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	A Word from the Editors

	This six volume collection includes all of Zelazny’s known short fiction and poetry, three excerpts of important novels, a selection of non-fiction essays, and a few curiosities.

	Many of the stories and poems are followed by “A Word from Zelazny” in which the author muses about the preceding work. Many of the works are also followed by a set of “Notes”1 explaining names, literary allusions and less familiar words. Though you will certainly enjoy Zelazny’s work without the notes, they may provide even a knowledgeable reader with some insight into the levels of meaning in Zelazny’s writing.

	“My intent has long been to write stories that can be read in many ways from the simple to the complex. I feel that they must be enjoyable simply as stories…even for one who can’t catch any of the allusions.”

	—Roger Zelazny in Roger Zelazny by Jane M. Lindskold

	The small print under each title displays original publication information (date and source) for published pieces and (sometimes a guess at) the date it was written for previously unpublished pieces. The small print may also contain a co-author’s name, alternate titles for the work, and awards it received. Stories considered part of a series are noted by a § and a series or character name.


	

	

	
		1 The notes are a work in progress. Please let us know of any overlooked references, allusions, or definitions you may disagree with, for a possible future revision.
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	Nine Black Doves

	Volume 5:
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	Roger Zelazny


	

	

	Introductions

	


	Considering Cows

	by Melinda Snodgrass

	Roger entered my life five times. Like so many others, my first introduction to Roger was through his work. I read Lord of Light in utter amazement, laughed out loud at parts of …And Call Me Conrad, and couldn’t wait to get my hands on the next Amber book. Who would become king of Amber? I was always pulling for Random because he was my favorite prince, and Roger must have read my mind.

	As I prepared to write this introduction, I went back and looked at his work, and I realized he would have been one hell of a screenwriter. Just consider the opening of Nine Princes in Amber. A man awakens in a hospital, realizes he’s being kept sedated, and he doesn’t know who he is. What summer blockbuster wouldn’t kill for such a hook?

	I’m also struck by the length of his books. Today we tend toward large, some would say bloated, novels. Roger wrote with an economy of style that was elegance incarnate. He let what wasn’t said tell as much of the story as what was written on the page. He was a master.

	The first time I actually met Roger the man, and not as a troubadour spinning his tales of whimsy, melancholy, and wonder, was at one of George R. R. Martin’s summer barbecues. George led me up to this spare man with deep set eyes and equally deep smile lines beside his mouth and said, “Have you met Roger Zelazny?”

	I stammered out something, then stumbled my way through the “Oh God, I love your books” remark that always sounds moronic and shallow because it can’t begin to encompass what you felt when you read the pages in Sign of the Unicorn where Corwin walks up the moonlight staircase of Tir-na Nog’th, the dream castle that floats in the night sky above Amber. I realized how totally stupid I sounded, and I fled before I could humiliate myself further. I’m sure my embarrassment was equally matched by Roger’s because what always struck people about Roger was his humility.

	But don’t be fooled. Roger knew his worth, and he knew what he created was unique. And he understood the business of writing. Which brings me to encounter number three. I was a baby beginning writer who had just sold her first book. We were all attending our local science fiction convention, Bubonicon, and my then agent had come out to New Mexico because she represented four of us in the Albuquerque area. A group of us went out to dinner at a local Indonesian restaurant, and I ended up seated next to Roger.

	This agent started browbeating me about how I had to change my name because I had such a stupid, ugly name, and suddenly this magnificent baritone voice rang out. “That’s just crap!” Roger said. The agent subsided in shock, and Roger continued. “She has a unique and unusual name. If someone reads a book by her and likes it, they will never forget that name. I should know. My name’s Zelazny, for Christ’s sake. You leave her alone.” As you can see, Roger’s fierce support acted like a dose of tonic. I kept my name.

	Our fourth interaction was working on the shared world anthology Wild Cards. Roger brought us Croyd Crenson, aka The Sleeper, the most versatile, interesting, and human character among all that wild cast of characters. In the spec Wild Cards script I wrote I used Croyd as the viewpoint character. That script is still generating meetings in Hollywood, and inevitably the producers who are familiar with Wild Cards bring up Croyd as one of their favorite characters. George and I made the decision that Croyd would not age. That if we couldn’t have Roger, at least we would have his creation walking the streets of Jokertown, eating enormous meals at local diners, discovering his new power, helping his fellow citizens, fearing to sleep, and taking more and more speed until at last he’s overcome, sleeps, and wakes to a new power and new adventures.

	I have two stories from those Wild Cards days. The first involves Howard Waldrop, days of the week, and the first and only time I ever saw Roger show temper. For Roger’s story to work, Wild Card Day had to fall on a weekday because Croyd is a fourteen-year-old boy walking home from school. Howard wrote the first Wild Cards story and set Wild Card Day on his birthday, September 15, 1946. Howard assured Roger that September 15, 1946, was a weekday. I think Howard told Roger it was a Tuesday.

	So we were gathered at George’s house, and Roger, nursing his pipe, was curled up on this big, round ottoman like a lanky cat. Book One had been published, and someone pointed out that September 15, 1946, was actually a Sunday. Roger absorbed this, then took his pipe out of his mouth and flung it into the fireplace while bellowing “Damn, damn, damn!”

	Wild Cards gave me the opportunity to actually work creatively with Roger. A few years later we were working on Book Five. In this book Croyd’s new power was to infect and re-infect people with the Wild Card virus, and since the virus is 90% fatal, this made Croyd very dangerous. In my story Croyd is deep in amphetamine fueled paranoia. My doctor character had Croyd at the clinic and had to keep him locked up, but Roger had given Croyd enormous strength.

	Once again we were at George’s house, and we were trying to brainstorm a fix for this conundrum. Everyone was throwing out ideas while Roger sat quietly listening. Then he said, “Consider cows.”

	That stopped the conversation and we all looked at him. He went on to explain that cows are so stupid that they can be fooled by just painting lines on the road to resemble cattle guards. You didn’t have to actually build a cattle guard. Roger suggested that Croyd was suggestible in his hyped up state. If they just painted bars on the glass of the isolation room, he would assume he was trapped. It was quirky, funny, and perfect. I immediately used it in the story.

	Wild Cards went on hiatus, and Roger drifted out of my life again. I saw him sporadically at barbecues and conventions. Then he met Jane, and he became an integral part of our social group and gaming group. Many, many nights Roger and Jane would drive down to Bernalillo to have dinner with my husband and me, or Carl and I would drive up to Santa Fe to spend time with Roger and Jane. Roger hadn’t been around horses much, and one summer evening they had driven down for another long evening of good food and conversation. As they passed the barn, they saw my horses all wearing their fly masks. Roger was charmed by this and kept talking about how the horses were going to a masquerade and were incognito.

	We knew Roger had been ill, but like everyone I thought it was just an infection. Then one night while Carl and Jane went out to the barn to feed the horses, Roger confided in me. He told me he had colon cancer, but he was determined to beat it. He asked me not to tell anyone because only a handful of people knew. I told him I was honored by his confidence but wondered why he was breaking his silence with me. He told me he wanted someone to talk to who understood what it was like to live with a chronic disease. (I have Crohn’s.) I told him I would keep his secret, and he could talk to me anytime he wanted. I kept that promise though it was hard and more so when his sudden death came as such a shock to the many people who had known and loved Roger.

	That year spent socializing and gaming with Roger is one of the most special in my life. Walter Jon Williams⁠1 wrote so movingly about our gaming experiences so I won’t repeat what he’s said. Instead I’ll tell you of Roger’s incredible generosity. At one of our dinners my Crohn’s was acting up, and I was in pain. Roger wanted to share with me a tincture made by soaking a certain kind of mushroom in water. In addition to western medical treatments Roger was also using herbal remedies. This particular mushroom had to be ordered, and it sounded like it wasn’t all that common, but Roger insisted that I take part of one so I could make the tincture for myself. He said it would help with my nausea and pain, and it did.

	And now as I look back, I realize that every one of my interactions with Roger involved him making gifts to me⁠—of his genius in his books, defending my right to be me, helping me be a better writer, and finally sharing his medicine. There will never be another Roger Zelazny, and we’re all the poorer for it.

		⁠—Melinda Snodgrass


	

	

	
		1 See “A Singular Being” by Walter Jon Williams in volume 2.

	


	The Two Rogers

	by George R. R. Martin

	I was twice as fortunate as most. I knew two Roger Zelaznys. One was the writer. The other was my friend.

	I met the writer first. It was 1967, and I was a college student, back home for the summer between my freshman and sophomore years at Northwestern. Though I had been reading science fiction voraciously for several years, the genre magazines seldom made it to the candy stores and spinner racks of Bayonne, New Jersey, where I bought my comics and Ace Doubles (Two Complete Novels for 35 cents, couldn’t beat that), so I had missed all of the early short stories that launched Roger’s career. The only hardcover books I could afford were those offered by the Science Fiction Book Club.

	And then one day the club newsletter Things To Come turned up in my mailbox, and one of the offerings was a novel called Lord of Light by a writer whom I’d not heard of previously, though it claimed that he had already won both the Hugo and the Nebula. It was there in Things To Come that I first read those fateful words, “His followers called him Mahasamatman and said he was a god. He preferred to drop the Maha- and the -atman, however, and called himself Sam. He never claimed to be a god. But then, he never claimed not to be a god.”

	I bought the book, of course. I wanted to hear more about this fellow Sam and check out this new (to me, at least) writer.

	I had read Heinlein, Asimov, Vance, Bester, de Camp, Van Vogt, Andre Norton, Eric Frank Russell, Fritz Leiber, H. P. Lovecraft, Jack Williamson, Pohl & Kornbluth, all the classics. I fancied that I knew my science fiction, had even begun to write some of my own…but nothing that I had read previously prepared me for Lord of Light.

	This was not like anything that had gone before. The poetry of the language. The way the author played with myth. The colorful background, the inventive world building, the non-linear structure. And of course the characters. Sam especially, who never claimed to be a god. By the time I closed the final page, Roger Zelazny had become one of my favorite writers. Not one of my favorite science fiction writers. One of my favorite writers.

	Lord of Light was an awakening. For me and for the field. It won the Hugo Award and was nominated for the Nebula Award for the year of its publication, and if it were up to me, it would have won the Pulitzer as well. Lord of Light is one of those books that you need to reread every few years. Each time you do, you will discover something new. It has been almost half a century since I first encountered it, but age has not withered its power nor custom staled its countless charms. Now, as then, I would rank it as one of the five best science fiction novels ever written. If you have never read it, do not call yourself a science fiction fan.

	In the years that followed Lord of Light, I sought out everything by Zelazny that I could get my hands on. This Immortal, Creatures of Light and Darkness, Isle of the Dead, Jack of Shadows, Roadmarks, Doorways in the Sand, The Dream Master (“He Who Shapes”), and the rest. Each of them is unique, and each of them is wonderful in its own unique way. (Yes, even Damnation Alley.) Zelazny never repeated himself, and he never disappointed.

	And then there came Nine Princes of Amber and the rest of Corwin’s saga; not sequels, truly, but rather a continuation of one long, epic story. With Corwin of Amber and his troublesome siblings, Zelazny gave us all a cast of characters as fascinating, complex, and charismatic as any the genre had seen since…well, since Francis Sandow, Render, and Sam. Amber and Chaos and their infinite shadow worlds were something we had not seen before, either, a unique fantasy setting worthy of being ranked with Tolkien’s Middle Earth, Howard’s Hyborian Age, and Vance’s Dying Earth. The tale itself, with its cliffhangers, reversals, twists, and maddeningly complex spiderweb of plots and counterplots and layered revelations, was truly virtuoso. And of course the writing itself was pure Zelazny, full of poetry and wit and action, a song in prose with moments that will linger long in the memory of anyone fortunate enough to encounter them.

	Zelazny’s short fiction was just as extraordinary. Early in his career, he wrote “A Rose for Ecclesiastes,” the last of the great “old Mars” stories, written just as NASA’s probes were about to prove that the real Mars was something very different and far less interesting. An instant classic, it was soon enshrined by the Science Fiction Writers of America in their Science Fiction Hall of Fame. Then, as a bookend, he went out and wrote the last “old Venus” story too, and called that one, “The Doors of His Face, the Lamps of His Mouth.”

