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On that day, I remember it well, it poured unannounced rain. Apparently, the installations of the Earth Axis Board had suffered some minor malfunction, because the celebration of the Great Summer Storm was not to take place until next week. Meanwhile, torrents of downpour were rumbling against the windows, while on the boulevard the water was up to the ankles of surprised passersby. I rushed to the veranda of the 80th floor and with delight exposed my face to the unprogrammed rain, catching the thick drops with my mouth. Of course, I was immediately soaked to the skin and when Mary called out to me, I didn't speak up. I knew she was angry with me. Incidentally, I never wore a coat when running out in the rain, which invariably caused her displeasure. Mary did not give up:

“Eli! Eli! Come downstairs! Romero wants to talk to you.”

I eagerly returned to the apartment. In the middle of the room stood Paul. Of course, not himself of flesh and blood, but only his spatial image, but communication technology has already reached such perfection that the stereophantom, at least to me, is no different from a living person.

“Dear admiral! I have bad news!”

It's been at least twenty years since I was an admiral, but Romero still addresses me as such.

“We have finally deciphered the circumstances under which the expeditions of our friends Allan and Leonid were lost. I must inform you with the utmost regret that the original hypothesis of accidental failure has been definitively disproved. Nor has the assumption that Leonid and Allan made any mistakes or took ill-considered actions been confirmed. All their orders were carefully analyzed and posthumously approved by the Great Academic Machine, which concluded that the actions of our poor friends were the best possible under the terrible conditions in which they found themselves.”

“You want to say...” I began, but Paul wouldn't let me finish. He was so nervous that he had forgotten his excellent manners.

“Yes, that's exactly it, admiral! Although Allan and Leonid did not guess anything, combat operations were being conducted against them! They reported on the natural fangs of the elements, while we, in the course of analysis, detected deliberate hostile actions. They described unusual natural phenomena, which were basically cruel blows from a vicious enemy, consistently erecting obstacles in their path. There were no dangerous elements, dear admirals, only ruthless war! Our first expedition to the Galactic core perished on a stellar battlefield, not as a result of the playfulness of the elements - this is the sad truth about the fate of the Allan and Leonid squadrons.”

Romero has always expressed himself in flowery terms. Since he was elected to the Grand Council and appointed chief historiographer of the Interstellar Union, this amusing trait of his has taken on even greater force. Perhaps people in ancient times only talked in this way, but I personally found his overly elaborate style sometimes strongly irritating, especially when he used it to discuss some ordinary, everyday matters. Now, however, this style was completely on point. The doom of the first expedition to the Galactic core could not be discussed any other way. I asked:

“When will the funeral of the fallen take place?”

“In a week. Admiral, you are the first person to be informed of the circumstances of the annihilation of the Galactic expedition. Naturally, you can guess why the Council turned to you first!”

“On the contrary, I do not have the slightest idea why this. happened!”

“The Grand Council wishes to seek your opinion.” Romero said this with such emphasis, as if he was entrusting me with a secret as important as the truth about the doom of the expedition. “We ask that you would like to reflect on what I have told you.

“I will think about it,” I said, and Romer's image dissolved into thin air.

I put on my coat and returned to the hanging garden on the 80th floor.

Soon Mary also appeared there. I put my arm around her and hugged her. The bright morning turned into a gloomy evening, neither the clouds nor the trees on the boulevard nor even the shrubs on the veranda of the sixtieth floor were visible. There was only rain in the world, glittering, loud, singing and bursting that I longed for wings so that I could face the streams of this triumphant water alone in the air. Flying in an avionette, however, does not give this fullness of experience.

“I know what you're thinking,” said Mary.

“Yes,” I replied. “Exactly thirty years ago I also flew among the streams of water during the Summer Storm festival, while you accused me of acting too recklessly in the air. We have grown old, Mary. Now I wouldn't be able to stay in the core of the electric discharge anymore.”

Sometimes I am even frightened by the fact that Mary can analyze my own feelings and moods much better than myself. She smiled sadly.

