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      Three of the things for which science fiction is best known are aliens, exotic worlds, and future history. They are also three of the hardest to do really well . . . Those who have, have acquired durable reputations for their accomplishments: Hal Clement, Isaac Asimov, Robert A. Heinlein, Frank Herbert, Gordon R. Dickson, and Poul Anderson, to name just a few.

      Now, to these, add Dave Creek.

      --Stanley Schmidt, former editor of ANALOG, science fiction author

      

      In between the four tales that tell the story of Splendor’s dilemma, we get to follow Mike Christopher on three adventures elsewhere in Creek’s rich galaxy. Just to show that Splendor wasn’t a fluke, Creek invents other aliens and exotic locales; there’s more than enough otherness here to satisfy any sf reader.

      -- Don Sakers, reviewer, ANALOG SCIENCE FICTION AND FACT
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      Three of the things for which science fiction is best known are aliens, exotic worlds, and future history. They are also three of the hardest to do really well. Creating a being that thinks as well as a human but not like a human, or a world that feels as real and diverse as Earth yet quite unlike Earth, or a future history in which events grow logically and credibly out of earlier events, is hard work. Certainly it requires imagination, to come up with the germ of an idea; but beyond that it requires the skill, patience, and determination to figure out the consequences of an idea.

      So relatively few writers have taken the trouble to do very much of these most ambitious kinds of science fiction writing. Those who have, have acquired durable reputations for their accomplishments: Hal Clement, Isaac Asimov, Robert A. Heinlein, Frank Herbert, Gordon R. Dickson, and Poul Anderson, to name just a few.

      Now, to these, add Dave Creek.

      In recent years, some writers have increasingly adopted the tropes of science fiction as literary devices for exploring issues of human relationships, morality, and so forth. Sometimes they do this without much regard for whether the beings and worlds they use to tell their tales could really exist, or whether the kind of world they've postulated could produce the kinds of beings they people it with. Not that there's anything wrong with that--as humans ourselves, we have a vested interest in understanding those knotty human problems. And many of the most moving, satisfying stories deal with moral dilemmas that have no easy answers.

      But how much more impressive and satisfying it is when a writer can do all four of these things at once: explore important philosophical and ethical issues while at the same time immersing the reader in a world that feels big, full, and believable; letting him or her get to know fully realized yet sympathetic beings whose backgrounds and motivations are quite different from ours; and letting him share the experience as those players' actions create the future of their thoroughly foreign worlds.

      That's what Dave Creek does in these stories.

      Ever since I first saw a story of Dave's in the flood of incoming manuscripts on my desk at Analog, I've recognized that this was a writer with a deep interest in creating truly different worlds and beings that clearly belonged on the worlds that birthed them. And not just one or two of them. As more stories came, it became clear that Dave was filling a whole section of our galaxy with quite different and distinct worlds, and species and civilizations that sprang naturally from them. And that their interactions, with each other and with the processes of nature, would inexorably change both beings and worlds so their lives would never again be the same.

      That process, like its counterparts in our more limited world, naturally generated those profound, difficult moral dilemmas. But in these stories, those dilemmas are not just thinly disguised metaphors for ones that we face here and now, but conundrums that could happen nowhere but where they do, because they grow right out of the nature of those worlds and their inhabitants.

      Case in point: the basic problem on Splendor, from which everything else grows--a doomed world whose intelligent natives need to be moved elsewhere to ensure their survival. A familiar enough scenario, at first glance--but Splendor is a multifaceted world on which two very different intelligences have arisen, in mutually uninhabitable regions, and become completely dependent on each other. So how can they be rescued when there's no available refuge world with suitable habitats for both, and they really need each other?

      That's just the beginning, of course, and it gets much more complicated than that, with a multitude of worlds and fascinating--and sometimes scary--species and cultures. But I'll let Dave tell you the rest. This is a collection of stories, in the sense that each of them can be read by itself. But the whole is much more than the sum of the parts, and if you read all of them, in the order they're presented here, I think you'll find that they add up to a much bigger story. And that is, if I may be forgiven for saying so, a many-splendored thing.
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      First of all, many thanks to David Lee Anderson for the generous use of his artwork throughout this new edition of A GLIMPSE OF SPLENDOR. Above, you see the original cover of this book, illustrating "Swarming Korolev," a story you'll find later in this volume.  The other images in this book were created for various other projects David Lee has worked on over the years.  He's also moved on to fine art projects and a career as a film actor.

      On to the issue at hand: at one time, the type of SF story often called "space opera" was the center of the field.  It was the point of entry for generations of readers.  Perhaps they first read E.E. "Doc" Smith's stories of the Lensmen in Astounding Science Fiction in the forties.  Space travel then was still widely considered a fantasy, one that perhaps provided some optimism for SF fans looking toward a post-war future.

      Robert A. Heinlein's series of juvenile novels in the fifties provided a similar entry point for an entire generation of readers, for whom space exploration was about to become a reality.