	In those days, the typical career pattern for a new writer was to make a name writing short fiction for the magazines, win a few awards, and then switch to novels, where the money was…but Zelazny never abandoned the short story. As this splendid set of books from NESFA Press bears witness, his shorter work only grew stronger over the decades, with brilliant tales like “The Keys to December,” “The Last Defender of Camelot,” “Home Is the Hangman,” “Permafrost,” “24 Views of Mt. Fuji, by Hokusai,” and so very many more.

	The author of all those stories, the first Roger Zelazny that I came to know, was a writer of surpassing brilliance, one of the true giants of our genre…but like Heinlein and Vance and F. Scott Fitzgerald and many other authors I admired, he was someone I knew only through his work. I had no inkling then that Roger would one day become a dear, close friend.

	As best I can recall, the first time I ever met Roger Zelazny in person was at Discon, the World Science Fiction Convention in Washington, D. C., in 1974, where Roger was the Guest of Honor. He was only 37 at the time, very young to be a Worldcon GoH, an accolade that is usually bestowed on distinguished gray-bearded gentlemen (and gentlewomen, though their beards tend to be shorter) toward the end of their long careers…but so profound had been Roger’s impact on the field that only the most hidebound old phans ever questioned the propriety of honoring this wunderkind at such a tender age.

	Our first meeting was hardly the stuff of legend. I had sold a few stories myself by that point and was up for my very first Hugo at that very convention (I lost), but I was still in awe of Roger, so when I found myself in his presence, the best that I could do was shuffle my feet, stare at his shoes, and mutter something about how I really really really liked his stuff. He was appropriately gracious and thanked me between puffs of his pipe, and that was pretty much the end of it.

	In the years to come I encountered him at other conventions, but it was not until the spring of 1976 that I spent any extended period of time with him. That year Roger had been hired to teach a workshop for aspiring writers in Bloomington, Indiana. By that time I had published quite a few more stories and even won a Hugo of my own, so the good folks running the workshop had offered me the gig as Roger’s assistant. I accepted with alacrity, as much for the chance to learn at the master’s feet as for the modest stipend.

	There in Bloomington we spent the better part of a couple of weeks together, reading and critiquing stories, working with the students, talking books and sharing meals. The Indiana workshop did not follow the famous Clarion model, where all the students read and critique one another’s stories. Instead the workshoppers heard a series of lectures by Roger and received their critiques from him and me. Truth be told, I think I learned as much from Roger’s talks as any of the students.

	“Where do get your ideas?” is the eternal question that every writer dreads, generally because we have no answer for it. Some will say “the muse,” some may say “Schenectady,” some just say “That’s a stupid question,” but the truth is most of us have no idea where we get our ideas. Roger did, though. “From the Yellow Pages,” he would say. I saw him demonstrate the process at that Bloomington workshop. He had the students open the Yellow Pages at random, close their eyes, point…and write a story about whatever listing their fingers came to rest on. That was where “The Doors of His Face, the Lamps of His Mouth” had come from, he told them. He opened a phone book at random, closed his eyes, pointed…and hit “Bait Shops.” (Or so he said. But then again, he was also known to say that he wrote Lord of Light entirely for the pun, perhaps the greatest groaner in all of literature. Not everything he said could be trusted. There was a playful side to Roger that strangers seldom saw, a twinkle in his eye that meant mischief.)

	As for the critiques, the two of us slipped naturally into good cop / bad cop roles. I was the bad cop who tore apart the stories and left them bleeding on the ground. Roger was the good cop who put them back together. He was as good a teacher as he was a writer; gentle, soft-spoken, and supportive, capable of finding something good in even the most wretched manuscript, always ready with constructive suggestions and improvements. His story sense was as sharp as his prose.

	Those weeks in Bloomington deepened my admiration of Roger the writer, but they also gave me my first glimpses of the person behind the prose. Those who knew him in his youth have often told me how shy he was as a boy and a young man, and some of that shyness still remained even in 1976 and could make him seem reserved and cool. Once you got to know him, though, Roger was one of the warmest people I have ever met, a wonderful conversationalist with a rare, dry wit. He was truly a Renaissance man; an aikido master (and later teacher), a collector of Persian carpets, Navajo rugs, rare first editions, and rarer comic books (he owned a near-mint copy of Marvel Comics #1, the comic that introduced the original Golden Age versions of Submariner and the Human Torch), a lover of good food, good drink, and aromatic tobaccos who could discuss classic literature one moment and recite Green Lantern’s oath the next.

	In the years that followed, Roger and I continued to bump into one another on the con circuit, but after Bloomington our relationship was closer, and we often found time to have a meal together. Then, in December of 1979, I left a home and job in Iowa and moved to Santa Fe, New Mexico, to take a stab at being a full-time writer. I also left behind my troubled four-year-old marriage, which finally collapsed during the move itself, leaving me to move to New Mexico by myself. Though I had some friends down in Albuquerque, an hour away, I knew no one at all in Santa Fe itself…except for Roger Zelazny. My first year in New Mexico was a lonely one, a year I spent largely by myself, bent over my typewriter in the back room of my little house on Declovina street, working on the book that would ultimately become my novel Fevre Dream and hoping I could finish it before my dwindling funds gave out. It might have been a truly unbearable year if not for Roger. Though our previous acquaintance had been relatively slight and entirely professional, Roger and his wife Judy took me under their wings, asking me to their home for dinners, drinks, and conversations, introducing me to their friends and to many of the local writers, inviting me to parties, wine tastings, book signings, literary luncheons.

	Meals with Roger became a regular and important part of my life in Santa Fe. Breakfast burritos and blue corn pancakes at the Tecolote Cafe, where Roger’s favorite was the Sheepherder’s Breakfast, a blend of potatoes, onions, chile, cheese, and jalapeno peppers with a poached egg on top, the hottest thing on the menu. Lunches at the Shed, where Roger always made certain to order the lemon souffle as soon as we sat down, since it had a lamentable tendency to sell out early (still does). A memorable dinner at Chez Renée Captain’s Table (long since vanished, though its empty building still stands decaying on Cerrillos Road), where we celebrated the sale of my novel Fevre Dream. Countless dinners at the Palace (another landmark Santa Fe restaurant, now gone), a former brothel, where the dessert cart was a wonder to behold. Roger loved desserts and would often eat two or three of them, confusing waiters no end. “I’ll take the apple pie,” he would say. “Very good, sir,” the waiter would say. “Yes, and that German chocolate cake looks good.” The waiter would frown. “In place of the apple pie, sir?” he would say. “No, I’ll have both of them. Oh, and the zabaglione as well. What flavors of ice cream do you have?” (And yet he never gained an ounce and remained rail thin all his life.)

	One day we were driving down to Albuquerque to attend the monthly First Friday writers’ luncheon and talking shop along the way, as we often did. Our mutual friend, Fred Saberhagen, had just sold an anthology of science fiction and fantasy stories about chess (eventually published as Pawn to Infinity) and had asked both of us for stories. My own pals Gardner Dozois and Jack Dann were putting together a theme anthology as well, about unicorns (eventually published as Unicorns! ), and George Scithers and Darrell Schweitzer had written Roger to sound him out about contributing to their anthology of stories set in bars and taverns, Tales from the Spaceport Bar.

	“The thing to do,” I said, “is write a story about a guy who plays chess with a unicorn in a bar, and sell it to all three anthologies.” Roger chortled at my joke…

	…and then he went home and did it. The guy who plays chess with the unicorn in the bar he named “Martin.” He did indeed sell the story to all three anthologies, and to Asimov’s as well. “Unicorn Variation” went on to win the Hugo Award, beating one of my own novelettes in the process.

	That was the sort of literary challenge Roger loved. He was a writer who took his art seriously, but he never lost his sense of play. The huge, page-long sentence in Creatures of Light and Darkness, that infamous pun in Lord of Light, the inventive structure of Doorways in the Sand, those were all glimpses of his playful side. So too his contributions to Wild Cards, the series of shared world superhero anthologies that I edited, starting around 1984. Knowing Roger’s love of comic books, I knew he would give us something wonderful, and so he did. The character that he created⁠—Croyd Crenson, the Sleeper⁠—became in many ways the essence of Wild Cards, both hero and villain, always the same and always changing, a character who could be adjusted to fit almost any role a writer needed him for. Roger designed him that way quite deliberately, and he always got a kick out of seeing what other writers did with Croyd. The Wild Cards series is still going today, twenty years and twenty-one volumes after it began, and the Sleeper is still a part of it…and will continue to be for as long as the series continues. In Croyd, we like to think, a little bit of Roger still lives on.

	As I write this, I realize that it has been fourteen years since Roger died, since that dark night that I drove him to St. Vincent’s Hospital for what would prove to be his final stay. It doesn’t seem possible. His face and voice still linger in my memory, so vividly that one would think it had only been a week since I last saw him.

	I knew two Rogers, and I miss both of them. I miss the writer that I first encountered in 1967 and the tales he would have told us if he only lingered here among us longer. And I miss the friend I made in 1976 at that workshop in Indiana.

	He left us too soon, and we shall not see his like again.

	⁠—George R. R. Martin

	Santa Fe, New Mexico

	August, 2009


	

	

	Stories

	


	Permafrost

	Omni, April 1986.
Hugo Award 1987 (novelette), Nebula nominee 1987 (novelette),
#5 on 1987 Locus poll (novelette).

	High upon the western slope of Mount Kilimanjaro is the dried and frozen carcass of a leopard. An author is always necessary to explain what it was doing there because stiff leopards don’t talk much.

	THE MAN. The music seems to come and go with a will of its own. At least turning the knob on the bedside unit has no effect on its presence or absence. A half-familiar, alien tune, troubling in a way. The phone rings, and he answers it. There is no one there. Again.

	Four times during the past half hour, while grooming himself, dressing and rehearsing his arguments, he has received noncalls. When he checked with the desk he was told there were no calls. But that damned clerk-thing had to be malfunctioning⁠—like everything else in this place.

	The wind, already heavy, rises, hurling particles of ice against the building with a sound like multitudes of tiny claws scratching. The whining of steel shutters sliding into place startles him. But worst of all, in his reflex glance at the nearest window, it seems he has seen a face.

	Impossible of course. This is the third floor. A trick of light upon hard-driven flakes: Nerves.

	Yes. He has been nervous since their arrival this morning. Before then, even…

	He pushes past Dorothy’s stuff upon the countertop, locates a small package among his own articles. He unwraps a flat red rectangle about the size of his thumbnail. He rolls up his sleeve and slaps the patch against the inside of his left elbow.

	The tranquilizer discharges immediately into his bloodstream. He takes several deep breaths, then peels off the patch and drops it into the disposal unit. He rolls his sleeve down, reaches for his jacket.

	The music rises in volume, as if competing with the blast of the wind, the rattle of the icy flakes. Across the room the videoscreen comes on of its own accord.

	The face. The same face. Just for an instant. He is certain. And then channelless static, wavy lines. Snow. He chuckles.

	All right, play it that way, nerves, he thinks. You’ve every reason. But the trank’s coming to get you now. Better have your fun quick. You’re about to be shut down.

	The videoscreen cuts into a porn show.

	Smiling, the woman mounts the man…

	The picture switches to a voiceless commentator on something or other.

	He will survive. He is a survivor. He, Paul Plaige, has done risky things before and has always made it through. It is just that having Dorothy along creates a kind of déjà vu that he finds unsettling. No matter.

	She is waiting for him in the bar. Let her wait. A few drinks will make her easier to persuade⁠—unless they make her bitchy. That sometimes happens, too. Either way, he has to talk her out of the thing.

	Silence. The wind stops. The scratching ceases. The music is gone.

	The whirring. The window screens dilate upon the empty city.

	Silence, under totally overcast skies. Mountains of ice ringing the place. Nothing moving. Even the video has gone dead.

	He recoils at the sudden flash from a peripheral unit far to his left across the city. The laser beam hits a key point on the glacier, and its face falls away.

	Moments later he hears the hollow, booming sound of the crashing ice. A powdery storm has risen like surf at the ice mount’s foot. He smiles at the power, the timing, the display. Andrew Aldon…always on the job, dueling with the elements, stalemating nature herself, immortal guardian of Playpoint. At least Aldon never malfunctions.

