?’

      
      She smiled. ‘I suppose.’

      
      She waited for him to grant approval. What wouldn’t he have granted her? For a moment he had been distracted by her voice
         through subtleties of sound. ‘Of course, Miss Wong,’ he said, ‘you’re our expert. Come to Cryptography tomorrow and you can
         have access to whatever you need.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, General Forester. I’ll bring my official report in then.’

      
      He stood in the static beam of her smile. I must go now, he thought desperately. Oh, let me say something more – ‘Fine, Miss
         Wong. I’ll speak to you then.’ Something more, something—
      

      
      He wrenched his body away. (I must turn from her.) Say one thing more, thank you, be you, love you. He walked to the door,
         his thoughts quieting: who is she? Oh, the things that should have been said. I have been brusque, military, efficient. But
         the luxuriance of thought and word I would have given her. The door swung open and evening brushed blue fingers on his eyes.
      

      
      My god, he thought, as coolness struck his face, all that inside me and she doesn’t know! I didn’t communicate a thing! Somewhere
         in the depths the words, not a thing, you’re still safe. But stronger on the surface was the outrage at his own silence. Didn’t communicate a thing at all—
      

      
      Rydra stood up, her hands on the edge of the counter, looking at the mirror. The bartender came to remove the glasses at her
         fingertips. As he reached for them, he frowned.
      

      
      ‘Miss Wong?’

      
      Her face was fixed.

      
      ‘Miss Wong, are you—’

      
      Her knuckles were white; and as the bartender watched, the whiteness crept along her hands till they looked like shaking wax.
         ‘Is there something wrong, Miss Wong?’
      

      
      She snapped her face toward him.

      
      ‘You noticed?’ Her voice was a hoarse whisper, harsh, sarcastic, strained. She whirled from the bar and started toward the
         door, stopped once to cough, then hurried on.
      

   
      
      II

      
      ‘Mocky, help me!’
      

      
      ‘Rydra?’ Dr Markus T’mwarba pushed himself from the pillow in the darkness. Her face sprang in smoky light above the bed. ‘Where
         are you?’
      

      
      ‘Downstairs, Mocky. Please, I’ve got to talk to you.’ Her agitated features moved right, left, trying to avoid his look.

      
      He squinched his eyes against the glare, then opened them slowly. ‘Come on up.’

      
      Her face disappeared.

      
      He waved his hand across the control board, and soft light filled the sumptuous bedroom. He shoved back the gold quilt, stood
         on the fur rug, took a black silk robe from a gnarled bronze column, and as he swung it across his back the automatic contour
         wires wrapped the panels across his chest and straightened the shoulders. He brushed the induction bank in the rococo frame
         again, and aluminium flaps fell back on the sideboard. A steaming carafe and liquor decanters rolled forward.
      

      
      Another gesture started bubble chairs inflating from the floor. As Dr T’mwarba turned to the entrance cabinet, it creaked,
         mica wings slid out, and Rydra caught her breath.
      

      
      ‘Coffee?’ He pushed the carafe and the force-field caught it and carried it gently toward her. ‘What’ve you been doing?’

      
      ‘Mocky, it … I … ?’

      
      ‘Drink your coffee.’

      
      She poured a cup, lifted it halfway to her mouth. ‘No sedatives?’

      
      ‘Crème de cacao or crème de café?’ He held up two small glasses. ‘Unless you think alcohol is cheating, too. Oh, and there’re some franks and beans left over from dinner. I had company.’
      

      
      She shook her head. ‘Just cacao.’

      
      The tiny glass followed the coffee across the beam. ‘I’ve had a perfectly dreadful day.’ He folded his hands. ‘No work all
         afternoon, dinner guests who wanted to argue, and then deluged with calls from the moment they left. Just got to sleep ten
         minutes ago.’ He smiled. ‘How was your evening?’
      

      
      ‘Mocky, it … it was terrible.’

      
      Dr T’mwarba sipped his liqueur. ‘Good. Otherwise I’d never forgive you for waking me up.’

      
      In spite of herself she smiled. ‘I can … can always c-c-count on you for s-sympathy, Mocky.’

      
      ‘You can count on me for good sense and cogent psychiatric advice. Sympathy? I’m sorry, not after eleven-thirty. Sit down.
         What happened?’ A final sweep of his hand brought a chair up behind her. The edge tapped the back of her knees and she sat.
         ‘Now stop stuttering and talk to me. You got over that when you were fifteen.’ His voice had become very gentle and very sure.
      

      
      She took another sip of coffee. ‘The code, you remember the code I was working on?’

      
      Dr T’mwarba lowered himself to a wide leather hammock and brushed back his white hair, still awry from sleep. ‘I remember
         you were asked to work on something for the government. You were rather scornful of the business.’
      

      
      ‘Yes. And … well, it’s not the code – which is a language, by the way – but just this evening, I-I talked to the General in
         charge, General Forester, and it happened … I mean again, it happened, and I knew!’
      

      
      ‘Knew what?’

      
      ‘Just like last time, knew what he was thinking!’

      
      ‘You read his mind?’

      
      ‘No. No, it was just like last time! I could tell, from what he was doing, what he was saying …’

      
      ‘You’ve tried to explain this to me before, but I still don’t understand, unless you’re talking about some sort of telepathy.’

      
      She shook her head, shook it again.

      
      Dr T’mwarba locked his fingers and leaned back. Suddenly Rydra said in an even voice: ‘Now I do have some idea of what you’re trying to say, dear, but you’ll have to put it in words yourself. That’s what you were about to say, Mocky, wasn’t it?’
      

      
      T’mwarba raised the white hedges of his eyebrows. ‘Yes. It was. You say you didn’t read my mind? You’ve demonstrated this
         to me a dozen times—’
      

      
      ‘I know what you’re trying not to say; and you don’t know what I’m trying to say. It’s not fair!’ She nearly rose from her seat.
      

      
      They said in unison: ‘That’s why you’re such a fine poet.’ Rydra went on, ‘I know, Mocky. I have to work things out carefully
         in my head and put them in my poems so people will understand. But that’s not what I’ve been doing for the past ten years.
         You know what I do? I listen to other people, stumbling about with their half thoughts and half sentences and their clumsy
         feelings that they can’t express, and it hurts me. So I go home and burnish it and polish it and weld it to a rhythmic frame,
         make the dull colors gleam, mute the garish artificiality to pastels, so it doesn’t hurt any more: that’s my poem. I know
         what they want to say, and I say it for them.’
      

      
      ‘The voice of your age,’ said T’mwarba.

      
      She said something unprintable. When she finished there were tears starting on her lower lids. ‘What I want to say, what I want to express, I just …’ Again she shook her head. ‘I can’t say it.’
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