      A later generation (which happens to be my own) first discovered such space adventure stories not in the pages of books but when it tuned in each week to watch Star Trek.  For some of us, the weekly adventures of the Enterprise weren't enough (I once mentioned that while on a panel with David Gerrold, who wrote "The Trouble With Tribbles," and he said, "We wrote them as fast as we could!")  So I ended up making frequent trips to my local library branch in search of more.

      And so it began -- I sampled SF short story anthologies and quickly gained favorites, all the usual ones of a 12-year-old SF fan in the 1960s.  Robert A. Heinlein told the story of D.D. Harriman, "The Man Who Sold the Moon."  Arthur C. Clarke took us across the Martian moon Phobos as a military intelligence operative played "Hide and Seek" with the fastest spaceship in the fleet.  Isaac Asimov told of a planet with six suns that would soon see its first "Nightfall" in over two thousand years.  And Ray Bradbury told of young boys enamored of space travel for whom, "R is for Rocket."

      Certainly SF presented many wonders other than space travel, such as adventures in other time periods or in alternate universes.  Still other stories weren't wonders at all, but nightmarish visions of nuclear or biological war or an asteroid or comet striking the Earth.  But the story of space adventure, especially that of space exploration, remains the kind of story that most captures my imagination.

      I hope I've continued that tradition in these pages.
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      A 1987 book of astronomical art titled Cycles of Fire, with text by William K. Hartmann and paintings by Hartmann, Ron Miller, Pamela Lee, and Tom Miller, provides wonder galore for writers or anyone else looking to appreciate the possibilities of the natural universe.

      A painting by Tom Miller in that volume shows an icy planet where two intelligent species have arisen.  Members of those species are trading furs and metal tools.

      The idea of two sentient races evolving on the same planet struck my imagination and soon I'd developed the first story set on the planet I called Splendor.

      

      
        
        _____________________

      

      

      

      "We see life persistent and intrusive -- spreading everywhere, insinuating itself, adapting itself, resisting everything, defying everything, surviving everything!"

      -- Sir John Arthur Thomson, biologist, 1920.

      

      7918 B.C.:  As most of Humanity was undergoing the Agricultural Revolution, the universe handed the planet Splendor a death sentence to be executed over ten thousand years later.

      A star 16 light-years away, which Humanity would name Aeolus, was about to die.  It was a blue body over four times Sol's mass.  It had used up the hydrogen fuel in its core and had to fuse successively heavier elements to keep the nuclear flames burning -- helium, then carbon, oxygen, magnesium, neon, silicon, sulfur.  Its core grew hotter, its outer layers expanded and cooled.

      The star became a red giant, then finally -- disaster!  Its outer layers blew away in a titanic supernova explosion.  A nebula of hot gas expanded at thousands of kilometers a second.  Those gases would reach Splendor in just over ten thousand years, and their high-energy particles would increase the intensity of the cosmic rays bathing the planet a hundredfold, bringing death for most species and a soaring mutation rate among survivors.  Those in narrow ecological niches would suffer the most.

      Meanwhile, Splendor's two intelligent species lived in narrow ecological niches, indeed.

      

      10,056 years later...

      The highlander named Ahtenhurat knew the strain of the long journey west must show in his features.  His reddish fur was heavily matted, his body gaunt.  On his back he bore the burden of a dozen of the furs that were a highlander's stock in trade.  About six times a year he ventured out from his safe, frozen homelands to the unnaturally warm realm of the valley dwellers.

      Each trip was more of a strain than the one before, he thought.  As tribal Elder, I should bring a young one with me next time.

      By the time the sun topped the mountain ahead, the snow gave way to marshy ground.  The air grew warmer with each step downward into the valley that was his and Dijirar's trading site.  A thin trickle of lava flowed from a nearby volcano into a large basin on one side of the valley.

      Ahtenhurat spotted Dijirar near a series of pools of water on the opposite side of the valley.  She squatted, motionless, supported by two strong legs.  Her skin had a greenish cast and was finely scaled.  Her thick tail curled behind her.  To her right, two smaller versions of her species swam in one of the water pools.  They weren't the valley dwellers' young, but the males of her species.

      Dijirar stood.  Her lips and teeth struggled to speak the highlander tongue.  "Glad you are well, my friend Agh-en-hur-agh."

      Ahtenhurat said, "You strengthen my hearts."  He watched as Dijirar unwrapped a long slender sheath, eight fingers working with the practiced dexterity integral to her craft.  The knives, spears, and tools lay revealed.  Dijirar picked each one up, reveling in their artistry.  Magnificently-detailed images glorifying the valley dwellers' gods were carved into the point of a spear or the bone handle of a knife or scraper.  Some of those carvings combined images of animals such as quicksleep or burrowers with others clearly patterned after highlanders, in a manner which Ahtenhurat found unsettling.  It had often been suspected the valley dwellers looked upon highlanders as somehow godlike.  He'd never risked asking his friend about such matters.