	The silence comes again. As he watches the risen snows settle he feels the tranquilizer beginning to work. It will be good not to have to worry about money again. The past two years have taken a lot out of him. Seeing all of his investments fail in the Big Washout⁠—that was when his nerves had first begun to act up. He has grown softer than he was a century ago⁠—a young, rawboned soldier of fortune then, out to make his bundle and enjoy it. And he had. Now he has to do it again, though this time will be easier⁠—except for Dorothy.

	He thinks of her. A century younger than himself, still in her twenties, sometimes reckless, used to all of the good things in life. There is something vulnerable about Dorothy, times when she lapses into such a strong dependence that he feels oddly moved. Other times, it just irritates the hell out of him. Perhaps this is the closest he can come to love now, an occasional ambivalent response to being needed. But of course she is loaded. That breeds a certain measure of necessary courtesy. Until he can make his own bundle again, anyway. But none of these things are the reason he has to keep her from accompanying him on his journey. It goes beyond love or money. It is survival.

	The laser flashes again, this time to the right. He waits for the crash.

	THE STATUE. It is not a pretty pose. She lies frosted in an ice cave, looking like one of Rodin’s less comfortable figures, partly propped on her left side, right elbow raised above her head, hand hanging near her face, shoulders against the wall, left leg completely buried.

	She has on a gray parka, the hood slipped back to reveal twisted strands of dark blond hair; and she wears blue trousers; there is a black boot on the one foot that is visible.

	She is coated with ice, and within the much-refracted light of the cave what can be seen of her features is not unpleasant but not strikingly attractive either. She looks to be in her twenties.

	There are a number of fracture lines within the cave’s walls and floor. Overhead, countless icicles hang like stalactites, sparkling jewel-like in the much-bounced light. The grotto has a stepped slope to it with the statue at its higher end, giving to the place a vaguely shrinelike appearance.

	On those occasions when the cloud cover is broken at sundown, a reddish light is cast about her figure.

	She has actually moved in the course of a century⁠—a few inches, from a general shifting of the ice. Tricks of the light make her seem to move more frequently, however.

	The entire tableau might give the impression that this is merely a pathetic woman who had been trapped and frozen to death here, rather than the statue of the living goddess in the place where it all began.

	THE WOMAN. She sits in the bar beside a window. The patio outside is gray and angular and drifted with snow; the flowerbeds are filled with dead plants⁠—stiff, flattened, and frozen. She does not mind the view. Far from it. Winter is a season of death and cold, and she likes being reminded of it. She enjoys the prospect of pitting herself against its frigid and very visible fangs. A faint flash of light passes over the patio, followed by a distant roaring sound. She sips her drink and licks her lips and listens to the soft music that fills the air.

	She is alone. The bartender and all of the other help here are of the mechanical variety. If anyone other than Paul were to walk in, she would probably scream. They are the only people in the hotel during this long off-season. Except for the sleepers, they are the only people in all of Playpoint.

	And Paul… He will be along soon to take her to the dining room. There they can summon holo-ghosts to people the other tables if they wish. She does not wish. She likes being alone with Paul at a time like this, on the eve of a great adventure.

	He will tell her his plans over coffee, and perhaps even this afternoon they might obtain the necessary equipment to begin the exploration for that which would put him on his feet again financially, return to him his self-respect. It will of course be dangerous and very rewarding. She finishes her drink, rises, and crosses to the bar for another.

	And Paul… She had really caught a falling star, a swashbuckler on the way down, a man with a glamorous past just balanced on the brink of ruin. The teetering had already begun when they had met two years before, which had made it even more exciting. Of course, he needed a woman like her to lean upon at such a time. It wasn’t just her money. She could never believe the things her late parents had said about him. No, he does care for her. He is strangely vulnerable and dependent.

	She wants to turn him back into the man he once must have been, and then of course that man will need her, too. The thing he had been⁠—that is what she needs most of all⁠—a man who can reach up and bat the moon away. He must have been like that long ago.

	She tastes her second drink.

	The son of a bitch had better hurry, though. She is getting hungry.

	THE CITY. Playpoint is located on the world known as Balfrost, atop a high peninsula that slopes down to a now-frozen sea. Playpoint contains all of the facilities for an adult playground, and it is one of the more popular resorts in this sector of the galaxy from late spring through early autumn⁠—approximately fifty Earth years. Then winter comes on like a period of glaciation, and everybody goes away for half a century⁠—or half a year, depending on how one regards such matters. During this time Playpoint is given into the care of its automated defense and maintenance routine. This is a self-repairing system, directed toward cleaning, plowing, thawing, melting, warming everything in need of such care, as well as directly combating the encroaching ice and snow. And all of these functions are done under the supervision of a well-protected central computer that also studies the weather and climate patterns, anticipating as well as reacting.

	This system has worked successfully for many centuries, delivering Playpoint over to spring and pleasure in reasonably good condition at the end of each long winter.

	There are mountains behind Playpoint, water (or ice, depending on the season) on three sides, weather and navigation satellites high above. In a bunker beneath the administration building is a pair of sleepers⁠—generally a man and a woman⁠—who awaken once every year or so to physically inspect the maintenance system’s operations and to deal with any special situations that might have arisen. An alarm may arouse them for emergencies at any time. They are well paid, and over the years they have proven worth the investment. The central computer has at its disposal explosives and lasers as well as a great variety of robots. Usually it keeps a little ahead of the game, and it seldom falls behind for long.

	At the moment, things are about even because the weather has been particularly nasty recently.

	Zzzzt! Another block of ice has become a puddle.

	Zzzzt! The puddle has been evaporated. The molecules climb toward a place where they can get together and return as snow.

	The glaciers shuffle their feet, edge forward. Zzzzt! Their gain has become a loss.

	Andrew Aldon knows exactly what he is doing.

	CONVERSATIONS. The waiter, needing lubrication, rolls off after having served them, passing through a pair of swinging doors.

	She giggles. “Wobbly,” she says.

	“Old World charm,” he agrees, trying and failing to catch her eye as he smiles.

	“You have everything worked out?” she asks after they have begun eating.

	“Sort of,” he says, smiling again.

	“Is that a yes or a no?”

	“Both. I need more information. I want to go and check things over first. Then I can figure the best course of action.”

	“I note your use of the singular pronoun,” she says steadily, meeting his gaze at last.

	His smile freezes and fades.

	“I was referring to only a little preliminary scouting,” he says softly.

	“No,” she says. “We. Even for a little preliminary scouting.”

	He sighs and sets down his fork.

	“This will have very little to do with anything to come later,” he begins. “Things have changed a lot. I’ll have to locate a new route. This will just be dull work and no fun.”

	“I didn’t come along for fun,” she replies. “We were going to share everything, remember? That includes boredom, danger, and anything else. That was the understanding when I agreed to pay our way.”

	“I’d a feeling it would come to that,” he says, after a moment.

	“Come to it? It’s always been there. That was our agreement.”

	He raises his goblet and sips the wine.

	“Of course. I’m not trying to rewrite history. It’s just that things would go faster if I could do some of the initial looking around myself. I can move more quickly alone.”

	“What’s the hurry?” she says. “A few days this way or that. I’m in pretty good shape. I won’t slow you down that much.”

	“I’d the impression you didn’t particularly like it here. I just wanted to hurry things up so we could get the hell out.”

	“That’s very considerate,” she says, beginning to eat again. “But that’s my problem, isn’t it?” She looks up at him. “Unless there’s some other reason you don’t want me along?”

	He drops his gaze quickly, picks up his fork. “Don’t be silly.”

	She smiles. “Then that’s settled. I’ll go with you this afternoon to look for the trail.”

	The music stops, to be succeeded by a sound as of the clearing of a throat. Then, “Excuse me for what may seem like eavesdropping,” comes a deep, masculine voice. “It is actually only a part of a simple monitoring function I keep in effect⁠—”

	“Aldon!” Paul exclaims.

	“At your service, Mr. Plaige, more or less. I choose to make my presence known only because I did indeed overhear you, and the matter of your safety overrides the good manners that would otherwise dictate reticence. I’ve been receiving reports that indicate we could be hit by some extremely bad weather this afternoon. So if you were planning an extended sojourn outside, I would recommend you postpone it.”

	“Oh,” Dorothy says.

	“Thanks,” Paul says.

	“I shall now absent myself. Enjoy your meal and your stay.”

	The music returns.

	“Aldon?” Paul asks.

	There is no reply.

	“Looks as if we do it tomorrow or later.”

	“Yes,” Paul agrees, and he is smiling his first relaxed smile of the day. And thinking fast.

	THE WORLD. Life on Balfrost proceeds in peculiar cycles. There are great migrations of animal life and quasianimal life to the equatorial regions during the long winter. Life in the depths of the seas goes on. And the permafrost vibrates with its own style of life.

	The permafrost. Throughout the winter and on through the spring the permafrost lives at its peak. It is laced with mycelia⁠—twining, probing, touching, knotting themselves into ganglia, reaching out to infiltrate other systems. It girds the globe, vibrating like a collective unconscious throughout the winter. In the spring it sends up stalks which develop gray, flowerlike appendages for a few days. These blooms then collapse to reveal dark pods which subsequently burst with small, popping sounds, releasing clouds of sparkling spores that the winds bear just about everywhere. These are extremely hardy, like the mycelia they will one day become.

	The heat of summer finally works its way down into the permafrost, and the strands doze their way into a long period of quiescence. When the cold returns, they are roused, spores send forth new filaments that repair old damages, create new synapses. A current begins to flow. The life of summer is like a fading dream. For eons this had been the way of things upon Balfrost, within Balfrost. Then the goddess decreed otherwise. Winter’s queen spread her hands, and there came a change.

	THE SLEEPERS. Paul makes his way through swirling flakes to the administration building. It has been a simpler matter than he had anticipated, persuading Dorothy to use the sleep-induction unit to be well rested for the morrow. He had pretended to use the other unit himself, resisting its blandishments until he was certain she was asleep and he could slip off undetected.

	He lets himself into the vaultlike building, takes all of the old familiar turns, makes his way down a low ramp. The room is unlocked and a bit chilly, but he begins to perspire when he enters. The two cold lockers are in operation. He checks their monitoring systems and sees that everything is in order.

	All right, go! Borrow the equipment now. They won’t be using it.

	He hesitates.

	He draws nearer and looks down through the view plates at the faces of the sleepers. No resemblance, thank God. He realizes then that he is trembling. He backs away, turns, and flees toward the storage area.

	Later, in a yellow snowslider, carrying special equipment, he heads inland.

	As he drives, the snow ceases falling and the winds die down. He smiles. The snows sparkle before him, and landmarks do not seem all that unfamiliar. Good omens, at last.

	Then something crosses his path, turns, halts, and faces him.

	ANDREW ALDON. Andrew Aldon, once a man of considerable integrity and resource, had on his deathbed opted for continued existence as a computer program, the enchanted loom of his mind shuttling and weaving thereafter as central processing’s judgmental program in the great guardian computerplex at Playpoint. And there he functions as a program of considerable integrity and resource. He maintains the city, and he fights the elements. He does not merely respond to pressure, but he anticipates structural and functional needs; he generally outguesses the weather. Like the professional soldier he once had been, he keeps himself in a state of constant alert⁠—not really difficult considering the resources available to him. He is seldom wrong, always competent, and sometimes brilliant. Occasionally he resents his fleshless state. Occasionally he feels lonely.

	This afternoon he is puzzled by the sudden veering off of the storm he had anticipated and by the spell of clement weather that has followed this meterological quirk. His mathematics were elegant, but the weather was not. It seems peculiar that this should come at a time of so many other little irregularities, such as unusual ice adjustments, equipment glitches, and the peculiar behavior of machinery in the one occupied room of the hotel⁠—a room troublesomely tenanted by a non grata ghost from the past.

	So he watches for a time. He is ready to intervene when Paul enters the administration building and goes to the bunkers. But Paul does nothing that might bring harm to the sleepers. His curiosity is dominant when Paul draws equipment. He continues to watch. This is because in his judgment, Paul bears watching.

	Aldon decides to act only when he detects a development that runs counter to anything in his experience. He sends one of his mobile units to intercept Paul as the man heads out of town. It catches up with him at a bending of the way and slides into his path with one appendage upraised.

