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        As always,

        to

        Sherry
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        With special thanks to

        Susan Collingwood,

        Whose acumen and technical knowledge

        regularly kept me out of hot water.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Disclaimer:

        As Spider Robinson so wisely put it:

        Everything in this story is a lie.

      

      

      

      
        
        Except this disclaimer.

      

      

      

      
        
        Unless of course it proves to be, too . . .)
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      “Peter, we are losing Armageddon . . . !” the girl whispered intensely. “You must aid us!” Tears sparkled in her eyes. “Only with your help do we have any chance of prevailing. Unless you join us . . .” her breath caught, “perhaps even if you do—the galaxy is doomed . . . !”

      All right, so Dr. Zarkov, at the peak of his career, couldn’t have improved on it; so Tom Corbett, Space Cadet, would have blushed; so Captain Video, rather than live with the stigma of having such a declaration attributed to him, would have fallen on his sword.

      But that’s what she said.

      And I believed her. . . .
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      Of course I believed her—I defy any live, practicing heterosexual male to gaze into those eyes and not believe. Least of all one who has been a compulsive Rescuer of Itinerant Distressed Damsels since . . . Well, I guess I knew I had a predisposition toward that sort of thing even before I knew what one saved them for. (Learning the answer didn’t relieve the condition one bit.)

      Anyway, it all started with . . .

      Hmm. Certainly I know how it started. But, come to think of it, I’m not sure precisely when, nor even what it was, specifically, that alerted me to the fact that my tranquil, solitary vacation—not to mention the entire first chapter of my life—were about to be terminated. Rudely.

      The blue-white glare, shining through my eyelids with ever-increasing intensity, would have gotten my attention eventually. Likewise, the nearly subsonic rumble, imperceptible at first but waxing steadily to the point where (despite determined efforts) I could no longer ignore it, undoubtedly would have been enough sooner or later. I suspect, however, that what actually did the job was the audibly hurried departure of the Resident Pelican.

      But by then, of course, the question was moot.

      My eyes snapped open just a fraction too late to focus on whatever it was that flashed from the sky to impact the beach not ten feet away. Later I was able to reconstruct the visual afterimage of what appeared to be a huge, blazing fireball whose flaming wake seemed to trail out to infinity

      . . . And—somehow—beyond.

      But at that precise moment, my only conscious impression was of being picked up, cartwheeled, and deposited in disarray upon the sand some fifty feet away.

      I kept my head down and covered with my arms until the hail of sundry unidentifiable objects tapered off. Then, cautiously, I looked up to see how much of the island remained.

      I goggled, shook my head, blinked sand from my eyes, and stared again. But the vision persisted. . . .

      As a child, I always clapped my hands to a rosy blister when Peter Pan implored children everywhere to Believe, to save Tinker Bell’s life, and Walt Disney’s conception of the tiny fairy’s appearance substantially paralleled my own.

      Before my eyes, Tinker Bell stood knee-deep in the water which was already seeping in to fill the shallow crater at whose center she stood. . . .
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        * * *

      

      
        
        TO: Project Director/Monitor’s Log

        FROM: G’lLhytl, Tenth Order

        SUBJECT: Project Extremis

        Preliminary readings suggest that the transuniversal shunt functioned properly once again, although study of data recorded during translation will be required to verify this conclusively. Further, no evidence of the shunt’s brief existence remains detectable either in this space or any of the others into which it impinged.

        Our team is now on Earth; safely, according to the necessarily limited data available to viewer-compatible instrumentation. Their passage through adjacent spaces was without apparent side effects. By visual examination as well, their condition is grossly normal.

        With the collapse of the shunt, viewers once again function normally and depict the target area. This temporary interference represents a potentially serious problem. On this occasion, and despite elaborate precautions, our team emerged in close proximity to the subject. Fortunately, for our purposes, he was not injured. A solution is needed, and most urgently.

        The subject’s initial readings show emotional shock and mental disorientation commensurate to the stimuli. However, I do not expect this to interfere with the progress of the mission. Indeed, his condition probably will work to our advantage.

        Automatic recorders were triggered the moment viewer reception cleared, and will operate continuously for the duration of the mission, enabling anyone to watch developments which may be missed due to scheduling conflicts. Likewise, all instruments capable of functioning through the viewer channel are discharging into the Data Field for further analysis.

        The mission profile calls for uninterrupted monitoring of our team’s progress, as it has been anticipated that remote intervention may prove necessary.

        Incidentally, those responsible for its development (Third through Fifth Order practitioners all) are to be commended for their work on the new Project Director/Monitor’s Log mindlink equipment. As specified in the Council’s research directive, the mechanics of operation are very nearly instinctive, and, unlike the earlier data-entry system, which required both a high degree of manual dexterity and intense concentration upon the keyboard, not at all distracting. Memorialization of personal observations proceeds at the speed of thought, and with no more effort. In my judgment, this system would seem to fulfill all design criteria.
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      Tinker Bell had almost cobweb-fine, straight blonde hair, evenly cropped to just over an inch in length. Her eyes were enormous, startlingly deep blue, asparkle with a knowing, merry devilment; and something about them, or the shape of her cheekbones, hinted at an exotic slant and imbued her gaze with an almost feline quality. Between a little snub nose, which crinkled when she grinned, and a finely chiseled but firm chin was a small, well-shaped mouth, clearly placed there by Nature for the express purpose of smiling. Her ears were tiny, delicate shells which rose to points.

      The girl was not quite five feet taller than the three-quarters of an inch attributed to Tinker Bell, however; and as my scrutiny continued downward the illusion faded: Tink was almost terminally modest—this girl was stark naked and patently unconcerned about it. Indeed, she seemed almost to flaunt it.

      She had delicate, almost fragile shoulders, arms, and hands, and a slender, graceful neck. Her breasts were perfect, rose-tipped swellings the size of tangerines. Her waist was very slender; her hips slim; her pubic area devoid of hair. Her legs were astonishingly long, straight, and shapely, ending in remarkably tiny feet.

      I recall feeling relieved to note that she did not have lacy wings.

      My first startled impression was of a beauty transcending description. This lasted only until she grinned, when it became obvious that actually the girl was just too darned cute for words. And regardless of her expression, or the state of her attire, she radiated an assurance which quite belied her almost childlike appearance.
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        * * *

      

      As I gaped, the girl moved lithely up out of the crater, followed much more slowly by an amazingly obese, yellow- and black-striped, drippingly wet tomcat, in whose baleful golden eyes burned an almost spiritual hatred for all things liquid. The cat heaved himself over the rim of the crater and sat heavily, visibly wheezing from the effort of the three-foot ascent. Aloof to his surroundings, he began to dry himself; while the girl crossed the intervening beach, took my hand in hers, and, with no visible effort, hoisted me bodily to my feet, oblivious to the fact that I outweighed her by at least two-to-one.