      Ahtenhurat's short, thick fingers struggled with the bonds of his own pack.  Finally the furs his tribe had produced laid between them.  Dijirar knelt to examine them.  She looked up at Ahtenhurat and hissed quietly, which he knew indicated pleasure.  Picking up the furs, Dijirar stood, then leaned back on her tail.

      This was a pattern played out as far back as Ahtenhurat's tribe could remember.  He wrapped up the bundle of spears and tools and slung them across his back.  "Good health to your females," he said.

      "Good hunting to you," the valley dweller said.  Ahtenhurat started to trudge back the way he had come, the marshy ground and his old bones making for slow going.

      

      Dijirar basked for a selfish moment in the lingering exultation Ahtenhurat's presence had evoked.  Her gaze rose toward the setting sun.  The two males climbed out of the pool and shook themselves free of water.  The sick one seemed to have gained energy from his play, but Dijirar remained pessimistic about his chances for surviving the journey back to her village.  The tips of some of his scales had turned almost white, and several had peeled off.  His breathing was ragged and shallow.

      Dijirar huffed a sharp breath as the sun fell behind the western ridge.  She'd brought five males on this journey.  Three had died; that was nature's way.  Tonight the pair remaining would have their chance to fertilize Dijirar's eggs.  If they succeeded, they would receive those eggs back within their own bodies for gestation.  It was all worth it to keep the hope of a female birth alive.  Females were the intelligent sex among valley dwellers.  Sometimes it was hard just keeping males out of lava pits.

      Dijirar did not wish to mate now.  She gathered the furs Ahtenhurat had brought and bound them to her back.

      The sick male faltered; Dijirar laid the furs back down.  Perhaps a few moments rest would suffice for him to regain his strength.  Dijirar knew others of her village would ridicule her for such devotion, but they did not share her motivations.  Unlike most of her fellow villagers, Dijirar had a sister, she knew the joys of growing up with another female, sharing life together.  She knew what was at stake.

      Her brief time with the highlander Ahtenhurat always made her purpose clear.  The highlanders could not survive for long within the volcanic areas.  The valley dwellers, however, could live nowhere else.  They'd learned the techniques of forging the fowl-smelling flow from these reaches into tribute to the gods.  In return, the gods, in the form of the highlanders, blessed the valley dwellers with their presence and with their gifts of furs.

      This was her life, solid and unchanging.

      

      Mike Christopher didn't realize he was walking so swiftly away from his old starcraft, the Stanley Weinbaum, and down the embarkation corridor of his new posting, the Asaph Hall, until he had to stop short to wait for the inner airlock hatch to slide open.  The two ships were joined together in orbit around the planet Splendor.

      Not so eager, Mike told himself.  Just because the rest of the galaxy's about to open up for you.  He hitched the bag containing his few belongings higher onto his left shoulder.  He would be the Hall's First Officer and Chief Contact Officer.  It was a big move, and you never knew how people would react to their first glimpse of an artificial Human.

      The hatch slid aside, revealing two women standing in a narrow corridor.  He recognized the nearly two-meter-tall, red-headed, fortyish woman as Asaph Hall's captain, Rosa Sandage.  Mike put down his bag and stepped forward with his hand outstretched as the hatch slid shut behind him.  "Good evening, Captain Sandage."

      The captain took his hand in both of her own.  Her grip was firm but welcoming.  "Pleased you're here.  And it's Rosa."  Her eyes never wavered from his own during that greeting, yet her piercing gaze made Mike feel as self-conscious as if the captain had stepped back to look him up and down.  He felt about a third of his 34 years.

      And what was her impression of him, with his mixture of Human traits, his bright blue eyes with epicanthic folds, his tightly-curled, dark brown hair, his fair skin?  Her demeanor revealed nothing.  Mike said, "Rosa, then."  Mike looked past her to the other woman and her round face, pert nose, brown eyes.  She stood and just -- looked at him with her hands folded before her, head slightly tilted, and mouth curling upward ever so slightly as if from a private joke.  Then her eyes flashed warmly at him and the smile became full-fledged.

      The woman said, "He'll do."

      Mike felt the blood rush to his face.  But Rosa smiled and said, "I'll tell the Weinbaum we've received their former crewmate, give them our regards, and prepare to cast off."

      The other woman shook Mike's hand.  "I'm Linna Maurishka."

      That explained it.  "The empath," Mike said.

      Rosa said, "I was going to say you'll have to excuse Linna, but you don't.  The rest of us are used to her."

      Linna gave Rosa a withering look and grabbed Mike's bag before he could protest.  "We'll get this to your cabin, then we're off to the viewing stage."

      Mike rushed to keep up with Linna as she moved rapidly down the corridor.  They didn't linger at Mike's quarters, but went quickly to the viewing stage, a room nearly four meters tall and five wide. "Have a seat," Linna said as she stepped to a control console.  "This was just a couple of days ago."  The output was from holographic nanite uplinks peppered from orbit onto a trading site a valley dweller and highlander favored.  "The furry fellow's the highlander -- "

      " -- Yes, I know that much."