“You were thinking about something completely different,” she said. “You regret that you were not in that corner of the Universe where our friends died. You think that if you had been there, the expedition would have returned without such losses...”

... I am dictating this text in the cocoon of an out-of-time entity. What this means I will explain later. In front of me in a transparent container suspended in a force field rests motionless corpse, disgusting and indestructible, the corpse of a traitor who pushed us into an abyss with no way out. The three-dimensional screens show landscapes of an unimaginable, improbable world, one hell of a catastrophic stellar vortex. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that this monstrous world is alien to me, inhuman, hostile not only to everything living but also to everything rational. And I no longer believe that my participation in the expedition can prevent losses. I am in charge of our expedition and I am consciously leading it along a path where] doom most likely lurks at the end. This is the truth. If these notes by some miracle reach Earth, let people know: I can clearly see the dangerous truth and completely realize my own guilt. Nothing can justify me! This is not a cry of despair, but a cold conclusion.

And that day on the beautiful green Earth, on an Earth now unimaginably far away, amid the joyful splash of a downpour, I answered my wife sadly:

“I desire a great many things, Mary! Desires increase the inertia, the inertia of existence - they first pull forward, and then inhibit the withering. In youth and old age, a person desires more than he can reach. Unfortunately, I am too old for my dreams.... Now there is only one thing left to do, my dear, just to quietly and humbly wither away. Just this: to wither peacefully!”
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At the spaceport, where the Perseus starship landed, I did not attend the mourning ceremony in the Great Council Hall, the stereo screens in my room turned off. Mary later recounted to me with Isis in her eyes the proceedings of both ceremonies. I listened to her in silence and went to my room.

If I had behaved like this in the first years of our acquaintance, my wife would have accused me of a lack of heart, but now she understood me perfectly. There have been no diseases on Earth for a long time, even the word “doctor” had disappeared from the dictionary, but the state I had fallen into after learning about the course of Allan and Leonid's expedition could not be called anything other than a disease. “It's not easy to survive,” - Romero said, handing me a cassette tape with a record of all the events, starting with the start of the expedition from the Third Planet in the Perseus System and ending with the return to base of the ships with dead crews. He was right, this-it couldn't be survived easily, it had to be wre.cz hard to recover from.

I probably wouldn't have gone to the ceremonial funeral of the victims either, if I hadn't found out that on Earth, Olga had arrived. She certainly would not have forgiven me if I had not given the last service to her husband. It was also necessary to see old friends - Orlan and Gig, Osima and Gracius, Carnagin and Trub, who had come with Olga on her “Orion” to attend the ceremonial laying of ashes in the Pantheon. Despite everything, however, for a long time I could not decide to leave home. I was afraid that I would not be able to stand the mourning ceremonies. Romero warned me that I should make a speech, and what could I say, except that the fallen were valiant pioneers of the Cosmos and that I loved them very much?

In the Hall of Mourning Ceremonies of the Pantheon, relatives and friends of the fallen gathered. Olga cried and rested her head on my shoulder, and I compassionately stroked her gray hair. Olga resisted the longest of all of us. the destructive influence of time, but the misfortune completely broke her down. With difficulty, just to say something, I muttered:

“Ola, you could choose some other hair color, it's so easy after all.”

She continued to take everything literally. Now she also took my words seriously and smiled with such sadness that I almost cried.

“Leonid liked me. the way I am, and outside of him I have no one to beautify myself for.”

Along with Olga came Irena, her daughter, to the funeral. I had not seen Irena for at least fifteen years, and I remembered her from those days as a spoiled, disorderly girl, similar as two drops of water to Leonid and with his character. In the past, I often wondered that Irena took so little from her mother of her sanity, her calmness, her ability to penetrate to the core of any mystery and her indomitable will hidden under the appearance of softness, good upbringing and undisguised kindness to everyone. And in the Pantheon, I saw a woman - slender and sallow, ebullient, speaking quickly and decisively, with energetic movements and such huge black eyes that it was difficult to look away from them. Irena seemed to me even more like Leonid than before, and this was not a purely external resemblance. Today, when it is difficult to correct anything, I see how wrong I was about Irena's character. In the long chain of causes that led to today's misfortune, this mistake of mine also played its part.

