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| eat, therefore | am
Such was the extent of the Vonls consci ousness.

Thi s had not al ways been so, but at the nonment there was no way the Vom
coul d becone aware of it. The nechani cal process of renenbering required
energy the Vent did not have to spare. Al of the tiny anpbunt of radiant
energy fromthe system s sun that the Vom could convert was needed to
preserve the |ife?sense.

To do this the Vom had assuned a special configuration. At present it
varied in thickness froma fewmllinmeters to several mcrons. |t had done

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20Alan%20Dean%20-%20F|inx%207%20-%20Bloodhype.txt (2 of 162) [1/16/03 6:51:59 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%207%20-%20Bl oodhype.txt

this out of necessity, mllennia ago. How nmany millennia? The Vom di d not
know or renenber.

It couldn't spare the energy.

The system hadn't al ways been dead. At one tine this planet had harbored a
nodest |y successful ecosystem plants and aninmals fromthe one?celled to
the very conpl ex; vertebrates, invertebrates, things warn? and col dbl ooded,
gymosperns, fungi, lichens, fliers, burrowers, craw ers, runners and
swimers. It was ruled by an undi stinguished if noderately intelligent
race. It had begun to die when the Vomarrived.

As to the nethod of arrival, the Vomcould recall neither when nor how.
Dmy it could renmenber a state of former greatness, of which its present
self was |l ess than a shadow. In that state it had dom nated a thousand
syst ens.

Arriving in this one, it had toyed with the local dom nants. Its persistent
and strenuous attenpts at achieving nmental assimlation with another
life?formfailed, as it had failed a hundred thousand times before. That
didn't keep the Vom fromtrying.

The race resisted with violence. It was consuned. The planet was rich in
|ife?force of nore primtive kind. Having absorbed that of the nost
intelligent beings, the Vombegan on those less so. It worked its voraci ous
way slowy through the ecosystem down through the sinple plants and fung
and even to the bacteria and viroids. The Vomwas frighteningly efficient.
It ate until the globe was scoured cl ean, clean. Then nothing noved on its
surface or in its seas except wi nd, water, and the Vom

Sated, the Vomrested for a long time. Then, using its always successfu
pl oy of contacting another intelligent race and taking control of the
curious vessels that would cone to investigate, it broadcast into the space
around it. Once carried by unwilling servitors to a new planet, it would
begin the cycle of feeding anew.

But this time the Vomhad waited too long. The race it contacted cane, but
they were strong?stronger than any the Vom had ever encountered. Its menta
control wavered. For the first time in its well?ordered existence, the Vom
pani cked. It destroyed all aboard the approaching ships. A fatal error. The
race was nmade aware of the true nature of the horror that had contacted it.
The next tinme, it sent robot warships with a single prepared Guardi an. One
of their nost powerful and capable m nds, the Guardi an was not understood
even by its own kind. The Vomnow tried to attract the ships of another
speci es, but space?going races were scarce in this section of the gal axy.
Those few who did send ships were warned away or destroyed by the robot

wat chers. As its stored energy was drained by these efforts the Vom grew
progressively weaker, shrinking in power and ability. No | onger necessary,
many of the robot warships were recalled by their builders. There was a
great war with another race tormenting the center of the gal axy.

Al nost, the Vom escaped. A wild photonic stormtore through that section of
space. The few renai ning robot controls were incapacitated. Even the
Guardi an itself was weakened. The Vom drew sone strength fromthe strange
life?fornms that rode the storm but .... not enough. In utter terror the
Vom di scovered that every space?going race within its reduced sphere of

i nfluence had died off or perished in the storm Its nmental collapse was
hast ened by hopel essness.

Now t he Vom had plenty of tine to reflect on its nmistakes. It had used the
pl anet too thoroughly, scoured it too clean of life. The system had been
over enpl oyed. Enough should have been left to reproduce and maintain a
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reasonabl e ecosystem for just such an energency. But the Vom had glutted
itself thoroughly. Not a living cell had existed on the planet for a
thousand years. Great as it was, it could not create life.

So, one by one, the higher functions were shut down, |ost, as the great
organic factory that was the Vomran down, until only the barest flicker of
life remained

One day?the Vom knew it was day because of the presence of solar energy?a
ship came down. It was not a |large ship, being mdway between courier and
destroyer classification. But it was quite well armed and very functional,
as were all the ships of the AAnn.

By rights the reptiles had no business in this part of space, on the
fringes of the Humanx Conmonweal th. The i mensity of nothi ngness, however,
made an excell ent hiding place. Cccasionally, daring scouts penetrated the
humanx patrol cordon in search of unexplored systens possessed of
expl oi tabl e resources?and sonetimes on even | ess savory i ssions.

They nosed around, nowtines finding sonething, nowinmes running afoul of a
Church patrol (and then there would be enpty places in many nests), rarely
di scovering sonething. Al travel ed without Enpire sanction. Since by
treaty with the Commonweal th this was prohibited, all such activities were
of course quite illegal. However, since goods not traded for on a |l ega
footing were exenpt fromtaxation, the rewards for the AAnn busi nessman who
backed a successful incursion were often enornmous. In this respect the
Enmperor indirectly condoned such actions.

Rockets flared at the base of the small vessel. Being a scout, it was
expected to have to I and on planets not equipped with shuttle facilities.
This was as expensive as it was necessary. Naturally, it could not |and on
interstellar drive (the AAnn equival ent of the advanced humanx KK drive
propul sive system. The gigantic artificial nmass generated by a KK or
simlar drive systemcould not inpinge on the real nass of a planetary
surface without sonething giving. Matter caught in such a manner invariably
reacted. Violently. So ships used advanced shuttl e?vessels to transfer
passengers and goods fromthe surface to orbiting ships. A scout could, in
effect, becone its own shuttle.

The vessel set down close by the southern edge of the Vom That section of
the creature reveled in the sudden, unexpected surge of radi ant energy.
Wthin the netal capsule that rode the colum of energy it sensed far
stronger forces in the formof clean life?force. Alnpst, it reached out for
them Then a feeble spark of thought overrode primal instincts.

Not yet! Not yet! Patience! Besides, there was a nore urgent need for the
surprise gift of energy.

The Vom began to wake itself up

Navi gat or ?Fi rst Paayt on RPHGLM was chewi ng reflectively on his tail
staring out the port of the captain's cabin. He spoke w thout turning.

"Wel |, Exalted Captain, | have surely never seen anything like it!" The
bright red pupils were unblinking.

Exal ted Captain Laccota SIFD scratched his belly where two of his ventra
plates joined and turned to his principal scientific advisor. "Wll,

Carnot, this is where you start earning the credits Lord Ilogia? his scal es
be thrice-bl essed! ?has been paying you. You've sat on your tail for four
ti me?l engths while we' ve sweat ed dodgi ng humanx sting?shi ps.”
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Cannot MWM was shorter than the other two. In fact, he was the shortest
lizard on the ship. Externally he was rather a foppish specinmen, addicted
to brightly col ored body harness and (to the captain's mnd) the decadent

habit of dyeing his incisors pink. Anillion years ago he woul d have been a
qui ck neal for an attacking tribe. Today, however, intelligence counted for
more than fang and claw. He possessed a sharp mind, excellent recall, and

was as devi ous as anyone el se on board. Personally, Exalted Captain Laccota
disliked him Professionally, he held himin high esteem

"I don't like it," said the Qoserver?First finally.

"You are not paid to like or dislike anything," offered Laccota patiently.
"Wth the best will in the world, | renind you that you are paid only to
estimate any potential profit in whatever we may turn up. W have
definitely turned up sonething, here in this egg?forsaken system"

"I reiterate; | don't like it! | don't understand this at all, and | don't
li ke what | can't understand."”

"An attitude shared by many," said Laccota. "Tell us what we have here,

oser ver ?nost ?conpet ent ?and?overpaid, and | will like it or dislike it for
you."
"Very well, Exalted?flier?of?ships?by?the-tip-of?his?tail." Carnmot nibbl ed

idly on a claw. "Wen Cbserver?Fifth Plow ok first brought it to ny
attention, as we proceeded with our standard survey orbit, ny initial
reaction was the nental conposition of a severe reprinmnd. Being young,
Observer?Fifth Pl owl ok SFDVI UTVB has the usual tendency of young explorers
to draw fanci ful rather than objective readings fromstrictly prosaic
instrumentation. This time, however, he was full accurate.”

Cannot stopped chewi ng and waved in the direction of the glassalloy port.
"W have out there, gentlesirs, an organic inpossibility. An area of tota
l'iving bl ackness that follows the contours of the land, every dip and rise,
at a paper?thinness for several thousand square cluvits. Absurd, of cause.
There is nothing else like it anywhere on the planet. Nor, | venture to
hypot hesi ze, in this system It is unique. It is utterly remarkable. It is
i mpossible ..

"Properties, geatlesirs, properties! It is not harmed or visibly affected
by any kind of radiation we can generate. possibly nore sophisticated
devices will be able to?l don't know. Nor is the energy so directed
reflected. It sinply disappears, as neasurenents of the underlying basalt
seemto indicate. Sonmehow, in the space of a nere section or two of itself,
it absorbs all radiation or otherwi se renmoves it from the understandabl e
physi cal universe

"Two days ago First?Geol ogist Onidd CRCRS and | |left the ship to perform
what we innocently believed would be the sinple task of renoving a few
sanmples of tire thing for anal ytical purposes."

"Didn't have much luck, did you?" murnured Navi gator Paayton still chew ng
on his tail and staring out the port.

"Hardly," said Carnot drily. "When | first attenpted to touch it, it drew
away fromny fingers. | believe ny sense of surprise was rather
perenptorily expressed over the communit."

"Your command of the invective was sonething of a surprise,"” admtted
Laccot a.

"Un Yes. After several simlar attenpts at different spots along its
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border failed, | wal ked off and took a long run at the thing. The | ower
gravity made such an idea seemfeasible. It retreated conpletely, with
incredi ble swiftness, just before nmy boots nmade contact with its surface..

"CGeol ogi st Onidd observed that it was noticeably thicker around its new
edge. Therefore we established that it was fol ding back on itself and not
perfum ng sone nystifying vani shing act. Onidd then renoved his beaner and
attenpted to cut a piece fromthe main body. The results were

enl i ght eni ng.

"While it had retreated precipitately from physical contact, it nade no
effort to dodge the | ethal beaner. Onidd concentrated his beamon one thin
spot for several tine. parts. No effect was observed. The thing did not
cut, bum snoke, or otherw se take notice of a sharp?focus beaner that can
cut through nost netals and heat arnor?plate red?hot. | then joined the
efforts of ny own beanmer to Onidd's. W m ght as well have been beam ng at
the sun..

"Now, as to the problemof its aliveness, about which there has been sone
question. If it is alive, it is atotally alien sort of aliveness that
permits itself to be energy beamed at cl ose range yet refuses to allow a
mere touch froma living being."

"Your conclusions,"” pronpted Laccota inpatiently.

"Even so, | believe it lives. It may draw sustenance fromthe sun, although
I find no evidence of a photosynthesis?type reaction, and certainly no sign
of chlorophyll. | do not see how else it can draw food. The basalt reveal ed

when it drew back fromus has been mnutely examined. It exhibits no
abnornmalities and is in no way different from untouched sanpl es taken

el sewhere. | still will not attenpt to say whether it is nore aninmal than
vegetable. It may, indeed, be neither."

"And your reconmendations?" Laccota asked.

Carnod stood quietly for a long noment. "Raise ship and traverse parsecs as
fast as this antiquated tub will go.”

The captain's transparent nictitating eye nenbranes flickered. Even Paayton
was sufficiently stinulated to turn fromhis extended contenplation of the
out si de.

"Indeed," murrured the captain. "And your reasoning?"
Cannot said sinmply, "I have a feeling."

"Real ly! You have a feeling. My, ny. Shell of fenales, an interesting entry
to nake in the log. Lord Ilogia will be nbst understanding and synpat hetic.
You “have a feeling.' Rejected. First alternate proposal"

Car not si ghed?al ong, hissing sound, |ike a steam engi ne running down. "Tie
into the nearest intersystemrelay. Use long band. Break in if you have to.
Cont act the nearest planet where we have |landing privileges?it will be
humanx control |l ed, of course...”

Laccota | ooked to the navigator. "Is there an appropriate place?"

Paayton's conmputer?trap m nd turned businesslike. "Umm The humanx CQut post
colony world of Repler might be . . . yes, | foresee no problens. A
sparsely popul ated world, nmuch of it still inthe wild state, with a

| argely urban popul ati on and a considerable tourist trade. The | argest
shuttle station is very nodern, but not equipped to handle much in the way
of a naval force. No orbiting naval station. W have a fair?sized
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diplomatic mssion there, with plenty of privacy and room 'The weather is
m serabl e, but nobst of the station is underground, naturally. It should be
adequate. "

"Contact them" continued Carnot. "Tell them we want the biggest freighter
in the sector, along with five or six of the largest shuttles, two of which
must be max?cl ass, and about twenty niles of flexible harnony plating, with
pl enty of tow cable. Operators for all, of course. Al so, at |east one

| arge, high?intensity beaner?it needn't be mlitary; industrial strength
should do fine. One that can provide a steady output wi thout burning out
every other tine?length. Tell themto bring replacenent parts, just in
case."

"You plan to transport the thing, then?"

"If we can induce it to assume nmanageabl e proportions, yes. Prom

hi ndsi ght ?cl ever Paayton's description of the station we have at this
Repl er place, we should have facilities which can at |east be expanded to
provide a place where this thing can be properly handl ed and anal yzed. "

"Whn't that be rather risky?" put in Paayton "Attenpting to work in secret
ri ght under the sensors of the humans and thranx?”

"Quite likely," replied Carnot. "However, until we know a great deal nore
about it, | do not wish this thing trans?shipped to a nesting planet It is
an unknown quantity of awesonme possibilities.”

"Anot her feeling?" said Laccata.

"That as well. | am suspicious of anything that can survive on severa
thousand cluvits of bare rock, on a planet on which nothing else lives, yet
clearly could support other life. |I'm suspicious of anything organic that's

thinner in places than ny claw?tips, yet can take the continuous
application of high?intensity beam ng. Yes, another feeling,"

"Your imaginings begin to approach those you ascribe to your fifth?grade
assi stants, Observer. Still, | see no reason to deny any of your requests.
I"lI'l leave that to higher authority."

"I think that's very just of you, Exalted Captain. And very w se."

The Vom had restored facilities sufficient to assess the beings who had
happened upon it. The nminds were sinple, yet far fromprimtive. Inits
weakened state the Vom doubted its ability to control even a single one of
the species, let alone the shipful. Now was the tine to nove, oh, so very
careful | y!

P?a?t ?i ?e?n?c?e. It had waited half a mllion years now, give of take a few
mllennia. It was aware of itself, and that gave it strength.

It could wait a few days nore.

Russ Kingsley was in the nood for it.

And when Russ Kingsley was in the mood for it, he usually made out quite
well. First oft he was al nbost classically handsone. He knew he was. It said
so on his guarantee fromthe cosneticians. They'd done an excellent job. It
was one that few folk could afford. Kingsley's father, who was one of the
five richest nen on Repler, had given Russ the new face for his eighteenth
bi rt hday.
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He was satisfied with his present 180 cns, although he w shed the surgeons
coul d have added another 10 or so. Still, no need to be greedy. The face
was perfectly proportioned?inclined plane of a jaw, no?nonsense nose
sensuous thin lips, red hair with just the right amount of casual wave. He
cut an exotic figure in sea?green foxfire fur vest over matching turquoise
silks. Hi s appearance was as good as noney could buy. As good, he
reflected, as any tridee star.

Honed in Repler's nost exclusive gynms the body was rmuscul ar wi thout running
to extrenes. Though his appetite for gourmet neals kept the physiol ogica
techs at constant war with an incipient pot.

A pity they hadn't been able to do anything with his personality.

At the noment he was lolling in the rmain debarkation | ounge of Replerport,
eyeing the recent off?planet arrivals. A ventilator pulled the snpoke from
the Jimson Kelp in his pipe roofward.

Ki ngsl ey was a chap who liked variety. He'd al ready gone through nost of
the country beauties in Repler City. Sone willingly, when his |ooks and
money served; some unwillingly, where his father's name served.

The back?country types held little attraction for him Too nuch trouble
attendant to bouncing fromsmall town to small town. And the food! Ghastly!
Besi des, the backwoodsnen were too renpte to be inpressed by the Kingsley
nane. They were apt to shoot despite thundering threats of retribution

The passengers off the first ship had been di sappointing. Thus far, the
second hadn't provided anything better, with the possible exception of that
bl onde stew. Well, better than nothing. He felt in his jacket pocket to
make sure the slip of paper with the nunber on it was still there.

A flash of color near the end of the first?class |line caught his eye. He
straightened, smling. Well now, this was nore like it!

The girl had paused at the gate to talk to the debarkation officer. That's
why he hadn't spotted her till now. An off?planet citizen, obviously. Even
better.

She was dressed in a bright yellow junpsuit that clung to her |ike |enon
icing. A sinple band of some silvery netal on one wist was the only
jewelry. Not that a ring would have nade a difference to Kingsley, but he
preferred things sinple to conplex. A dun?colored bag was fabricatched to
her right thigh. Jet?black hair was gathered together by a yellow band. It
fell in a single thick braid to just above her waist where it was held in
pl ace by anot her band and knotted. Kingsley pursed his |ips disapprovingly.
M noan had gone out nonths ago.

Eyes deep bl ue conpl exion deep tan, little makeup. The eyes were sharply
sl ant ed, cheekbones high and promi nent. At |ease half chinee or nongolian
ancestry, he thought. Wat he could see of the body was exquisitely
proportioned, if not voluptuous. It deviated fromthe perpendicular in al
the appropriate places.

The only thing that made hima little unconfortabl e was that she appeared
to stand a good five centineters taller than he. He left the counter and
moved to intercept her as she headed for the public transport park

Subtl ety was not Kingsley's forte. He grinned his best grin, every bicuspid
and nol ar perfect (he had guarantees for that, too), and said, "Hello,
stranger!”
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The gaze she offered in return was faintly anused, otherw se nonconmittal

"Hell o yoursel f, native.'
of terran accent.