      "Sorry.  His name's Ahtenhurat.  He's Elder of his tribe, their day-to-day leader.  The valley dweller's called Dijirar."  The ship's computer translated the few words spoken as the two greeted one another, made their trade of furs for metal implements, then departed.  Mike watched, fascinated.

      Mike already knew the basics about Splendor.  Its primary was Pinpoint, a yellowish white F7 star.  Splendor orbited Pinpoint about half again as far as Earth did from its primary, counterbalancing Pinpoint's luminosity of 2.4 Suns.  With the amount of energy a planet received falling off in an inverse proportion to distance, Splendor ended up a colder world than Earth.

      Just a little colder, and Splendor wouldn't have supported either species.  The narrow band of ice-free landscape at the equator was mostly forest.  Faint points of red marked individual volcanoes and their nearby pools of molten metal, oases of warmth for the valley dwellers.

      Already, Mike felt a kinship with these beings who would either be displaced from the only world they'd ever known, or left there to die.  He'd left Earth for the spacing life when he was 21, and hadn't been back since.

      The images faded.  Mike sat quietly, right arm folded across his chest, left hand against his chin.  "No luck finding a planet compatible to both species?"

      Linna shook her head.  "No other world that could accommodate both an arctic-adapted species and one accustomed to living in volcanically-heated valleys.  But we've found separate worlds for them.  The planet for the highlanders is in the Socrates system -- not as cold as Splendor, so they'll have to live closer to the poles.  It has sufficient room, however, for them to live the semi-nomadic life they're accustomed to."

      Mike asked, "And the valley dwellers?"

      "Kardashev's system.  A planet with an expansive region on its largest continent where the valley dwellers should feel at home.  Volcanoes, lava, hot springs, all in abundance.  It's quite fertile and should be an ideal world for them to practice agriculture."

      Mike stood.  "We'll wait until Ahtenhurat and Dijirar head out on another trading journey.  Then, if Rosa approves, we'll make contact."

      

      Two months later....

      Ahtenhurat protested when Ugarthawin, the tribemate he'd picked to be his successor on the trading journeys, insisted that he carry all the furs.  They stood underneath a clear, cool sky, next to Ahtenhurat's shelter.  "It is my responsibility," Ahtenhurat said.

      "With respect, Elder, I must eventually carry this burden all alone, is that not correct?"

      "It is, but -- "

      "Elder.  I must insist."  Ugarthawin bundled the furs together.

      "Then let's get going."  Ahtenhurat and Ugarthawin started across the rocks and ice.  As they reached the perimeter of their encampment, several of their tribemates stood before them.  Everyone bore a spear or knife.

      Ahtenhurat turned his attention toward one he recognized, a constant rival named Eluharobak.  "You have come to wish me well?"

      Eluharobak sneered.  "I have come to convince you to ascend to the rank of Eldest, as you should by all our traditions."  The tribe's Eldest, its ceremonial adviser, had died many days before, but Ahtenhurat had refused to ascend to that position, as was the custom.  His tribe, he felt, still needed him as Elder, to pass on the trading ways.

      "You do not interpret our traditions for the tribe.  As Elder, I decide such matters."

      Eluharobak stepped forward.  "I do not wish evil on you.  I look forward to your counsel as Eldest."

      Ahtenhurat said, "You wish counsel you will ignore.  You desire an Eldest who might find himself before the tip of a spear one dark day."  He started forward, but suddenly was knocked to the ground.  Yells, screams -- a cry of agony -- a body fell to the ground with a dull thud, and Ahtenhurat covered his head against the press of the crowd.  Someone tripped over his body and fell atop him, knocking his breath away.  A large splayed foot covered with dark brown fur barely missed his face.

      Hands reached under Ahtenhurat and helped him stand.  The crowd cleared before him as he steadied himself.  Eluharobak held a bloody spear over Ugarthawin's still body, which was lying face-down, his blood a slash of bright red against his dark gray fur, and a widening, steaming puddle in the packed snow beneath him.  "I had to do it," Eluharobak pleaded.  "He attacked me."

      One of Ahtenhurat's allies, a tribemate named Indirogar, spoke up.  "Ugarthawin did attack him.  But I will kill Eluharobak, all the same."

      "No," Ahtenhurat said.  "Hold on to me.  I might fall."  He wanted an excuse for Indirogar to stay his hand.

      Eluharobak wiped the blood from his spear by rubbing it against the fur of one leg -- first one side, then the other, slowly, with no implied threat.  He leaned on the spear again.  "Forgiveness, Elder."

      Ahtenhurat said, "I did not wish him to attack you."

      "I believe you, Elder. I know of Ugarthawin's impulsiveness from our days together as hunters.  Please continue on your journey.  I will not allow further violence while you are away."

      Ahtenhurat settled to the icy ground.  He feared that by the time he returned, many of his tribemates and his entire way of life might have died.