I embraced the girl in a friendly manner and said:

“I loved your father very much, my dear.”

She moved away from me with a violent gesture and replied with a hostility that amazed me:

“I loved my father too, but I am no longer a child, Eli.”

I should have thought about the meaning of her words, especially her tone, and then many things would have turned out differently. But just then Lusin and Trub approached us, so I no longer had time to analyze her behavior. Lusin with tears in his eyes shook my hand, and the old angel firmly embraced me with his black wings. Immortality drugs, so vigorously promoted by the Galactics, help my friends as little as they help me. Lusin looked splendid, for in his slim body there was more sinew and bone than flesh, and such people do not age long. And Trub went very far. However, I never imagined that one could grow old so beautifully, so, please forgive me for this perhaps too flowery phrase, wonderfully withered. It is with emotion that I speak of this miraculous withering, and with pain in my heart that I recall the fallen Trump as I saw him at the mourning ceremony - huge, black-winged, with lush, completely gray hair and thick, also completely gray sideburns....

“Misfortune!” said Lusin deafeningly.

'What luck, Eli!

“There were enemies all around!” roared Trub. “Allan and Leonid were scientifically analyzing puzzling natural phenomena when you had to fight! You would have fought, Eli, I'm sure of it! Too bad I wasn't there! I, too, would have been able to use the lessons learned from the battles on the Third Planet!”

Gracius and Orlan approached us. When they both appear on planets inhabited by humans, then they only walk together. There is a demonstration in this that is touching in its naiveté. Galact and Destroyer seem to convince everyone that the cruel hatred for many millions of years dividing their peoples has now turned into friendship. In the old way, I called Orlan the Destroyer, although now they have been given the name “Demiurges,” which they are extremely proud of, for it means something like a mechanic or builder, in any case a creator, not a destroyer. The new name fairly accurately reflects the roles of the former Destroyers in our Star Union, but I don't think the ostentatiously demonstrated friendship comes easily to Orlan and Gracius, especially the latter. Astropsychologists maintain that just as humans cannot be instilled with a fondness for ugly smells and ugly advances, neither can Galactics be induced to tolerate artificial organs and tissues, and the Demiurds have only changed their name, not the structure of their body, which is full of artificial tissues and organs.

“Hello Eli, my old friend and preceptor!” said Galact in a solemn tone, humanly extending his hand to me. My tiny fingers disappeared into his gigantic hand as if it were a huge shell.

I muttered some appropriate response. It did not come easily to me, because with the flowery nature of their speech, the Galacts can drive even Romer into a corner. Orlan confined himself to the fact that he greetingly beamed his bluish face, lifted his head high, and with a loud chuckle, he slumped it into his arms. We entered the hall together.

After the ceremony, which I won't describe here so as not to evoke once again painful memories for me, I intended to go home as soon as possible, but I was stopped by Romero, who approached me, accompanied by Oleg. Romero said:

“Dear admiral, it is my duty to inform you that the Grand Council has decided to organize, a second expedition to the Galactic core and has appointed Captain Oleg Sherstiuk, our mutual friend, as commander of the starship squadron.”

Oleg, without allowing me to speak, hastily added:

“I agreed to take command only on the condition that you, Eli, also take part in the expedition!”

I should just as categorically refuse, as I had already done many times in response to offers made to me to command star expeditions or to take an active part in them. After the liberation of Perseus, after the tragic death of Astra on the Third Planet, Mary and I lost our enthusiasm for distant travel. We returned to the green primordial Earth, never to leave it again. This is what we decided twenty years ago, and until now we have never embezzled from this resolve.