The voi ce was a husky soprano, with just a trace

Better and better! Everyone knew about terran girls, didn't they?

"Russel |l Kingsley, but you can call nme Russ. Can | give you a lift? MWy
rates are reasonable."

"Kitten Kai ?sung. Sure. Are you passing anywhere near the ..
"the Green Island Hostel ry?”

she paused,

"Green Island." (Not filthy rich, but well?off?not that it mattered nuch.)
"I am now. Got any | uggage?"

"I't's being delivered."

"Well, then. Come along!" He tried to put an arm across her shoul ders. She
shrugged it off.

Uppity bitch, he thought. He'd change that quickly enough, as soon as he
got her back to the Tower.

Hi s hoveraft was a Phaeton Mark IV, the latest. He was just a bit put off
when she didn't acknow edge the gl eam ng hunk of machinery. Not even a
little oooh! or mad Let her play it cool, then. He'd change that, too.

As soon as he was sure all doors were secure, he grinned the powerful
engi ne and bl asted away fromthe station, scattering grit and sand over
several pedestrians.

The cl oud cover was still fairly heavy, the air typically warm and danp.
Now and then a light mst would not so nuch fall as sinply appear in the
air. Wod was utilized to a great extent on Repler, not only because the

pl anet was bl essed with tremendous softwood jungles, but because wood had a
nat ural advantage over many netals. It wouldn't rust.

"You plan to be with us |ong?"
"Depends. My time is flexible."
"Busi ness?"

"Very little. Vacation, nostly."

"W se decision. Pleasure before business, | always say:" He nmade a hard
|l eft and swung out of the downtown section, heading towards the harbor.

She didn't say anything for several minutes, hot did take a | ong | ook out
the back of the plastic bubble cabin. Getting alittle worried, |uv?

"The Tower's only an hour off," he said easily. "W've got our own island.
Not so extraordi nary when you consider that Replay is nostly islands, with
very few open oceans; but Wetplace is unusual."

"Tower ? Wt pl ace? We're supposed to be going to the Green Island Hostelry."

"Only theoretically, luv. Take nmy word for it, you'll prefer the Tower.
It's got some interesting extras that would startle the managenent of a
common tourist trap like the Green Island. Magnificent view fromthe top
and the privacy can't be beat. Can't even be broken, in fact" He giggled
(that was one thing the cosneticians hadn't been able to correct). "On,
everyone who visits the Tower enjoys it!"
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"I"'msure," she said drily.

"Especially sonme of the interesting devices |'ve had installed in ny own
quarters. Many of them custonbuilt, you know "

"l can imagine." There was a pause. "You don't intend to turn around, |
take it?" she said finally.

He sniggered. "Not while I'mstill vertical, sister!" He kicked over the
aut opi |l ot and reached out. Not vol uptuous, no, but the breast that Gl ed
his left hand was nore than satisfying. Expecting at least a mild protest,
he was surprised (and a bit disappointed) when she continued to allow him
to fondl e her.

"Al'l right. That little island com ng up on our left ... the one with the
climx vegetation."

"Clever, too," he grinned. Inwardly he was upset Sine needl es and bugs! Cnh
well, if she wanted to start that way..

"Your wish is ny command." He drew away and swung the hovercraft in a tight
arc, sl ow ng.

"Your snappy repartee stuns ne," she said, but he chose to ignore the
sarcasm Plenty of time to wi pe that out.

He pulled into a small cove, dodging one floating | og, and cut the engine
at the proper nonment. The phaeton sank gently into the sand. lie rel eased
the doors, letting her exit first no he could watch the tight suit tauten
over bar perfect backside as she stepped out. He foll owed.

Passi ng her, he unlocked a side storage conpartnent in the |lee of the ship,
started to pull out a |arge package.

"I think you'll find that for an inflatable setup this is rather exotic,
including as it does a -*

"Don't bother."
He paused in his unw apping, |ooked up at her. She was grinning right back

"I hope you'll understand, but while you' re not bad | ooking, sonething
about obvi ous cosnetic jobs puts me off ny tick. More inportantly, initia
psycho?enoti onal anal ysis indicates nental discrepancies confluent with
your successive immture oeill ades."

“Huh?"

"To summarize, you don't turn ne on, buster. And besides," she said as she
turned to re?enter the cab of the raft, "it's way past ny check? n time."

"Just a second, pretty bitch. You know what this is?" Al pretense at
pol i teness had been dropped. A snall object sat in his palm She glanced
down at it.

"It appears to be a Secun vibraknife, battery powered. Very efficient. It
will cut many netals, nost plastics, but not ceramic alloy and ?a few other
things. Do | pass?" She was facing himnow, hands on hips.

"Ch you are funny. But we'll change that. Since your face is not conposed
of ceramc alloy, or “a few other things,' this toy is sufficient to make a
very unpretty nmess of it. I'd rather do this nicely, but if you' d rather be

per suaded?
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"Ckay, okay. | was only kidding, luv! I'mconvinced." She canme towards him
biting her lower lip uncertainly, and put both hands around his neck
Trenbling, her |ips noved towards his.

Ki ngsl ey was puzzled. He couldn't renenber |ying down. That bl ueness above
hi m was unquestionably the sky, so he knew he was |ying down. Yes, it was
very blue and had fluffy white clouds in it.

The back of his neck hurt.

He sat up and rubbed it. The Phaeton floated a few neters offshore. The
tall girl was | eaning out of the cabin, staring back at him

"Sorry, M. Kingsley! The tag next to the ignition here |ists severa
private comm nunbers. |I'I|l see that soneone cones out to pick you up before
it gets too cold!"

Maybe he could nake it to the craft before she could swing away. He got to
his feet and started a nad dash for the beach. He got four steps before an
excruciating twi nge at the back of his neck crunmpled himto the sand.

"Goddam you!" he noaned. "Wat did you do to me?"

"Cool ed your ardor!" she yelled back over the dull whine of the idling
fans. "Nothing permanent. Ask next tine before you reach!" She cl osed the
door and pivoted the ship expertly, flinging small wavel ets onto the beach

He sat staring after her long after the hovercraft Led di sappeared over the
hori zon. Curses did equal tinme with npans.

H s sea?green foxfire vest was full of sand.

"Mss Kitten Kai ?sung?" The clerk tried hard to keep from goggling at her.
She nodded. The gangling adol escent was trying to shift his eyes fromthe
computerized registry to her face without lingering on any of the
intervening territory. He was failing m serably. Ei ghteen, naybe ni neteen
Only a few years younger than she. But the way he was staring at her you'd
drink he'd never seen ..

She sighed. She ought to be used to this by now. The smle she gave hi mwas
seducti ve.

"And you say the room has a nice view?"

"Ch yes, ma'nl Best in the hotel! You can see nbst of the harbor. It's nice
here. You' re away fromthe noise of the shuttleport and docks." He
hesitated, stared statue?like at the register. "Uh, if there's anything,

uh, you need, Mss Kai-sung ... ask for Roy. That's |I. Me." He didn't have
enough roomin the tiny clerk's cubby for an honest swagger, but he tried.

She reached out and touched the tip of his nose with a finger, dropping
i st voice another octave.

"I shall keep that in mnd ... Roy." She turned to |eave.
"Ch, M ss Kai-sung!"
"Call nme Kitten, Roy."

The youth grew ten centineters. Hate yourself, hussy, half of her thought!
Love it. canme the other half's reply!
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"There's soneone been waiting up for you in your room He has diplomatic
credentials, so | couldn't keep himout. Says he's an old friend. He's not
human. "

"That's all right. I'mexpecting him H's name's Porsupah, isn't it?"
"Yes," the boy said in surprise. "You know him then?" "I've been his
m stress for five years. Those Tolians ... She rolled her eyes as the door

tothe lift closed, leaving a fish?eyed clerk bel ow. Sonehow she contai ned
her laughter. By eventide 90 percent of the hotel staff would know about
the "stranger" in room 36

Her apartnments were at the end of the hallway. She inserted her right thunb
into the small recess at the left of the roomnunber. The door registered
her with the central conputer and it slid back with the slightest hiss from
the pneumatic guide rail.

She had a small suite. It was tastefully decorated, just extravagant enough
to be in keeping with bar supposed incone. A well ?stuffed conversation
round was at one end of the greeting room facing a broad ocean?vi ew

wi ndow. The being perched on it was the only thing out of place in the
room

That worthy stared back at her evenly. It ... he ... was just over a neter
and a third in height. He | ooked renmarkably |ike an oversized, portly
raccoon. The major differences fromthe tiny tartan manmal consisted of six
| ong, dexterous fingers, nore massive forearns, and a high, intelligent
brow. There was no mask, the ears were sharply pointed and proportionately
larger than the terran |ook?alike, and the rear feet were webbed.

It al so possessed a biting tenor voice. This it used at her entrance, with
practiced effect.

"Where the conceptualized clam excretenent have you BEEN?"

Kitten tossed her thighbag on a small table holding | ocal nagazines and a
vase of danpish green flowers

"Conceptualized clamexcretement ... | like that one, Pors. Your know edge
of arcane invective is always stinulating." She wal ked across the roomto
the bedroom portal and pecked in. "I see, wonder of wonders, that ny

| uggage arrived reasonably intact and together. Did you over tip the
bel | hop agai n?"

"I was not here at the tine they were deposited. Doubtless they were
transported by a nmechanism™

"On this planet, in this netropolis? Don't bet on it" She began undoi ng the
long braid. "This place has all the feel of a world that could still make a
profit on slave labor. Ch, stop trying to burn holes in ne! | was late
because one of the |ocal playboys, convinced of his masculine
irresistibility, attenpted to abduct ne. He bad visions of perform ng odd
things on ny precious body" The |ast gold band slid off and she shook her
head, generating an obsidian waterfall at her back

Por supah sai d nothing, continued to stare at her. She reached over suddenly
and tickled his nose. "Now, wouldn't that have upset you?"

Por supah sneezed, attenpted to slap her hand, but she drew back too
quickly. "I begin to think not." She noved close again and tried to cuddl e,
stroking the far on his spill.
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Li eut enant Porsupah was tol erant, but being regarded as cuddl esonre was one
thing he couldn't quite put up with

"Have you no shanme, wonan! W're not even of the same species!"”

She rallied his fur again. "You' d have a hard tine, by now, convincing the
hotel staff of that. Besides, you're as manmualian as | "

Ho couldn't help a slight snmile. "Not by several points."

"Anyhow, " she whi spered huskily, "we could nanage a little sonething, you
know .

Por supah gave a | oud screech and scranbl ed behind the circular couch.
"Kai ?sung, you are irrevocably, utterly, spiritually indecent!"

"That's the nicest thing anyone's said to nme in four days."

The Tolian recited several rapid and extrenely potent native curses under
his breath before he tried again.

"Maj or Orvenalix had to cancel a schedul ed neeting between the three of us
and Governor Washburn. At last word he was waiting in his office, steamng
at the joints. | strongly suggest haste to arrange yourself properly so
that we may be off before he sends the |ocal constabulary to fetch us!"

"Ch, pooh!" She tunbled off the couch, thunbed a drink fromthe portabar.
"I can handl e the Mjor. Want sonet hi ng?"

"As you are well aware, none of the effects al cohol has on the Tolian
systemare in the | east pleasurable. Fernented Ropus |ynmph, now?"

"Ckay, have sone of that, disgusting as it sounds."
"I will not inbibe when |ate for assignnment"

"Foe. You're worse than inpossible. And stop worrying about O vy?Dorvy.
Wre old friends."

"That may well be. The Major has an eye for a well turned ovipositor
However, if | may so delicately point out, you are decidedly deficient in
that area, however well conpensated you may be in others. And | want to
hear you call hum O vy?Dorvy'."

"Thanks ... | think" She sipped the pink and yellow liquid the machi ne had
prepared. "Still, there's a way of caressing the soft spot where thorax and
b?t horax neet that?"

"Aghhhh!" The Tolian covered his eyes. "Disgusting, obscene, profane! No
morals. No norality at all! If it were possible you woul d consi der
intercourse with a rock!"

"Al'l right, all right, cal mdown! Listen, Pots, |'ve seen you with a few
under your pouch, you sly tail?tickler, and you?"

"No nore! Desist! Cease!" '

"And stop throwi ng your fuzzy carcass all over the furniture or you'l
build up a charge that'll shock the first diplomat you shake hands with two
meters sunward! If you insist on throwing a fit, throw a stationary one."

Porsupah tried a new tack. He ignored her while he rehearsed the
expl anation he would have to present to the Major. ldeas did not cone
rapidly to mnd.
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He was finally making some progress when his thoughts were scattered by a
shrill, protesting voice fromthe nether depths of tire bathroom

"And | do so have noral s!"”

Qutwardly a quiet, intense person, Major Orvenalix, the commander of
Repler's tiny mlitary force, was capable of violent displays, of enotion
These he kept private. It wouldn't do for the nmenbers of Repler's governing
council to know to what extremes their stubbornness could push him They

al so did not know that the peaceful conmandant held an equal and nuch nore
inpressive rank in tire intelligence armof the United Church

Repler warranted an intelligence operative of Orvenalix's stature because
of the AAnn | nperial Enclave, several hundred kiloneters to the south
across open seas. The Enclave was the vestigial remant of early

al tercations between the Commonweal th and the Enpire over planetary clains.
The AAnn hadn't really wanted Repler, but it was a matter of self?respect
that they dispute all territorial clains by other races.

Johaun Repler's claimeventually proved the strongest. The AAnn denmanded,
however; and were granted sovereignty over, a small area south of the
eventual capital. This was done to speed col onization and to pronote a
har noni ous settlenment. Actually, the Commonweal th had argued agai nst the
i dea, the Church had been noncommittal, and the humans and thranx al ready
settled positively blase. After all, the great majority of the planet was
unexpl ored, and the AAnn coul d probably have established a secret station
anyway. Wiy not be generous and give them one?

When the AAnn found out that they wouldn't be allowed to use the interspace
facilities at Repler City and that the largest island in their Enclave was
insufficiently bedrocked to support a shuttle station of any size, they

al nost gave up the Enclave idea in disgust. But to refuse after having won
the concessi on woul d have been twice as bad. It woul d have nmade the AAnn

di pl omats who had arranged tire treaty |l ook ridiculous. This would be fata
to certain parties. Those sane parties made sure that an el aborate facility
was constructed on the main land nass. At | east the oceanol ogists, a group
that nost AAnn considered congenital idiots, were happy. The AAnn hone
worl d and nost of its colonies were desert?type planets. Those assigned to
the Realer station were, with tire exception of the scientists, very
unhappy reptil es.

Maj or Orvenalix sat in his thinble?shaped chair and stared across at Kitten
and Porsupah. At the noment the Major was enploying his md?pair of |inbs
as a second set of hands. In imtation of a human habit, the thranx was
tapping all four sets of claws on the table in front of him The twelve
digits made a consi derabl e racket.

The Maj or was about average height for a mature nal e threes, standing about
m dway between Kitten's and Porsupah's. Hi s thorax was unusually broad and
powerful. The black and silver harness reflected his occupation rather than
personal tastes, which were | ess conservative. Also the result of his
occupation was a premature purpling of the chiton, although his antennae
were straight and strong. And the great conpound eyes sparkled as brightly
as those of any youth.

The tappi ng stopped. The resultant silence was |ouder. Ovenalix spoke
qui etly.

"WelI'! The magni ficent, munificent Lieutenant Kai ?sung has deigned to grace
Qperations with her presence!" The Mjor bowed ironically. That is, he
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inclined his head and b?thorax. Encased in bodies of unyielding arnor, no
thranx could manage a really snooth bow.

"Bumit, Ovy!"

"You will address me as becomes ny rank, Lieutenant!" he roared, smacking
the table hard with one truhand.

"Yes sir," she replied in nock?mlitary tones. "Major ... Ovy.”

YOU WLL .!" Ovenalix sighed and relaxed in his seat. "Never mind. | can
see you haven't changed one nicron."

"You're the second person today who's said that. Seriously, sir, what
exactly is the situation? | haven't seen you in over a year, but when you
were |l ecturing at the Acadeny you were nowhere near this tense. You can't
tell me a year's hitch on a backwater planet has gotten to you that nuch!”

"You | eave out many ram fications of which you remain uninforned, Kitten
However, before we go into ny problens, consider this. You were ordered
here for an assignnent which required that you remain mldly active and
controversial. MIdly. A noderately wealthy young |ady, independent,
spoi l ed, and apt to stick her nose into anything hinting of newthrills.
Here to enjoy the delightful sun, fun, boating, fishing, and cheap
souvenirs of exotic Repler.”

"You sound like a travel brochure, Mjor."

"In ny public capacity such banalities are occasionally called for. My
nest ?not her woul d be ashaned, but fortunately Eurnet is nmany parsecs away

"Instead of making a nice, snmooth arrival, you forthwith take off, in ful
sight of a busy shuttleport crowd, with the npbst notorious, spoiled young
human this backwater capital has to offer. He may not be in the same cl ass
with his counterparts on Arnela, Trix, or Perth, but around here he is
noticed. You next turn tip at the famly estate?l odge in the nost exclusive
section of the capital and turn over the keys of this young nman's expensive
hovercaft to the chap's valet? his tal kative valet. You order a public
transul e and take | eave of this benused servitor, off?handedly nentioning
that his master nmay be found | angui shing by his | onesone on an island at
such and such coordi nates. \Wereupon you return to the city and breeze into
your hotel, blissfully certain, | suppose, that you have perforned all this
whil e | eaving the general population in total ignorance."

Kitten appeared genuinely contrite. "I apologize, sir. How would |I know t he
valet would spread it alt over town? | didn't even realize who he was unti
the conversation had passed the point of no return. I'd planned to slip the

keys under the door with a note explaining that

Site broke off. Orvenalix shook his head in disgust. "It all would have
been so much sinpler? not to mention better for your cover? if you' d nerely
gone along with the gentleman, performed the sinple act of non-reproductive
copulation with him and allowed himto escort you back to the hotel."