      

      Dijirar looked out across the vista of sea and ice that was the Strait of Ancestors.  She stood with her sister Lahareni, whom she had picked to become the new trader with Ahtenhurat, and four males.  Close to shore, the layer of ice seemed thick enough to support them all.  Farther out in the strait, large ice floes, wide and flat, glided silently over the water.

      Scattered among the floes were gigantic icebergs.  Fresh-water runoff rich in nutrients poured from them into the sea water of the strait, attracting schools of wingfin.  Those fish, in turn, brought flocks of flamebirds that preyed upon the wingfin.

      Many of Dijirar's village had died crossing this strait.  She cast such thoughts aside and stepped onto the ice.  Lahareni and the males followed.  The wind was picking up and clouds were moving in.

      Lahareni's voice revealed a deep worry.  "It's so far across.  Dijirar, I'm afraid."

      "You may return to the village if you're afraid."

      Lahareni looked hurt, as Dijirar had intended.  "I would not leave you now," Lahareni said.

      "You make me proud.  At times I will tell you to step exactly where I do.  At other times you must not step as I do -- you must take a different route because the ice is too weak, or a floe too small to hold both of us."

      "What of the males?"

      "Two must follow you.  The other two will keep with me.  Do not risk yourself if one of them falls."  Dijirar led the way out onto the ice.  She couldn't help but notice Lahareni's quickened, nervous breathing, and the males' chittering and hissing.  As they neared the edge of the ice, waves generated by passing floes caused it to undulate slowly beneath them.

      An almost unbroken plain of pack ice spread itself out before them.  The separate floes took individual paths within that plain, grinding and pushing against each other.  And the sound!  One moment Dijirar was reminded of the roar of an active volcano, the next of the plaintive cry of a wounded burrower.

      Dijirar saw a large floe, eight or more times as wide as her own height, broad enough to support them all, growing nearer.  "Jump as I do, as far into the center of the floe as you can."

      The floe came nearer still, pushing smaller chunks of ice ahead of it with a sharp screeching sound.  "Now!" Dijirar yelled, and jumped.  The floe sagged slightly on one side under her weight.  She sprinted toward the opposite side as Lahareni and the males jumped over.  "We need to spread ourselves out."  Enough of its mass was beneath the water that the floe wouldn't upend, but Dijirar didn't want any of them to slide off.  "Now we look for the next opportunity.  Are you ready, sister?"

      "I am."

      Then it became a matter of gathering the right rhythm -- wait for the right moment, jump, wait again.  The actual jump was the easy part.  But waiting for a floe of sufficient size and judging relative speeds and direction grated on tender nerves as jarringly as these blocks of ice grated against one another.

      They weren't even halfway across when Dijirar realized the danger they faced.

      They'd traveled much farther from the shore than they should have, and much farther down the strait.  Venturing onto ice floes made it easy to lose all sense of motion relative to the passing shoreline.  The current had sped up and was taking them through the Strait of Ancestors much faster than they'd expected.

      Peering ahead, Dijirar saw that an iceberg, one even more enormous than the giants that usually plowed their way through the strait, had lodged against a small promontory.  Floes were piling up against it.  The familiar grating sound of ice against ice grew louder by the moment.  This side of the strait was becoming so clogged with pack ice that the normal course of the waters had been disrupted; the strait had effectively been narrowed here, causing the current to surge through more rapidly.  If more bergs or even enough ice floes piled together, the entire strait could be blocked; destruction would continue on a massive scale, possibly for days until the onrushing waters broke the jam apart.

      The booming of the pack ice against the trapped berg reverberated more insistently across the waters.  Unless Dijirar acted quickly, the floes she and Lahareni stood on would be crushed.

      Looking back upstream, one iceberg in particular caught her eye -- one just far enough in the middle of the strait that it would likely pass by most of the blockage.  If she and Lahareni acted fast, they might be able to reach the ice floes just behind it.

      Dijirar jumped across to Lahareni's floe.  Her males, after a brief hesitation, followed her.  Dijirar raised her voice to be heard over the thunderous sound of the ice piling up against the giant berg.  "That iceberg will be our salvation.  It should miss the one that's caused the blockage.  If we can climb onto an ice floe behind it, we might be saved."

      Back to the familiar rhythm -- wait, judge the distance, jump!  If my sister survives today, she will truly be worthy of taking my place, she thought.

      The berg that might clear a path for them was silhouetted against the sun, which had just begun its rapid descent into the western sky.  Dijirar turned back to check on Lahareni, and saw that one of her sister's males had slipped into the water.  Lahareni was reaching out across a gap between two floes, trying to rescue him.

      Dijirar rushed back and pulled Lahareni to her feet.  The male, its arms flailing vainly, slipped beneath the water.  Dijirar held fast to her sister's arm as they continued across the ice.  The three remaining males followed, sticking close by.

      The berg that might save them scraped against ice floes jammed against the other berg blocking the strait.  Its unstoppable mass destroyed one floe after another -- ice tilted up in giant sheets or was instantly pulverized as the berg bore blindly onward.  Dijirar looked for floes in its wake solid enough to take them past the blockage.