Now, however, unexpectedly to myself, I countered:

“I agree. Come see me in the evening. We'll make a deal.”
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Mary wanted to return home on foot. The day was cloudy, with dark clouds rushing across the sky. On Circular Boulevard, the wind carried fallen leaves. I breathed in the already cold autumn air with delight, slowly coming to myself after the shock I had experienced. Mary said quietly:

“How beautiful our old Earth is! Will we ever see it again, or will we be lost forever in the starry skies?”.

“You can stay at home,” I suggested cautiously.

“Naturally!” she replied with slight irony. “But can you manage to fly without me?”

“No, Mary, I can't,” I confessed honestly. “To be without you is almost to be without myself. Such is my fate, that alone I am only half of the whole. And this is not the most pleasant feeling...”

“You could at least do without questionable jokes today,” my wife rebuked me. 

For a long moment, we walked in silence, and I glanced at her anxiously. It's been so many years since we've been together, and despite everything, I'm still afraid. of Mary's changing moods. To finally break the silence, I asked her what she thought about the reasons for the disaster of Allan's expedition.

“In any case, I strongly disagree. with the theory that Paul is promoting,” she replied dismissively. “Men are always looking for someone else's ill will in every mystery. So much wariness in you that you are ready to believe that it is nature itself that is in a constant battle with you and only dreams of bringing you to your knees. Attributing nature's own faults to you is easy, because it is incredibly convenient, but certainly not the most correct!”

“Women are to blame for the wariness of men, because they are the ones who give us such to the world,” I tried to turn the matter into a joke. “In all seriousness, however, you have not refuted any of Romer's arguments.

“I don't have to, refute anything,” she countered in her usual sharp tone, “because I only found in the report a description of incomprehensible facts and clumsy attempts to interpret them.”

Her words made more of an impression on me than I was willing to admit that day.

In the evening our lounge was filled to capacity. Olga, Romero, Orlan and Lusin occupied the armchairs, while Trub and Gracius sat down with difficulty. on the couches: the angel was hindered by his wings, while the three-meter Galact was afraid. to move from his seat, lest he hit his head on the ceiling. Romero, with his flowery style, described the impression made on the Grand Council by the report on the causes of the annihilation of the first expedition to the Galactic core. He also stated that the next expedition was to detect an unknown adversary or adversaries and explore the possibility of peaceful coexistence with them. Therefore, the Grand Council has allocated all its resources to equip the second galactic expedition.

“I am now waiting for your questions and objections, Admiral,” concluded Paul.

I had only one objection: the first expedition failed to find the Ramirs it set out to find. The predatory planets pursuing our ships were called living beings by Allan, but irrefutable evidence that they are indeed living beings and not a plaything of dead nature does not exist. The region of the “dust suns”, on the outskirts of which the expedition perished, is, according to Allan, the habitat of an advanced civilization, but no representative of this civilization was encountered, so the existence of this civilization remains only a hypothesis. Attempts to break through to the nucleus encountered active obstacles, but what follows? The opposition may have been of a purely physical nature, although for the time being unknown to us, because, after all, no one dares. to claim that we already know all the laws governing the Universe.

Pavel wanted to answer me, but I turned to Oleg:

“You are in command of the second squadron. What do you think of my doubts?”

“That they can be resolved,” he replied restrainedly, “only in one and only one way: it is necessary to fly again in the direction of the Galactic core and on the spot to check what is preventing you from breaking through to its interior.”

“Your answer fully satisfies me,” I said, looking with pleasure at my son Andre, who inherited from his father not only courage and character, but also beauty. “Now tell me what stage the preparations for the expedition are at.”

Romero explained that the preparatory work is being carried out on the all-too-familiar Third Planet of Perseus, and that it is being directed by Andre together with the demiurge Bilon. In addition to Taneyev's annihilators, Galactic bioweapons and mechanisms that change the size of the ships along with all their contents are being installed on the starships. The most important new installations, however, are devices that quickly change the metrics of the space around the starship. Each ship will thus resemble a small Third Planet, capable of producing any curvature of space around it. If Allan's squadron had been equipped with a gravitational auger mechanism, it could have avoided many mishaps. Metric generator designs are being developed by a group led by Ellon.