	“Stop!” Aldon calls through the speaker.

	Paul brakes his vehicle and sits for a moment regarding the machine.

	Then he smiles faintly. “I assume you have good reason for interfering with a guest’s freedom of movement.”

	“Your safety takes precedence.”

	“I am perfectly safe.”

	“At the moment.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“This weather pattern has suddenly become more than a little unusual. You seem to occupy a drifting island of calm while a storm rages about you.”

	“So I’ll take advantage of it now and face the consequences later, if need be.”

	“It is your choice. I wanted it to be an informed one, however.”

	“All right. You’ve informed me. Now get out of my way.”

	“In a moment. You departed under rather unusual circumstances the last time you were here⁠—in breach of your contract.”

	“Check your legal bank if you’ve got one. The statute’s run for prosecuting me on that.”

	“There are some things on which there is no statute of limitations.”

	“What do you mean by that? I turned in a report on what happened that day.”

	“One which⁠—conveniently⁠—could not be verified. You were arguing that day…”

	“We always argued. That’s just the way we were. If you have something to say about it, say it.”

	“No, I have nothing more to say about it. My only intention is to caution you⁠—”

	“Okay, I’m cautioned.”

	“To caution you in more ways than the obvious.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“I am not certain that things are the same here now as when you left last winter.”

	“Everything changes.”

	“Yes, but that is not what I mean. There is something peculiar about this place now. The past is no longer a good guide for the present. More and more anomalies keep cropping up. Sometimes it feels as if the world is testing me or playing games with me.”

	“You’re getting paranoid, Aldon. You’ve been in that box too long. Maybe it’s time to terminate.”

	“You son of a bitch, I’m trying to tell you something. I’ve run a lot of figures on this, and all this shit started shortly after you left. The human part of me still has hunches, and I’ve a feeling there’s a connection. If you know all about this and can cope with it, fine. If you don’t, I think you should watch out. Better yet, turn around and go home.”

	“I can’t.”

	“Even if there is something out there, something that is making it easy for you⁠—for the moment?”

	“What are you trying to say?”

	“I am reminded of the old Gaia hypothesis⁠—Lovelock, twentieth century…”

	“Planetary intelligence. I’ve heard of it. Never met one, though…”

	“Are you certain? I sometimes feel I’m confronting one. What if something is out there and it wants you⁠—is leading you on like a will-o’-the-wisp?”

	“It would be my problem, not yours.”

	“I can protect you against it. Go back to Playpoint.”

	“No thanks. I will survive.”

	“What of Dorothy?”

	“What of her?”

	“You would leave her alone when she might need you?”

	“Let me worry about that.”

	“Your last woman didn’t fare too well.”

	“Damn it! Get out of my way, or I’ll run you down!”

	The robot withdraws from the trail. Through its sensors Aldon watches Paul drive away.

	Very well, he decides. We know where we stand, Paul. And you haven’t changed. That makes it easier.

	Aldon further focuses his divided attention. To Dorothy now. Clad in heated garments. Walking. Approaching the building from which she had seen Paul emerge on his vehicle. She had hailed and cursed him, but the winds had carried her words away. She, too, had only feigned sleep. After a suitable time, then, she sought to follow. Aldon watches her stumble once and wants to reach out to assist her, but there is no mobile unit handy. He routes one toward the area against future accidents.

	“Damn him!” she mutters as she passes along the street, ribbons of snow rising and twisting away before her.

	“Where are you going, Dorothy?” Aldon asks over a nearby PA speaker.

	She halts and turns. “Who⁠—?”

	“Andrew Aldon,” he replies. “I have been observing your progress.”

	“Why?” she asks.

	“Your safety concerns me.”

	“That storm you mentioned earlier?”

	“Partly.”

	“I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. What do you mean partly?”

	“You move in dangerous company.”

	“Paul? How so?”

	“He once took a woman into that same wild area he is heading for now. She did not come back.”

	“He told me all about that. There was an accident.”

	“And no witnesses.”

	“What are you trying to say?”

	“It is suspicious. That is all.”

	She begins moving again, toward the administrative building. Aldon switches to another speaker, within its entrance.

	“I accuse him of nothing. If you choose to trust him, fine. But don’t trust the weather. It would be best for you to return to the hotel.”

	“Thanks but no thanks,” she says, entering the building.

	He follows her as she explores, is aware of her quickening pulse when she halts beside the cold bunkers.

	“These are the sleepers?”

	“Yes. Paul held such a position once, as did the unfortunate woman.”

	“I know. Look, I’m going to follow him whether you approve or not. So why not just tell me where those sleds are kept?”

	“Very well. I will do even more than that. I will guide you.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I request a favor⁠—one that will actually benefit you.”

	“Name it.”

	“In the equipment locker behind you, you will find a remote-sensor bracelet. It is also a two-way communication link. Wear it. I can be with you then. To assist you. Perhaps even to protect you.”

	“You can help me to follow him?”

	“Yes.”

	“All right. I can buy that.”

	She moves to the locker, opens it.

	“Here’s something that looks like a bracelet, with doodads.”

	“Yes. Depress the red stud.”

	She does. His voice now emerges clearly from the unit.

	“Put it on, and I’ll show you the way.”

	“Right.”

	SNOWSCAPE. Sheets and hills of white, tufts of evergreen shrubbery, protruding joints of rock, snowdevils twirled like tops beneath wind’s lash…light and shade. Cracking sky. Tracks in sheltered areas, smoothness beyond.

	She follows, masked and bundled.

	“I’ve lost him,” she mutters, hunched behind the curved windscreen of her yellow, bullet-shaped vehicle.

	“Straight ahead, past those two rocks. Stay in the lee of the ridge. I’ll tell you when to turn. I’ve a satellite overhead. If the clouds stay parted⁠—strangely parted…”

	“What do you mean?”

	“He seems to be enjoying light from the only break in the cloud cover over the entire area.”

	“Coincidence.”

	“I wonder.”

	“What else could it be?”

	“It is almost as if something had opened a door for him.”

	“Mysticism from a computer?”

	“I am not a computer.”

	“I’m sorry, Mr. Aldon. I know that you were once a man…”

	“I am still a man.”

	“Sorry.”

	“There are many things I would like to know. Your arrival here comes at an unusual time of year. Paul took some prospecting equipment with him…”

	“Yes. It’s not against the law. In fact, it is one of the vacation features here, isn’t it?”

	“Yes. There are many interesting minerals about, some of them precious.”

	“Well, Paul wants some more, and he didn’t want a crowd around while he was looking.”

	“More?”

	“Yes, he made a strike here years ago. Yndella crystals.”

	“I see. Interesting.”

	“What’s in this for you, anyway?”

	“Protecting visitors is a part of my job. In your case, I feel particularly protective.”

	“How so?”

	“In my earlier life I was attracted to women of your⁠—specifications. Physical, as well as what I can tell of the rest.”

	Two-beat pause, then, “You are blushing.”

	“Compliments do that to me,” she says, “and that’s a hell of a monitoring system you have. What’s it like?”

	“Oh, I can tell your body temperature, your pulse rate⁠—”

	“No, I mean, what’s it like being⁠—what you are?”

	Three-beat pause. “Godlike in some ways. Very human in others⁠—almost exaggeratedly so. I feel something of an amplification of everything I was earlier. Perhaps it’s a compensation or a clinging to things past. You make me feel nostalgic⁠—among other things. Don’t fret. I’m enjoying it.”

	“I’d like to have met you then.”

	“Mutual.”

	“What were you like?”

	“Imagine me as you would. I’ll come off looking better that way.”

	She laughs. She adjusts her filters. She thinks about Paul.

	“What was he like in his earlier days⁠—Paul?” she asks.

	“Probably pretty much the way he is now, only less polished.”

	“In other words, you don’t care to say.”

	The trail turns upward more steeply, curves to the right. She hears winds but does not feel them. Cloud-shadow grayness lies all about, but her trail/his trail is lighted.

	“I don’t really know,” Aldon says, after a time, “and I will not guess, in the case of someone you care about.”

	“Gallant,” she observes.

	“No, just fair,” he replies. “I might be wrong.”

	They continue to the top of the rise, where Dorothy draws a sharp breath and further darkens her goggles against the sudden blaze where a range of ice fractures rainbows and strews their shards like confetti in all directions.

	“God!” she says.

	“Or goddess,” Aldon replies.

	“A goddess, sleeping in a circle of flame?”

	“Not sleeping.”

	“That would be a lady for you, Aldon⁠—if she existed. God and goddess.”

	“I do not want a goddess.”

	“I can see his tracks, heading into that.”

	“Not swerving a bit, as if he knows where he’s going.”

	She follows, tracing slopes like the curves of a pale torso. The world is stillness and light and whiteness. Aldon on her wrist hums softly now, an old tune, whether of love or martial matters she isn’t certain. Distances are distorted, perspectives skewed. She finds herself humming softly along with him, heading for the place where Paul’s tracks find their vanishing point and enter infinity.

	THE LIMP WATCH HUNG UPON THE TREE LIMB. My lucky day. The weather…trail clean. Things changed but not so out of shape I can’t tell where it is. The lights! God, yes! Iceshine, mounds of prisms… If only the opening is still there… Should have brought explosives. There has been shifting, maybe a collapse. Must get in. Return later with Dorothy. But first⁠—clean up, get rid of…it. If she’s still there… Swallowed up maybe. That would be good, best. Things seldom are, though. I⁠—When it happened. Wasn’t as if. Wasn’t what. Was…Was shaking the ground. Cracking, splitting. Icicles ringing, rattling, banging about. Thought we’d go under. Both of us. She was going in. So was the bag of the stuff. Grabbed the stuff. Only because it was nearer. Would have helped her if⁠—Couldn’t. Could I? Ceiling was slipping. Get out. No sense both of us getting it. Got out. She’d’ve done the same. Wouldn’t she? Her eyes…Glenda! Maybe…No! Couldn’t have. Just couldn’t. Could I? Silly. After all these years. There was a moment. Just a moment, though. A lull. If I’d known it was coming, I might have. No. Ran. Your face at the window, on the screen, in a sometime dream. Glenda. It wasn’t that I didn’t. Blaze of hills. Fire and eyes. Ice. Ice. Fire and snow. Blazing hearthful. Ice. Ice. Straight through the ice the long road lies. The fire hangs high above. The screaming. The crash. And the silence. Get out. Yet. Different? No. It could never have. That was the way. Not my fault… Damn it. Everything I could. Glenda. Up ahead. Yes. Long curve. Then down. Winding back in there. The crystals will… I’ll never come back to this place.

	THE LIMP TREE LIMB HUNG UPON THE WATCH. Gotcha! Think I can’t see through the fog? Can’t sneak up on me on little cat feet. Same for your partner across the way. I’ll melt off a little more near your bases, too. A lot of housecleaning backed up here… Might as well take advantage of the break. Get those streets perfect… How long? Long…Long legs parting… Long time since. Is it not strange that desire should so many years outlive performance? Unnatural. This weather. A sort of spiritual spring… Extend those beams. Burn. Melt in my hot, red-fingered hands. Back off. I say. I rule here. Clear that courtyard. Unplug that drain. Come opportunity, let me clasp thee. Melt. Burn. I rule here, goddess. Draw back. I’ve a bomb for every tower of ice, a light for any darkness. Tread carefully here. I feel I begin to know thee. I see thy signature in cloud and fog bank, trace thy icy tresses upon the blowing wind. Thy form lies contoured all about me, white as shining death. We’re due an encounter. Let the clouds spiral, ice ring, Earth heave. I rush to meet thee, death or maiden, in halls of crystal upon the heights. Not here. Long, slow fall, ice facade, crashing. Melt. Another… Gotcha!