      Dijirar looked out across the swirling waters in the iceberg's wake.  The booming grew louder and louder, resounding across the waters, a physical presence.  Dijirar felt the pounding through the ice beneath her feet.  For a terrifying moment, she feared they might have to swim for a floe.  Then one appeared, swept into the berg's backwash.

      "Jump for that one!" Dijirar shouted to Lahareni.  She removed the sheath with their provisions and tossed it toward the center of the floe.  It struck, slid, stopped.

      Her sister held her sheath tightly, refusing to give it up -- the pack holding their fragile pottery.  Dijirar snatched it out of Lahareni's grasp and tossed it across the watery gap, hoping the pottery wouldn't shatter.  Then she leaped --

      -- and landed awkwardly, her legs sliding out from under her.  Her head struck the ice, and she cried out in pain, but made herself rise.

      The ice floe began to tilt.  She forced her eyes open and saw Lahareni standing over her.  The booming drowned out her sister's words, but they held on tight as Dijirar caught her breath and regained her bearings.

      The three males jumped, but their little legs were too weak to propel them all the way onto the floe.  They splashed into the frigid, raging waters, swimming furiously.  One was crushed between two large floes.  Another fell quickly behind, perhaps as the numbing cold sapped his strength.  He disappeared beneath the water.

      The last male had more fight -- Dijirar helped him onto the floe.  She and Lahareni picked up their sheaths.  They had to keep moving quickly across the strait.  The current was taking them through the channel much faster than usual.  They could end up swept to sea.

      Now they passed the other iceberg, the one causing the blockage.  It sounded as if mountains had come to life to walk the earth.  As the two valley dwellers ran, they covered their ears against the unbearable roar of the massive pileup of ice.

      Then came another danger, as their floe swayed back and forth, helpless against the force of the waves.  Dijirar instinctively fell prone, spreading her limbs as wide as she could.  Lahareni and the sole remaining male mimicked her.  The male's eyes were wide with fright.

      The booming became so loud Dijirar would have sworn it originated within her own head.  She, Lahareni, and the male were showered with shards of ice.  Finally, just when Dijirar thought it would go on forever, the booming began to fade.  Their floe sailed smoothly across the waters.

      Then they stepped onto shorefast ice.  Dijirar hesitated, examining it carefully.  "What is it, sister?" Lahareni asked, as she held the skittish male back.

      "This ice may be too thin to support all of us at once."  As Dijirar eased forward, the ice sagged.  "It will support one at a time," she said, and stepped across until she reached solid ground.  She thanked the gods silently and waved for Lahareni and the male to start across.  "Go slowly," she told them.  Watching her sister negotiate the same path as her own, she marveled at how much courage she demonstrated.

      Dijirar concentrated so intently on Lahareni that she didn't see the male panic until it was too late.  Desperate to get to shore, the male sprinted across the ice through a thin area Dijirar had avoided.

      That's when Lahareni made her own error.  She rushed forward to grab the male.  "No!" Dijirar shouted.

      The ice that supported the lighter male broke through under Lahareni's weight.  Both slid into the freezing waters.

      They were too far from shore; Dijirar could only watch in horror as they disappeared.  Her wails echoed across the water.

      

      Mike was in his quarters examining a holo of Splendor, postponing his work on a report to Rosa, when the door chime sounded.  "Holo off," he told the ship's computer.  He sat up in his bed, said, "Open," and the door slid aside.

      Revealing Linna.  She grinned as if she were the only repository of a fantastic secret.  "May I come in?

      "Well...sure," Mike said, stepping aside to allow her into his cramped quarters.  "I haven't gotten to see you much the last few days."

      Linna's smile turned mischievous.  She said, "That's been on purpose."  She waved away Mike's objections even before he could open his mouth.  "I needed to..."  She wagged her head back and forth as if trying to shake the right word out.  "...decompress, I guess.  Save up some time in the ol' emotions bank."

      Mike swallowed slowly.  They'd grown closer than he could have imagined in the past two months, given the way their relationship began that first evening aboard the Asaph Hall.  Linna opened her arms and took him into a warm embrace, then offered her face up for a long kiss.  "Can you tear yourself away from that damn report?"

      "Rosa's expecting it in the morning."

      Linna kissed him again, then her expression turned serious.  "Not any longer.  There's a problem down on the planet.  You need to go down there."

      

      Ahtenhurat looked westward, where the sun still reddened the thin clouds at the horizon.  He'd caught a burrower for his supper, and its lingering taste was still sharp.  He placed his sheath of furs on the ground between two large boulders.  He was about to place his head upon the furs when his eyes caught a movement below, toward the west.  The crosswinds weren't bringing him a scent.  Ahtenhurat rose from his rocky bed and waited.