“Ellon... I haven't heard anything about him. Do I know him, Orlan?”

“I'm the one who proposed his candidacy,” declared Orlan proudly.

“There is no other Demiurge in Perseus who can match his construction skills. I noticed that Gracius shook his head with concern.

“One more question remains,” I continued. “In what capacity, according to the Grand Council, should I participate in the expedition? That is, to use ancient terms, what position am I being offered?”

“You will be the soul and conscience of the expedition, Eli,” Oleg said.

“It is difficult to imagine a well-organized expedition in which the soul and conscience would be detached from the other participants.” I was serious, but my words provoked laughter. When it quieted down, Romero said:

“Since you care about the terms that define the so-called position, let's call it scientific leadership. They used to use such a term too, dear admiral.”

“Are you also going to participate in the expedition?”

“I believe that the Grand Council will allow me to leave Earth for a while,” he said. After the meeting was over, I squatted with Galact:

“When Orlan praised Ellon, you sighed, Gracius. Why? Did you disagree with his assessment?”

Gracius smiled radiantly. Galacts are so fond of smiling that they beam for any reason.

“No, Eli, my friend Demiurge Orlan quite rightly characterized Ellan as an engineering genius. But you see, Eli...” he stammered, although he did not change his beaming expression. “After all, you know our attitude to artificial tissues.... In Ellon's body, the degree of artificiality is much, much higher than in the other Demiurges; I'm afraid that his brain, too, contains artificial elements, although Orlan strongly denies this...”

I also smiled, but in a human way, ironically. Galactics' aversion to artificial organs always seemed to me an amusing quirk, so I let Gracius' objections go by the wayside. All people make mistakes, and I have probably made them far more often than others. And many of my mistakes or errors, so innocent at first glance, have unfortunately had tragic consequences.
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How horribly Andre has changed! Olga warned me that I might not recognize him, and I just laughed at that. It was impossible for me not to recognize my closest friend! And naturally, I recognized Andre immediately, as soon as the “Orion” hovered over the landing pad of the Third Planet and Andre rushed in like a storm through the ship's gates, which opened wide. I was shocked, however. I had left Andre in Perseus as an ailing, still half-crazed, but reasonably energetic middle-aged man, and now a flustered, nervous, wrinkled, gray-haired old man fell into my embrace.
“Yes, yes, Eli!” exclaimed Andre with a nervous laugh, seeing my agitation. “Communing directly with immortal Galactics, we don't know why we age particularly quickly. Besides, the hellish gravity of this planet is rather to blame, and the constant rolling up and down of space is probably not conducive to harmonious metabolism either. Remember the Vagabond? That mighty brain who, for some unknown reason, longed to reincarnate as a playful dragon?”
“I hope he's doing well?”

“He's alive, but he hasn't been chasing dragons for a long time. His intellect, by the way, has not suffered from it.

”We left the deck of the “Orion” and landed on a planet. I do not describe our journey to the Perseus System, because the impressions of this voyage have no relevance to future events. I will only mention that Oleg stopped on Earth to complete the crew of the expedition and intended to come to the Third Planet on the next voyage. I will also not describe all the encounters on this globe, as they were of interest only to Mary and me. I will only report one impression among those that did not have an impact on the subsequent course of events. 

I'm talking about the impression of the present landscape of the Third Planet.

Mary and I flew over its surface in an ordinary avionette, the same one we commonly use on Earth. We remembered forever the terrifying image of the menacing space fortress of the Destroyers: a bare leaden surface with golden boulders scattered across it. Now there was no lead or gold, and everywhere, as far as the eye could see, blue-green forests spread, lakes and rivers glistened.