	FROZEN WATCH EMBEDDED IN PERMAFROST. Bristle and thrum. Coming now. Perchance. Perchance. Perchance. I say. Throstle. Crack. Sunder. Split. Open. Coming. Beyond the ice in worlds I have known. Returning. He. Throstle. The mind the mover. To open the way. Come now. Let not to the meeting impediments. Admit. Open. Cloud stand thou still, and wind be leashed. None dare oppose thy passage returning, my killer love. It was but yesterday. A handful of stones… Come singing fresh-armed from the warm places. I have looked upon thy unchanged countenance. I open the way. Come to me. Let not to the mating. I⁠—Girding the globe, I have awakened in all of my places to receive thee. But here, here this special spot, I focus, mind the mover, in place where it all began, my bloody handed, Paul my love, calling, back, for the last good-bye, ice kiss, fire touch, heart stop, blood still, soul freeze, embrace of world and my hate with thy fugitive body, elusive the long year now. Come into the place it has waited. I move there again, up sciatic to spine, behind the frozen eyeballs, waiting and warming. To me. To me now. Throstle and click, bristle and thrum. And runners scratching the snow, my heart slashing parallel. Cut.

	PILGRIMAGE. He swerves, turns, slows amid the ragged prominences⁠—ice fallen, ice heaved⁠—in the fields where mountain and glacier wrestle in slow motion, to the accompaniment of occasional cracking and pinging sounds, crashes, growls, and the rattle of blown ice crystals. Here the ground is fissured as well as greatly uneven, and Paul abandons his snowslider. He secures some tools to his belt and his pack, anchors the sled, and commences the trek.

	At first, he moves slowly and carefully, but old reflexes return, and soon he is hurrying. Moving from dazzle to shade, he passes among ice forms like grotesque statues of glass. The slope is changed from the old one he remembers, but it feels right. And deep, below, to the right…

	Yes. That darker place. The canyon or blocked pass, whichever it was. That seems right, too. He alters his course slightly. He is sweating now within his protective clothing, and his breath comes faster as he increases his pace. His vision blurs, and for a moment, somewhere between glare and shadow, he seems to see…

	He halts, sways a moment, then shakes his head, snorts, and continues.

	Another hundred meters and he is certain. Those rocky ribs to the northeast, snow rivulets diamond hard between them… He has been here before.

	The stillness is almost oppressive. In the distance he sees spumes of windblown snow jetting off and eddying down from a high, white peak. If he stops and listens carefully, he can even hear the far winds.

	There is a hole in the middle of the clouds, directly overhead. It is as if he were looking downward upon a lake in a crater.

	More than unusual. He is tempted to turn back. His trank has worn off, and his stomach feels unsettled. He half-wishes to discover that this is not the place. But he knows that feelings are not very important. He continues until he stands before the opening.

	There has been some shifting, some narrowing of the way. He approaches slowly. He regards the passage for a full minute before he moves to enter.

	He pushes back his goggles as he comes into the lessened light. He extends a gloved hand, places it upon the facing wall, pushes. Firm. He tests the one behind him. The same.

	Three paces forward and the way narrows severely. He turns and sidles. The light grows dimmer, the surface beneath his feet, more slick. He slows. He slides a hand along either wall as he advances. He passes through a tiny spot of light beneath an open ice chimney. Overhead, the wind is howling a high note now, almost whistling it.

	The passage begins to widen. As his right hand falls away from the more sharply angling wall, his balance is tipped in that direction. He draws back to compensate, but his left foot slides backward and falls. He attempts to rise, slips, and falls again.

	Cursing, he begins to crawl forward. This area had not been slick before… He chuckles. Before? A century ago. Things do change in a span like that. They⁠—

	The wind begins to howl beyond the cave mouth as he sees the rise of the floor, looks upward along the slope. She is there.

	He makes a small noise at the back of his throat and stops, his right hand partly raised. She wears the shadows like veils, but they do not mask her identity. He stares. It’s even worse than he had thought. Trapped, she must have lived for some time after…

	He shakes his head.

	No use. She must be cut loose and buried now⁠—disposed of.

	He crawls forward. The icy slope does not grow level until he is quite near her. His gaze never leaves her form as he advances. The shadows slide over her. He can almost hear her again.

	He thinks of the shadows. She couldn’t have moved just then… He stops and studies her face. It is not frozen. It is puckered and sagging as if waterlogged. A caricature of the face he had so often touched. He grimaces and looks away. The leg must be freed. He reaches for his ax.

	Before he can take hold of the tool, he sees movement of the hand, slow and shaking. It is accompanied by a throaty sigh.

	“No…” he whispers, drawing back.

	“Yes,” comes the reply.

	“Glenda.”

	“I am here.” Her head turns slowly. Reddened, watery eyes focus upon his own. “I have been waiting.”

	“This is insane.”

	The movement of the face is horrible. It takes him some time to realize that it is a smile.

	“I knew that one day you would return.”

	“How?” he says. “How have you lasted?”

	“The body is nothing,” she replies. “I had all but forgotten it. I live within the permafrost of this world. My buried foot was in contact with its filaments. It was alive, but it possessed no consciousness until we met. I live everywhere now.”

	“I am⁠—happy⁠—that you⁠—survived.”

	She laughs slowly, dryly.

	“Really, Paul? How could that be when you left me to die?”

	“I had no choice, Glenda. I couldn’t save you.”

	“There was an opportunity. You preferred the stones to my life.”

	“That’s not true!”

	“You didn’t even try.” The arms are moving again, less jerkily now. “You didn’t even come back to recover my body.”

	“What would have been the use? You were dead⁠—or I thought you were.”

	“Exactly. You didn’t know, but you ran out anyway. I loved you, Paul. I would have done anything for you.”

	“I cared about you, too, Glenda. I would have helped you if I could have. If⁠—”

	“If. Don’t give me ifs. I know what you are.”

	“I loved you,” Paul says. “I’m sorry.”

	“You loved me? You never said it.”

	“It’s not the sort of thing I talk about easily. Or think about, even.”

	“Show me,” she says. “Come here.”

	He looks away. “I can’t.”

	She laughs. “You said you loved me.”

	“You⁠—you don’t know how you look. I’m sorry.”

	“You fool!” Her voice grows hard, imperious. “Had you done it, I would have spared your life. It would have shown me that some tiny drop of affection might truly have existed. But you lied. You only used me. You didn’t care.”

	“You’re being unfair!”

	“Am I? Am I really?” she says. There comes a sound like running water from somewhere nearby. “You would speak to me of fairness? I have hated you, Paul, for nearly a century. Whenever I took a moment from regulating the life of this planet to think about it, I would curse you. In the spring as I shifted my consciousness toward the poles and allowed a part of myself to dream, my nightmares were of you. They actually upset the ecology somewhat, here and there. I have waited, and now you are here. I see nothing to redeem you. I shall use you as you used me⁠—to your destruction. Come to me!”

	He feels a force enter into his body. His muscles twitch. He is drawn up to his knees. Held in that position for long moments, then he beholds her as she also rises, drawing a soaking leg from out of the crevice where it had been held. He had heard the running water. She had somehow melted the ice…

	She smiles and raises her pasty hands. Multitudes of dark filaments extend from her freed leg down into the crevice.

	“Come!” she repeats.

	“Please…,” he says.

	She shakes her head. “Once you were so ardent. I cannot understand you.”

	“If you’re going to kill me, then kill me, damn it! But don’t⁠—”

	Her features begin to flow. Her hands darken and grow firm. In moments she stands before him looking as she did a century ago.

	“Glenda!” He rises to his feet.

	“Yes. Come now.”

	He takes a step forward. Another.

	Shortly, he holds her in his arms, leans to kiss her smiling face.

	“You forgive me…,” he says.

	Her face collapses as he kisses her. Corpselike, flaccid, and pale once more, it is pressed against his own.

	“No!”

	He attempts to draw back, but her embrace is inhumanly strong.

	“Now is not the time to stop,” she says.

	“Bitch! Let me go! I hate you!”

	“I know that, Paul. Hate is the only thing we have in common.”

	“…Always hated you,” he continues, still struggling. “You always were a bitch!”

	Then he feels the cold lines of control enter his body again.

	“The greater my pleasure, then,” she replies, as his hands drift forward to open her parka.

	ALL OF THE ABOVE. Dorothy struggles down the icy slope, her sled parked beside Paul’s. The winds lash at her, driving crystals of ice like microbullets against her struggling form. Overhead, the clouds have closed again. A curtain of white is drifting slowly in her direction.

	“It waited for him,” comes Aldon’s voice, above the screech of the wind.

	“Yes. Is this going to be a bad one?”

	“A lot depends on the winds. You should get to shelter soon, though.”

	“I see a cave. I wonder whether that’s the one Paul was looking for?”

	“If I had to guess, I’d say yes. But right now it doesn’t matter. Get there.”

	When she finally reaches the entrance, she is trembling. Several paces within she leans her back against the icy wall, panting. Then the wind changes direction and reaches her. She retreats farther into the cave.

	She hears a voice: “Please…don’t.”

	“Paul?” she calls.

	There is no reply. She hurries.

	She puts out a hand and saves herself from falling as she comes into the chamber. There she beholds Paul in necrophiliac embrace with his captor.

	“Paul! What is it?” she cries.

	“Get out!” he says. “Hurry!”

	Glenda’s lips form the words. “What devotion. Rather, let her stay, if you would live.”

	Paul feels her clasp loosen slightly.

	“What do you mean?” he asks.

	“You may have your life if you will take me away in her body. Be with me as before.”

	It is Aldon’s voice that answers, “No!” in reply. “You can’t have her. Gaia!”

	“Call me Glenda. I know you. Andrew Aldon. Many times have I listened to your broadcasts. Occasionally have I struggled against you when our projects were at odds. What is this woman to you?”

	“She is under my protection.”

	“That means nothing. I am stronger here. Do you love her?”

	“Perhaps I do. Or could.”

	“Fascinating. My nemesis of all these years, with the analog of a human heart within your circuits. But the decision is Paul’s. Give her to me if you would live.”

	The cold rushes into his limbs. His life seems to contract to the center of his being. His consciousness begins to fade.

	“Take her,” he whispers.

	“I forbid it!” rings Aldon’s voice.

	“You have shown me again what kind of man you are,” Glenda hisses, “my enemy. Scorn and undying hatred are all I will ever have for you. Yet you shall live.”

	“I will destroy you,” Aldon calls out, “if you do this thing!”

	“What a battle that would be!” Glenda replies. “But I’ve no quarrel with you here. Nor will I grant you one with me. Receive my judgment.”

	Paul begins to scream. Abruptly this ceases. Glenda releases him, and he turns to stare at Dorothy. He steps in her direction.

	“Don’t⁠—don’t do it, Paul. Please.”

	“I am⁠—not Paul,” he replies, his voice deeper, “and I would never hurt you…”

	“Go now,” says Glenda. “The weather will turn again, in your favor.”

	“I don’t understand,” Dorothy says, staring at the man before her.

	“It is not necessary that you do,” says Glenda. “Leave this planet quickly.”

	Paul’s screaming commences once again, this time emerging from Dorothy’s bracelet.

	“I will trouble you for that bauble you wear, however. Something about it appeals to me.”

	FROZEN LEOPARD. He has tried on numerous occasions to relocate the cave, with his eyes in the sky and his robots and flyers, but the topography of the place was radically altered by a severe icequake, and he has met with no success. Periodically he bombards the general area. He also sends thermite cubes melting their ways down through the ice and the permafrost, but this has had no discernible effect.

	This is the worst winter in the history of Balfrost. The winds howl constantly and waves of snow come on like surf. The glaciers have set speed records in their advance upon Playpoint. But he has held his own against them, with electricity, lasers, and chemicals. His supplies are virtually inexhaustible now, drawn from the planet itself, produced in his underground factories. He has also designed and is manufacturing more sophisticated weapons. Occasionally he hears her laughter over the missing communicator. “Bitch!” he broadcasts then. “Bastard!” comes the reply. He sends another missile into the mountains. A sheet of ice falls upon his city. It will be a long winter.

	Andrew Aldon and Dorothy are gone. He has taken up painting, and she writes poetry now. They live in a warm place.

	Sometimes Paul laughs over the broadcast band when he scores a victory. “Bastard!” comes the immediate response. “Bitch!” he answers, chuckling. He is never bored, however, or nervous. In fact…let it be.

	When spring comes, the goddess will dream of this conflict while Paul turns his attention to his more immediate duties. But he will be planning and remembering, also. His life has a purpose to it now. And if anything, he is more efficient than Aldon. But the pods will bloom and burst despite his herbicides and fungicides. They will mutate just sufficiently to render the poisons innocuous.