      “Oh, Peter, I’m sorry!” she murmured, brushing sand and fragments of sea shells from my face and hair. A small, still-barely coherent portion of my brain noted that her voice complemented her appearance to perfection: low, sweet, somehow musical, with the faintest hint of something which might have been an accent but wasn’t. Quite.

      “We calculated so carefully!” she continued. “I can’t imagine what could have gone wrong. It wasn’t supposed to happen like that; we weren’t supposed to emerge so close. . . .”

      I couldn’t imagine what could have gone wrong either, but of course I had an advantage: I had no idea what was supposed to have gone right. I volunteered as much.

      The girl ignored my babblings with grace. She retrieved the lounge, righted it, placed it behind my jellylike knees, and gently eased me down onto it. She sat close and took my hands in hers. “We were to have come out at least two hundred yards from your cottage,” she explained, “down by the water, the clear beach area south of the piers . . .”

      Abruptly she paused. She looked around quickly, then frowned. “Say . . . !” she blurted in aggrieved tones. “That’s right where we are! What are you doing here? You aren’t supposed to be here; you always fish from the end of the piers. Don’t you know you might have been killed?”

      Perhaps midway through a stumblingly contrite explanation of how and why I had come this day to be fishing from the beach, instead of the pier where I belonged, it occurred to me to wonder . . .

      Just what right had this girl to an explanation? What did it matter what she thought? For that matter, who was she? Where had she come from? How had she gotten here? Where were her clothes? Why was she naked? What was that flaming thing that nearly had landed on me? Where was it? What was her connection with it?

      Anger and curiosity, each keeping pace with the other, gained momentum rapidly, sweeping the fog from my shock-blunted mental processes. My mind raced, considering varied possibilities, but never straying far from the central issue: What the hell was going on here . . . ?

      As I paused in my ruminations, the girl opened her eyes, cautiously removed the fingers from her ears, straightened her shoulders, and turned back to gaze at me reproachfully.

      The cat, however, merely glanced up briefly from his ablutions. Mildly he said, “You don’t have to shout.”
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      The day had begun routinely enough: I woke early to perfect weather, breakfast turned out well, and soon I was outside fishing under an unnaturally deep blue, unbelievably clear sky. The sun, looming huge and red, low on the eastern horizon, felt warm and soothing. A gentle hint of sea breeze wafted the scent of the Caribbean across the crystal lagoon to where I sprawled on a lounge at the juncture of glistening white sand and the water’s edge. A frost-covered glass of lemonade stood in a slowly spreading puddle of condensate on a small table nearby. A surf rod lay beneath limp fingers across my lap. On a nearby piling, the Resident Pelican drowsed, confident that I would tire of fishing soon and dispose of my remaining bait.

      However, RP’s confidence was misplaced. Granted, I had a line in the water, but the fish were treating my bait with a respect bordering upon religious taboo. And it didn’t take long for the warmth, the hour, and my full belly to exact their toll: Gradually my eyes closed. Soon I drifted in a contented reverie: not asleep, not quite awake.

      It had appeared that nothing stood between me and a morning of sloth fully commensurate to the occasion, which was the start of my third day of vacation, and which had given every promise of being an especially fine example of its type.

      Until then. . . .
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        * * *

      

      Well, I’d had good reason to relax: I was The Boss. I had to make the most of every opportunity—genuine, all-out vacations didn’t come along that often. My schedule called for a minimum of sixteen hours a day, seven days a week, which, in combination with my customary “holidays,” would have brought the typical “working man”—those sturdy, independent souls whose unions guaranteed them a day or two of leisure each week, and an eight-hour workday—to profanity, tears, and alcohol. I’d give a resistant subject about two months before he started gazing moodily over the penthouse railing, three to five before he jumped.

      Which is not to imply that I didn’t enjoy life. No, indeed! I cruised, fished, snorkeled, partied, raced, rallied, competed in trials, partied, flew, soared, sky-dived, partied, dabbled in amateur athletics, partied, and so forth—said “so forth” encompassing all the delights predictably available to any indecently wealthy, healthy male whose appearance doesn’t actually terrify small children.

      However, apart from those rare all-out vacations, I was never off-duty: I was on seven-days-a-week, ’round-the-clock call. No matter where I was, regardless of with whom (and regardless of what we might be doing), my staff had instructions to call me if a business crisis arose. To that end, there were phones and computers in all my offices, in every room of my houses, condos, and apartments, in my motorhomes, boats, and in each car and plane. My secretaries (six—they worked overlapping five-hour shifts, ensuring that the one on duty at any given moment would be sharp and informed) all carried phones and laptops in their briefcases.

      Hell’s bells, I had telephones in my shower stalls . . . !

      (Once, for instance, I negotiated a multimillion-dollar merger from forty thousand feet up in an eighteen-meter sailplane over Minden. Ideal soaring conditions in the lee wave had placed an altitude record within my grasp—I couldn’t quit—but neither, on the other hand, could I ignore a sudden opportunity to make a couple hundred million dollars.)

      But I wasn’t complaining. Far from it. I liked what I was doing; I enjoyed working sixteen hours a day, seven days a week.

      Had it ever ceased to be fun—well, getting by on the income from a multibillion-dollar principal wouldn’t have entailed cutting too deeply into my standard of living. . . .
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      A wisp of a smile played at the girl’s features, and her eyes sought mine earnestly, but she began cautiously, as if expecting another explosion. “My name is Megonthalyä—‘Meg’ for short—and this is Memphus,” she said, indicating the cat.

      Her eyes were astonishingly wide. And very blue. It would have been easy to forget everything but those eyes. Even the shock of—wait, what shock was that, anyway? Oh, yes, the cat . . .

      “Did . . . did I just hear that . . . that cat . . .” I stammered haltingly, only to be cut off as Meg brushed the question aside.

      “We are going to answer all your questions, Peter. At least we’re going to try. But there’s so much to tell you, and so much of it is going to be very hard for you to understand, to say nothing of believe . . . .”

      Actually, I concluded, her eyes were almost sapphire. But it was difficult to give them the attention they deserved, under the circumstances. . . .

      “I’m sure I heard that cat . . .” I ventured again—again unsuccessfully.

      “That’s something we’ll have to sort of work up to,” the girl continued diffidently. “With your present, uh, knowledge, there isn’t any way that I can make you understand how we got here. You simply don’t have the background to comprehend it. And I’m equally certain that you’re not ready yet to learn where we came from or why we’re here.”