“I'd like to land here,” Mary pointed to a lone hill, whose bare peak for the moment resisted the victorious march of vegetation.
We got out of the avionics and felt for the first time that we were on the former planet. The vehicle's gravitational screens shielded us from its terrible gravity, which, by the way, around the Station differed little from Earth's, but here it literally pressed us to the ground. My head went haywire, I wobbled and would have fallen had I not been supported by Mary, who was able to cope more easily with the overload.
“Now I wouldn't have been able to make the journey from the landing site to the Station,” I confessed, trying to smile.

“Do you recognize this place, Eli?”

“No.”

“At the foot of this hill our son died...”

The past came alive in my memory. I looked fearfully at my wife. She smiled at me. I was amazed by this smile, there was so much peaceful joy in it. I said cautiously:

“Yes, it was right here.... But shouldn't we leave here?”

“So many times I saw in my mind this golden hill and the dead desert around it,” she said, “and I always recalled how Aster dreamed so much of making this metal deadness pulsate with life. Remember how he called himself the sower of life? On the nickel planet this sowing was not difficult, because there is low gravity, but even here the metal managed to instill life. I wanted to see how our new plants bred deliberately for high gravity worlds feel here.”

“These are the very plants you worked on at the Institute of Astrobotany?”

“On which I worked exclusively, Eli! I grew them specifically for the Third Planet. This is my memorial displayed to my son. Aster would be happy that his dream has come true, now let's go back to the Station.”

Two other events I will mention are directly related to the fate of the expedition.

Among the greeters there was no Vagabond, so Lusin immediately ran to look for him. Not surprisingly, since Lusin was somehow the creator of this unusual being and took pride in it more than any of his creations. The vagabond, as it turned out, was infirm and no more medicines were having any effect. Lusin, upon returning from him, said sadly that the Vagabond, for all its non-human form, was too human to be instilled with immortality or at least true toughness.

“He wants very much to see. You,” he added with his telegraphic style, so the next morning we went to visit the dragon.

The vagabond, to the eye, had hardly changed. Flying dragons do not lose weight and do not get fat, discolored, gray or infirm. The vagrant was, therefore, almost the same as when we parted - brightly colored, powerful and winged. But he was no longer flying. At the sight of us, he slid out of his den and with an effort committed himself to face us. The dragon had transformed from flying to crawling. Moreover, it hardly breathed fire anymore. This is not irony, but a sad statement of fact.

“Hello newcomer"- I heard an almost forlorn, whispering voice. “Glad to see you, admiral!”

Sit on my back, Eli. I squatted on his paw and playfully nudged the armored side with my foot:

“You're still strong, Vagabond, although you probably won't get the young dragoness anymore.”

“I've already toiled, run, and ravaged, but I don't regret anything, Eli. I have lived like a king and experienced all the pleasures that existence in a living body can give. But that's the way it is, the greater the joy the shorter it lasts. I'm going to die soon, but you can be sure that I won't tremble when the time comes to say goodbye; to life.”

“Come on!” interrupted him, swinging on his muscular paw. “New methods of stimulating the body have been developed on Earth. We'll try them out on you, and you'll certainly still have a blast over this planet with me on your back. Just promise you won't drop me to Earth, as has already happened to you once!”

He looked at me ironically with his bulging amber eyes and answered nothing. I came back to myself upset, sad and full of guilt. The vagabond in his previous incarnation as a dreaming brain could have outlived all of us at least ten times. I gifted him with a body, but the joys of corporeal existence are fleeting and end in inevitable death. Therefore, after a time, I began to wonder if I had done the right thing.

And the second important event was a meeting with Bilon.

We visited his studios with six of us: Mary, Olga, Irena, Andre, Orlan and me. Years ago, I had more than once descended into the interior of the planet, plunged into the thicket of its titanic mechanisms, but never ventured so deep. Andre said it took an elevator only three hundred kilometers, but I could have sworn we descended at least a thousand. We were greeted by Ellon in a huge and bright, sort of sunny room.

I should describe him as he still seems to stand before me at this moment, but I can't. So I will say only one thing: if ever in my life I encountered a being in the full sense of the word extraordinary, this being was named Ellon!