	“Bastard,” she will mutter sleepily.

	“Bitch,” he will answer softly.

	The night may have a thousand eyes and the day but one. The heart, often, is better blind to its own workings, and I would sing of arms and the man and the wrath of the goddess, not the torment of love unsatisfied, or satisfied, in the frozen garden of our frozen world. And that, leopard, is all.


	
	A Word from Zelazny

	“While we were in Glacier Bay [in May 1980, Alaska Cruise]…I felt the first stirring of a story idea⁠—something involving the power of all that ice and cold. A month later I did the guest-of-honor bit at Westercon in Los Angeles, visited for a few days afterward with Judy’s relatives in San Diego, then drove down into Baja California as far as San Quintin. I was driving a rented car, and it took unleaded gas. I had exactly a half tankful left when we pulled into the lot of San Q’s El Presidente Hotel⁠—a big, colorful, impressive place, where we were virtually the only guests. Something about the feeling of being almost alone in an old hotel gave me another story twinge, and it joined up with the glacier and also with a discussion I’d heard at the convention [Westercon] concerning artificial intelligence. I’d planned on driving farther south, as I was enjoying the landscape enormously, till I learned that I could not buy any unleaded gas south of Ensenada⁠—and I began wondering whether I might even make it back on what I had left. (Answer, to allay suspense: I sort of coasted into town later on the final cupful.) Got to thinking of the contrast between Baja and Alaska as I drove back, too. I read Joseph Wood Krutch’s Forgotten Peninsula and John McPhee’s Coming into the Country about then, also, to keep these thoughts company. They all percolated together and then, in the L. A. airport, I overheard a nasty argument between a guy and a lady, which was somehow catalytic to all of the above. On the flight home, the general idea for the [preceding] story and the first impressions of its principal characters came to life.

	

	“I put nothing on paper for the next few years.

	“It sometimes bothers nonwriters when I mention things like this. But…I live with ghosts and I usually enjoy their company. I was too busy to write the story, and it didn’t matter a bit. At any moment, I have a number of characters and stories ready to go whenever I have the time or inclination. Meanwhile, they’re good to have around. Once the story is written, they tend to go away; or at best, they visit me but seldom.

	“So I lived with ‘Permafrost’ and its folks for some years. Then, one day, the time and the desire came together and I began writing. Before I’d finished, George R. R. Martin phoned me, saying we were both invited to do a reading up in Taos a week or two down the line. It sounded like a good idea, so I stepped up my writing pace and managed to finish the story two nights before the reading⁠—as I like to have new material at readings whenever possible. I didn’t have a chance to clean up my copy in time and was actually editing it as I read. After I’d finished, George cheerfully told me that I was going to win a Hugo for it. And the next day Ellen Datlow, who edits Omni, phoned and said, “I understand you read a story called ‘Permafrost’ in Taos last night. I want to buy it.” I began to wonder if her magazine’s title was short for Omniscient, but it turned out that she’d been speaking with George earlier that morning on another topic and he’d taken the opportunity to hype it for me. Long and short: I sold the story to Ellen for Omni (and there was a long technical delay before it saw print in April 1986), George was right about the Hugo (I’ve got to get him to tell me how he does these things sometime), and since I couldn’t make it to the following year’s convention in England, Ellen accepted the award on my behalf and Melinda Snodgrass brought it back to New Mexico for me.

	“Thanks, George; thanks, Ellen; thanks, Melinda; and all you boojums and seals.”⁠1


	
	Notes

	High upon the western slope of Mount Kilimanjaro is the dried and frozen carcass of a leopard alludes to Ernest Hemingway’s “The Snows of Kilimanjaro,” which begins with a similar statement about a 1926 photo of a frozen leopard. That short story takes place in Africa, in sight of Mount Kilimanjaro’s snowy peaks. The protagonist, Harry, is dying of a gangrenous leg wound, bickering and raging at his wife who is trying to help him as they await rescue, and reflecting bitterly on his life. He senses that he is rescued and flown to safety, but an abrupt narrative cut at the story’s end reveals that the flight was the dream of his dying thoughts, and his wife has just discovered his corpse.

	

	Auguste Rodin is the French sculptor known for The Thinker, The Kiss, The Gates of Hell and other famous works; Zelazny refers to him in several stories. Mycelia are branching and filamentous extensions from the vegetative form of a fungus. Non grata means not welcome. Gaia or Gaea is the Earth goddess. The Gaia hypothesis, proposed by Professor James Lovelock in his 1979 book Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth, says that the Earth is governed by a complex entity involving the biosphere, atmosphere, oceans, and soil. This system seeks an optimal physical and chemical environment for life on the planet. Will-o’-the-wisp refers to flickering lights sometimes seen in still air at night over a lake. The lights appear to recede if approached, and legends suggest that they are spirits of the dead who lead foolish travelers to their deaths.

	The lee of a rock or mountain faces away from the wind. Salvador Dali’s 1931 painting The Persistence of Memory pervades this piece, which is a story of memory, and several section titles evoke the painting (The Limp Watch Hung upon the Treelimb, The Limp Tree Limb Hung upon the Watch, and Frozen Watch Embedded in Permafrost.)

	A throstle is a spinning machine used to wind fibers. To thrum is to play a guitar or other stringed instrument idly. “The night has a thousand eyes, and the day but one; || Yet the light of the bright world dies, with the dying sun || The mind has a thousand eyes, and the heart but one; || Yet the light of a whole life dies, when love is done” is a short poem entitled “The Night has a Thousand Eyes” by British poet Francis W. Bourdillon. “Of arms and the man I sing” is the first line of Virgil’s Aeneid. George Bernard Shaw titled his play Arms and the Man. The play’s heroine Raina, realizing the hollowness of her romantic ideal and her fiancé’s values, renounces her fiancé and proclaims her love for the “chocolate-cream soldier” who, earlier in the play, cowered fearfully in her bedroom to escape the violence of war.


	

	

	
		1 Frost & Fire, William Morrow 1989.

	


	The De-Synonymization of Winter

	Poems, Discon II, 1974.
Written 1955⁠–⁠60 for Chisel in the Sky (as “The Inventor of Spring”).

	I. Pure

	Who bells out green mornings

	told the summer season to stop

	and slept a spell of silence in the earth;

	yawning, strode again and overtoned

	his bell to more green.

	II. Decadent

	(For this rang the Second Baptist,

	Frazer, and Halloween,

	with Christmas-conquering irony?)

	Autumn Apollo

	golden and brown

	crackle the bowlength

	you bend.

	Would were you

	so flexible, my lord:

	They borrowed your unerring arrows

	and brought your sister

	to the child-board

	among tamed animals.

	III. Iceage

	A revealing puddling of mud

	mars the making

	of morning snow biscuits

	in the maiden eye

	and the afternoon runs in the streets

	after one inspired advocate

	but is walked on to a broken crust

	to color a charcoal-powdered anything

	(Yet strangely, the goat

	thigh-bone burning smell

	records in smoke script itself

	on skies the peculiar shade

	a bleeding handful split).


	
	Notes

	Zelazny’s poetry resounded with mythology, as in the Greek allusion here. Scottish anthropologist Sir James Frazer did a comparative study of mythology and religion and wrote The Golden Bough. He saw ancient religions as fertility cults that worshipped a sacred king who married an earth goddess, died at the harvest, and rose again in spring. Frazer’s interpretation of the dying and reborn god influenced Zelazny’s fascination with immortality and suicide. Apollo’s twin sister Artemis is goddess of the hunt, wild animals, and childbirth; images depict her naked in the wild with deer, bow, and arrows. Goats were commonly sacrificed to the gods.

	


	Itself Surprised

	Omni, August 1984.
§ Fred Saberhagen’s Berserker universe

	It was said that a berserker could, if necessity required, assume even a pleasing shape. But there was no such requirement here. Flashing through the billion-starred silence, the berserker was massive and dark and purely functional in design. It was a planet buster of a machine headed for the world called Corlano, where it would pound cities to rubble⁠—eradicate an entire biosphere. It possessed the ability to do this without exceptional difficulty. No subtlety, no guile, no reliance on fallible goodlife were required. It had its directive; it had its weapons. It never wondered why this should be the way of its kind. It never questioned the directive. It never speculated whether it might be, in its own fashion, itself a life-form, albeit artificial. It was a single-minded killing machine, and if purpose may be considered a virtue, it was to this extent virtuous.

	Almost unnecessarily, its receptors scanned far ahead. It knew that Corlano did not possess extraordinary defenses. It anticipated no difficulties.

	Who hath drawn the circuits for the lion?

	There was something very distant and considerably off course… A world destroyer on a mission would not normally deviate for anything so tiny, however.

	It rushed on toward Corlano, weapon systems ready.

	*        *        *

	Wade Kelman felt uneasy as soon as he laid eyes on the thing. He shifted his gaze to MacFarland and Dorphy.

	“You let me sleep while you chased that junk down, matched orbits, grappled it? You realize how much time that wasted?”

	“You needed the rest,” the small, dark man named Dorphy replied, looking away.

	“Bullshit! You know I’d have said no!”

	“It might be worth something, Wade,” MacFarland observed.

	“This is a smuggling run, not a salvage operation. Time is important.”

	“Well, we’ve got the thing now,” MacFarland replied. “No sense arguing over what’s done.”

	Wade bit off a nasty rejoinder. He could push things only so far. He wasn’t really captain, not in the usual sense. The three of them were in this together⁠—equal investments, equal risk. But he knew how to pilot the small vessel better than either of them. That and their deference to him up to this point had revived command reflexes from both happier and sadder days. Had they awakened him and voted on this bit of salvage, he would obviously have lost. He knew, however, that they would still look to him in an emergency.

	He nodded sharply.

	“All right, we’ve got it,” he said. “What the hell is it?”

	“Damned if I know, Wade,” replied MacFarland, a stocky, light-haired man with pale eyes and a crooked mouth. He looked out through the lock and into the innards of the thing quick-sealed there beside them. “When we spotted it, I thought it was a lifeboat. It’s about the right size⁠—”

	“And?”

	“We signaled, and there was no reply.”

	“You mean you broke radio silence for that piece of junk?”

	“If it was a lifeboat, there could be people aboard, in trouble.”

	“Not too bloody likely, judging from its condition. Still,” he sighed, “you’re right. Go ahead.”

	“No signs of any electrical activity either.”

	“You chased it down just for the hell of it, then?”

	Dorphy nodded.

	“That’s about right,” he said.

	“So, it’s full of treasure?”

	“I don’t know what it’s full of. It’s not a lifeboat, though.”

	“Well, I can see that.”

	Wade peered through the opened lock into the interior of the thing. He took the flashlight from Dorphy, moved forward, and shone it about. There was no room for passengers amid the strange machinery.

	“Let’s ditch it,” he said. “I don’t know what all that crap in there is, and it’s damaged anyway. I doubt it’s worth its mass to haul anywhere.”

	“I’ll bet the professor could figure it out,” Dorphy said.

	“Let the poor lady sleep. She’s cargo, not crew, anyway. What’s it to her what this thing is?”

	“Suppose⁠—just suppose⁠—that’s a valuable piece of equipment,” Dorphy said. “Say, something experimental. Somebody might be willing to pay for it.”

	“And suppose it’s a fancy bomb that never went off ?”

	Dorphy drew back from the hatch.

	“I never thought of that.”

	“I say deep-six it.”

	“Without even taking a better look?”

	“Right. I don’t even think you could squeeze very far in there.”

	“Me? You know a lot more about engineering than either of us.”

	“That’s why you woke me up, huh?”

	“Well, now that you’re here⁠—”

	Wade sighed. Then he nodded slowly.

	“That would be crazy and risky and totally unproductive.”

	He stared through the lock at the exotic array of equipment inside. “Pass me that trouble light.”

	He accepted the light and extended it through the lock.

	“It’s been holding pressure okay?”

	“Yeah. We slapped a patch on the hole in its hull.”

	“Well, what the hell.”

	He passed through the lock, dropped to his knees, leaned forward. He held the light before him, moved it from side to side. His uneasiness would not go away. There was something very foreign about all those cubes and knobs, their connections… And that one large housing… He reached out and tapped upon the hull. Foreign.

	“I’ve got a feeling it’s alien,” he said.