      An unfortunate choice of words: Rapidly mounting blood pressure began sweeping away the mists enshrouding my brain. “Now, see here . . . !” I began hotly.

      “That seems to leave the weather and fishing,” observed the cat, without looking up, “after which you’re going to be in trouble.”

      “Memphus . . .” the girl began ominously.

      “Of course there’s always sex,” he continued blithely.

      Meg sighed. “And you certainly aren’t ready for an explanation of Memphus,” she stated emphatically, regarding the cat with fond indulgence.

      That did it, of course. True, I was still at least partially in shock; not more than a fraction of my brain cells were back in service. But those that were saw red.

      Even as a child I had never liked being talked down to. As one of the most powerful capitalists in the world, I simply didn’t put up with it. Not ever. Not from anyone.

      Least of all from a skinny, naked trespasser who not only talked down but in circles . . . !

      “Young lady,” I snarled, “I don’t care who you are. I’m not particularly interested in where you came from. But I do care a great deal about how you got here and what you’re here for. This is my island; I come here for privacy! Now you’d better have some good answers, and I’d better start hearing them, or I’m going up to the house and calling security and you can answer their questions. The choice is yours. You have ten seconds. . . .”

      “I’m tired of this,” interjected the cat in bored tones. “All he does is stutter and yell.”

      “He’s just as he should be,” returned the girl almost defensively. “He’s a leader: a take-charge type; resourceful, authoritative, accustomed to making decisions, accepting responsibility—accustomed to obedience. . . .”

      “True enough,” replied the cat grudgingly; “else the compudicters wouldn’t have selected him. They are necessary characteristics—but I don’t have to like them,” he finished grumpily.

      Ordinarily I’m not so easily diverted, but I still hadn’t recovered completely. I responded to what sounded like one of my favorite words like a trout rising to a mayfly: “What are you talking about?” I demanded. “What computers?”

      “Not ‘computers,’ ” said the girl, in tones most people reserve to explain how the sum of two plus two is arrived at. “The computers you’re familiar with are machines; our compudicters are people; a group of adepts back on Isis who were bred for compudiction, which is a gnäa’q, or talent—partly extra-sensory, partly mathematical, partly the pwW’r, which means ‘art’—to access and experience the Data Field in its entirety, and then reach conclusions of a very high order of probability concerning future events. Naturally, the more data the Field has, the closer their predictions come to perfection. Here on Earth they would be considered prophets.”

      The cat nodded. He said, “The compudicters are the ones who selected you for . . .”

      “Memphus!” The sweet voice throbbed with the sudden lash of an unquestionable authority, overlaid with a momentary hint of real anger. The cat subsided like a punctured balloon.

      “For what?” I couldn’t help it; curiosity nibbled at the edges of my wrath.

      Meg cast me a long, searching, sidelong gaze over steepled fingers. “I really should start at the very beginning,” she said. “Meaning no disrespect to your background, education, and knowledge—yes, I know that’s how I set you off before, and I’m sorry—but this is going to be completely foreign to your experience. Unless you absorb it in a reasonably coherent sequence, you’ll never keep it straight, which means you won’t understand it, which means you won’t believe it.”

      “And that would be very bad,” interjected the cat, regarding me for the first time with something approximating interest. “For you, for us, for Mankind . . .”

      “For everyone,” Meg finished emphatically.

      “I’m listening.”

      The girl eyed me calculatingly. “I hope you are,” she muttered. She took a deep breath, hesitated, then the words tumbled out in a rush: “I’m a wWyh’j and Memphus is my fmMl’hr. . . .”
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        * * *

      

      Even self-made multibillionaires need a break once in a while. Despite all the success (or perhaps because of it?), occasionally I found myself growing a little tired of it all, weary of the chase. The only cure was to get away—completely away: a true vacation, not just a holiday with a phone stuck in my ear. But in the beginning, that wasn’t easy.

      Not from a purely business standpoint, of course; my executives were well trained and capable. My presence no longer was vital to day-to-day operations; only to continued disproportionately rapid growth. And by that time, money itself had ceased to be the goal; work had become a game, played for its own sake—purely for the challenge. There was little real significance to earning a couple hundred million dollars on any given day when it constituted only a fractional increase in my net worth.

      (Goodness knows the staff enjoyed life more with me absent; without weekly or even daily crises as I took aim and let fly—my holding company did not constitute a comfortable environment for conventionally market-wise professionals. Incidence of stress-related illness among my executive ranks was about twice that of any other conglomerate, even though I was known as an easygoing martinet.)

      Nor was the problem indecision on my part; I knew precisely what I was looking for: clean water, white sand, warm sunshine, soothing forest, and peace and quiet. Nothing fancy; a nice little waterfront cottage slightly set back under the trees; the sort of place available all over the country in one form or another at terms so reasonable that even lower middle-income families could afford them. One merely plunked down a deposit, signed the papers, and relaxed to the tune of “easy monthly payments”—

      And the blare of the neighbors’ stereo; the metallic scream of outboards tracing high-speed designs all over the water; the relentless banging of the inveterate skeet shooter who owned the place down the shoreline; the staccato “ring-ding-ding-ding!” of trail bikers popping wheelies on the beach (gouging ruts into every surface in sight); roaring engines, screeching tires, and honking horns on the road behind the houses; barking dogs, squalling and fighting cats and children, and arguing adults; the roar of the game warden’s floatplane landing and taking off—not to mention the litter strewn by all those devotees of life in the unspoiled wilderness.

      No. By that point in history, if one’s needs included water, sand, sunshine, forest—and privacy—the problem had become much more complex, and the solution was very much more expensive.

      (Particularly if one also happened to be at risk from terrorists the world over, all hoping to fatten their war chests with billion-dollar ransoms.)

      Unless one owned the entire shoreline—a whole lake—one couldn’t control the activities taking place upon it. And even if one were able to purchase an entire lake of the requisite dimensions—an expensive proposition even for the very rich—problems of trespass and security remained: No one was rich enough to purchase enough surrounding land to prevent hikers, trail bikers, four-wheel-drive hobbyists, all-terrain-vehicle enthusiasts, and indomitable explorers of the wilderness (of whatever stripe) from finding their way in, despite all the “No Trespassing” signs ever posted. Without actual, impenetrable, physical barriers, and/or distance, one’s privacy was only as good as others’ respect for it.