“Ellon, people have come to acquaint themselves. with your achievements,” said Orlan in a tone that was strangely shy and uncertain, not at all in keeping with the person of the unflappable warrior I knew him to be. ”I hope our visit will not disturb the course of your thoughts?”

“Look and admire!” replied Ellon in impeccable earthiness, and he drew a wide arc with his long and supple, boneless hand. His bluish face turned pink, probably from satisfaction.

There was nothing to admire, however. There were mechanisms all around, to my eye exactly the same ones that filled the entire interior of the planet. Orlan noticed my displeasure and said still in the same shy tone:

“Wouldn't it be better if you explained everything to us yourself?”

Ellon wordlessly moved along the wall of the room and, pointing to one machine after another with his hand, explained their purpose and described the constructions. He walked ahead, but his head was turned in our direction. All Demiurgs have very flexible necks, but no one except Ellon could turn his head a full one hundred and eighty degrees. So I listened to his explanation and just looked at him, at his face, trying to understand not so much the meaning of his words as their tone. The more I gazed at Ellon, the more strongly I became convinced of his unusualness.

After completing his tour of the room, Ellon said (this was the only thing I remembered from the long lecture):

“Neither the humans, nor the Demiurgs, let alone the Galacts, have ever yet had equally perfectly armed ships. If we had had at least one such ship in Perseus during the attack of the Earth squadrons, events would have turned out very differently.”

“Does that worry you, Ellon?” I asked dryly. 

He giggled, mastered himself and said:

“Not worried and not happy. I'm simply stating a fact, nothing more.”
Olga interjected and started asking Ellon about some details, after which Irena joined the discussion on technical issues. I pulled Andre aside:
“The devices created by the Demiurgs are undoubtedly excellent,” I said. “But who will really have them at their disposal?”

Andre interrupted me unceremoniously. Still, as you can see, he was able to catch the interlocutor's thought in half a word, and still good education was not his strongest point.

“You may not be afraid!” he exclaimed. “Ellon constructs the installations, but I command them. Their starting fields are coupled directly with the radiation of my brain. And when the squadron leaves for Space, I will hand over supervision of them to the commanders of the individual ships.”

We left for the surface. In the elevator, Irene exclaimed with delight:
“Demiurge Ellon is truly remarkable! Quite unlike any other!” She lowered her voice so Orlan wouldn't hear her. “They all seem monstrously ugly to me, and Ellon is handsome! And what excellent design solutions! Eli, will you allow me on the ship to work in Ellon's group?”
“The choice of where to work is entirely up to you,” I replied, and thought at the same time that, as far as I was concerned, it was Ellon who seemed to me the ugliest of all known Demiurgs.

“I have no right to interfere in the decisions of the scientific management of the expedition,” Mary said to me at the hotel, “but I can express opinions about my husband's conduct. Eli, I am unhappy with you!”

“Why? Did I behave tactlessly again? Did I offend someone?”

“I am concerned about Ellon,” she replied with a sigh. “He is so monstrous that he is even beautiful in his ugliness, here I can agree with Irena. But to let someone like that hang around the ship on a daily basis...? And did you see how Irena looked at him? If she looked at a man like that, I would say that the girl fell in love without memory.”

“And what's reprehensible about that?” I asked carelessly. “You remember perfectly well that I, too, once happened to fall in love with an unearthly Fiola. Such an affectation is harmless already for the very reason that it is absolutely devoid of prospects. And we must take Ellon with us, because he is, after all, an acknowledged engineering genius. I'm afraid that ordinary human chauvinism is speaking through you, and in our era of stellar fraternity we must combat all manifestations of chauvinism. I hope this convinces you?”

“You convinced me with your carefree attitude,” replied Mary with a sad smile. “Pay no attention to my moods and fears. They arise not from rational analysis, as with you or Olga, but from idiotic premonitions...”

I often later recalled those conversations with my wife at the hotel on the menacing Third Planet!
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