	He entered the small open area before him. Then he had to duck his head and proceed on his hands and knees. He began to touch things⁠—fittings, switches, connectors, small units of unknown potential. Almost everything seemed designed to swivel, rotate, move along tracks. Finally, he lay flat and crawled forward.

	“I believe that a number of these units are weapons,” he called out, after studying them for some time.

	He reached the big housing. A panel slid partway open as he passed his fingertips along its surface. He pressed harder, and it opened farther.

	“Damn you!” he said then, as the unit began to tick softly.

	“What’s wrong?” Dorphy called to him.

	“You!” he said, beginning to back away. “And your partner! You’re wrong!”

	He turned as soon as he could and made his way back through the lock.

	“Ditch it!” he said. “Now!”

	Then he saw that Juna, a tall study in gray and paleness, stood leaning against a bulkhead, holding a cup of tea.

	“And if we’ve got a bomb, toss it in there before you kick it loose!” he added.

	“What did you find?” she asked him in her surprisingly rich voice.

	“That’s some kind of fancy thinking device in there,” he told her. “It tried to kick on when I touched it. And I’m sure a bunch of those gadgets are weapons. Do you know what that means?”

	“Tell me,” she said.

	“Alien design, weapons, brain. My partners just salvaged a damaged berserker, that’s what. And it’s trying to turn itself back on. It’s got to go⁠—fast.”

	“Are you absolutely certain that’s what it is?” she asked him.

	“Certain, no. Scared, yes.”

	She nodded and set her cup aside. She raised her hand to her mouth and coughed.

	“I’d like to take a look at it myself before you get rid of it,” she said softly.

	Wade gnawed his lower lip.

	“Juna,” he said, “I can understand your professional interest in the computer, but we’re supposed to deliver you to Corlano intact, remember?”

	She smiled for the first time since he’d met her some weeks before.

	“I really want to see it.”

	Her smile hardened. He nodded.

	“Make it a quick look.”

	“I’ll need my tools. And I want to change into some working clothes.”

	She turned and passed through the hatch to her right. He glared at his partners, shrugged, and turned away.

	*        *        *

	Seated on the edge of his bunk and eating breakfast from a small tray while Dvořák’s Slavonic Dances swirled about him, Wade reflected on berserkers, Dr. Juna Bayel, computers in general, and how they all figured together in the reason for this trip. Berserker scouts had been spotted periodically in this sector during the past few years. By this time the berserkers must be aware that Corlano was not well defended. This made for some nervousness within the segment of Corlano’s population made up of refugees from a berserker attack upon distant Djelbar almost a generation before. A great number had chosen Corlano as a world far removed from earlier patterns of berserker activity. Wade snorted at a certain irony this had engendered. It was those same people who had lobbied so long and so successfully for the highly restrictive legislation Corlano now possessed regarding the manufacture and importation of knowledge-processing machines, a species of group paranoia going back to their berserker trauma.

	There was a black market, of course. Machines more complicated than those allowed by law were needed by businesses, some individuals, and even the government itself. People like himself and his partners regularly brought in such machines and components. Officials usually looked the other way. He’d seen this same schizophrenia in a number of places.

	He sipped his coffee.

	And Juna Bayel…knowledge-systems specialists of her caliber were generally non grata there, too. She might have gone in as a tourist, but then she would have been subjected to scrutiny, making it more difficult to teach the classes she had been hired to set up.

	He sighed. He was used to governmental double-thinking. He had been in the service. In fact…no. Not worth thinking about all that again. Things had actually been looking up lately. A few more runs like this one and he could make the final payments on his divorce settlement and go into legitimate shipping, get respectable, perhaps even prosper⁠—

	The intercom buzzed. “Yes?”

	“Dr. Bayel wants permission to do some tests on that brain in the derelict,” MacFarland said. “She wants to run some leads and hook it up to the ship’s computer. What do you think?”

	“Sounds dangerous.” Wade replied. “Suppose she activates it? Berserkers aren’t very nice, in case you’ve never⁠—”

	“She says she can isolate the brain from the weapons systems,” MacFarland replied. “Besides, she says she doesn’t think it’s a berserker.”

	“Why not?”

	“First, it doesn’t conform to any berserker design configurations in our computer’s records⁠—”

	“Hell! That doesn’t prove anything. You know they can customize themselves for different jobs.”

	“Second, she’s been on teams that examined wrecked berserkers. She says that this brain is different.”

	“Well, it’s her line of work, and I’m sure she’s damned curious, but I don’t know. What do you think?”

	“We know she’s good. That’s why they want her on Corlano. Dorphy still thinks that thing could be valuable, and we’ve got salvage rights. It might be worthwhile to let her dig a little. I’m sure she knows what she’s doing.”

	“Is she handy now?”

	“No. She’s inside the thing.”

	“Sounds as if you’ve got me outvoted already. Tell her to go ahead.”

	“Okay.”

	Maybe it was good that he’d resigned his commission, he mused. Decisions were always a problem. Dvořák’s dance filled his head, and he pushed everything else away while he finished his coffee.

	*        *        *

	A long-dormant, deep-buried system was activated within the giant berserker’s brain. A flood of data suddenly pulsed through its processing unit. It began preparations to deviate from its course toward Corlano. This was not a fall from virtue but rather a response to a higher purpose. Who laid the measure of the prey?

	*        *        *

	With sensitive equipment, Juna tested the compatibilities. She played with transformers and converters to adjust the power levels and cycling, to permit the hookup with the ship’s computer. She had blocked every circuit leading from that peculiar brain to the rest of the strange vessel⁠—except for the one leading to its failed power source. The brain’s power unit was an extremely simple affair, seemingly designed to function on any radioactive material placed within its small chamber. This chamber contained only heavy, inert elements now. She emptied it and cleaned it, then refilled it from the ship’s own stores. She had expected an argument from Wade on this point, but he had only shrugged.

	“Just get it over with,” he said, “so we can ditch it.”

	“We won’t be ditching it,” she said. “It’s unique.”

	“We’ll see.”

	“You’re really afraid of it?”

	“Yes.”

	“I’ve rendered it harmless.”

	“I don’t trust alien artifacts!” he snapped.

	She brushed back her frosty hair.

	“Look, I heard how you lost your commission⁠—taking a berserker-booby-trapped lifeboat aboard ship,” she said. “Probably anyone would have done it. You thought you were saving lives.”

	“I didn’t play it by the book,” he said, “and it cost lives. I’d been warned, but I did it anyway. This reminds me⁠—”

	“This is not a combat zone,” she interrupted, “and that thing cannot hurt us.”

	“So get on with it!”

	She closed a circuit and seated herself before a console.

	“This will probably take quite a while,” she stated.

	“Want some coffee?”

	“That would be nice.”

	The cup went cold, and he brought her another. She ran query after query, probing in a great variety of ways. There was no response. Finally she sighed, leaned back, and raised the cup.

	“It’s badly damaged, isn’t it?” he said.

	She nodded.

	“I’m afraid so, but I was hoping that I could still get something out of it⁠—some clue, any clue.”

	She sipped the coffee.

	“Clue?” he said. “To what?”

	“What it is and where it came from. The thing’s incredibly old. Any information at all that might have been preserved would be an archaeological treasure.”

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “I wish you had found something.”

	She had swiveled her chair and was looking down into her cup. He saw the movement first.

	“Juna! The screen!”

	She turned, spilling coffee in her lap.

	“Damn!”

	Row after row of incomprehensible symbols were flowing onto the screen.

	“What is it?” he asked.

	“I don’t know,” she said.

	She leaned forward, forgetting him.

	He must have stood there, his back against the bulkhead, watching, for over an hour, fascinated by the configurations upon the screen, by the movements of her long-fingered hands working unsuccessful combinations upon the keyboard. Then he noticed something that she had not, with her attention riveted upon the symbols.

	A small, telltale light was burning at the left of the console. He had no idea how long it had been lit.

	He moved forward. It was the voice-mode indicator.

	The thing was trying to communicate at more than one level.

	“Let’s try this,” he said.

	He reached forward and threw the switch beneath the light.

	“What⁠—?”

	A genderless voice, talking in clicks and moans, emerged from the speaker. The language was obviously exotic.

	“God!” he said. “It is!”

	“What is it?” She turned to stare at him. “You understand that language?”

	He shook his head.

	“I don’t understand it, but I think that I recognize it.”

	“What is it?” she repeated.

	“I have to be sure. I’m going to need another console to check this out,” he said. “I’m going next door. I’ll be back as soon as I have something.”

	“Well, what do you think it is?”

	“I think we are violating a tougher law than the smuggling statutes.”

	“What?”

	“Possession of, and experimentation with, a berserker brain.”

	“You’re wrong,” she said.

	“We’ll see.”

	She watched him depart. She chewed a thumbnail, a thing she had not done in years. If he were right, it would have to be shut down, sealed off, and turned over to military authorities. On the other hand, she did not believe that he was right.

	She reached forward and silenced the distracting voice. She had to hurry now, to try something different, to press for a breakthrough before he returned. He seemed too sure of himself. She felt that he might return with something persuasive, even if it were not correct.

	So she instructed the ship’s computer to teach the captive brain to communicate in a Solarian tongue. Then she fetched herself a fresh cup of coffee and drank it.

	*        *        *

	More of its alarm systems came on as it advanced. The giant killing machine activated jets to slow its course. The first order to pass through its processor, once the tentative identification had been made, was, Advance warily.

	It maintained the fix on the distant vessel and its smaller companion, but it executed the approach pattern its battle-logic bank indicated. It readied more weapons.

	*        *        *

	“All right,” Wade said later, entering and taking a seat. “I was wrong. It wasn’t what I thought.”

	“Would you at least tell me what you’d suspected?” Juna asked.

	He nodded. “I’m no great linguist,” he began, “but I love music. I have a very good memory for sounds of all sorts. I carry symphonies around in my head. I even play several instruments, though it’s been a while. But memory played a trick on me this time. I would have sworn that those sounds were similar to ones I’d heard on those copies of the Carmpan recordings⁠—the fragmentary records we got from them concerning the Builders, the nasty race that made the berserkers. There are copies in the ship’s library, and I just listened to some again. It’d been years. But I was wrong. They sound different. I’m sure it’s not Builder-talk.”

	“It was my understanding that the berserkers never had the Builders’ language code, anyhow,” she said.

	“I didn’t know that. But for some reason, I was sure I’d heard something like it on those tapes. Funny…I wonder what language it does talk?”

	“Well, now I’ve given it the ability to talk to us. But it’s not too successful at it.”

	“You instructed it in a Solarian language code?” he asked.

	“Yes, but it just babbles. Sounds like Faulkner on a bad day.”

	She threw the voice switch.

	“…Prothector vincit damn the torpedoes and flaring suns like eyes three starboard two at zenith⁠—”

	She turned it off.

	“Does it do that in response to queries, too?” he asked.

	“Yes. Still, I’ve got some ideas⁠—”

	The intercom buzzed. He rose and thumbed an acknowledgment. It was Dorphy. “Wade, we’re picking up something odd coming this way,” the man said. “I think you’d better have a look.”

	“Right,” he answered. “I’m on my way. Excuse me, Juna.”

	She did not reply. She was studying new combinations on the screen.

	*        *        *

	“Moving to intersect our course. Coming fast,” Dorphy said.

	Wade studied the screen, punched up data, which appeared as a legend to the lower right.

	“Lots of mass there,” he observed.

	“What do you think it is?”

	“You say it changed course?”

	“Yes.”

	“I don’t like that.”

	“Too big to be any regular vessel.”

	“Yes,” Wade observed. “All of this talk about berserkers might have made me jumpy, but⁠—”

	“Yeah. That’s what I was thinking, too.”

	“Looks big enough to grill a continent.”

	“Or fry a whole planet. I’ve heard of them in that league.”

	“But Dorphy, if that’s what it is, it just doesn’t make any sense. Something like that, on its way to do a job like that⁠—I can’t see it taking time out to chase after us. Must be something else.”

	“What?”

	“Don’t know.”

	Dorphy turned away from the screen and licked his lips, frown lines appearing between his brows.

	“I think it is one,” he said. “If it is, what should we do?”

	Wade laughed briefly, harshly.