      Ahtenhurat saw that the creature wore furs like a valley dweller, but was closer in body form to a highlander, as it stood stiffly erect and had no tail.  Its naked features were an odd shade of brown that Ahtenhurat had never seen other than on a tribemate's fur or the rough bark of dried, dead hardweed.  Ahtenhurat's hearts raced, and he forced them toward calm.  He started down the ridge, careful of the precarious footing.  Suddenly the creature spoke, and in his own language!

      Ahtenhurat squinted in wonderment for a long moment, then asked, "Did I hear you correctly, strange one?"

      "I said, greetings to you, Ahtenhurat.  Your presence strengthens my heart."  The stranger's mouth and tongue seemed to be forming his words with some difficulty.  He spoke more fluently than Dijirar or other valley dwellers, but he must still strain to catch the meaning.

      "Heart?  Surely you mean 'hearts?'"

      "My people have only one."

      "As a valley dweller would.  Yet you are not a valley dweller."

      "No, Ahtenhurat.  Neither am I a highlander."

      Ahtenhurat did not know whether to be fearful.  "I am curious about you, stranger."

      "My name is Mike."

      "Are you armed...Makh?"

      "I am not.  As you would not be, since you are on a trading journey."

      Ahtenhurat was surprised anew.  "How do you know of such things?  How do you know my name?"

      "I know many things about your people, Ahtenhurat, and about the valley dwellers.  I also know both your peoples are in danger."

      Ahtenhurat's stance stiffened.  "A threat?"

      "I do not cause these events.  I only tell you of them."

      Ahtenhurat snorted harshly.  "I don't believe in prophets."

      The stranger...Makh...held his arms out wide, as if embracing Ahtenhurat's words.  "If you hold a bowl out before you and drop it, will it not fall to the ground?"

      "A child knows this."

      "As we grow closer to winter, does the ice not form farther out to sea?"

      "It will do so forever."

      "Because I say such things, am I a prophet?"

      "You are not.  But you could know more of how to deceive than you know of future times."  Ahtenhurat looked into "Makh's" eyes, those strange orbs that were too small, not far enough back in their sockets, and were an eerie, icy blue.  "We will sit," Ahtenhurat said.  He hunkered on a boulder, and watched closely as Makh did the same.  "Why do my people know nothing of you?"

      "My tribe lives farther away than you can imagine."  Makh placed his hands on his knees.  "Do you often look upward, at the lights in the sky?"

      "The sky-points."

      "Do your people ever wonder what they are?"

      "I've heard tales for children, full of fantasy."

      "They're suns, so far away they seem small.  My people know their nature and behavior as your people know how to use the skin of the quicksleep to make a bag, or as the valley dwellers know which bones can be sculpted to make the best and most beautiful knife handles."

      "What do the sky-points have to do with me?"

      "One such sky-point will, one day, kill all that lives in the world."

      "I don't care for tales of fantasy."

      "I know this is difficult for you to understand."

      "The difficulty is not in understanding.  It's in continuing to listen to you at all."

      Makh stood up.  "Then perhaps we shouldn't speak more for now."

      Ahtenhurat, fearful of his intentions, rose also.  "Makh, I'm sorry I've distressed you.  You're most interesting.  I'd like to speak with you when the sun -- or is it a very near sky-point? -- rises again."

      "That's very perceptive, Ahtenhurat," Makh said.  "And thank you for your invitation.  Don't worry, I'll sleep here at the bottom of this rise, while you stay up there with your furs."

      Ahtenhurat was embarrassed; he'd indeed been wondering how to make sure both he and his wares would be safe as he slept.  "I thank you, Makh," he said.  Ahtenhurat clambered up the ridge, finally putting his head down upon the furs.  It took some time for him to fall asleep.  His dreams were filled with strange, unformed images of a myriad of suns crowding against each other in the heavens.

      

      When Mike awoke the next morning, Ahtenhurat was nowhere to be found.  Panic overtook him, and he scrambled up the ridge, sending stones scattering down the slope.

      Ahtenhurat's pack remained where it had been stashed the night before.  Just as he reached in his coat for his sensorpac, Linna's voice came through his datalink:  "Mike, he's just gone to look for food."

      Mike let out a sigh of relief.  "How close is he?"

      "Less than half a kilometer away, directly north.  Headed toward a small quicksleep herd."

      Pinpoint was emerging from beneath the eastern horizon.  The sky directly overhead was a dark purple, flecked with a hint of reddish clouds.  Splendor's higher gravity, about one-and-a-third G, had weighed upon Mike's body even in sleep.  And he could have sworn that his mouth hurt from the exertion of bending his lips and tongue around the highlander language, even with a datalink protocol to help him.

      Mike looked north and saw Ahtenhurat loping toward him, carrying the carcass of a large, brown-furred animal.  He rushed forward to help the highlander with his prize -- Ahtenhurat's legs wobbled and he breathed heavily.  He seemed to hesitate to hand the animal over -- did he think Mike would claim it for himself?