"It is stated categorically,"” said Kitten, "that the Egg which gorges
itself too early will deny its offspring.”

"You are being inpertinent, but if he was that bad ... You always were up
on your Saduriquil, soft?angles.”
"Wy Orvy! You still remenber ny pet name! Now that you' ve gotten all that

of f your thorax, why not relax and tell us why we've been pulled off our
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post ?graduat e work and pl unked down here in the m dst of savage Pisces and
pi scean savages?"

"The good Governor woul d net care?for?that?tone,” Ovenalix grinned.

"Say, how did you know | was doi ng post ?grad work?" yel ped Porsupah

"l picked your pocket back at the hotel. Before | went in to change. Your
school relief notice was in there, along with relevant material. Hardly
consi stent with your cover, Pots! Tch!"

"Not only noral s!'" said the seething Tolian. "No scruples, either!”
"That's an insult! | put the wallet back, didn't |?"

There was a long silence. Finally, unable, to stand the suspense, Porsupah
put a paw into the pouch under his belt to make sure ....

O venalix put a truhand over his nouth to cover the slight fluttering of
mandi bl es that signified | aughter anong the thranx.

"All right,"” The intelligence officer said. "let us ob serve. Repler is
backward in many ways, sure. It has a |limted population, true. Hut its
shuttl e and spacecomfacilities are nodern and wel |l ?manned ?very true.
Maj or industries are tourismand exotic woods, but the main incone is
derived fromRepler City's use as a busy transfer point for interstellar
shipping. It's the only habitabl e planet between Fluva and Praxitel es as
you drive dowmn the Arm And it's still fairly dose to the center-ward
systens.”

A good place to trade around," agreed Porsupah

"While al so avoiding major tariffs on planets of destination. True. Nothing
|i ke the business Terra, Hi vehom or Drallar do, of course. But the

mer chants here nake a good living, and business is growing steadily if not
spectacul arly.”

"I'"ve read the manual ," Kitten said drily.

"Fine! Good!" Ovenalix reached into a drawer and renoved a snall vial of
glass ... no, quartz ... with a pressure lock twice as big as the

contai ner, and a small bit of black board. Kitten and Porsupah slid their
chairs cl oser.

O venal i x keyed the | ock and sprinkled, very carefully, a few grains of
white crystal onto the board.

"Since you've both, presunmably, “read the manual,' perhaps you can tell ne
what this is?" Both junior officers |eaned forward.

The Tolian sniffed once, gently. "Qdorless. Cear, rhonbehedric crystals
with a glassy luster." The Tolian crushed one of the | argest pieces to
powder in a sharp, trimed claw. He sniffed again, careful not to inhale
the dust. "Concoidal fracture, no odor released on pulverizing ... yes, |
think I know what it is, Major." He turned and | ooked at Kitten. "The lines
of fracture turn blue, they turn blue."

Her eyes w dened, and she couldn't hel p but whi sper when she spoke to
Orvenal i x. "Bl oodhype. Very high grade, too, if the fracture line turns
that dark."

The antennae di pped slightly. "A npost pure. Al so known as faster, brain?up,
phinto, silly?salt, and many other nanes the nere nention of which are
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sufficient to inspire thoughts of regurgitation anong intelligent, feeling
bei ngs. "

"I thought | read that the Hyperion forests on Annubis were sterilized and
wi ped out ten years ago," Kitten said.

"As indeed they were," the intelligence officer continued. "Naturally, that
was the first place the Service checked. W found nothing to indicate that
any of the plants had survived the holocaust. At that tine it was believed
that the Hyperion plant could grow only on Arbutus. Transplanting was
attenpted for scientific purposes, but the seedlings and mature plants died
rapidly as soon as they were renoved fromthe planet. Fertilized seeds

i kewi se transshi pped did not sprout. In wi ping out the supply it turned
out that the species had been effectively extermnated for all purposes!"

"I wouldn't inmagi ne anyone raising a fuss over that," said Porsupah

"OGther than a few masochi stic botanists, no one did."

"It seens, though, that soneone, sonewhere, has gotten hold of sone seeds
and found a way to nake them sprout, and worse, reproduce.”

"What sort of ... of creature, would want to restart the traffic in
bl oodhype?" said Kitten, shudderi ng.

"Soft ?angl es, | remenber you to be a brilliant student. Soneday | hope you
wi |l make an even better agent, but in many ways you are still an immuature
grub. The gal axy contains a high volume of pure |oathsonmeness. O which |
have seen far nore than is good for one's sleep. There are plenty of beings
nom nally labeled "intelligent' who would sell their own eggs, and worse,
for a few credits. The thing here that makes ne marvel is not the
perpetrators, but their science.

"l don't have to tell you what bl oodhype addiction does. These new users

di splay the sane synptons and reactions as those of over a decade ago.

Wi ch neans that this new strain is at (cast as powerful as the original

It affects any living creature with a conplex neural system and circulating
liquid inits body. 'This includes every known intelligence, with the
exception of a few silicon based primtives on restricted planets. Direct
injection is the nost common nethod of application, but inhaling the drug
in sufficient quantities is also effective.

"Concentrating on the neurons, the drug produces an extrenely pl easurable
sensation. The thing about bl oodhype is that nost drugs work only on the

m nd, by distorting and affecting the inmages it creates and the information
it receives. Bloodhype, on the other hand, is nore in the nature of direct
neural stimulation. In other words, instead of producing distortions in the
information? interpreter (the brain), the original information is distorted
right at the beginning, at the original nerve pickups in hands, feet,
liver? everywhere the blood can carry it. The effect has been described
many ways. One addict said it was |ike being the highest?pitched wire on a
stringed instrument. It's nmany, many times nmore powerful than anything that
works just on the mind acting as it does directly on the nerve cells rather
than the brain. A noderate dose produces a 'fire?fit', an intense burning
sensation that seens to add to the overall pleasure.

"Wt hdrawal synptonms comrence anywhere from 60hh or 72 t?standard hours
after the last injection. Coordination begins to go, accompanied by a
speed?up in involuntary nuscul ar reactions. Breathing can speed up or sl ow,
as can the heart and other self?regul ati ng nuscles. The senses are badly
confused and feed false reports to the brain, which is itself undergoing
severe enotional changes, from depression to exaltation and so forth. The
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body goes downhill |ike an unhatched egg with in sufficient yolk. It's
possible to be in excellent physical shape and be dying?until the fina
monent, when every thing seens to junp on you at once

"You go slowy insane, aware of what's taking place all the time. 'Dying by
inches,' | believe a terran author called sonething far |ess extrenme. The
only way an addi ct can survive, once hooked, is if the medics can get to
himfast. A lot of very conplicated and expensive equi pnent supports the
bei ng's nervous systemuntil the drug has burned itself out. Very painfu
and not al ways successful. If the brain itself has been too badly damaged,
not hi ng can be done. In such cases, nercy killings are not unknown.

"If 120hh or 144 t?standard hours have passed, there is a ninety?eight and
sonet hi ng percent chance of an excruciatingly painful death occurring. In
such cases even the best of nedical treatment is useless. There is, of
course, nothing like a sinple antidote."

"And the shipnments are coning through Repler?" said Kitten

"It is thought to be so. W intercepted one, just one, by accident. No
persons were taken. The best evidence we have is that every planet where
new addi cts have appeared was visited shortly before by a vessel that
stopped to change or exchange cargo on Repler. There ate a few suspects
here, whom we're being very careful not to warn?off. And this is not the
only planet that's being carefully checked cut. But at this stage it seens
like Repler is the best of several thin possibilities?Everything about the
operation suggests professional planning with plenty of brains behind it.
There's a | ot of experience behind this setup.”

"I don't wish to minimze out abilities, sir" interrupted Kitten, "but if
all this is true, wiry send for two fairly inexperienced agent?students
i nstead of a hundred pros?"

"One, your very inexperience is your best asset. You will be equally
unknown to the runners. The one thing we fear nore than anything else is
that they m ght becone aware that we suspect their operations here. And
with sonething of this magnitude running snoothly, it's a |likely bet that
the pros handling things would stay quiet and shut down until they could
shift their base el sewhere. W don't want to start over again sonewhere a
hundred parsecs down the Arm W might not be fortunate enough to intercept
anot her shipnment. Arid the traffic hasn't assumed the proportions ... yet

where an investnment of that kind would justify the risk. A large sweep
woul d be likely to catch up a lot of the small fry. The noguls usually
manage to slip away and start raising hell somewhere else. You two stand a
chance of cutting through a | ot of opaque nenbrane and | atching onto them
before they have a chance to get suspicious. At least, that's the theory.
If you're caught, the worst that can happen is we | ose two agents."

"You frame things so delicately,” murmured Porsupah.

"The covers we've prepared for you don't require a lot of effort to

mai ntain. Barring," he said, staring hard at Kitten, "unforseen
conplications! Lieutenant Porsupah is listed as a wealthy tree?farner's
nephew from Tol us Prinme. Your covers provide you with a nunber of common
interests. A shared interest in mldly dangerous sports, for one thing. It
means you have reasons for wanting to jet all over the place? and
incidentally, for carrying sidearns. Sport pistols. Licenses will be issued
to the both of you on your way out. Your “sporting weapons' each pack a
much greater wallop than their appearance will suggest. So for Hive's sake,
be circunspect with then? Look around, take your tine, and honestly try to
have fun. | don't believe is mracles, but “erecting the proper
superstructure facilitates acquiring interior trappings.' "
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"Mat hewson, twenty?third edict, section four," said Kitten.

"“Accidents and miracles will happen if you can find the proper place in
space'; yes, you're right, ny door," replied Orvenalix. "I never knew
t heol ogy interested you."

"Only the juicy parts. For exanple ..

Por supah el ected to chew the uphol stery.

Mal col m Hammur abi was counting his noney. The awkward fact drat he didn't
have it yet failed to interrupt fire pleasure he took in the mathematics.

It had been the kind of trip that ship?masters drink over: no nuss, no
fuss, and plenty of profits. Even tire drive bad bees troubl e?free. Wo'd
have thought that those attenuated seals on Largess would be crazy for
inmported alva? let alone Replerian alva. G anted, though, the stuff was
tasty enough. Even if Rodriguez wouldn't programthe stuff for the galley.

Mal s share of the profits would be, well, healthy. M ght even be enough to
refinish that verdammt upper right quarter of the Unbra's KK drive
projector screen. Not that it was an essential job ... not yet. But it

woul d boost her favorable energy conversion ratio by a good thirty percent.
That woul d convert to a savings of, oh, so and so rmuch in ignition

radi oactives. Not to nention reducing wear and increasing efficiency in the
engi ne systens.

He' d been told, often, that his habit of making a personal, solitary survey
of ship's cargo the night after it had been shuttled down was just a little
peculiar. The excuse be offered in return was that he wanted to be certain
of the cargo's proper alignnent for redistribution, atc., etc., right up to
the nmoment of transfer.

In actuality, the fascination of standing alone with tons and tons of goods
fromtire far roaches of the gal axy, piled high in rai nbow?hued plastic and
metal containers, was one he had carried from chil dhood. Then he used to
wander through simlar warehouses (which towered so much greater in his
chi | dhood menories) and dream of the days he mght visit planets with magic
nanes |ike Terra, Hi vehom Al maggee, Long Tunnel, Horseye and Entebbe.

He'd had little idea that one day he'd be transporting simlar goods

hi nsel f. Too often the planets had proven dull and unattractive. But there
was enough spice in the life to nmake things interesting. (Besides, you
crazy hypocrite, you hated pro ball. Being the best goalie who ever

mai ntained parallax with a ball was hardly fit epitaph for a man.)

Anyhow, it was inportant that the |uxury goods be easily accessible for
tomorrow, in case that old pirate Chatham and the others wanted an early
| ook.

A good percentage of the cases were enbl azoned with the CK crest of arnms,
custons stanps, inpression of destination and planet of origin. A few were
consigned to snall dealers on Rapier, sone to menbers of the crew, and a
nunmber were sealed in the crinmson of the Conmonweal th. There was even one
smal | aquamari ne case of holy goods for the Church. Mstly biochem cal and
oceanogr aphi ¢ instrument parts, plus a few speci nens of Largessian life.

Anot her section of the gigantic warehouse was filled with a nmassive
shi pnent headed of ?pl anet. Idly, he wondered who'd pulled off that job.

a d Chatham s success had been due in large part to his policy of hiring
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free?l ance cargo vessels or those of small conpanies to transport his
goods, rather than acquiring his owm fleet. It was a risky way to do

busi ness, circa be was entirely dependent on the will of men who were not
behol den to anyone. Cargos coul d di sappear with sobering sw ftness an short
or nonexistent notice. And a nerchant or trader who operated in such
fashion built nothing in the way of transportation equity.

At the same tinme, the systemoffered unequaled flexibility w thout fear of

| oss in manpower or chips. Some few nmen could nake a success of the
arrangenment, while those with a huge investnent in ships and nen m ght go
broke in spectacularly short periods of time. Chatham was one who'd spent a
lifetime mastering the first system

The huge out goi ng shipnent sat there, its noble impbility staring back at
him Maybe Scottsdal e had | anded the job. O crazy Al apka N jema. He'd
heard tunors that Al's ship, the Sinba, had been operating this far out.

Al though the | ast he'd seen of her she'd beau headed Centerward. There was
al ways the possibility that the nerchant or nerchants involved hadn't
contracted with anyone yet.

And the possibility that they had their own ship, idiot.

Still, it was an appealing thought. If the cargo were avail able and he
could sign it, maybe they'd give filman advance on estimated profit. That,
coupled with what he woul d nake off the Largess expedition, eight to
provi de enough to refinish the entire screen. Plus getting an ultrawave
booster for Hen, the Unbra's comm operator. Ben would give his left arm and
part of his soul for even a pre?war booster. For a new one from say, GC,
his shouts of pleasure would be heard all the way to Al pha C

The silver plastic of an especially bright casing caught his eye. He saw
hinself reflected in the moulding and sniled, running the revised bal ance
for the ship over again ' in his mnd.

Reflected in the plastic, Mal Hanmmurabi was a big man. Not particularly
tall, he was structured nuch |ike a number twelve synbo?speech printed

di ctionary?unabridged. O a collection of children's bl ocks, tossed
together in a haphazard rectangul ar shape and di pped i n hal f ?wet gl ue.
Sandy?brown hair was cut square in back and receded slightly fromthe high
forehead, whi ch overshadowed deep?set anber eyes. The remmi nder of that
face was an insane collection of rough angles, juts and points. The only
honest curve in the whol e assenbl age was the thick wal rus nustache which
drooped from beneath the nose. Conbined with a rather renmarkable build, the
shi p?master | ooked |ike a surreal cross between a | and?tank and a basset
bound.

Equal | y i ncongruous was the group of pepperm nt sticks which protruded from
the left pocket of his |eather jacket. Hammurabi neither snoked nor

flashed. His | vices were confined to milder liquors such as ale, fine ones
Ii ke brandy, and sweets ...not all of them peppermint, nor in stick form

There was a | ot of cargo; the |anes of crates and casings were |ong, high,
and shadowed. So he didn't notice the thieves until he was right on top of
t hem

There were two, totally absorbed in rifling the contents of a yell ow?orange
pl astic case bound with netal strips. The contai ner was the size and shape
of a coffin, which it wasn't. Mal would renenber |oading a stiff. Mlted

pl astic showed at one end where the seal had been burnt away.

Mal coul d have done several things. He m ght have taken another two steps
forward and inquired in his nost sepul chral ship?master's tones as to the
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obj ect of the gentlenmen's intrusion. He could have wal ked over and of fered
casual, even flippant comentary. He could have slipped quietly away and
buzzed for the port police.

However, men who spend their lives riding the saddle of an artificial field

with the mass of a sun (a) know when nen will and when they will not react
favorably to orders, (b) are aware that the derring?do of tri-dee heroes,
when attenpted in real life, seduces suicide, and (c) do not ran for help.

So what Hammrlrabi did was gut his hundred and twenty?five kilos under a
crate not quite as big as hinself and heave it in the direction of the two
preoccupi ed paracreds. Thin by way of vetting them off?bal ance.

Unfortunately, the ship?master once again msjudged his own strength. The
crate was intercepted by the skull of the nearest man, who had chosen that
nmoment to sense Hamurabi's presence and whirl, gun in hand. It was an
unequal contest, which the man | ost. Bout crashed to the floor

The other intruder nade a dive for the dropped | aser and reached it jest as
Mal | anded on his bat's. The thief gained the weapon and |ost his breath
si mul t aneously. He squi rned.

Mal got the armwith the vicious?looking little gun in a nodified arn®bar,
one knee planted firmy at the shoulder joint. He raised the arma little,
up and back. The man screamed shrilly and dropped the pistol

Leaning carefully forward, Mal reached down and gathered in the gun. The
stock was still warm Cbviously it had been used recently. He hoped it had
only been used on the crate.

The thief was fifteen cnms shorter and a good sixty kilos lighter than the
shi p?master. He | ooked around wildly, as much as his awkward position
permitted, and nobaned. Apparently he'd caught sight of his conpanion
Mercifully, the box hid nmoat of the other, bur it didn't hide the | arge
pool of red that stained the ferroconcrete to one side. Mal noticed the
smal | man's gl ance.

"I didn't nmean to be so nessy with your friend. Nor fatal. But there ware
two of you and | like odds in nmy favor. Don't worry, I'll be much neater
with you." He placed the nuzzle of the pistol behind the man's right ear

"Now, you've got just thirty seconds to come up with a real good reason why
| shouldn't send you bustling after your partner ... spiritually speaking,
of course."

The man noaned again, his voice tight fromthe pain in his arm "Go ahead!
You're going to kill me anyway!"

"Nonsense! Don't be any dunber than you are. If | wanted you dead |'d have

killed you, oh, mnutes ago. |I'd just as soon see you alive. | didn't nmean
to pass your friend on to the supervision of the Church, either, but I'm
not fond of thieves. See, | was stolen nmyself once. No... tell you what.