      Buying an entire shoreline was a potentially viable solution, however, if turned inside out: An island, surrounded by a thousand or so miles of salt moat, could be private indeed. True, an occasional yacht or plane might find its way there. But with proper (i.e., cost-no-object) detection equipment, one was never caught by surprise. And yachts, with few exceptions, were owned and operated by the rich, who, aware (from their own arrangements) of the potential consequences of trespass, tended to approach violation of the privacy of others of their kind with caution.

      Besides, the isolated setting allowed dealing summarily and without witnesses with the few exceptions, and the still fewer nonrich trespassers (drug smugglers in stolen yachts or planes, or fishermen hoping to augment their income with a little piracy—and even single-minded, would-be kidnappers): The spray raised by Gatling cannon fire stitching the water across their bows, or flak bursting in the air around them, generally was sufficient to instill in most unwanted visitors a high regard for others’ privacy.

      We seldom had to launch the laser-guided ground-to-air missiles, and we’d never been forced to use the heavy stuff.

      One would have thought that, from a security standpoint, we’d covered every eventuality. . . .
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        * * *

      

      I learned the proper spellings later, of course, but at that moment what I heard were sounds resembling English words with which I had a passing acquaintance: “witch” and “familiar.”

      Right . . .

      I allowed the ensuing silence to lengthen to the point of gravidity before replying: “Your ten seconds ran out two minutes ago. You’re on borrowed time, and you have yet to come up with a reason why I shouldn’t call security and have you thrown to the fish.”

      Meg glanced down at the cat. Her smile was almost a grimace. “Memphus,” she said slowly, “I was afraid of this. And I’d rather handle it almost any other way. . . .”

      “I don’t think there is any other way,” replied the cat gently. He turned to glare at me coldly and added, “Not under the circumstances, anyway.”

      The girl sighed. She looked me squarely in the eye and said, “I’m really sorry; you haven’t left me any other choice. We must convince you, and you won’t even listen. And we have to finish before your security people’s next regular patrol.”

      My expression and tone were grimly scornful. “After that explosion? Don’t be silly. The only reason you’re not in custody right now is because security has standing orders never to interrupt me here unless I’m in obvious danger. They’re watching from concealment at this very moment, waiting for my sig—”

      I broke off as my brain replayed Meg’s statement: “ ‘Any other choice’ but what—and how do you know about security’s regular patrols?”

      “I’m going to put on a limited demonstration of the pwW’r,” the girl replied, “to establish our credibility.”

      “She means she’s going to show off,” explained the cat in a resounding stage whisper. “And don’t worry about interruptions,” he added comfortably. “Your security people didn’t notice our arrival.” He paused for effect; then added smugly, “For some reason . . .”

      I looked around. I couldn’t see them, of course, but then one never did. Not until they acted—one of the advantages of luring into one’s service the very crème of Israel’s antiterrorist security specialists. I made an inconspicuous signal with my left hand.

      Nothing happened.

      The tip of Memphus’ tail twitched; the cat managed to look even smugger.

      “We’re empty-handed, of course,” Meg continued, ignoring the by-play; “all I have is you. It won’t be a very impressive demonstration.”

      “Peter Cory is the product of a barbarian civilization,” replied the cat without malice. “It won’t take much, by our standards, to get the point across.”

      “That’s true. Do you feel up to summoning one of the lesser Däa’mn?”

      “Of course. That would be ideal for our purposes.”

      Meg’s attention returned to me; she studied me closely. “Peter, if I summon a Däa’mn, will that convince you that I am a wWyh’j? Then will you stop interrupting? This is important.”

      My mouth was open; I was on the verge of snarling “What’s a Däa’mn?” when I hesitated. The girl’s tone was impatient; there was an underlying note of tension. However, she didn’t sound as if she were making this up—

      Not consciously, I hastened to add. Of course! What I had here was a mental case; that was the only logical explanation.

      Quickly I changed tacks: “Why, sure!” I soothed unctuously—then cringed inside. Talk about obvious; this was not developing into one of my better days for silver-tongued deviltry. I tried again: “Golly, that would convince anybody, all right.” My teeth ached—I wouldn’t have bought that in my sleep.

      I thought fast, groping for inspiration. “You go ahead; give it your best shot, but—oh, I won’t do it on purpose, but I’ve heard that the presence of an unbeliever is supposed to throw magic out of kilter. Why don’t I go up to the house and wait while you’re doing your stuff?” And hit a security button—where the hell were they? “And when you’re done, you call me to come and look. Okay?” Without waiting for an answer, I started toward the house.

      I got a step and a half, barely time in which to wonder whether I might have laid it on a little too thick, before stopping midstride. It took full two seconds to realize that I physically couldn’t move—I was paralyzed!

      But Meg gave me no time to worry about it, or even to wonder; she was back in front of me before the shock had time to sink in. Her expression, as our eyes met, was something between contempt and pity, but mostly sheerest outrage.

      “Memphus,” she breathed, “originally I had intended summoning KjJnyrb’n. Now, however, upon due reflection, I think we’ll save time in the long run by calling upon The Gäar´m.”

      The cat had been reclining on the warm sand. Now he sat up very straight and regarded the girl intently. “Isn’t that a little extreme?” he asked, sneaking me an anxious look. “I thought you just wanted to convince him. Meg, are your feelings that hurt?”

      The girl glared at me a moment longer; then she hesitated. Her expression turned sheepish. “You’re right,” she grudged.

      “Peter,” she continued, “I’m sorry. I’ve got a disposition like a väarz’fing. It’s probably the trip—translation-lag, you know.”

      I didn’t know, of course, but no one seemed to care. Besides, being paralyzed sort of limited my potential responses.

      Meg took my hand and pulled. “Come on,” she said. “I need flat, damp sand and a stick to draw with.” Suddenly I could move again. I followed meekly, my heart racing as delayed shock set in.

      I thought fast. I couldn’t imagine how she’d done it, but she had my undivided attention. No one who can paralyze a man, even momentarily, is to be taken lightly—

      Regardless whether she’s hell-bent on continuing a pointless charade involving wWyh’js and fmMl’hrs—and Däa’mn, whatever they might be—or whether she happens to look like an underaged Pini illustration. . . .

      Besides, security still hadn’t arrived! I began to wonder whether a touch of worry mightn’t be appropriate at this juncture.

      I debated my options. Obviously the fact that I was bigger and stronger than she didn’t hold much water. Still, being paralyzed hadn’t hurt. And I was starting to get angry again—I resented the living hell out of being pushed around on my own island! If I didn’t turn my back, she probably couldn’t zap me again without letting me see how she did it. That might lead to an opportunity to disarm her; if not then, perhaps later. (If a weapon were involved at all, of course—the current state of her attire made it difficult to envision where she might be hiding it).