      Mike grunted under the beast's dead weight.  Ahtenhurat had snapped its neck -- a bloodless death.  The animal's bright pink tongue lolled between two impressively-sharp tusks.  He held his breath against the stink as he made his way up the ridge and placed the quicksleep on the ground.

      "Thank you, Makh," Ahtenhurat said, still catching his breath.  He began to rip at the quicksleep's body with his fangs.  Blood poured from the quicksleep's carcass as Ahtenhurat ripped flesh from its flank and began to chew.

      Ahtenhurat swallowed, then paused.  "My apologies, Makh.  I felt shame when I did not pass the quicksleep to you right away."

      Ahtenhurat swallowed a particularly large bite of quicksleep flesh with an audible gulp.  The highlander casually tossed aside a bone and began devouring the meat off another.  Between bites he said, "You may share this with me, if you wish."

      Linna's voice came over his datalink, its tone urgent.  "Don't eat that stuff, Mike!"

      She needn't worry.  He was trying not to look at the bloody mess of entrails Ahtenhurat was devouring.  "I have my own food."

      "Hmmph," Ahtenhurat said.

      "May I tell you about the sky-point that someday will kill everything on the world?"

      "Makh, I enjoy your company much more when we speak of real things."

      "This is all too real, Ahtenhurat."

      "I will listen to have frightening stories to tell the small ones of my tribe."

      "The sky-point..."  Mike hesitated.  Ahtenhurat's language didn't have a word for exploded.  "...cracked open, much like an iceberg that floats into warm waters."

      "There are waters, then, in the skies?"

      "Uh...yes," Mike said.  "Of sorts.  The sky-points travel across the skies.  The one that threatens the world cracked open as it traveled in its own path."

      "And so it threatens us, and the valley dwellers.  What is to be done?"

      "There may be a place for you to go."

      Ahtenhurat gave Mike a direct, penetrating stare.  "Where on the world would one go?"

      "Not on the world.  That is -- not on this world."

      Ahtenhurat tilted his head skeptically.  "There can be no other world.  Except that of the gods, if they exist."

      " -- There are many worlds, Ahtenhurat.  I have been to many of them."

      "If there are such worlds, then, is there one on which my people and the valley dwellers can continue our lives?"

      "My people know of no such world.  There are worlds where you can live apart."

      "Apart?  Not possible."

      "It must become possible, Ahtenhurat."

      The highlander snorted.  "Who else could provide us with weapons and tools?  The lore of my tribe says once we didn't know of the valley dwellers.  We didn't form encampments because we hunted and foraged constantly.  Now we kill game as we wish, and we save for future days,"

      "Surely you could learn the valley dwellers' skills."

      Ahtenhurat picked up his furs and stood.  "I've stayed here too long."

      Mike rose.  "I hope I've not offended you."

      Ahtenhurat set a quick pace toward the western horizon.  "Different peoples are suited for different skills.  I could not find satisfaction in toiling over hot forges.  My trading friend Dijirar wouldn't be happy making furs.  That's the nature of the world."

      "Perhaps it's time I leave while we're still friends.  I expect to see you again, though."

      "I would like that, Makh," Ahtenhurat said.  "To speak with you again will strengthen my hearts."

      "And my single heart, as well."  Mike muttered, "Cosmic Egg, retrieve."  Then, to Ahtenhurat, he said, "I'll greet Dijirar for you, when I see her."

      Ahtenhurat asked, "So you will reach Dijirar before I do?  How?"

      "As the flamebird does.  Look toward the western sky, Ahtenhurat."

      The Cosmic Egg glided silently above the snowy landscape, arcing downward toward Mike and Ahtenhurat's position.  Only at the last moment could Mike hear the whine of the shuttle's gravitics as they gently settled the craft onto the ice and rock.

      Ahtenhurat stared slack-jawed.  "If that is not a god-thing, Makh, I can trust none of my beliefs."

      Mike told the highlander, "It's a thing my people have made -- just as your people make furs.  Just as the valley dwellers make knives and pottery."

      Ahtenhurat stepped backward.  "Its jaws are opening, Makh.  Do not go into that thing."

      "This is part of my people's heritage, to travel within such a thing."

      "It'll deliver you to Dijirar with the speed of a bird?"

      "Faster even than the swiftest bird.  You and Dijirar will have much to talk about."  Mike entered the Cosmic Egg.  The airlock doors slid shut behind him and he lifted off.  Linna asked, from the Asaph Hall, "Are you sure that was wise, letting him see the shuttle?"

      Mike said, "Whatever else I've accomplished, I've shown Ahtenhurat I'm not just a storyteller!"

      

      Dijirar wrapped her furs more closely around her.  Pausing only for a last wistful look across the Strait of Ancestors, she trudged southward toward the trading site.

      The sun had barely begun to climb into the sky when Dijirar saw the god.  It was silhouetted against the horizon, a tall figure whose form Dijirar could only perceive in broad strokes.  It was tailless, stiffly erect as a highlander was, not comfortably leaning forward slightly as a valley dweller would be
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