You cheerfully tell me what you were hunting for?and don't tell ne this was
a general expedition; you pulled that crate out of a hundred tons of

simlar ones?that, and who sent you for it, and naybe I'Il |l et you depart
rare instead of well?done."” He pressed the pistol a little harder into the
man's neck. "l suspect you'll have enough troubl e avoiding the attentions

of your enployer, who will doubtless send you greetings when he finds out
how sadly you've bungled."

The thief said nothing.

"Or," Mal continued conversationally, increasing his pressure on the
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spindly arm "we could nmake this even nore interesting and do it by pieces.
I think this armwould be a good place to start. Then, if | |ower the power
on this toy and turn it in alittle instead of down (he did so), | can
start on one side of your head and fry you slowy to the other, maybe
spiraling around. Sort of artistic |ike, you know?"

"All right!" the man screanmed. "All right!" Mal let up slightly on the arm
"Rose. "

"What ? St op whi npering, man and speak up."
"Rose. He's the one sent nme and W adislaw. "
"Domi ni ¢ Rose? The dragger?"

The man nodded, slightly.

"How very interesting. You' re working for an especially disgusting
enpl oyer, did you know that? What did the dyspeptic slug want with ny
cargo?”

The man was gasping painfully. Mal let the armdrop and the thief
i medi ately clutched it protectively.

"There was sonething about a mixup in ship transfer. That's all 1 know,
God's truth!"

"Your piety rings as truthful as your kind intentions. This supposedly
m sshi pped shi pnent originated on Largess?"

"Yes. No. Maybe, | don't know. Believe nme, | don't!"

"Stop whining. I'"'mnot going to hit you. Yes. No. Maybe. | believe you. You
don't strike ne as a policy maker."

"Let me go," the man begged. "Resell have ne killed if |I'mcaught in the
capitol."

"Patience. I"'mhere and he's not. And if you don't stop stalling and tel
me what you were sent for, | wll kill you!"

"W were supposed to find a small blue contai ner, uncrested and unarked.
That's all the information | was given, | swear!"

Mal got off the thief's back. He noved back slowly, keeping the gun traaned
on the back of the man's neck

"Ckay, you've got thirty mnutes to get wherever it is you' d best like to
get to. After that | give your description and ny charges to Port
Authority. I'mfinished with you. You'd better start thinking about Rose
and his delightful associates. But Repler's a pretty enpty planet. Wth
luck you mght..."

But the man was already running full speed for the nmamin entrance,
apparently uncaring of being seen by Port guards. Hi s right arm swayed
linply at his side. Dam, Hanmurabi, when will you learn to watch yoursel f!
If you'd broken the armany worse the man m ght have fainted on you. Then
you' d be stuck trying to revive himbefore a patrol arrived.

He turned back to the vandalized crate. Except for the unpl easant problem
of disposing of the renaining body, things had been pretty nuch cl eared up
He was curious to know what a slinmewormlike Rose m ght have transshi pped
froma place as dull and straitlaced as Largess. Dull enough, obviously, to
cause himto send two nmto break into a governnent ?2owned war ehouse and
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crack a private shipnent to find.

He had an unconfortabl e nonment as he bent to | ook into the opened casing.
Suppose the small puttered had pulled one on himand the crate was full of
not hi ng but small blue boxes? He coul d have saved the worry. There was only
one blue container in sight. As the man had described, it was unmarked and
smal | . About 10 cns by 20 by 20, with a slightly concave top. It was packed
solidly among ot her containers of nyriad shapes, sizes, and colors. He
vaguel y renmenbered the crate as being full of class?C |uxury goods. A

di verse coll ection.

The smal|l case was half out of its assigned spot, indicating that the

woul d?be thieves had di scovered it just as he'd arrived. He entertained
brief thoughts of leaving it untouched. Mal had had occasi onal dealings
with Rose in the past. The old man had accrued a certain anpbunt of power.
Al t hough on a major planet he would have to strive to be noticed, on Repler
he could wield a definite amount of heft. He stayed just the right side of
| egal , neani ng he paid taxes.

Mal was a little surprised when the small box opened with the nerest touch
of the laser. It mght be a trick. One device many people used to protect
val uabl es was not to protect themat all but to give the inpression of
their not being valuable. Once the initial cut was nmade, the plastic rolled
back easily enough. A sturdy case of some silvery netal was reveal ed
beneath. He lifted it out of its plastic casing and held it up to the dim
war ehouse lighting. It was attractively engraved, although clearly

machi ne?cut. The decorative etchings cut into the netal were recognizably
Largessi an. A nodest thing, certainly. Hardly worth the expensive and
highly illegal efforts of two nen to recover secretly.

There was a sinple conbination | ock and snapl atch on the box. He could have
used the laser, but if it proved necessary to repair the box a sinple break
woul d be easier to explain than a weltcm The latch snapped on the third
tug, just as he was beginning to fear that it was stronger than it | ooked
and that he nmight have to use the pistol after all. The cover sprang back
to reveal ten bottles of a slightly greenish cast. Each bottle of cut
crystal was filled with a different col ored powder. On the inside of the
box cover was a printed key, It located the bottles bel ow and gave their
contents in thranx, terrangl o, synmbospeech, and formal | argo:

These speci al spices have been carefully selected by the professional staff
of Sirial Foods, Inc., Lo add exotic and tasteful seasoning to any organic
vegetable dish with o cellul ose content al at |east 90% Exceptions and/or
maxi mum r ecomrended servings for

There foll owed a conprehensive list of races and species, with specialized
informati on for each spice printed inside a small booklet resting on top of
the bottles. This went into detail on which being could consune what spice
and in what quantity, with effects varying from unappetizing and mldly
corrosive at worst to aphrodisiacal at best. The nufti ?lingual instructions
i ndicated that the contents were marketed over a w de section of the
Conmonweal t h and perhaps even outside it. If the nachi ned box was any

i ndication, the spices were a high volume item But that didn't jibe with
its being shipped as a luxury good. Still, maybe the old man was pri nmates
fat Largessian spices and wanted to insure their arrival

He tasted the contents of the fist jar, after first consulting the book to
make sure it conceited nothing likely to take his feet off. The dark?maroon
granul es had a sweet?sharp tang, an intriguing cross between ground bl ack
pepper and white mnt.

Mat considered what to do. Cbviously be could sit and taste spice all
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night. That | ed nowhere. One fling he was still curtain of: Neither of the
two men he'd surprised was a nad gournet chef out for condinents, which
woul d be the case ff the green bottles contained nothing but apices. Wile
attractive, the netal case was clearly in no way val uabl e?al t hough al | oys
could be deceiving. Still, it was likely that whatever Rose was so
desperately concerned with was tied in with those spices. If there were
drugs present, he'd do well to atop tasting.

There was another possibility. The "key" might contain some sort of coded
message. Well, Rose could cry for that. Mat tucked the box under his arm
He'd give the stuff to Japurovac and see what she could conme up wth.

He took a step to his left and several square neters of floor nearby

expl oded in haze and superheated dust. He dove behind the nearest stack of
containers, rolled, and cane up running. He dodged down canyons of nining
machi nery, around nonoliths of fresh fruit ziggurats of preserved fish. He
knew what had happened. Cearly, the two thieves hadn't been al one. The
sore?arnmed escapee had returned with friends. No wonder he'd been willing
to talk! Now he was out to see that his garrulity was rectified. Mal didn't
think he'd find the little man especially forgiving.

Pity you' re such a peaceable chap, old nan, or you'd be carrying a decent
gun of your own. Still, the laser he'd borrowed was nasty enough at cl ose
range. He paused abruptly behind a far corner and waited. A dimfigure canme
tearing blindly around the bul ky equi prent, gun at the ready. Mal hastily
renenbered to readjust the pistol for a killing beam took careful aim and
fired. The red light cut through the nan at wai st |evel as though he was a
cartoon drawi ng and continued past to sear a black spot on the plastic
cases behind him The figure | ooked down at itself for several seconds,
dunbf ounded, and pitched forward onto the ferroconcrete fl oor. Ml | ooked
at the tool in his hand with nore respect. It was a good deal nore powerful
than its size hinted at.

Two nore figures poured around the corner. They spotted the body and
reversed their direction with admrable rapidity. They would nove after him
much nore cautiously now.

He ran again. Another pile of crates went up in crackling snoke far to his
| eft. He had them shooting at shadows now. Sooner or |ater, however,
sonmeone would slip behind turn and fire at a shadow that wouldn't be so
insubstantial It was up to himto put that neeting off permanently, if
possi bl e.

H s know edge of the floor plan of the great building was superficial at
best. Ship?masters didn't stoop to supervising storing procedure first hand
He knew t hat there should be several small personnel entrances spotted
around the enormous expanse of nmetal and plastic, however. Warehousi ng
permtted little flexibility in construction; they rarely varied except in
size fromport to port. The sane | ack of variance also told himthat none
of the personnel entrances would be |eft unl ocked at night unless
operations were proceeding. It happened that tonight the nearest new cargo
was |ight?mnutes off. He doubted that his pursuers would be so stupid as
to pernit himto slip unnoticed out the nain entrance.

Zi g?zaggi ng constantly, laser at the ready, he nmade his way unevenly to the
cl osest section of walk There was a door there, ell right. It was | ocked,
all tight.

He turned the laser to pencil thinness and began cutting around the
circular automatic lock. If nothing else, that ought to alert the port
police to the presence of intruders. Cbviously the watchman had been taken
cafe of. There was the chance that this alarmwas tied in to the one at the

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20Alan%20Dean%20-%20F|inx%207%20-%20Bloodhype.txt (24 of 162) [1/16/03 6:51:59 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%207%20-%20Bl oodhype.txt

mai n entrance, in which case it woul d have been rendered usel ess when the
thieves cut the nain one. Not that the police would arrive in time to save
his own skin, whatever the sass

It was slow work, dammably slow The high?intensity pistol was built to cut
packi ng pl astic and naybe people, both of which wets considerably softer
than bonmb?proof plating. The netal gl owed, began to drip lazily down the
side of the door. Much too slow Tridee skate smashed in such doors with
the sane ease that they dispatched assassins via clever verbiage. Hanmmurab
was consi derably stronger than any tridee star and val ued the bones in his
shoul der. Doors were usually as unyielding as curtai n wonen.

He wasn't going to cut through in tine.

As a last resort, he would put the Pistol to the open case and threaten to
melt its inexplicably val uable contents to an aromatic puddl e.

They continued to fire wildly and often, behind him Mybe he'd gotten them
so confused that they thought he'd slipped behind them and had started
shooting at each other. That thought gave hi m enough respite to rel ax
slightly.

Three nen appeared in the shadow of a towering processing tank, newy
arrived from Wl ophon Il1l. The | ock was barely a quarter brunt through. He
pressed his back to the door and shoved the nmuzzle of the warm pistol into
the case, thunbing the beamto wide fan. The gun was hot from continuous
use.

The nen cane cl oser, stopped. One detached hinself fromthe group and
wal ked up to Hamur abi .

"The locals won't like it if you go around burning holes in their
gover nnent ?i ssue buil di ngs, Cap'n, you shouldn't mnd ny saying so."

Hamrurabi flicked the pistol to Safety, stuck it in his pants pocket.

"You're a fine First Mate, Maijib Takaharu, but how tire Devil did you
happen to cone | ooking for me?"

Takaharu nade a gesture to his two conpani ons. They noved off silently
anong tire stacked crates, presumably to insure that if any of the
i ntruders renmai ned, they would not be in shape to offer argunent.

The First Mate | ooked up fromhis full nmeter and No thirds. He carried a
sl im Hornet ?VI needl e t hrower.

"Way, don't you renmenber, Cap'n? Since that night four nonths ago on Form
I'1l, when you put six of the local finest into the native version of a
hospital with assorted contusions, broken |inbs and other souvenirs,
defanmed the statue of a |ocal hero, and otherw se did not endear yourself
to the local popul ace, you gave ne a standard order to follow The |oca
magi strate fined you?

"Don't remind ne." Hammurabi winced. Hi s rare drunks were difficult tines
for him He couldn't understand why the crew persisted in braggi ng about
them at every planetfall. It was getting so he couldn't walk into a bar
before the owner or tender called frantically for the cops. Doc Japurovac,
with fine insect logic (also, she was a little romantic), |abeled them
heroic. Mal thought they were nerely enbarrassing.

"You told nme that if you didn't check in with Ben or nyself by m dnight
local tinme, | was to grab a few of the boys and cone hunting for you
Knowi ng your habits, it wasn't hard to trace you, sir. Also, strangers find
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you easy to renenber. A nunber of themrecalled seeing you enter the port
grounds. "

"I think I'd have preferred to have gone bar?hopping, this tine. One nore
question, First."

"Sir?"

Hanmur abi rubbed the side of his jaw where a flying splinter of nolten
pl astic had struck him He held out the open spice case.

"What do you know about cooking, Mijib?"

Crcuits were enclosed in metal which was enbedded in ceram ¢ which was
encl osed by the netal ?t hat ?was?not-col d which floated near sonething at the
edge of enptiness.

The Machi ne was ol d, but purpose was retained. For the first tine in cons
it had cause to shift electrons with reason. The conputer, which was so fat
in advance of what then were called conputers that it deserved anot her nane

(but we will call it conputer), began naking deci sions as though today were
yesterday's yesterday. It was desi gned and equi pped to handl e only one
Problem To that end it was capabl e of naking several billions of

i ndi vi dual decisions in order to arrive at one sol ution
None of them covered the present difficulties.

The Machine finally was able to revolve the multitude into Two Acti ons.
First, it began to follow the Problem which was noving away, and it began
to search out a way to awaken the Guardi an,

It was all a question of stinmuli.

"Well, little Japurovac, what do you find?" Hanmurabi asked the ship's
Pram physici an.

The dimnutive fermal e incectoid | ooked up at the Captain, her usually
pretty face a red noon nightnare. The feroci ous aspect was caused by the
speci al goggl es she wore. They included built?in analytical equipnment and
sensors, not to nmention special magnifying | enses for conpound eyes. Japur
cocked her head to one side, curious.

"Tell me, dear Captain. If you are so keen to have these substances

anal yzed, why do you not convey their to the custons offices in Rapier
City? The facilities there me far in advance of what | have to work with
here. ™"

"l hope the answers you give rue show nore insight than that question,
Doctor. You're too shrewd a got to miss sonething so obvious."

"I did talk to Takaharu, in fact, but | wanted sonme confirmation fromyou
Keep your carapace on! |'ve done what you requested. Not at all surprised
sonmeone tried to kill you for these bottles."

"Several soneones. At | east one man has di ed because of them al ready. Have
you really turned something up? O are you just putting nme off because you
couldn't find anything?"

Japurovac drew herself up to her full meter and a third, truhands and
hand?f eet assuming a posture of mld outrage. Whether insult or flattery,
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Japan was nore susceptible than nost to either

"I shall choose to ignore that. O course, if you don't wish the efforts of
my poor labor..."

"Ckay, | give up. Don't get your ovipositors in an uproar. You know t he
entire ship would go to pieces with out you."

She rel axed somewhat. "That's better. And watch the dirty language. | ama
| ady, you know! Now, the analysis of the materials in question was sinple
enough. The process of gravity separation was purely nechanical. To be

certain | reran the tine?consum ng procedure several tinmes. | wanted to be
sure all questionable particles had been separated out. The reason for this
will be self defining when you see the results. Even so, | doubt that you
wi Il honestly appreciate ny efforts, but no matter."

Hamrur abi | ooked ceilingward for solace. Wiy, Ml colm do you inflict a
petul ant, spoiled fenmal e physician on yourself and your ship? Wy?

Because she's too dam good to get rid of, that's why.

The doctor continued. "There are measurable quantities of the drugs tween,
m thrah, pollus, felturney and felturney?B mixed in with the spices. Sone
of the latter are quite tasty, | mght add."

"I'"'msure. \What el se?"

"There are al so consi derable anbunts of two nore potent narcotics, aelo and
mak, each in its own spice jar. On the current nmarket they ought to bring
about 5000 credits."

"Those are both artificially produced drugs, aren't they?"

"Just so. To produce either in quantities pure enough to be useful or
deadl y, depending an which end of the injector you' re on, considerable
production facilities are required. Al so a good deal of chem cal know?how.
VWhy? What difference does it nake which Hell they originate fron®"

"It's just that | rather liked our seal friends on Largess. Honest,
friendly businessbeings, they seened to nme. They're not noted for their
skill as chem sts. O course, that doesn't rule out any of a hundred other
possibilities. They m ght have hired of f?worlders to produce the stuff
locally, or may, just be serving as transfer agents. Go on."

"Ajar full of very high grade heroin?for traditionalists, | suppose. And
scattered throughout several jars, | amnottled and shattered to say, a
probably priceless quantity of a foul substance that cannot be anything but
bl oodhype. "

That set Hammurabi back a bit. They'd all heard runors that the jaster
traffic had been resuned. But to be confronted with the stuff in person! He
t hought again of his friends ampong the seal ?bei ngs. They'd be equally
susceptible to the stuff. The fact that the drug operated on such a
trenmendous range of sentients greatly enhanced its value, since it could be
mar ket ed practically any pl ace.

And he'd been selected to play delivery boy! He thought of The fell ow who
woul d be expected to find the blue box err another ship and his frantic
efforts to locate it when he found it had been shipped to the wong
freighter.

"You separated all of it out, then, Doc?"
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Japurovac gave the thranx equivalent of a mld shrug. "As | said and with
extrenme care. Lucky you didn't taste one of those bottles. And | w sh you
woul d address nme as "~ Ship?healer,' as is ny right, and not as a " Doc

"Sorry, D... Ship?healer. Didn't you know when you signed on that humans
are notorious for an addiction to nicknanes and abbrevi ati ons?"

"Pl ease, Captain. No talk of “addictions' now. My insides are queased
enough fromhandling this stuff, it is dangerously potent if taken orally,
and since ny olfactory organs are | ocated on any hand?feet extrenme delicacy
in handling was required to insure safety. Injection works a |ot faster,

but is no nore deadly."