      Well, it was worth a try.

      I planted my heels and dragged us to a stop. Fixing her with a steely glare, I said, “This has gone far enough. I’m not taking another step until you tell me what this is all about.”

      “I started to tell you,” Meg replied coolly. “You didn’t believe me.”

      “Of course not! What do you take me for?”

      Memphus smiled privately but said nothing.

      Meg’s tone was patient: “Your opinion was formed without knowing all the facts. We’re going to supply them.”

      “I don’t believe in wWyh’js,” I said flatly.

      “Fulton’s neighbors didn’t believe in steam engines,” Meg retorted. She paused. Her eyes narrowed; then she added thoughtfully, “I’m not sure I believe in steam engines. . . .”

      She shook her head impatiently, as if bothered by a gnat; then doggedly plowed ahead: “But if—just if, mind you—if I should happen to summon a Däa’mn, will you admit that I am a wWyh’j and listen quietly to my story?”

      “Well-l-l . . .”

      “No more back talk. Do you agree or not?”

      “You don’t believe in wWyh’js any more than I do,” I muttered.

      “Not responsive,” Meg returned smugly. “That was a yes-or-no question: Do you agree?”

      “Dammit—yes!” I snapped impatiently. I felt like an idiot. An increasingly scared idiot. “But I still don’t believe in wWyh’js,” I added sulkily.

      “Do you believe in talking cats?” asked Memphus gently.

      “Of course not. Who ever heard—uh . . .”

      “Beg your pardon . . . ?”
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        * * *

      

      Over a thousand miles from the mainland, the in-toto purchase of a Caribbean island had seemed the perfect solution to my vacation-home dilemma. Cory Cay was triangular, about two miles in length and a mile wide, and lush and green—and lay a good hundred miles from its closest neighbor. Apart from members of the resident maintenance crew and my security people (who had orders to remain out of sight at all times and never to observe me directly), it remained totally devoid of humanity.

      When I went to Cory Cay, I went to be alone. There were no executives or secretaries; nor cooks or servants; no television, no telephones, no computers, no market-display terminals or teletypes. (Okay, security had the very latest, most sophisticated electronics in existence—but they knew better than to bother me with anything less pressing than global thermonuclear war or the Second Coming).

      On Cory Cay I did my own cooking, washed my own dishes, changed my own bed, did my own laundry, and mowed my own lawn. I netted my own bait, baited my own hook, and cleaned and cooked my own fish. The decisions I faced were limited in complexity to issues such as what color trunks to wear in the morning, what beach shirt would go with them, whether to go snorkeling in the lagoon, what bait to use if I fished—and whether to notice the Resident Pelican’s elaborately nonchalant, sidling approach to swipe one of the fish I’d already caught. (Of course I never did; the old gentleman would have been terribly embarrassed.)

      Cory Cay hardly constituted “roughing it,” however. Usually I was only a little tired and tense, and a vast difference exists between comfortable solitude and barren isolation: One helps rinse the poisons which accumulate from civilization’s pressures out of a man; the other can start him howling at the moon and other strange habits.

      Accommodations, while not sybaritic, were comfortable, and most of the facilities were the product of my own labors—therapeutic labors: Sawing lumber and pounding nails is a refreshing change for someone who makes his living with his brain and a telephone. During initial visits I ate and slept aboard ship, but after erecting the cottage from prefab sections and making it habitable, I moved in my necessities and lived there during the cumulative year and a half of vacation time it took me to finish things off.

      The salient feature of the waterfront was, of course, Capital Venture, a diesel cruiser whose PT heritage was apparent in her rakish lines, lying in a slip formed by two piers. Several smaller boats (both power and sail) moored to the same complex nudged restively at their lines in response to the imperceptible surge of the Trade swell, which managed to find its way into the lagoon through the cut in the sheltering reefs.

      Caretakers, security people (both resident and those who accompanied me), and their assorted families dwelt at the far end of the island, convenient to the wellheads, power and sewage treatment plants, construction and maintenance shops and stockpiles, and the runway and hangars which housed the various aircraft that served as the island’s lifeline.

      I understood that accommodations for full-time residents were bigger, better appointed, and substantially more comfortable than my own little cottage. But they weren’t visible from the beach, and I’d never seen them—I made a point of never seeing them: a small and probably silly ritual, but one which helped preserve the illusion that mine were the only works of Man on the island, and that the only footprints ever to dimple its beaches were my own.

      It was a pleasant, satisfying fantasy.

      While it lasted . . .
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        * * *

      

      In days to come, I found it curiously difficult to remember what took place in my mind during the next few seconds. The turmoil didn’t show from the outside, apparently, but I suspect that I may have completely lost control. I dimly recall realizing that somehow I must have rationalized the cat when he first spoke, protectively blocking from my awareness the fact that there was anything unusual about a cat talking, or perhaps refusing to acknowledge that Memphus was a cat. I just found myself conversing with a new acquaintance, an individual, a personality. He ceased to register as a cat.

      Obviously.

      Cats don’t talk . . . !

      But now there was no getting around it, consciously or otherwise; the beast had thrown it in my face. I felt like a computer programmed with a floating decimal and told to find the true value of pi. Had there been an “Overload” sign on my forehead, it would have been flashing.

      The next time I was aware of my surroundings, I still was being dragged down the beach by Meg—and that damned talking cat . . . !

      “I beg your pardon?” he was saying.

      I realized I must have been muttering, if not actually raving. Controlling my voice with some difficulty, I said, “No, I don’t—or haven’t until now. However, I can think of any number of explanations for you which don’t violate any natural laws. You could be anything from a mutation to a—”

      “But I’m not,” the cat cut me off. “Now be quiet and watch Meg.”

      The girl stopped and looked around thoughtfully. “I think this will do, don’t you, Memphus?” she mused, testing the texture of the sand with a toe.

      The cat studied the composition of the surface from his closer vantage. “Yes,” he replied after a moment. “Yes, go ahead.”

      Meg picked up a piece of driftwood and began to draw in the hard-packed wet sand. First came a pentagram, some eight feet on a side. Memphus followed close behind, nose to the ground, watching to see that no particle of displaced sand fell back into the groove.

      An intricate, quite indescribable pattern was drawn at each of the five points. Between these appeared strange, distinctly cabalistic symbols. Three slightly smaller pentagrams duplicated the primary and were placed equidistant around the outside.

      Meg finished; the pair made a final, thorough inspection. Then she took me by the hand and led me to one of the smaller pentagrams.