	“Nothing,” he said then. “There is absolutely nothing we could do against a thing like that. We can’t outrun it, and we can’t outgun it. We’re dead if that’s what it really is and we’re what it wants. If that’s the case, though, I hope it tells us why it’s taking the trouble, before it destroys us.”

	“There’s nothing at all that I should do?”

	“You can send a message to Corlano. If it gets through, they’ll at least have a chance to put whatever they’ve got on the line. This close to their system it can’t have any other destination. If you’ve got religion, now might be a good time to go into it a little more deeply.”

	“You defeatist son of a bitch! There must be something else!”

	“If you think of it, let me know. I’ll be up talking to Juna. In the meantime, get that message sent.”

	*        *        *

	The berserker fired its maneuvering jets again. How close was too close when you were being wary? It continued to adjust its course. This had to be done just right. New directions kept running through its processor the nearer it got to its goal. It had never encountered a situation such as this before. But then this was an ancient program that had never before been activated. Ordered to train its weapons on the target but forbidden to fire them…all because of a little electrical activity.

	*        *        *

	“…Probably come for its little buddy,” Wade finished.

	“Berserkers don’t have buddies,” Juna replied.

	“I know. I’m just being cynical. You find anything new?”

	“I’ve been trying various scans to determine the extent of the damage. I believe that something like nearly half of its memory has been destroyed.”

	“Then you’ll never get much out of it.”

	“Maybe. Maybe not,” she said, and she sniffed once.

	Wade turned toward her and saw that her eyes were moist.

	“Juna⁠—”

	“I’m sorry, damn it. It’s not like me. But to be so close to something like this⁠—and then be blasted by an idiot killing machine right before you find some answers. It just isn’t fair. You got a tissue?”

	“Yeah. Just a sec.”

	The intercom buzzed as he was fumbling with a wall dispenser.

	“Patching in transmission,” Dorphy stated.

	There was a pause, and then an unfamiliar voice said, “Hello. You are the captain of this vessel?”

	“Yes, I am,” Wade replied. “And you are a berserker?”

	“You may call me that.”

	“What do you want?”

	“What are you doing?”

	“I am conducting a shipping run to Corlano. What do you want?”

	“I observe that you are conveying an unusual piece of equipment. What is it?”

	“An air-conditioning unit.”

	“Do not lie to me, captain. What is your name?”

	“Wade Kelman.”

	“Do not lie to me, Captain Wade Kelman. The unit you bear in tandem is not a processor of atmospheric gases. How did you acquire it?”

	“Bought it at a flea market,” Wade stated.

	“You are lying again, Captain Kelman.”

	“Yes, I am. Why not? If you are going to kill us, why should I give you the benefit of a straight answer to anything?”

	“I have said nothing about killing you.”

	“But that is the only thing you are noted for. Why else would you have come by?”

	Wade was surprised at his responses. In any imagined conversation with death, he had never seen himself as being so reckless. It’s all in not having anything more to lose, he decided.

	“I detect that the unit is in operation,” the berserker stated.

	“So it is.”

	“And what function does the unit perform for you?”

	“It performs a variety of functions we find useful,” he stated.

	“I want you to abandon that piece of equipment,” the berserker said.

	“Why should I?” he asked.

	“I require it.”

	“I take it that this is a threat?”

	“Take it as you would.”

	“I am not going to abandon it. I repeat, why should I?”

	“You are placing yourself in a dangerous situation.”

	“I did not create this situation.”

	“In a way you did. But I can understand your fear. It is not without justification.”

	“If you were simply going to attack us and take it from us, you would already have done so, wouldn’t you?”

	“That is correct. I carry only very heavy armaments for the work in which I am engaged. If I were to turn them upon you, you would be reduced to dust. This of course includes the piece of equipment I require.”

	“All the more reason for us to hang onto it, as I see it.”

	“This is logical, but you possess an incomplete pattern of facts.”

	“What am I missing?”

	“I have already sent a message requesting the dispatch of smaller units capable of dealing with you.”

	“Then why are you even bothering to tell us all this?”

	“I tell you this because it will take them some time to reach this place and I would rather be on my way to complete my mission than wait here for them.”

	“Thank you. But we would rather die later than die now. We’ll wait.”

	“You do not understand. I am offering you a chance to live.”

	“What do you propose?”

	“I want you to abandon that piece of equipment now. You may then depart.”

	“And you will just let us go, unmolested?”

	“I have the option of categorizing you as goodlife, if you will serve me. Abandon the unit and you will be serving me. I will categorize you as goodlife. I will then let you go, unmolested.”

	“We have no way of knowing whether you will keep that promise.”

	“That is true. But the alternative is certain death, and if you will but consider my size and the obvious nature of my mission, you will realize that your few lives are insignificant beside it.”

	“You’ve made your point. But I cannot give you an instant answer. We must consider your proposal at some length.”

	“Understandable. I will talk to you again in an hour.”

	The transmission ended. Wade realized he was shaking. He sought a chair and collapsed into it. Juna was staring at him.

	“Know any good voodoo curses?”

	She shook her head and smiled fleetingly at him.

	“You handled that very well.”

	“No. It was like following a script. There was nothing else to do. There still isn’t.”

	“At least you got us some time. I wonder why it wants the thing so badly?” Her eyes narrowed then. Her mouth tightened. “Can you get me the scan on that berserker?” she asked suddenly.

	“Sure.”

	He rose and crossed to the console.

	“I’ll just cut over to the other computer and bring it in on this screen.”

	Moments later, a view of the killing machine hovered before them. He punched up the legend, displaying all the specs his ship’s scanning equipment had been able to ascertain.

	She studied the display for perhaps a minute, scrolling the legend. “It lied.”

	“In what respects?” he asked.

	“Here, here, and here,” she stated, pointing at features on the face of the berserker. “And here⁠—” She indicated a part of the legend covering arms estimations.

	Dorphy and MacFarland entered the cabin while she was talking.

	“It lied when it said that it possesses only superior weapons and is in an overkill situation with respect to us. Those look like small-weapon mountings.”

	“I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

	“It is probably capable of very selective firing⁠—highly accurate, minimally destructive. It should be capable of destroying us with a high probability of leaving the artifact intact.”

	“Why should it lie?” he asked.

	“I wonder⁠—” she said, gnawing her thumbnail again.

	MacFarland cleared his throat.

	“We heard the whole exchange,” he began, “and we’ve been talking it over.”

	Wade turned his head and regarded him.

	“Yes?”

	“We think we ought to give it what it wants and run for it.”

	“You believe that goodlife crap? It’ll blast us as we go.”

	“I don’t think so,” he said. “There’re plenty of precedents. They do have the option of classifying you that way, and they will make a deal if there’s something they really want.”

	“Dorphy,” Wade asked, “did you get that message off to Corlano?”

	The smaller man nodded.

	“Good. If for no other reason, Corlano is why we’re going to wait here. It could take a while for those smaller units it was talking about to get here. Every hour we gain in waiting is another hour for them to bolster their defenses.”

	“I can see that⁠—” Dorphy began.

	“…But there’s sure death for us at the end of the waiting,” MacFarland continued for him, “and this looks like a genuine way out. I sympathize with Corlano as much as you do, but us dying isn’t going to help. You know the place is not strongly defended. Whether we buy them a little extra time or not, they’ll still go under.”

	“You don’t really know that,” Wade said. “Some seemingly weak worlds have beaten off some very heavy attacks in the past. And even the berserker said it⁠—our few lives are insignificant next to an entire inhabited world.”

	“Well, I’m talking probabilities, and I didn’t come in on this venture to be a martyr. I was willing to take my chances with criminal justice, but not with death.”

	“How do you feel about it, Dorphy?” Wade asked.

	Dorphy licked his lips and looked away.

	“I’m with MacFarland,” he said softly.

	Wade turned to Juna.

	“I say we wait,” she said.

	“Well, then, that makes two of us,” Wade observed.

	“She doesn’t have a vote,” MacFarland stated. “She’s just a passenger.”

	“It’s her life, too,” Wade answered. “She has a say.”

	“She doesn’t want to give it that damned machine!” MacFarland shot back. “She wants to sit here and play with it while everything goes up in flames! What’s she got to lose? She’s dying anyway and⁠—”

	Wade snarled and rose to his feet.

	“The discussion is ended. We stay.”

	“The vote was a tie⁠—at most.”

	“I am assuming full command here, and I say that’s the way it’s going to be.”

	MacFarland laughed.

	“Full command! This is a lousy smuggling run, not the service you got busted out of, Wade. You can’t command any⁠—”

	Wade hit him, twice in the stomach and a left cross to the jaw.

	MacFarland went down, doubled forward, and began gasping. Wade regarded him, considered his size. If he gets up within the next ten seconds this is going to be rough, he decided.

	But MacFarland raised a hand only to rub his jaw. He said, “Damn!” softly and shook his head to clear it. “You didn’t have to do that, Wade.”

	“I thought I did.”

	MacFarland shrugged and rose to one knee.

	“Okay, you’ve got your command,” he said. “But I still think that you’re making a big mistake.”

	“I’ll call you next time there’s something to discuss,” Wade told him.

	Dorphy reached to help him to his feet, but the larger man shook off his hand.

	Wade glanced at Juna. She looked paler than usual, her eyes brighter. She stood before the hatchway to the opened lock as if to defend the passage.

	“I’m going to take a shower and lie down,” MacFarland said.

	“Good.”

	Juna moved forward as the two men left the room. She took hold of Wade’s arm.

	“It lied,” she said again softly. “Do you understand? It could blast us and recover the machine, but it doesn’t want to.”

	“No,” Wade said. “I don’t understand.”

	“It’s almost as if it’s afraid of the thing.”

	“Berserkers do not know fear.”

	“All right. I was anthropomorphizing. It’s as if it were under some constraint regarding it. I think we’ve got something very special here, something that creates an unusual problem for the berserker.”

	“What could it be?”

	“I don’t know. But there may be some way to find out, if you can just get me enough time. Stall for as long as you can.”

	He nodded slowly and seated himself. His heart was racing.

	“You said that about half of its memory was shot.”

	“It’s a guess, but yes. And I’m going to try to reconstruct it from what’s there.”

	“How?”

	She crossed to the computer.

	“I’m going to program this thing for an ultrahigh-speed form of Wiener analysis of what’s left in there. It’s a powerful nonlinear method for dealing with the very high noise levels we’re facing. But it’s going to have to make some astronomical computations for a system like this. We’ll have to patch in the others, maybe even pull some of the cargo. I don’t know how long this is going to take or even if it will really work.” She began to sound out of breath. “But we might be able to reconstruct what’s missing and restore it. That’s why I need all the time you can get me,” she finished.

	“I’ll try. You go ahead. And⁠—”

	“I know,” she said, coughing. “Thanks.”

	“I’ll bring you something to eat while you work.”

	“In my cabin,” she said, “in the top drawer, bedside table⁠—there are three small bottles of pills. Bring them and some water instead.”

	“Right.”

	He departed. On the way, he stopped in his cabin to fetch a handgun he kept in his dresser, the only weapon aboard the ship. He searched the drawers several times but could not locate it. He cursed softly and went to Juna’s cabin for her medicine.

	*        *        *

	The berserker maintained its distance and speculated while it waited. It had conceded some information in order to explain the proposed trade-off. Still, it could do no harm to remind Captain Kelman of the seriousness of his position. It might even produce a faster decision. Accordingly, the hydraulics hummed, and surface hatches were opened to extrude additional weapon mounts. Firing pieces were shifted to occupy these and were targeted upon the small vessel. Most were too heavy to take out the ship without damaging its companion. Their mere display, though, might be sufficiently demoralizing.

	*        *        *

	Wade watched Juna work. While the hatch could be secured, there were several other locations within the ship from which it could be opened remotely. So he had tucked a pry bar behind his belt and kept an eye on the open hatch. It had seemed the most that he could do, short of forcing a confrontation that might go either way.

	Periodically, he would throw the voice-mode switch and listen to that thing ramble, sometimes in Solarian, sometimes in the odd alien tongue that still sounded somehow familiar. He mused upon it. Something was trying to surface. She had been right about it, but⁠—

	The intercom buzzed. Dorphy.

	“Our hour is up. It wants to talk to you again,” he said. “Wade, it’s pointing more weapons at us.”
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