She turned and grasped a | abel ed, covered vial with a trounce, switched it
to the less delicate but stronger grip of a hand?foot. It contained a snall
quantity of a plain white powder. A thousand kil os of poisonous projector
pol i sh was | ess dangerous.

""That is all of it"'?"

"Wel |, perhaps | have been too positive. However, after separating cut al

I could. | placed the netal box and the twelve crystal jars in the
sterilizer. The resultant slag was reduced to powder, renelted, and ejected
out of the gravitational field of the planet via courier drone. After which
I let the sterilizer bake itself for several hours, then sprayed the entire
di spensary with a disinfectant designed to break down any unseal ed
organics. Cost me a good |eather ncek?strap | forgot to seal too."

Hanmmur abi took the vial gingerly. I'll buy you a new one Japur. Wth
perfume striping."

The vial, Mal noticed, was quartzine, thick and solid. He held it up to the
brilliant surgical lighting and the creany crystals within sparkled. If a
gram of the stuff was powdered and rel eased into the ship's ventilating
system everyone on board would be dead in a week. The unbreakabl e
permal l oy silicon dioxide via'. was pressure sealed. it would take an
hour's soaking in strong acid to dissolve the bonding resins.

"You seemto be up on the value of these goodies Jaspur. Wat do you
l,press the value of this little jar at?"

"I't's the business of a healer to know the cost of his tools and rel ated
material s;" she said. She was intent on the interior of a half?filled
beaker. An ael o?vyaci ne conbi nation, for exanple? can slow a thranx
heartbeat to near nothing without ill effects, and without the use of a
Dancer, or any other drugs. It nakes open surgery practical to us, with our
open circulatory systens. Ot herw se many woul d bl eed to death rapidly.
mention this by way of indicating relativity."

She | ooked back at him "To ne, that vial is worth nothing. To you,
not hi ng. To an addi ct anything short of his life. Any sentient in the

gal axy "took' on bl oodhype would gladly trade you all his worldly
possessions, his offspring, his mate, parents, and all his |linbs save the
m ni mum needed to inject the drug, in return for the hollow splinter of

gl ass you hold in your hand. "Ex pui restactt al phenpt,"' she added in
pure High thranx.

"Pardon?" Hammurabi asked. Hi s schooling had neglected the fornmal dialects
in favor of practical semantics.

"I couldst in ny shell?of ?shells vomit," the dainty healer replied. She
turned back to her exami nation of the beaker, added something from anot her
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The ship?master considered the vial a nonent |onger, then laid it gently on
t he wor kbench. "I think naybe you ought to take charge of this, Japur
Myself, I'"'mgoing to try and arrange a chat with a certain old man."

The AAna sol di er approached the small group. It sheathed its claws and
bowed slightly in salute, tanning slightly to expose the jugular as a sign
of 7?aspect.

Most Exalted Commander, the place for the nonster is conpleted."
"Thank you, Engineer," the tallest of the three intoned.

Parquit RAM Suprene Commander of His Inperial Mjesty's Gand Territory
and Col ony Station on Rooter, turned fromhis two Conpani ons and nmade a
gesture of politeness in the direction the engi neer had cone from

"My conpliments, Engineer Sixth ... Waya SCXNMSS, | believe ..
"My ancestors arc honored at your renenbrance, Excellency!"

"Convey to Engineer First VWnaar ny personal congratul ations on a conpl ex
task efficiently done. The sane to your associates. Even though," the
Commander spared a glance for his thunmb chrononmeter, "they pared things
very close to our deadlines. Your speed will be nentioned in ny officia
log of this project | should hope to obtain nore suitable conpensation for
the entire engineering staff fromlnperial Sector Headquarters."

"A thousand t housand days of sun on all your progeny, Excellence!" said the
engi neer, bowi ng and turning every few steps.

Parquit gestured irritably at the younger nee. "And stop bow ng so nuch!
You'll acquire a crick in your neck."

The juni or engineer turned hurriedly and scooted out of sight.

"Now t hen, gentlenen ny apol ogies for the interruption. Cannot MWM be
known to Arris CDC, senior Xenobiologist First. Arris has been elevated to
the position of nom nal head of our scientific station here, for the
duration of the project. We didn't bother with such plebeian formalities
before?on a world like this, the nye will barely tol erate nornal

routi ne?but ever since Sectoreav have gotten their official tails in a
frenzy on this thing...”

"Qur First Psychostamn, Beirje, would have been a nore appropriate
choice," said Arris jovially. "Al that fresh neat strolling around in the
person of solitary hunters and tourists that the nye aren't allowed to
touch that inhibiting of their natural instincts, plus the anpbunt of
sickening free water present on this planet?"

"Please, interrupted Carnot. "I know. One | ook fromthe shuttle coming in
was sufficient. | amnot a strong nye. | confess to having becone ill. |
extend synpathy to ny col |l eague.”

"A nore apropos greeting you couldn't give," replied the xenobiol ogi st. The
two scientists perforned the AAnn ritual greeting, clasping each other's
throat with claws retracted.

"l know your reputation, CDC. | am honored to neet so venerable a
superior."

"What conplinments you to nme even nore than your judicious and professiona
flattery, Cbserver First, is the relief fromboredomthat your discovery
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has brought to this Sector. | have never seen requests for supplies and
scientific personnel filled so rapidly! Wile | dislike being exiled to
this hell, | confess |I'menjoying the unusual cooperation fromthose

pause?t hi nkers at headquarters.™
"Agai n, synpathy. How do you stand the danpness?"

"The machinery does its best. But you should sec sone of the nye who are
forced to run outside patrol." Arris shuddered.

"It's a choice slice of purgatory, Cbserver," Arris added. "Yet | believe,
too, that your discovery may prove justification for the Corps fal se pride
in maintaining this station.”

"Your pardon, gentlenye," Commander Parquit interrupted. "Since Engineering
has conpleted the last of the facilities, should we not hasten to observe
the transfer of the thing? It is due shortly."

"Surely, surely!" said the xenobiologist. He |l ed the way down the half.

I mght hope even that the efforts expended in this project mght vyield,
yea a snall advantage to the Enpire for the next conflict with the humans
under bei ngs. "

"You anticipate war, then, Comuander?" asked Carnot.

"One can anticipate without predicting. Wien the predictors feel it
worthwhile, we will engage again. Meanwhile we nust curb ourselves. Each
must make his sacrifice. When | amrequired in the Gty, for exanple, |
find nyself considering the well ?fl eshed human governor froma culinary
rat her than di plomatic stance. Restraint is the marker of confidence.”

"Well said,"” buffed Arils as they turned yet another corner

For a tine now the Vom had perceived atnosphere around itself. At least its
senses had inproved to that point, however little. Gtherwise it was aware
only of being suspended in a strong netallic container between two pul sing
energy sources. These it correctly interpreted as sources of notive power
for its "cage." The gravity field of tire planet beneath had been felt |ong
ago. The Vomwas still terribly, terribly weak. Its awareness of that
weakness nmade it cautious.

For exanple, even though it had now regai ned enough strength to break free,
it did not long consider fire idea. It knewthat it could spread its
organi ¢ envel ope thin enough to float gently to the surface bel ow, or
conpact itself and drop to safety deep in rock

VWait and observe, counsel ed one neural nexus. Pause and see, concurred a
t housand ot hers.

Conmander Parquit and the two scientists entered the hastily constructed
central control area. Al observation and experinents to be perfornmed on
the creature woul d be supervised fromthis room The center was buried even
deeper than nost of the AAnn station. A good nine or so fathons beneath the
low?tide point, it rested in water a deep blue. Tridee after tridee gave
views of the interior of the special holding room the halcyon surface, and
a respectable portion of gray sky. Just now the center was a hive of
frenzied activity. Technicians and nmechani cs predom nated, making

| ast ?m nute inspections, wirings, installation, and equi pnent checks.
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Engi neers and an occasional scientist argued quietly over the performance
or placenent of various bits of exposed instrunentation.

The xenobi ol ogi st gestured towards one of the |arger screens. It displayed
a view of what seened to be a large rectangular hole in the sea, surrounded
by pecces, the Replerian coral ?equi val ent. Mst of the small reef was the
metal and plastic product of AAnn canoufl age experts.

"The cage is located at the bottomof that shaft,” Arris infornmed Correct.
"It rests at the sane level as this control center and is actually only
verrs away, beyond this very wall. The paneling is undergoing final wring,
so |l can't pull themoff the glass yet. Wen that is done we shall be able
to observe directly everything the creature does. O that we do to the
creature. There will be no tenperature or pressure difficulties, | am
assured. The sides of that “hole' are quite strong. They arc also easily
renoved, as is the “reef.' The walls of the shaft will be towed away as
soon as the creature is safely ensconced in its new honme. If the thing
accepts water as a barrier, it will be barred fromthe surface by a good
forty teverrs of ocean. And the restraining walls, of course.

"The nost difficult problemwas one that you and the spatial corps sol ved
for us. Wiether or not we would be forced to nmaintain an artificial

at mosphere sinmilar to the one of the planet fromwhich the creature was
renoved. Fortunately, the thing appears extrenely adaptable;"

"Insofar as our very cursory testings indicated," Carnot reni nded.

"True. A fortunate bit of luck for us, since our experinmenters and handl ers
will be able to operate wi thout the bother of special equipnment and
protective suits. Its sole requirenment seens to be a certain mninml anount
of oxygen. Fromtests it appears that the creature can break down any of a
great number of substances and renobve the required elenment. |If nothing
else, it proves itself a remarkably efficient conbustion engine."

"Perhaps a noteworthy fact already," said Parquit. "Ali, here they cone
now." He indicated a snmaller console screen, and the two scientists noved
closer for a better | ook

Three rapidly noving blips, set close together, showed on the screen. As
they descended further, they gradually resolved into two Aphon shuttles
sandwi ched around a massive, featurel ess ellipsoid.

Conplinments to the Enperor's pilots, Commander," said Carnot honestly.
"Sonme remar kabl e maneuvering, there.

"Proper bal ancing of forces for such a task, on descent ... yes very well
managed, " said Parquit, adding, "I'mcertain Sectorcav supplied the best
nye avail able.”

"l can guess the need for such a conpl ex arrangenent," said Cannot.

Parquit spoke without taking his eyes fromthe screen.

"Yes. There are no shuttles this side of the Homeworl d capabl e of handling
that much bul k. Not only would it take too long to transfer one, but the
hum .. would be certain to inquire into the need for shuttles of that size.
Aphon?cl ass occasionally operate out of the capitol. W manage things too
openly for ny taste as it is."

The two shuttles sl owed and maneuvered fromside to side; a little | ower
and they were positioned directly over the shaft. A lift pressor at the
bottom of the shaft gently locked in and the two shuttles rel eased their
hold. A tricky operation. The idea was that the two shuttles would rel ease
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their hold at the sanme nonment the main pressor took over. Unless timng and
power were precisely matched, a catastrophic msalignment of forces could
occur.

The two shuttles pulled away, one to the left, one right, and boosted
heavenward to rejoin the nother ship sonewhere in orbit. If the timng had
been exact all around, none of the operation should have been observabl e
fromRepler City's beacons hundreds of kilometers to the north.

Not that the humanx could do anything about it even if they were to detect
the novenents. The AAnn rights were unassail able where practically
everything was concerned. But it was better not to have nosy bureaucrats
poki ng around until many answers had been obtained. So the only hunans
within detector range were a Few i nproperly equi pped hunters and fishers.

Gently, Engineering | owered the massive container to the bottom of the
shaft. A basso grinding fromthe big room heral ded touchdown. Rel ays
snapped and sliding panels forned a new, permanent roof to the great cage.
Qut si de, automatic work?tugs set about the task of dismantling the
canmouf | aged shaft. Parquit did not pernit hinself to relax until all four
panel s of the structure and the acconpanying artificial reef had been
removed and stored. An unbroken sea flowed over the now?seal ed subterranean
structure. He snmoothed his tail absently.

"Over and done and buried. So. Now the besotten freefliers may flit
overhead to their heart's content!"”

"The structure, then, is conpletely invisible fromthe air?" asked Carnot.

"Li ke the rest of our undersea facilities, tire containnment area appears as
normal seabottom when viewed from a height, conplete with Pecces and an
artificial piscean breeding ground." The Conmander | eaned over the railing
of the upper observation ranp and yelled into the big room

" Comuni cati ons!"

Fromw thin a maze of screens and dials a slimtechnic | ooked up alertly.
"Radar and major report all negative, Commander."

"Good!" He funmed back to the two scientists. ' It only remains to rel ease
the creature fromits |life?support container. Then, Arris, you and your
eager subordi nates nmay proceed with the first of your experinments.' He
tamed to Currant and began easily. "As a nmilitary man, | am of course
particularly interested to see far nyself proof of your clains as to the
thing's ability to resist powerful |aser and other heat !

Wthin the shell the Vomtested quietly. It allowed its perceptions to roam
freely through the thick nmetal and plastine and ferroconcrete walls. Stil
unbearably weak, it could nonetheless differentiate between the atnosphere
within rte container and that outside a yet larger cell. There the

at nosphere became liquid. It was pleasingly high in oxygen content and
wel | ?m xed with hydrogen. A short distance above this area the atnosphere
turned gaseous once again. An ocean of sea, then

The Vom detected a host of small intelligences performng typica

heat ?generating tasks in the liquid around it. Gthers |lay dormant and
unnovi ng. Extending further, it made a tremendous di scovery. This liquid

at mosphere was violently alive with organi sns! The sheer bul k staggered the
Vom It had been so long since lifeforce had been present nearby in any
quantity that the Vomwas stunned by the sheer fertility. True, the
intelligence of all was low, |ow, carrying a proportionately snmaller anount
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of life?energy. The volunme, however, would come near to nmeking up for that.
There was no question as to pure nunbers.

For one nonent the Vom bravely extended its perceptions to the utnost. At
the furthest limt of its terribly fatigued senses was at | east one,
possibly two | arge concentrations of high?quality |ife?force.

The Vom debated. It was stiff difficult to think clearly. How much | onger
could it wait before a real feeding was necessary to insure expansion? In
order to energize the higher functions, it was |ife?energy and sot bul k
protein that was needed. Especially intelligent |ife?energy.

A smal |l nunmber of AAnn technicians Boated in little work?care above the
metal ellipsoid, equipped with strip saws. They positioned thensel ves
preparatory to cutting the shell fromthe creature. Fromthere it was
presunmed tire being would nmove about on its own to relax an the cell. There
was no reason to think it woul d behave ot herwi se.

The Vom consi der ed.
It was hungry now.

Tortured netal screanmed. The ellipsoid tore |like paper in halt a dozen, two
dozen pl aces. Long pseudopods black as the Pit extended fromfire cracks
and snatched the scooter?munted techs like a frog catching flies. A few
barely had enough tine to scream Metal and ne alike were absorbed into
that bl ack ichor. The Vom flowed out rapidly in all directions, exanining
every section of the vault.

Two bi ol ogi sts who had been taking notes nearby the single massive door
turned and ran far their souls. They barely beat that flow ng bl ack hell.
It slamred up agai nst the water?tight barrier like a wave of ink seconds
after they'd slipped through to safety. Sensing intelligent construct, the
Vom began to anal yze the barrier separating it fromits food. A noderately
compl ex duralloy construct, the netals yielded to rapid identification
Their tol erances were judged, gauged. A small section of the Vom began to
produce heat, focused it on the door.

The durall oy tamed red?hot, then white?hot. It began to flow |ike soapy
wat er .

Parquit reacted first. The nmental blast that had been the Vons first
free?enoti ng thought ?that of a cosm ¢ hunger ?bad nmonmentarily paral yzed
everyone. "Close all doors in that tubeway access! Also all doors in
sections six, seven and nine!"

Suddenly the roomwas a frenzy of activity. Parquit's comrmands gal vani zed
the technicians into action

The first doorway nelted through, giving access to the first section of
tubeway. The ravenous intelligence consuned the envel opes and |ife?energy
of two nore nye. The two scientists had narrowy nmade, the tube before the
first door slamred shut behind them They hadn't nade the second ahead of
Parquit's orders. The life energy the Vomreceived, however, was |ess than
it mght have been, since the minute the nonster had breached the first
door and flowed for them one biologist shot his conpani on and then turned
the little needl e?ray on hinself. They perished differently fromthe
scooter?techs in that they didn't have time to scream

Parquit strode up and down the railing, bawing orders at every section.

"Power nexus!" he roared.
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Engi neer ?Physi ci st Pyorn | ooked up hel plessly fromhis control desk
"Commander! Consider, the final |inkage has never been tested! The possible
effects remain theoretical at this point and?"

Parquit | ooked hard at the Engineer. "To the Dead Star with your |inkages,
nye! A good time to test them vya?nar? And if your effects prove
theoretical, our deaths will not. Full power! And hold!"

"Exal ted commands,"” Pyorn nmuttered faintly. He broke back two plated
swi tches, one yellow, the other brown. Pressing both in sequence, he
uttered a quiet prayer to the dust denons to hold the newy installed
systemmati zati on together

The Vomrecoiled in terrible pain. The entire vault, excepting a |arge
section of the center flooring, had suddenly and unexpectedly conme alive
with several mllion volts. The access tunnel was simlarly charged. Inits
weakened condition, the powerful overload was nore than its unprepared
cells could distribute. It shrank back on itself towards the one section of
the vault that was uncharged. Al novenent was agony. M sjudged,

m sjudgnent! it cried. One by one centers shut down to avoid being burned
out forever. Those which tried to distribute the charge had sone success
before failing. Those on the organic periphery went first.

Unfortunately, very unfortunately, it did not quite die.

"Full off, back down slowy," Parquit ordered after several m nutes had

el apsed. The Vain had | ong since ceased all movenent of any kind, but the
Conmander was not about to be undercautious. Cbediently, Pyorn closed down
the system The Engi neer examined dials and neters intently."’

"Al'l sections holding, Conmander." There was a hint of pride in the voice,
whi ch Parquit, under the circunstances, did not reprinand.