      She placed me inside, and quite belabored the point of telling me not to come out until she physically came in and got me; not until I could actually feel her hand in mine.

      Then she settled cross-legged in the pentagram on my left and began to croon a genuinely peculiar little song. I have perfect pitch, and she had a sweetly musical voice, but it was awfully modern-sounding and difficult to discern a melody. (In fact, one less charitable might have drawn parallels to the output of an acoustic modem for computer communications or touch-tone telephone switching codes.) Memphus reclined sphinx-fashion in the other pentagram, watching closely.

      Whatever they were doing, both were completely preoccupied, and by flexing my muscles without moving, I determined that I wasn’t paralyzed. It would have been easy to slip quietly into the jungle and not stop running until I reached the security compound.

      But I didn’t.

      For one thing, it would have been humiliating: “Help! I’ve just been terrorized by a naked twelve-year-old female pixie and her sarcastic talking cat . . . !”

      I’d never had occasion to try on a strait jacket, and I wasn’t eager to rectify the omission. Besides, I was confident that a rational explanation would emerge once all the facts were in.

      However, I knew that whatever was taking place here was outside my experience and I had best be on my toes if I hoped to cope with—with whatever. . . .

      Plus, I was still all aquiver from being forced to recognize Memphus’ reality—and I’d never heard anyone so emphatic about anything as Meg was about remaining inside that pentagram.

      Finally, I was also, if I cared to face facts, very close to being scared spitless.

      So I remained where I was and watched as Meg, still singing those odd notes, drew a figure in the sand in front of her. For several moments nothing happened, and I began to breathe more easily . . .

      Until the patterns in the sand began to radiate: a faint, bluish luminescence, reminiscent of long-wave UV—but perceptibly, if subtly, different. A quick downward glance confirmed that the one in which I stood was glowing as well.

      Abruptly a column of smoke boiled up out of the sand inside the big pentagram. It was a particularly unattractive color—somewhere between a greasy yellowish green and a sooty blackish purple. It was also intensely acrid and started my eyes watering and my throat burning. I had to fight back an urge to cough.

      But then I forgot my physical discomfort: Something was happening inside the smoke; something nebulous and miasmic, upon which I couldn’t seem to focus—something with eyes like Fourth of July sparklers. . . .

      Moments later the eyes had a body to go with them: KjJnyrb’n was perhaps eight feet tall and bore a cousinly resemblance to an acid freak’s impressionistic painting of a Tyrannosaurus rex. There were two small, taloned arms, kangaroolike legs, a long, forked tail, a bunch of tentacles, foot-long saber tusks, and a pair of long, curling horns. Flame jetted from the nostrils. A glowing tongue flicked in and out. And as the Däa’mn materialized, it uttered a cry which, though inaudible, somehow resonated every nerve in my body.

      KjJnyrb’n stood still for a moment, gazing at Meg. Then it noticed me.

      For about ten years.

      It seemed amused.

      And for perhaps the fiftieth time that morning, I wondered where the hell was security . . . ?

      Meg stood. She strolled unconcernedly from her pentagram into the Däa’mn’s enclosure. She slid an arm about the creature’s middle. They held a brief whispered conversation; then both strolled out of the central pentagram to the rim of mine.

      Meg grinned and beckoned. KjJnyrb’n did, too—though, on the whole, its beckon was a great deal more persuasive than its grin.

      On the point of obliging, I felt a sudden chill. I couldn’t put a finger on what bothered me; I could see no reason why I shouldn’t join them. But Meg had made an awfully big point of waiting until she physically came in and got me. The key word seemed to be “physically,” repeated many, many, many times.

      Now . . . If a doctor prescribes pills for what ails you and tells you to take one every two hours with milk, and you take three every six hours with water, you don’t have much right to complain when they eat a hole in your stomach: You ignored the expert’s advice.

      I learned a long time ago that, when an expert in a field outside one’s own area of expertise goes to the trouble of offering detailed instructions, they are best adhered to, to the letter. The longer I considered the matter, the more this seemed to be a textbook example of an adhering situation. I shook my head.

      Meg beckoned more emphatically—but she did not come in to get me.

      I shook my head again—

      And blinked: Meg was sitting cross-legged in her pentagram and KjJnyrb’n was back in its enclosure, looking somehow peeved. However, it took practically no effort on my part to resist a momentary impulse to thumb my nose at it.

      Meg stood, a single fluidly graceful movement. She performed an eye-baffling series of gestures and exclaimed a final phrase of gibberish. The column of filthy smoke vanished in a flash of brilliant blue flame. So did KjJnyrb’n.

      Meg’s expression of sympathy, as she came over and took my hand, would have been more convincing had it not consisted primarily of an ear-to-ear grin. “You look upset,” she murmured. “I’m sorry I had to do that. But you’ll have to admit, you didn’t leave me a great deal of choice. I had to do something to get your attention.”

      I didn’t answer immediately; I was catching up on my breathing.

      Finally I said, “I understand why you had to do it. I never would have believed anything like this otherwise—I’m not sure I totally believe it now. . . .”

      Meg’s brow elevated; she cast me a sidelong look.

      I took a quick step back, hands raised as a shield. “Just a figure of speech,” I hastened to clarify. “I do believe—I do, I do, I do!”

      “But . . .” I added more slowly, “I don’t understand: If you didn’t want me to come out until you came in and got me, what was that sign-language routine about?”

      Meg’s face was a study in puzzlement. “What are you talking about?”

      I told her what I had seen. The sunny expression evaporated.

      She took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Memphus,” she said softly, “please remind me, when we get home, to take care of this. A treacherous Däa’mn cannot be tolerated. Do you have any suggestions? Otherwise I’m going to file a formal complaint, demand a full board hearing, and do my best to see whether the loss of its license and about thirty nNäa’ls’ total sensory overload will get its attention!”

      The cat stretched lazily.“I know you suspect my objectivity where Däa’mn are concerned, because of my own origin. And probably rightly so. But I do think that’s a little stern. I’d ask for a thirty-nNäa’l suspension and maybe three nNäa’ls of sensory-augmented cellular disruption and reassembly.”

      “That’s hardly a slap on the wrist,” protested Meg indignantly, “after trying something like that . . . !”

      “The fault was ours,” Memphus pointed out calmly, “and it did fail. ‘Let the summoner beware’ has always been the Däa’mns’ motto. We weren’t watching closely enough. Treaty or no treaty, they don’t have to respond to our summons, nor are they under any particular obligation to perform the tasks we set. Their interest in this universe is just that: an interest. Part of that interest is the fun of trying to catch us with our pants down—think of it as an ethnic weakness. By the standards of KjJnyrb’n’s hometown, that was little more than a boyish prank. They don’t have quite the same appreciation for the consequences that we do.”