"Conplinments, he said curtly. To the two scientists, "Follow ne, please,
sanderings." They descended to the floor of the great control center
Parquit singled out an elderly AAnn seated al one ami d thousands of tiny
gl ass cages with captive dials.

"Wl l, Amostom is it ruled a final dueling?"

"l cannot say yet, Commander. According to |ife?support nonitor ..." he
gestured at the neters and such, " ... the thing still lives.
"I nmpossible," Arris said quietly.

"Strange words to come from a xenobiol ogist," replied the Comuander.

"Exalted, there isn't a living creature that can take half the voltage that
was poured into that vault for nore than a few mlliseconds. Even then, the
aquatic being in question has all its higher neurol ogical functions
crisped. The thing nust at |east be paral yzed beyond possibility of
recovery, a point where “death' becomes an exercise in convenient
semantics. "

"Well," Parquit said grimy, "you may be right, there. |If not, your schene
of tolerance will be forced to revise itself to include a variable." He
turned to stare at the nonitors which relayed i mages fromthe vault.

"If it is still alive, it shows no sign of it. Al visible notion has
hal ted."
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"l beg to question, Conmander, but there is no "if' involved," interrupted
Anpostom from his seat. The elderly nye nmade a sweeping notion with hands
and tail. "The readings are plain for those who have the openness to read

them The thing |ives. Wakened, granted, but it lives."
"How "~ weakened' ?" asked Parquit.

Anost om performed the AAnn shrug?equi val ent. "By any reasonabl e standards,
I shoul d guess near to death. Indeed, it may, as the good Arris observes,
never recover. But then, little of it observes nornal or reasonable
standards. By its own? who knows?"

The Commander grunted and turned back to the largest tridee nonitor. It
remai ned focused on the qui escent black nass.

"Well, we shall have to find out. A good external stinmulus ought to be the
best way. And we have one that has proven itself effective." He gestured to
Carnot and Arris to follow.

"Your pardon, Commander," said the Cbserver?First, "but where are we

goi ng?"

Parquit | ooked back over a mmiled shoulder. "lInside the vault, of course.
What kind of stinmuli did you think | had in mnd?"

Carnot had not noved. "I hardly think that is w se, Conmander."

"Perhaps. But useful certainly." Parquit | ooked the small scientist over
carefully. "Is it possible the rye have a coward in their mdst?"

Carnot flushed. "A heightened instinct for preservation in the face of
death is not cowardice."

"Very facile. | will not force you."

"Then of course | nust cone,"” said Carnot.

The clunsy arnored suits held their speed to a crawl. Designed for use in
the wei ghtl ess vacuum of space, they were terribly awkward on land. In
ordering the use of the bulky suits, Parquit privately doubted that they
woul d afford nuch in the way of protection should the creature decide to go
on anot her ranpage. If it was capable of further ranpagi ng, he reni nded

hi nsel f. Anpbstomis analysis |eft an unconfortably | arge anpbunt of room for
di sarm ng specul ation

Psychol ogi cal | y, however, the arnmor was val uable for such as the
oserver?First. For a race of reptiles equipped with their own body arnor
by nature, arnmor of all types exerted an al nbst religious appeal

Wthin the vault, the restored lighting (cut out when the emergency power
was cut on) was sharp. Colors, shadows, even the walls showed grayish in
the even lighting. The jagged debris of the creature's interspace ellipsoid
|l ay strewn about the room twisted and torn |Iike so much parchnent.

The enigma to vivo rested in the center of the room A huge,
silent nmountain of ebony opal escence and awesone power. It represented a
uni verse of unanswered questi ons.

Together with a heavily arned escort, which was present primarily for
psychol ogi cal effect, a small group of volunteer scientists acconpanied the
t hree.
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A single soldier preceded the small party. He wal ked slowy up to the
unmovi ng hul k. A few nye held their breath. The sol dier wal ked slowy
around the base of the creature, tapping it at various points with the
stock of his powerifle. After several mnutes of this he flicked his tai
at the waiting party.

A |l ow sussuration, part relief and part burgeoning curiosity, began to
emanate fromthe group of scientists as they spread through the
vault. The atnosphere seemed to grow ten degrees warmer. Two were already
deep in a heated di scussion by the base of the nelted watertight door.

O hers were soon plying about the edge of the nonster. Still others were
pouring over the shredded remmants of the transportation ellipsoid that |ay
scattered about the vault.

Parquit still found it difficult to think of the nountain quiet mass as
alive in any sense of the word. Its one brief display of insensate violence
and expl osive notion had taken on the aspect of a bad dream was receding
into menory.

He passed one elderly observer calnmy dictating notes into his belt
recorder. The ol dster was exam ning a fused lunp of netal which lay close
to the base of the creature. It was easy enough to identify?a partially

di gested arm and part of a shoul der protruded fromthe netal

The lunp was the remains of one of the little inspection?repair
scooters that had carried the nye who were to rel ease the creature fromits
met al shell ?and the remains of the scooter operator.

The Commander spotted Arris studying the point where the black hill touched
the floor. He strolled over and the xenobi ol ogi st waved in greeting.

"Initial deductions?" Parquit asked snoothly.

"I amstill trying to adjust to the fact that this is indeed a living thing
and not a mountain of inorganic sludge, Commander." The scientist tapped
the bl ack substance with a clawed foot. "I find it difficult to relate to
somet hi ng so enornous on any kind of personal |evel."

"A feeling we all share. Still, | could do with sone first inpressions.”

"Well, if Amostonmis instrunents are correct, then we can assume the thing
capabl e of unknown actions at any tine. Yet | would tend to believe we nmay
have pulled its spines. Its intelligence renmai ns an unknown?t he nost

i mportant one, | should think."

"You believe it is of a high enough order to learn fromits experience,
t hen?"

"I'ts present lack of action mght be read as such. But | hesitate to
ascribe intelligence to an action which may be dictated solely by bodily
demands and be thereby entirely involuntary. | don't think in any case that
it wll risk another encounter with Pyorn's electric charges. Not when it
has been so obviously damaged by the first." The xenobi ol ogi st scratched
his leathery hide with one claw. "Wth your pernission, Commander, |'d |ike
to be about our schedul e of experinentation. Suitable precautions will be
observed. "

"I shoul d expect so. Yes, certainly. Begin at once." Parquit caught sight
of Cannot standing off to one side and wal ked over. The Cbserver was
careful to avoid contact with the nonster.

"You' ve been very quiet, Observer. \Wat do you observe?"
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Cannot turned a drawn face to the Comrander. "I observe that an appalling
di splay of force resulting in destruction and fatalities is insufficient to
install suspicion in the nye. W all underestinmate this unspeakabl e mass of
alien obscenity."

He returned his gaze to the thing in question. "The display of electronic
destruction put on by our engineers was quite inpressive. It is possible
that we may have exhausted the thing's resources, that its nmonent of terror
was a | ast desperate attenpt to avoid inprisonment and perhaps dissection.”
He | ooked at Parquit evenly. "But | would not bet a southing onit."

Carnot's pessimsmdid not overly bother Parquit. Rather, it was the
oserver's unflattering intinmations of ignorance on the part of the AAnn.
Not fitting for one in the service of the Enperor

"You woul d have us attenpt to destroy it now, after the nye it has cost?"
Parquit said sharply.

"Yes!" the Cbserver replied, with nore violence than the Conmander had ever
seen himexpress. "Now, inmediately! Before it regains the strength it
showed. And for the very reason you yourself just said!"

Parquit was taken aback. "I said?"

"Truly! “Attenpt to destroy it,' you said. You cannot even conceal your own
uncertainties, Commander."

"That may be," replied Parquit quietly. "But it is also for that very
reason that we nust continue to study it. Its ability to survive

extraordi nary assaults demands that we try to learn howthis is
acconpl i shed. It prom ses us secrets to be | earned nowhere else. | will not
surrender these prospects to insubstantialities and personal fears."

Cannot sighed. "Let us hope they remain only that." The dimnutive Cbhserver
turned back to his inspection of the dull hulk. Instinct betrays one, he

t hought perversely as he wildly wondered what the thing's flesh would taste
Ii ke. The oddest thoughts occurred to one at the oddest tines.

H s nursery was |ight?years and weal years away. He wished be were in it

The Vomrested quietly. It was aware of the small arny of intelligences
poki ng and prodding at it. It was aware of instrunents sending questing
energi es throughout its structure and it did not resist, although certain
informati on was all owed to be picked up subtly changed, carefully nottl ed.
It did not even resist when one cluster of figures set about renoving a
smal | section of physical self, an unforgivable insult. In tine past the
very thought woul d have neant slow death for the thinker. Now, the Vom did
not react. It could do penance.

The nmistake it had just made required a good deal of it.

Very well, it would continue to present an aspect of docility that bordered
on death. Also, it had nuch thinking to do.

So, and so. It had underjudged its captors. It rem nded itself that under
certain conditions a |large nunber of snmall intelligences could act as
efficiently as a single great one. Denpbnstrably, they could sometines
surpass it. It had relied too nuch on its unmatched body to carry the
attack through. In forgetting to reason it had forgotten everything. It had
been fortunate, yes, fortunate to have survived. After retaining life for

m |l ennia of near?starvation, it bad nearly invited extinction by a single
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rash act.

It perceived that a group of the small intelligences bad been gathering

| arge groups of |ower beings to one side, outside its first retainer. The
Vom coul d not read nminds now, but it was an astute interpreter of enotions
and actions. It detected the long tubes leading into the vault from outside
and the devi ces whose function would be to renove nuch of the tame water.
So its captors were going to supply it with organics. It contented itself
and cal cul ated the time needed to regain its forner plateau the various
sections reported: surprisingly little. In addition to many other things,
the Vom had forgotten its own recuperative powers

The next tine it took action it would be nuch stronger. A properly planned
course woul d be pursued. The thought of having to endure captivity by

anot her kind of intelligences was strange and repugnant. In fact, it was
harder to bear the thoughts in the minds of its captors, which pictured the
Vom as a prisoner, than it was the reality. The Vomfirned its resolution
and counted this another form of penance for its errors. Soon it would be
strong. Not as strong as it bad once been (it had energy to spare now for
renenbering) but, yes, strong enough. Tine brought power.

The little girl couldn't have been nore than nine or ten. She crouched
fearfully behind a noss?covered rock in the dense rain?forest. Warm wat er
dripped off the trees all around. It was the only novenent in the dead,
hum d air; the sound the only sound. Drops fell heavily frombranch to
branch in the riot of silent greenery. Filicales and bryopsi ds doni nated
t he scene.

Clasped tightly in her right hand was a snall blaster. Cautiously, she

rai sed herself enough to peer over the rock. The forestscape showed not hi ng
unusual . Nothing to see but the delicate trees, mstiphytes, and an

occasi onal patch of chromatic fungi

A dull maroon sonething noved between two nushroomthings on her left. The
gun tw sted around and fired and the maroon thing expl oded in steam and
green blood. Bits and pieces continued to hunmp around in a horrible
travesty of retained life.

The girl stepped around the boul der, keeping the blaster focused on the
area of destruction. Wien the remants of the still unidentifiable thing
had ceased their life-burlesque, she | owered the weapon and noved forward.

She wasn't | ooking up, so she didn't see the fire?constrictor as it dropped
silently fromits branch. Just as she didn't see the double rows of tiny
scimtar teeth which sank inches into the nuscle at the back of her neck
with the force of a hammrer.

Kitten blinked as she exited the booth, rubbing a spot above her left ear
where the head contacts had chafed slightly.

"Well," asked a foppishly clad Porsupah. He was sitting on a bench gayly
lit fromw thin, chewing a stick of arromesh. "How was it?"

She replied in a broadly accented, aristocratic tone. This, |ace Porsupah's
suit, was for the benefit of the many who strolled the noisy, glittering
pat hways of the anusenent arcade.

"Rather dull, I"'mafraid. Ch, of itself, it doesn't fail. And the
killer?illusion choice was sonmewhat different slinkering is sonething
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haven't done nore than once or twost before. But conpared to the simes of
Terra or even Myra lan, it's not much. The cortex of a fire?constrictor
doesn't permit much of the real pleasure of the kill to seep through, if
you know what | nean."

"I told you we shoul d have gone fishing!" Porsupah put on a petul ant | ook

"How anyone can conpare the thrill of hooking a parapike with the sterility
of the imtation stimuli of a sime booth?t's all just so, so gauche!"
He handl ed the role of a spoiled nerchant's nephew with a skill and verve

Kitten couldn't hope to nmatch.

"Fi shing, fishing! Honestly, Ni ki, sonmetinmes | swear you'd be happier a
fish yourself. And | never conpared the two." She flicked ashes idly from
the long stick of Terran tobacco. "Even if sone of the fish are bigger than

your hoveraft, | can't see nuch of a challenge to soneone using a powerhook
and reel ."

"The thrill's in the play and the |anding, not the size of the fish. At
least | don't use an explosive hook, like some. And it's a nore honest form

of fun than plugging yourself into one of those infantile joyboxes!" He
waved contenptuously at the row of sinmes. A few had Iights on over the
doors, indicating they were in use. Each one they passed had a nore garish
sign than the next, prompoting this or that forbidden thrill in safety and
perfect simnulation.

"Meretricious nental masturbation!" the Tolian concluded grandi osely. He
rose and started to wal k down another arcade way. Kitten foll owed,
strolling on his left.

"And furthernore," he continued as they passed a stall where a tall alien
was vendi ng honme?cooked pastries, just |ike Enmethra used to nake, "there's
not hi ng stopping you fromtrolling for giant groupert or nmalrake with plain
ol d hook and line, you know "

She drew herself up haughtily. "I may enjoy taking risks now and then, it's
true, but I"'mnot crazy, N ki."

"Does ny | ady seek sonmething a bit nore intense yet sure and private,
t hen?" cane a voice fromone side

They turned together. A portly human was seated in a w cker chair at one
side of the still wal kaway. In an age of nmultiple diet chemical controls
and adequate cosnetic surgery, the man was a living fossil. He was fat.

It was noderately aesthetic fat, however, Perhaps the effect wasn't
entirely unintentional. Rather than sagging, it ballooned tautly agai nst
hi s cheekbones and forearns. There is a great deal of difference

appear ance?w se between a fat nman who | ooks like Santa C aus and one who
seens conposed of wet rags. This one was a Santa.

The blue eyes, set like lapis? azuli on either side of the nmarquise?cut
probosis, did not tw nkle, however. They stared unwaveringly back into
one's own.

The portatabl es surrounded the man |ike netallic pygnies attending an ido
of gluttony. They were piled with tridee cubes of planetary scenery,
hand?carvi ngs of Replerian ivory and fine woods, and an occasional bit of
good jewelry. The stock was a little better than the average of the type
but di spl ayed not hi ng extraordinary.

"Wll now," Kitten began, "we're not averse to suggestions from even the
most unlikely quarters, ny pudgy purveyor."
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"A lady who follows her soul, | see. Better than calling me plain fat,'
which is what | be."

Kitten gestured with the tobacco stick at a rack of cubes depicting
fishermen in tinme?honored poses with victins of the sport a Terran
counterpart would scoff at as trick photography.

"Your mserable attenpts at flattery do ne no honor. Unless you' ve nore for
sal e than pretty pictures favoring the local cretinisns, | fear you waste
our tine."

The man sneezed. "The administration really ought to do sonethi ng about
covering over these seaside amusenent ways. At |east the wal kaways coul d be
subheated."” He w ped his nose with a big multicol ored hanky and heaved

hi nsel f forward in the chair, wheezing.

"If you've the inclination," he continued much nore softly, "and the
nmoney?yes the noney?for something nost definitely different, | think we
m ght do busi ness. "

Kitten noved cl oser and | eaned over part of the tables. She pretended to
exam ne a carved wal rus?like creature with thin silver whiskers and
rose?crystal tusks.

"The desire is always there, merchant. And | have enough credits for
anything in the way of entertainnent this danp sod?ball could possibly
of fer. Endeavor to provide specifics, please.”

"Bl oodhype, " the nan whi spered evenly. "A narcotic, if you haven't heard of
it. The finest, rarest, and nost pleasureful drug this end of the opposite
Arm |If you've the mind and guts to try it, that is."

Kitten drew back, sighing. "Ch ny. And | really hoped you m ght have

sonet hing worthwhile, too." She took in the whole City in a contenptuous
jerk of her head. "Your market for such a product is everywhere evident. No
doubt the sophisticated popul ace nakes heavy demands on your thin stock

The woods nust be aswarm with beboggl ed | oggers and trappers!”

She handed the nman the figurine and her credit slip. He went through the
moti ons of recording the purchase. He pursed his lips in surprise as her
credit rating flashed on his doubl echeck screen

"You do have the noney, lovely |lady?l ady. Yes you do. As for your sarcasm
I am not offended. People migrate, .'lady, and so do nmany products. A
nunber of such pause here on their way to other, nore lucrative nmarkets.
But sone is always avail able at points of transfer. That snokestick off
yours, for exanple, is Terran tobacco, is it not?" Kitten nodded. "There,
you see? For soneone with the proper attitude and resources, anything is
avail. able anyplace." He was very jolly about it all

"Then you're serious? It's really available in this backwater?" She put
j ust enough disbelief and suppressed excitenment into her voice.

He continued to wap the little carving in decorative foil. "As serious and
real as your beauty, lass."

"And you' ve sanples with you?"

He chuckled lightly. "My ancient human history is not the best, but from
the tapes | can recall, | believe the court fools were traditionally on the
slimside. No, |ady. The equal of H vehomthe |ocal constabulary may not
be, but their machinery is as good as that on nany of the nore netropolitan

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20Alan%20Dean%20-%20F|inx%207%20-%20Bloodhype.txt (40 of 162) [1/16/03 6:51:59 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%207%20-%20Bl oodhype.txt
worlds. | trust that you would not be averse to a short sea journey?"
"Well ... how |l ong?"
"Less than a day."
"And we could | eave ... when?" she asked breathl essly.
"Imredi ately, if you wish."
She turned to Porsupah. "N ki?"

"These whins of yours, Pilar. Ch well, if you think you know what you're
getting us into. Jaster is supposed to be 100 percent addictive, d recall."

"Ch, pool Scare runors the Church manufactures to frighten children!" The
fat man was wat ching her closely. "Besides, if it's the real stuff, think

what a coup | will have on the Marchioness ... the bitchy little snippet!"”
"This absurd vendetta you carry with your cousin ... all right. But only if
it all takes less than a day. | still have that flyer reserved to take us

north day after tonmorrow follow ng?"
"Bot her your fishing!" She turned back to the nerchant.
"We accept."”

"Excellent! Then if you will permt nme a few nonents to pack up ny sinple
shop, we can be off."

"I hope your nysterious rendezvous isn't terribly inaccessible. This outfit
wasn't made for roughing it." She indicated the skintight black?spotted
orange fur junpsuit she was wearing, with open circlets on each |eg
reveal i ng patches of skin up to her arns.

The man was fol ding the portatabl es?or rather, directing themto fold

thensel ves. The stock automatically twisted and turned until it was
contained in several odd-sized crates and rectangles. These quickly
maneuvered thenmsel ves into a single featurel ess black bl ock, like an

aut omated jigsaw puzzle. He locked it, put a single CLOSED sign on the
front, and started off in the direction of the sea breeze, Porsupah and
Kitten foll ow ng.

"Kind of chilly," said Pors.

"As can be seen?and snel |l ed?this amusenent area is quite close to the
docks," their guide infornmed. Already they had | eft behind the hard lights
and perpetual peopl e-hum of the wal kaways. Myvi ng under their own power,
they strolled along dimy lit seaside byways, kept clear of fog by Gty
weat her machi nery.

Conmmercial craft mngled here with private vessels, each sidled close, by
its protective pier or slideway. They ranged from popcorn clusters of tiny
one?seat water-skippers to huge bul k?fishers and transports hundreds of
meters long. The farraginous flotilla threw alien city-shadows agai nst the
ni ght sky. Phosphorescent foamthe color of old newsprint |apped onto

pl asti c hoveraft beaches.

When Repler's two nmoons were in the sky, as they were now, they threw a
fair anmount of |ight. Massed together, they would have nade a body a little
| arger than Terra's Luna. Septenber was nearly overhead, while August had
just cleared the horizon. It would get lighter before it got darker, and
the shadow of the old tomnewing on a broken piling would split.
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The man | ed them down a | ong, tel escoping dock. Hard by the dark water at
its end rested a narrow, racy |ooking hoveraft. Light showed in the open
doorway and above the forecabin wi ndows, illumnating the pebbled
artificial beach. Despite its fine fines, the vessel was clearly nore neta
than plastine. That argued for a craft in tended to transport cargo nore
than people. Quickly, too.

"We're expected?" said Porsupah on catching sight of the lights. Kitten
knew that he'd probably spotted them as soon as they'd turned down the
quay. No point in letting their friendly pusher onto any Tolian abilities
he m ght not be aware of.

"Hardly. No, | suspect the two pilots are up. The ship is nornally engaged
in transporting supplies to our host's place of business. Sedda and Franz
are perfectly trustworthy. You needn't worry on that account.”

"Let's hurry it up then," said Kitten. "W do have ot her engagenents, you
know. "

The fat man slowed his pace slightly. "Sonmeone is expecting you then?"

"No no! | just get inpatient at tinmes, nmerchant. | am... high?strung, you
m ght say. Besides," she added hastily, "hoveraft night?rides aren't
exactly the nost |uxurious formof transportation, you know "

"' The best at ny disposal, | fear. Again may | say we will not be overl ong.
Qur destination is but ... but why should that concern you, eh?" He herded
t hem on board

Two nen | ooked up froma gane of fem n?de?fer as the three entered the
cabin. Both were sinply attired in plaid work?pants and |ight
wat er ?repel | ent jackets. They | ooked very conpetent.

The one called Franz gave Kitten at |east as thorough a | ook?over as he
gave his cargo. He spoke to the fat man, who was peeling off his own
jacket. The thick arms thus reveal ed showed a surprising amount of nuscle.

"Well! York, your taste in nerchandise is inproving!"

"Wat ch your tongue, Franz. The lady and her friend are to be our guests.
Cl ass A?1, you understand?"

The burly pilot |ooked startled, then pleased. "Your pardon, nilady. No
of fense neant."

"None taken," said Kitten, smling archly and |ighting up another
snmokesti ck.

The other pilot, Sedda, was already warnmng up the raft's engines. A
shudder went through the vessel as the big rotors began to turn over

"Have a seat back anobng the cargo, then," said Franz. He turned to the fat
man. "l take it his Lordship's approval will be forthcom ng ffor this.
unschedul ed journey, York?"

"No doubt on it," the big man replied, making hinself confortable for the
trip.

"That's enough for ne, then." The pilot turned back to his position
forward

"I'f you'd give me a hand here first, Franz?" said York
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"My pl easure, enornous one."

York had rummaged through a side conpartnent and cone up with two
blindfolds. "I say now, " began Porsupah uncertainly. "Are those things
entirely necessary?”

"I fear that they are," York apol ogi zed. "You understand, where nerchandi se
of so, ah, controversial a nature is involved, extrene precautions are the
norm" He reached out and gently renoved the stub of the snokestick from
Kitten's lips, deposited it carefully to one side.

Kitten squirmed slightly as dark cloth took away her sight. "Surely you
can't believe that, even if | were so inclined, which I amnot, | could
possibly retrace the route to your patron's hideaway fromwhat | mnight see
whil e raci ng through the night over the waters of an utterly strange

pl anet ?"

"No, | do not. But I do not share simlar feelings with respect to your
furry friend here. Were unknown ,qualities are concerned, it is best to be
careful. And while potential customers you nmay be, you two do constitute
rat her an unknown."

"Real | y?" 'said Kitten. "I'd think we were pretty transparent. Certainly
our purpose is clear. Wiy the “potential' custoner? Are you entertaining
second thoughts about ny credit rating?' She began to get a sinking feeling
in her stomach that sonmewhere soneone had made a ghastly blunder. This
occurred whenever things refused to run in synch with her ideas of the
cosnos.

"Not your credit rating, no," York replied conversationally. He finished
knotting the blindfold. Hard. "But thoughts, yes. |I'mespecially curious
about one thing. Atriviality, really, but it bothers nme. Wiile you were
conversing with me at ny pitiable stand, several blatantly plainclothes

| awf ol k passed by and did not see fit to interrupt us."

"And why shoul d they have?" she replied, tensing.

"Because," interrupted the voice of Franz, "as friend York's pickup rel ayed
to us, your snokesticks are Terran tobacco. Ever since an early col onist

di scovered that the funes were fatal to the young shoots of an especially
rare and val uabl e wood, Terran tobacco has been a forbidden inport on

Repl er."

Kitten made a hal f ?hearted shrug. "Am | expected to know that?" She
gathered her feet under her and began edgi ng a hand up towards the
bl i ndf ol d.

"Possibly not," said York. "But those two officers should have, even if you
slipped it by the oh?so?careful custons inspectors at the Port?"

She ripped off the blindfold and in one notion slamed a heel into Franz
knee, feeling the patella snap. The big pil ot doubled over in pained
surprise. She saw Sedda set the raft on auto and turn back towards her just
as sonething very heavy descended on her head from behi nd. Darkness and
silence descended with it.

When she regai ned consci ousness she found that her position in the world
had been altered. She was now horizontal. She tried to nove her arns, then
her |l egs. Results were not encouraging. Her |inbs had been effectively

i mobi | i zed. The bench she was securely tied to was hard, flat, and (she
wi ggl ed awkwardly) damm col d. The col dness was magnified by the fact that
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she had no clothes on. The bonds at her wrists waist, and ankl es di sturbed
her far nore than her nakedness. Her clothing she nissed nostly for the
several mniature weapons sewn into the wai stband.

Turning as far as possible to the left and leaning with all her ?weight,
she tugged hard at the smooth bond on her right wist. This acconplished
not hi ng beyond bringing on a sudden onsl aught of dizziness. Her body was
weak frominactivity. The nore?than?l eather strap wasn't |eather. And there
was a lunp at the back of her head that wasn't caused by her hairdo.

A famliar voice called softly fromsonmewhere to her right.
"Sssst! Pilar!"

That was her cover name. Despite another restraining strap across her neck,
she was able to turn enough to see Porsupah encased in a rough nold of

pol ypane foam He was packaged as neatly as the polished figurine York had
sol d her. Her bead bad cl eared and she strained to see as nuch as possible.
Because of the neck strap she could raise her head only a little, but could
turn it all the way to left or right. Despite its strength, the strap stil
felt like fine leather and didn't chafe. Even so, she had doubts that they
were so constructed because their owner wi shed to seem solicitous of her
heal t h.

When she | ooked up she saw an old man. He was seated in a raised chair at
the foot of the bench. His clothes were garish, |oud, and cl ashed badly.
Gray?white hair was parted down the nmiddl e and conbed off to both sides,
tied at the back in a pigtail. She found the air of polite concern he
affected while staring down at her positively revolting. She would have
preferred sone honest drooling.

He was an ugly old man. Not that his features were particularly repul sive;
they weren't. But the aura of evil he carried about himwas as perceptible
as rotting wet vegetation. Some folk felt nice, sone felt ugly. This one
felt ugly.

"Hell o, ny dear," he said. The voice was high, almost girlish, but there
was little hint of age in it?no quaver, and certainly no weakness. It
wasn't even a tiny bit grandfatherly, although that was apparently the

i mpression the man was trying to give. "G ad to see you' re awake. Permt me
to introduce nyself."

"Not until you release nme and ny friend fromthese |udicrous contraptions!"”
she said, putting as much ice info her words as possible. The ol dster
didn't appear chilled. "And until you explain yourself. Then perhaps | may
forgi ve you enough to make your acquaintance. This is a strange way you
have of doi ng business."

"l suspect, ny dear, that your concern with ny business is not fromthe
poi nt of view of a purchaser. Meanwhile you shoul d know?whet her you
“forgive' or not?that nmy nane is Dominic Rose, ny title Lord, and that you
are presently ensconced, however indelicately, in ny own residence sone
several hundreds off kiloneters fromRepler City. As for releasing you, |
have two pilots currently undergoing treatnment in my private dispensary.
One has a broken kneecap, the other six parallel wounds in his belly that
your not ?so?stuffy conpani on put there."

"l do apol ogi ze for that," broke in Porsupah. "I was aimng for his eyes,
but he slipped. | will have the peasant's head and ny Uncle his ears whey
word of this outrage is reveal ed!"

"You will have nothing but a short existence if you persist in upsetting ny
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liver, Tolian. Your “Uncle's' reality is suspect. Now then," he continued,
turning back to Kitten, "if you will sinply tell nme who you and your friend
are, we mght avoid any nessy unpl easantness. | should also like to know
whi ch of several governments or conpetitors of mne you are working for."

"l don't see that ny identity should be in question," she replied
venomously. "Surely you' ve gone through our private effects by now " Inside
she was beginning to shake a little. This fellow was too direct. Such nmen
survived by a habit of discarding semantic chaff and going straight to the
poi nt. Col d nen di sdai ned word?pl ay.

"Ch yes," Rose said. "They declare you, quite thoroughly, to be one Pilar
van Heubl en. A young | ady of respectabl e neans and i npeccabl e pedi gree here
on a pleasure trip fromMla IV. Should | request confirmng detail, | am
sure you coul d enbroider these facile evasions elegantly."”

"Way shoul d you doubt then?"

"There are several reasons, my dear," he sighed. "At |east one of which,
aminformed, you are already aware of. | wi sh you wouldn't try to bandy
words with ne. You openly brandi sh a forbidden inport Terran tobacco, in
full view of several police. Not only do they not take you into custody,
they studiously ignore you! This brands you as somnething other than what
you claimto be. You mght still be the sane person your I|dent clains, but
| doubt it. In any case, | doubt your avowed purpose in com ng here

compl etely, wholly, instinctively.

"A false identity, influence of a high order with the police, coupled with
interest in atruly rare drug only recently avail abl e again on the narket,
add up to nore than a wealthy flit out for a newthrill. Your Ident and
credit slip appear to be perfectly legitimate, and | assure you they have
been gone over by experts. This nmakes you doubly suspect; such things are
obscenely difficult to forge. Work of such a high order few organizations
can afford. Governnents are anpong these. A very few of nmy conpetitors too
But they are not usually so subtle in their nethod. Wen they seek
information they are nore apt to send a dozen inquirers with persuasi ons of
expl osive mien. This | eaves us where? Back with governnents again. Now, |
dislike bureaucrats on principle. If so, | dislike you. Anyone who
interferes in the business affairs of ,a sinple old man | disli ke!

"I especially dislike pretty tourists who can throw a side?ki ck capabl e of

breaking a man's leg, froma sitting position, no less. | think if you
weren't tied down you mght even try to break nmine. Being an old man, |'d
crack very easily. My bones are brittle, I'mafraid. Everywhere but ny

head. Perhaps you represent even nore than our |ocal police, umP The
Conmonweal t h, mayhap? O even the Church?"

Kitten feigned a long sigh. "Od man, you have a mani ac i magi nation. O
possibly it's sinple senility."

Rose's expression did not change. "You're as feisty as you are lovely. 1'd
rather not ruin one to nodify the other. And you nay be right about ny
imagination. I'musing it right now. |'ll keep on using it until you tel

me what | have to know. The sane will apply to your short friend." He
gestured in Porsupah's direction.

"Perhaps you, Tolian, are nore inclined to answer a few questions?"

"I vow vengeance!" Porsupah shouted. "Vengeance, when my famly |earns of
this!'? You will wish we were nerely governnent puppets! My great Uncle is
the second nost powerful metals nmanufacturer on?!"
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Rose was shaking his head slowy. "Such fine acting! Still, there is always
the long, long chance that you are who you claimto be. That your ease with
tobacco was due nerely to ignorance all around, or sone fantastic bribes in
the proper places. In that case, | will later apologize profusely for what

| am about to have done. For now, | would rather proceed."

He pressed a button or switch below Kitten's line of sight. There was the
sound of a door opening. Kitten | ooked up and to the left to see an opening
appear in the side of the room Atall male figure entered. It was well
muscl ed and nude to the waist. A black hood pierced with three slots for
eyes and nouth covered the nan's head down to the shoul ders.

Kitten | aughed?not easy, under the circunstances. "Ch ... oh now, really!
How terribly, terribly nelodramatic!"”

"I'sn't it?" said Rose rather fondly. "Please forgive me, ny dear. I'm
sonething of a traditionalist."

The figure walked to a small wheeled cart and pushed it over next to
Kitten's bench. He stopped it close by her head. A large netal case sat on
the cart. The man uncoupled four netallic | atches and swng the two hal ves
of the case open. The contents gleaned in the soft fluorescent light |ike
faceted genms. They conprised a conplete portable surgery.

"Physical torture!" she said contenptuously. "How unutterably crude! If you
woul d persist in this idiocy, | would at |east expect a nodi cum of
sophi stication!"

Rose smled for the first tinme. There was no hunor in it.

"The all egati on has been nmade before, ny dear. As I’'ve indicated, |I'm
pretty nostal gic about sone things. Despite the great advances in human
technol ogy, certain basics remain essentially unchanged. Only the

met hodol ogy is inmproved. Al so, | confess cheerfully that ny nmotives are not
whol Iy practical. The procedure involved provides ne with a certain anount
of pleasure. | like hearing pretty girls scream W all have our little

affectations. Mne is neither new nor unique. It's a time?honored human
pastime. At |east you nmust give nme credit for ny choice of tools. You're
| ooking at a conplete portable | aboratory for organic repair?a very
expensive toy, | assure you. Not the slightest danger of infection."

"How considerate you are!" Kitten rasped. She tried the bonds at one ankle
this tinme, puling upwards as well as back

"You won't break those strappings, ny dear. Now, this particular surgery
was made by the best thranx technicians on Hunus. For different purposes,
of course. Cost nme a pretty credit, not to mention faking hospita
credentials for the purchaser and a host of other details! But | have few
hobbi es and can indulge. If you | ook closely, you can make out the inprint
of the noted Elvor |aboratories on each instrunent. See how they catch the
light!"

Kitten was trying to | ook anywhere but at the objects of Rose's adoration
One gl ance had been nore than sufficient. Wiere Rose saw beauty, she saw
only a nightmare of piercing points and fine?honed edges. Things for
gripping, things for slicing, things for scraping.

She shuddered for the first tine. Even the nost experienced operatives had
only so much control

"l understand," she continued drily, "that the sublinmation of nornal
desires through the use of such devices is positive proof of the welder's
i mpot ence. "
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"Such wel | ?honed insults! Such delicately practiced invective!" Rose

cl apped his hands boyishly. "I've read formal psychol ogy, ny dear. That is
true in a few cases. Only a few. Anyway, as you can see, |'ve turned the
actual operation ?pardon the pun? over to this fine young friend of nmine.
It is himyou should he trying to dissuade. He requested nost firmy that
he be pernmitted to performas ny surrogate. | agreed, because of ny
persistent problemin such things. | have a regrettable |ack of patience
and tend to get carried away early. That spoils things nmuch too soon. Very
unpr of essional, too. My youthful conpatriot, however, brings not only the
necessary patience to the task, but also a certain young enthusiasm And
he's received expert instruction, even if he remains less skillful than I"

The nention of the sem ?naked young man rem nded Kitten of his unspeaking
presence. She turned, with difficulty, to stare curiously at him On

i mpul se, she gave hi mher best hel pl ess?young?nai den | ook. It nust have had
some effect, because the young man finally spoke.

"I'"ve always had a suppressed desire to play at | ower abdom nal surgery

wi t hout bot hersone encunbrances |i ke anesthetics," he said snoothly. He was
toying with a long thin pair of finely?crafted forceps with razor?sharp
tips. They nade a squeaky sound whenever the two bl ades snicked together. A
hand cane up and lifted back the bl ack hood.

It was Russell Kingsley.