      “I know,” Meg grumbled. “But—well . . .”

      “And we learned something important: Considering his utter lack of appreciation for what he faced, I think our young prospect here acquitted himself pretty well—perhaps even very well. I’m not all that displeased that it made the attempt.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Meg replied dryly. “Don’t push your luck.” Memphus grinned smugly. (I know, I know—cat physiology and all—but grin he did.)

      Then he turned to me. “Do you have any idea what would have happened to you if you hadn’t followed Meg’s instructions?” he asked sternly.

      “I can guess,” I replied shakily.

      Of course it could have been hypnosis: Flash something across the sky to rivet your victim’s attention; sting him with a fast-acting knockout dart (don’t tell me they don’t work that quickly—I manufactured them for the CIA); load him up with a hypnotic drug (I made that, too); prime him with posthypnotic instructions while showing him a movie calculated to make him remember what you want him to.

      Nothing to it. I could have done that to a man if I’d wanted to: I had the resources—and so did plenty of others. If I had thought for an instant that I might have been in the hands of operators capable of working on that level, I’d have relaxed and enjoyed the ride: They were good.

      But I didn’t think it. Not for a minute. Not for a second. I knew better: Meg was a wWyh’j. Memphus was her fmMl’hr. And nothing I had learned in my whole life, right up to that instant, could ever again be relied upon as factual. The entire natural order of things, as I knew it, was at least incomplete, and more probably was utterly false.

      And the cat’s next words did nothing to help me cushion the adjustment: “No,” he replied soberly, “you can’t begin to guess. What you’re thinking is merely permanent. What it had in mind would have been eternal. . . .”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        TO: Project Director/Monitor’s Log

        FROM: Sephiloyä, Third Order

        SUBJECT: Project Extremis

        Subject Cory has recovered from the physical and emotional side effects attendant the arrival of our team. He has absorbed and accepted the fact of their alienness without undue disturbance. He even has observed the emergence of an extrauniversal being into this space without lasting trauma.

        It should be noted that the lesser Däa’mn, KjJnyrb’n, a native of Häa’l, attempted to entice Subject Cory from the safety of his wWr’dts by means of a flawless illusion, but without success. If it had succeeded, much of the time and effort invested to this point would have been lost at a single stroke.

        KjJnyrb’n’s superior has been notified of this conduct, but has been a problem itself and is unlikely to take appropriate action. The problem would seem to be the mutual-assistance pact. At present, the Häa’l are under no binding obligation to comport themselves in our universe as we do ourselves in theirs. Since they summon one of us more frequently than we do them, it is reasonable to assume that they derive more benefit from the relationship than we do. It is this observer’s recommendation that the treaty be renegotiated, and promptly. The present situation is intolerable.

        Incidentally, Agent Megonthalyä’s performance thus far has exceeded all expectations. This will please those responsible for her selection and conditioning.

        The team’s next major challenge is expected to arise when Cory is informed of the details of their mission.
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      There was barely enough time to return to the cottage, clothe Meg in one of my tee shirts (which was big enough for three of her, and which, gathered in an improvised sash at the waist, covered her modestly to just below the knees but somehow made her look even nakeder), and settle comfortably on the front porch, before security arrived in force.

      Security personnel always remained out of sight while making routine rounds; but upon noticing the newcomer, they sent in an alarm and a full complement responded to investigate. I introduced Meg as an acquaintance from Idaho, arrived this morning, and apologized for not notifying them.

      Security Chief Rebecca Two-Knives was a sweet, slightly plump, grandmotherly lady whose kindly expression was a façade behind which lurked undoubtedly the single deadliest, most proficient counterintelligence/antiterrorist/security specialist ever trained by Israel’s secret services for the protection of their government leaders.

      Becky regarded Meg with cool professional interest for a long moment, then turned and scanned the area briefly. Unlike some of her male counterparts (not to mention Yours Truly), she did not find a well-turned female ankle (or any other part) distracting—which was only one of the reasons I retained her to oversee my personal and corporate security.

      She turned back to me. Her eyes bored into mine without comment. Her aspect was a study in expressionless disapproval—directed toward the tactical situation which we both knew I was forcing upon her; not my young, attractive, scantily clad visitor, nor my presumed plans for same.

      Married since age twenty to the same man (but retaining her maiden name for professional purposes), with three children and the better part of a dozen grandchildren to show for it, Becky practiced a conservative, conventional, downright old-fashioned lifestyle. But she was neither a prude nor an evangelist. She liked what she liked; the rest of the world (provided they didn’t interfere with her or hers, or harm innocent bystanders) were free to follow the dictates of their own consciences.

      Becky had been with me almost six years. This pointed pretty strongly to a conclusion that, while my fondness for motorsport and athletic competition severely complicated her job, she liked me personally and approved of me professionally (with her credentials, she didn’t have to stay anywhere). She liked how I treated my people (as head of security, she was in an unequaled position to observe my handling of them on a day-to-day basis), and approved of how I ran my businesses and what I did with my money. She regarded my preoccupation with the fair sex appropriate for one of my age and physical characteristics, and (without lifting even an occasional editorial eyebrow) did everything necessary to ensure that my trysts were both safe and as private as I wished them.

      I was pretty sure she wouldn’t resign on the spot over this.

      However, this was the very first time that I had sprung a guest on her unannounced. Further, the island’s security equipment was truly comprehensive: No air, surface, submersible, or even orbital vehicles could pass within a two-hundred-mile radius without detection. Within the past twenty-four hours, none had. Meg’s sudden presence on the island was patently impossible.

      Becky studied me briefly, then visibly reached a decision: If the Boss didn’t wish to share with her how the girl had gotten here, that was his privilege. Becky’s interest in her was limited to a determination of whether she posed a threat or not. Apparently the Boss felt she didn’t.

      Apparently.

      Becky nodded politely; then she and her crew vanished into the underbrush with a speed and silence that would have done both her Comanche and Israeli ancestors proud.

      Again apparently: Becky was an instinctive, natural-born cop; I knew her hyperdeveloped bump of caution would cause her to keep us under close observation until she satisfied herself that my apparent acceptance of this unexplained visitor hadn’t been obtained through duress.

      I muttered a quick warning: Becky’s surveillance was certain to include basic precautions, such as eavesdropping via high-gain parabolic microphones outside and bugs inside the cottage, and observation by means of concealed TV cameras—and the last thing we needed was to have her discover that I was entertaining a girl—who hobnobbed with Däa’mn. And had a talking cat. . . .
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        * * *

      

      But Meg and Memphus, it developed, had security bugged. Or whatever. At least they knew when security was watching and/or listening to us, and the state of their suspicions. And after about half a day of stereotypical visiting—swimming, sunning, sailing, dining, et cetera—Memphus reported that Becky had lost interest: “She’s concluded that you’re following your usual pattern with attractive females,” he explained in bored tones. “She approves of your taste, but doesn’t intend to watch as events follow what she considers their inevitable course. She is not a voyeur. . . .”

      Meg dimpled. “Memphus,” she reproved gently, “is that nice?”

      “Voyeurism? I don’t know. I suppose I could watch and render an opinion. . . .”

      Meg eyed the cat with mock annoyance. Then she slid down the sofa and sat close to me. Without thinking, I put an arm protectively about her shoulders. She reached up and took my hand in hers.

      “All right,” she sighed, with a contented wriggle; “where were we?”

      Memphus snickered. “I’m not surprised that you’ve forgotten, snuggled up against all that whalebone and steel. Peter probably doesn’t know what’s second-most uppermost in your mind, but I do.”

      “Memphus, please shut up,” said Meg absently, tracing the muscle divisions of my chest and abdomen with the fingertips of her other hand. “I haven’t forgotten. I had just told Peter that I’m a wWyh’j and you’re my fmMl’hr . . .”

      “Meg isn’t likely to admit this herself,” the cat interjected with conspicuous pride; “but referring to her merely as ‘a’ wWyh’j is akin to describing da Vinci as a tinkerer. She ranks Tenth Order. Tenth is the ultimate achievement of an adept, and she stands high among the Tenths. She’s probably the second-most powerful being in this universe, and she is the most powerful wWyh’j.”

      “Memphus, how would anybody know that?” Meg teased. “Who keeps score?”

      Memphus didn’t answer; he just looked superior.

      “Never mind; we have more important things to talk about.”

      “That we do,” the cat replied with sudden grimness.

      Meg turned to stare up at me with those enormous blue eyes. “And it is important, Peter,” she breathed; “vitally, desperately important. . . .”

      “The most important thing in the galaxy,” added the cat soberly.

      Meg nodded. “Memphus and I were sent here from the planet Isis, my home, located near the galactic core. My people, the Isi, focusing a concentration of mMj’q which awes me to contemplate, opened a passageway across the universes and translated us to Earth, to your side, Peter Cory, to try to enlist you—to persuade you, using any inducement within the almost limitless powers of the Isi to grant, fair or foul—to join us, to lead us, to help us in a racial undertaking which has spanned over a hundred centuries and upon whose outcome hangs literally the fate of every being in the galaxy.

      “Of all the sapient entities inhabiting all the myriad worlds of the Milky Way, you are the only one to whom the compudicters have assigned odds approaching a semblance of probable success. Even with you we are given only about a fifty-fifty chance. But without you, the probabilities are less than a tenth of one percent; without you the Isi almost certainly must fail. . . .”

      And that’s when she said it: “Peter, we are losing Armageddon . . . !” she whispered intensely. “You must aid us!” The tears in her eyes were real; no doubt remained. “Only with your help do we have any chance of prevailing. Unless you join us . . .” her breath caught, “perhaps even if you do—the galaxy is doomed . . . !”
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      For the space of a long breath I sat mute, suffused in a glow of purest admiration: Bar none, that was the corniest pronouncement I ever had heard anyone utter. And in broad daylight, too.

      It took another couple seconds and the stimulus of a tear starting down Meg’s cheek before the content of those corny words sank in, and several moments thereafter to settle on a suitable response.

      Having met KjJnyrb’n earlier, “Haw!” and “G’wan!” never even crossed my mind. But “Do tell . . .” and “How ’bout that . . .” seemed inadequate.

      Fortunately, before the delay became obvious my brain shifted into gear: “Why?” I said brilliantly.

      Meg was still fighting to control a quivery chin. I looked to Memphus. The cat sat up; he regarded me thoughtfully. “You wouldn’t happen to know what the term, ‘antimatter,’ means?” he offered dubiously.

      “I doubt it. Before this morning I’d have said yes without a second’s hesitation. But that’s before I met KjJnyrb’n, before learning that the holes in my education are even wider and deeper than I thought.

      “I know what passes for science hereabouts thinks it is, and I understand that the folks at CERN and Fermi think they’ve detected it. Plus I own several companies which are pooling their efforts, trying to synthesize it. They haven’t reported that they’re having any luck.”

      The cat blinked slowly. “If you’re uncertain, then they’re having bad luck. Which is good luck. There’s something quite unmistakable about an explosion which knocks a planet out of orbit.”

      He turned to Meg. “That’s something we’d best look into very soon, and probably take steps to avoid. Grown men, never mind so-called scientists, should know better than to play with such toys on inhabited planetary surfaces. I don’t object to their playing, mind you, but they should do it at a respectful distance from breakables—say a couple dozen astronomical units . . .”

      “Your motives are exemplary, Memphus,” interjected Meg, with a trace of impatience, “but you do wander.”

      “I do,” replied the cat, unperturbed. “This last couple hundred billion trillenia I’ve been bothered that way. Probably a sign of age. The subject was the end of the galaxy.

      “If you know what antimatter is,” he continued, “then you probably can form a vague, totally erroneous impression of what I mean by ‘antienergy’.”

      I pondered briefly, then shook my head.“Not likely,” I replied; “but don’t let that stop you. There’s been a lot I haven’t understood this morning. So go ahead: Confuse me with the whole story to begin with. Then we can back up, pick out the details I think I understand, clarify them, and expand from there.”

      The cat stared enigmatically. “I like your attitude,” he said abruptly. “You yell too much, but I like your attitude.”

      He continued: “ ‘Antienergy’ is a hopelessly inadequate semantic representation of the concept, but I find that I’m a prisoner of your language; it can’t be explained in English—‘You can’t get there from here.’ ”

      “Is a detailed understanding necessary at this point?”

      “No. Soon you’ll be speaking Isi; then we can get as technical as necessary. For the moment, it suffices to state that antienergy exists, and its most salient characteristic is that it consumes what we know as energy, totally—in a fashion which likewise can’t be explained in English—”

      “And . . . ?”

      “—and we have discovered the existence of what may be a living entity composed of the stuff, which is distinguished by an insatiable appetite for energy—and I do mean literally insatiable.”

      “Immaterial monsters of pure energy?”

      “Antienergy,” corrected the cat.

      “Which are headed for our galaxy?”

      “With a precision that would make your ears lay back.”