"Rel ax, Maijib," Hammurabi said to his First Mate. The hoveraft sped over
the slick waters. "Rose won't try anything silly or unprofitable. He's old,
but he's not stupid. Qur best insurance is thousands of kil oneters skyward.
There's no way he can get to the dust aboard the Unbra."

"Even so," said the dimnutive Takaharu, "I'd feel a |lot better about the
whol e business if you'd talk with himvia command forget this needl ess
appearance in person."

"No good Maj. He wouldn't believe a word | said fromthe confort of the
Unbra's forecabin. He might consent to cone aboard, but he's a tricky old
devil. 1'd rather not |et himon ship. He needs sonething in the way of
concrete proof of ny seriousness. |'mit."

The hoveraft slowed as Takaharu slid the rented craft slowy around the
rocky circunference of the island, searching for the |anding. Hanmmrurabi
noted idly that the | arge quasi ?evergreens grew down al nost to the water's
edge, where the green stal ks of water plants took over fromthe

| and?dwel l ers. It had been the sane on all the islands they'd passed thus
far. It was the same on WIIl's Landing, the island on which Repler City was
|ocated. It was nmore intense at the equator and | ess so nearer the poles.

The docking area sat at the head of a natural inlet. Several other vessels,
one a transport of fair size, were tied up or beached at the |anding. As
they rounded the | ast point the conet buzzed and Takaharu leaned to flip
the channel open. The small vidscreen lit but no picture appeared.

"You in the blue raft?identify yourself and state your business."

Mal | eaned forward into the pickup eye of the raft's vidcast unit and spoke
towards the omi ?directional m ke.

"Mal col m Hamur abi, Captai n?0mer of the free freighter Urbra. To see Lord
Dom ni ¢ Rose. Business. As was earlier agreed, ny pilot and | are unarned."
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They sat quietly while sonmeone on shore dutifully relayed this information
to soneone equi pped to deal with it. The raft's fans droned |like an idle
beehi ve beneath the fl oor

The screen flickered briefly, then cleared. An unremarkabl e m ddl e?aged man
appeared on the screen glass. He was trying hard not to | ook bored.

"You're early, Captain. His Lordship has just entered conference. | am
instructed to direct you to land. H's Lordship cannot neet you there, but
there will be soneone suitable to greet you docksi de and conduct you to the
resi dence. Take the third slip, please."

The light faded, taking the face with it.
"Efficient S.O B.," Takaharu said mldly. "Alot |ike his boss, | suspect."”

"You're famliar with Rose's reputation?" Mal said, slightly surprised.
"You didn't nmention it before."

"Before what? | didn't expect you' d have personal dealing with him No,
friend of mine once bought an inpale off thryacin fromone of "his
Lordship's' dealers. For a pet doggish that had the gout. Turned out to be
colored ink.” The nmate revved the engi ne, coasted around a snall noored
boat. "The doggish died," he added.

"Un" Ml flipped off their own tridee. "Haven't seen himnyself in some
time. Doubt if he's changed much. He's a funny character. As they get
ol der, most crooks become nore fearful of death. Not Rose. He just becones

alittle less noral, if that's possible.”

Takaharu turned a sardonic face to his captain. “I wouldn't think so,
judging fromall |'ve heard of him"

"Al'l things are possible. But if he's still degenerating he nust be down to

fractions by now. Your question would anuse him"
"And you think you can deal with a thing |ike that?"

Mal shrugged. "For what | want to do, I'Il have to. According to the Holy
Books, to quote, “the percentage of master in the universe that is conposed
of intelligent organic matter is conparable to a typical hunan's casua
expectoration in any two of Terra's oceans.' It's not too difficult to put
such people in proper perspective, depersonalize them Try to think of a
rock with rabies. Here's the slip."

Throwi ng nore power to the rear?right fan Takaharu eased the raft around
and edged up onto the dull plastic nat tacked down over the sand. A tall
young nan waited by the side of a telescoping ranp. Al though far slimrer,
al nrost gaunt, he was taller than Mal. Nearly two neters, he would have
towered over the Mate. Dark conpl exion, red hair, and boyishly

good?l ooki ng, Mal noticed. The youth extended a long armto help Ml up
fromthe cabin port, realized his error and flushed.

"Apologies, sir. I'mafraid I|'"'mnot used to this."
"Skipit, kid."
"I amto conduct you to his Lordship's residence."

"Fine. As agreed, ny pilot will remain on board until my return."” He waved
back to a watching Takaharu, who pronptly cut the engines on the raft. The
craft settled gently to the landing mat as air was expelled fromits

cushi on.
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Mal turned back to his guide and with a start noticed that the ornanent
curled about the lad's right shoul der was nmore than sinmply well ?crafted. It
was alive.

Pl eated wings unfolded to reveal a |ong neck topped by a flat triangular
head. Wde yell ow eyes stared down at him quizzically. The Captain took a
step backwards and groped for the blaster that wasn't there. The youth
noticed the flinching novenment and hastened to explain.

"It's all right, sir. He won't harmyou. He's harm ess. Wll, tane,
anyway." He reached up and began scratching the reptile on the back of the
slightly ridged neck. The snake closed its eyes and rel axed, the w ngs
refolding. "He's just wary of strangers, that's all." The youngster
gestured up a slight incline. "The residence is just ahead. |If you'l

come..”

Mal matched strides with his guide?carefully staying on his left. He
continued to keep a wary eye on the sommol ent m nidrag.

"That is a flying snake, isn't it? From Al aspi n?"

"Yes sir. |I'msurprised you recognized him They're not often found off
their native world, | understand."
"First tine |'ve ever seen one off it. Gave me quite a turn. | believe the

poi son they throw is al nost always fatal."

"Yes," replied the youth without breaking stride. "If the poison hits an
open wound or the eyes, death usually occurs within a mnute or so. If it
hits bare skin or organic clothing it takes longer. It's highly corrosive,
too. There is an antidote, but the chances of a victimreceiving it before
death occurs is slight. The speed it kills with doesn't permt nuch tine
for turning sonme up."

"Not hardly," Mal replied. "I've never heard tell of a tanme one."

"A fact which has been pointed out to nme often, sir. It's a childhood pet.
| can't renenber a tine when it wasn't close by me."

They were wal ki ng anong a scattered conpl ex of structures. Done in

neo?l andscape style, they provided excell ent dispersal and natura

ai r ?2cover, nmaking good use of island vegetation. The irregul ar shapes were
all brown and green, blending easily into the forest. Few wi ndows coul d be
seen. The only wel | ?exposed structure was a single, needle?thin observation
tower which poked its disc shaped crown above the top of the tallest tree.
The upper surface of the disc exploded in all directions in a wld

el ectronic hairdo. No question but that their approaching hoveraft had been
visual ly spotted | ong before comtact had been nade.

"For a quiet, peaceable trader his Lordship takes rather extrene
precautions," Ml ventured, hoping to draw sone useful information fromthe
| ad.

"l cannot judge such things, sir. | have been in his Lordship's enploy for
yet a very brief tine. By the way, ny nane is Philip. | amaware that his
Lordshi p has many acquai nt ances who woul d not be displeased to see him
expire in violence. So he takes care. An interesting personage.”

Mal peered nore closely at the youth's bl and expression. "You're a
perceptive young man. Yet you don't strike ne as the type Rose would hire.
What is your job? | might add that your off?planet accent sticks out like a
solar flare."
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"As to that, sir, I knowit well. |I've been on Repler the same short tine

"Damed if | can place your accent. Yet. ..."

but one seeks enpl oynent where one can. | did not know for whom | was
to work when | took the job. One of his Lordship's subalterns hired nme. |
am good at ny work."

"VWich is?" Ml pronpted.

"Well ... watch out for that branch, sir ... currently ny title is
“apprentice sanitation engineer.' | work with the |Iess popul ar by?products
of existence. Keep finer sensibilities fromcontact with them At |east,
that's what it says in the manual." He grinned, added by way of apol ogy,
"I'"'mafraid his Lordship's selecting ne to greet you was a cal cul at ed

of fense."

Mal grinned back. "Don't let it bother you. Seeing that dammed thing play
arn?j ewel on your shoul der nakes up for it, plus sone." He gestured at the
deadly reptile.

They arrived by a building so well canouflaged it seened a part of the
hillside. Not the |argest of the conplex, it was clearly designed even from
the outside as a place for living rather than for business.

The gui de pressed a palmto one side of the green brown wall. A wi de double
panel separated with a slight hiss, offering entrance. A |long al cove was
revealed within. It was conpletely walled with bronze?inlay mrrors and
carpeted in synthetic furs. They entered.

The corridor nmade several sharp, twi sting turns,, and they descended at

| east one, possibly two, |levels. Several doorways and el ectronic portals
were nmet and passed. Sone appeared without warning in the mrrored sides.
If the setup had been designed to confuse, it succeeded.

After several minutes of casual if conplicated strolling, they came to a
nmoder at e?si zed room It was furnished nmagnificently in antique Terran. The
furni shings | ooked Iike the real thing, not reproductions or fakes. But
then, old Rose was probably doing well these days and wanted to show it.
Mal 's eye was quickly drawn to an elegant old television set. It had to be
non?functional. Just the chassis was worth a small fortune. Ancient
precursor of the tridee, it sat alone on its own pedestal

At the same tinme that he was estimating the thing's worth in antique shops
on half a dozen planets, he wondered crazily if nmaybe it could still be
functional. A famliar young voice interrupted his mnusings.

"You're to wait here, sir. Hs Lordship will join you shortly."
Mal shook hands with the |ikable youngster as the other turned to depart.

"Pl easure neeting you, friend. If you' ve ever a mind to | earn spacing, ny
ship, the Unbra, is listed in all the registries."

"I't's always been a wish of mne, sir." For a nonent the youngster's face
acqui red the shadow of sonmeone -oddly? rmuch older. It passed and he | ooked
down at the Captain. "But now that | mght nake use o€ such an offer, Pm
too busy with other things. Still, one never knows. Perhaps sone day, when
I'"ve settled one or two personal things ..:' He smiled easily and left M
alone in the room
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After contenplating the portal by which the youth had departed, Ml turned
and wal ked over to the incredibly archaic video see. He began examining it
in some detail, wishing at the sane tine that he was nore famliar with
such profitable trade itens as luxury antiques and simlar oddities. He was
in the process of trying to open the hinged back to see how much of the

i nnards were original when Rose entered via another of the ubiquitous
panel ed doorways.

"Good day, good day to you, Captain Hanmurabi! |'ve heard tell of you in
shipping circles. They speak well of you there." The old man extended a
hand.

Mal took it and imediately felt dirtier than when he'd entered the room
Wthout waiting for an invitation be sat hinself down on a
confortabl e?l ooking old easy chair. It was covered in hand?stitched

uphol stery and was worth a few thousand credits at the |east.

"Can | order something for you, Captain? Liquid refreshment, nmayhap? The
congeni al conpani onship of a nubile young | ady? Well ?trained, | assure
you."

"A fast shot of bl oodhype, perhaps?" said Mal evenly. He'd taken the

of fensive since sitting hinself down and intended to maintain it until he
left the island kiloneters behind. "Don't try and | ook startled. You knew I
had it and you knew | knew what it was, or | wouldn't be here now. No, skip
the oh?so?coy verbal byplay, too. | don't appreciate it and I've no tinme
for it."

Rose sighed with great care. "So few of the accepted verities remain these
days. You youngsters ignore the pleasures of a ganme you don't even
understand. Such hurry, such rush, such haste to nake noney! But as you
will. How much?"

"I't's not for sale."

"Ch cone now, Captain!" chuckled the old merchant. "Everything is for sale!
I know. 1've bought it. Your very livelihood depends on how astutely you
hire your body and the bodies of your crew out to the highest bidder. And
you profess to know what is and what is not available for sale!" The | ast
wor ds dri pped contenpt.

"I won't shoot words with you, Rose. You've nore experience at it than I
for one thing. For another, |ong dialogues full of doubl e?entendres and
met aphors bore the crap out of me. Also, you mght just trick ne into
saying the wong thing at the wong tinme and |I'd feel bound by it. Now,
this is what | want:

"I want you to halt all traffic in bl oodhype. | want you to destroy any not
yet shipped. | want you to supply a list of known addicts?addicts, Rose;
not pushers, not deal ers, addicts?to Church authorities so that those few
cases which haven't passed the point of no return can be treated. | want
you to nmake a respectable effort?i f you have enough control, which |
suspect you do?to shut off all production of the drug and to destroy

what ever grow hs or synthetics that furnish the raw stuff for the refined
product . "

"That's interesting," Rose said, helping hinself to a transparent chocol ate
froma silver dish nearby. "One thing for you, Captain. Your threats are
specific. | like that."

" Shi pwaste! " Hammurabi said in disgust. "I said | wouldn't bandy words." He
slamed a fist the size of a small hamonto an ancient coffee table. The
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ol d wood groaned al armingly.
Rose swal |l owed the | ast of the chocolate, |icked two fingers daintily.

"Pardon, Captain, but sonehow you did not inpress nme as the altruistic
type. "

"Any maws nature contains a certain nunber of variables, Rose. On rare
occasions it behooves sonme of us to do a decent thing."

"Never suffered the urge," replied the dragger.

"Sonme variables are all at the sanme end of the psychol ogical spectrum In
return for cutting off future profits, which are always specul ative
anyway, " Ml continued, "I'll return all the other drugs to you. You can
have back your aelo, nak, heroin?B, and all the rest. I'Il mention nothing
of any of this to the authorities and post a personal bondship to an

i ndependent broker to guarantee it. Only one other being on the Unbra knows
what your little case of spice contains, and she won't talk w thout ny
say?so. Records of the initial chem cal analysis of the contents of the
spice jars will be wiped by my own hand fromthe ship's nenory core."

"How good you are! And if | do not care for your ternms?"

"Then | go straight to the padre in Repler City with the drugs and every
scrap of know edge | can gather concerning their origin, destination, and
met hod of shipping. Not to mention a' certain old man whose business it is
to speed such filth onits merry way."

Rose sat quietly, smling, thinking. The thoughts and quiet Ml could
understand. The smile could be forced, or it could be genuine. A genuine
smle woul d mean unforeseen and unpl anned?for factors?to wit, an aces
equi val ent in the deck, Wait and see.

Rose appeared to be fascinated by the fingers of his |left hand. He turned
his attention to the right, as though to assure hinself that it did,
i ndeed, match its nate.

"Now | 'I'l introduce a little something extra into the universe, Captain.
Since you insist on playing the role of the gallant, honest, good?Samaritan
type ?ergo, civilized..."

"Words agai n?” Hanmurabi said irritably.

"... | believe | shall try you on dansel s?in?distress. It should prove
instructive. Wien | entered you were absorbed in an inspection of that

| ovel y 20t h?century vi deo set?a genuine Victor, | might add. Like nyself,
the insides had |ong since reached an advanced state of deconposition. They
have been replaced with especially adapted nodern equivalents. Watch it.
You'll see sonething."

Rose renmoved 'a pencil that wasn't froma breast pocket. He fiddled with it
for a nonent. A picture in full tridee appeared instantly. It displayed an
exquisitely attractive young girl strapped naked to a | ow wooden table. Of
to one side an alien being struggled futilely in a cocoon of surfoam Mars
trader encyclopedia identified it as a native of the planetary system
Tolus. A fairly handsone young man, nude to the waist, held some
unidentifiable netallic instrument over the girl's body.

"Sorry to have to |l eave you, Russell," Rose said into one end of the
pencil. "Have you begun yet?"

The young man | ooked up into the screen and gri nned.
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"I was just about to, Uncle Rose. W've been having a chat."

"Commendabl e," replied Rose. "But while | don't wish to spoil your esthetic
conception?l'msure you've the whole afternoon's work well choreographed?l
fear | nust ask you to nodify things sonewhat. We've a slight change in

pl ans. A guest, you see."

Ki ngsl ey | eaned forward. "Ch, | see. A fellow aficionado? Big chap, isn't
he?"

"Not a fell ow connoi sseur, no. Now then, if you would be good enough to do
something interesting to the young lady? Elicit a dramatic response, if you
will. That's a good | ad!"

The young nman bent over and did sonmething with the silvery instrunent. His
upper torso obscured nost of the notion. A long, high?pitched scream cane
through the receiver. It held for several seconds, then broke into a series
of uneven choki ng coughs. Surprisingly, this was followed by a heated
series of strong, unfem nine curses worthy of any dock?l oader. The

i nstrument noved again. Another scream a little weaker this tine.

"Stop that," said Ml.

Rose spoke into the pencil. "All right, Russell, that's enough. Don't
damage her." The scream ng stopped. There were no curses this tine. Just
si | ence.

"Use that thing in your hand, old man. Turn it off."

Rose sniled, did something to the pencil and slipped it back into his
pocket. After a second's thought, he renmpved it again but did not activate
the picture

"I"'mafraid I'll have to ask you to postpone your fun for now, Russell. But
I prom se you an equally interesting toy later tonight. Sorry to di sappoint
you, lad. | know how you were | ooking forward to this."

"Aw, Uncl e Rose..

Rose tut?tutted into the mke. "Business, ny young friend, business." Once
again the device was returned to the oldster's coat.

"W are about to nake an exchange, then? Don't you even want to know who
she is?"

"No. | may trouble to find out later; | don't now " The shipraster
obviously did not wish to talk.

"I'd think you might." His Lordship's leer invited a hel ping of knuckl es.
Mal had practiced controlling hinself too long to let it |apse now

"As to the protocol of exchange," began Rose briskly, "I'ma reasonable
man. Things will be kept sinple. Ch, you m ght promise me the young | ady's
silence in this matter. She is a government operative and will be difficult

to convince. Likew se her furry friend. But | have confidence somet hing
wor kabl e can be arranged. It's a little thing now, anyway."

"Yeah," said Mal. He was staring at the converted video.

"So." Rose noved to a conpl ex?l ooki ng desk and produced a snmall book with a

pressure seal. He activated it with a twist, began riffling pages. "I don't
expect you to have soneone deliver the stuff to ny front door, as one would
receive dinner at his home in the city. I'll supply you the address of an
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operative of mne near the main Port, in Repler Cty. As soon as the case
is delivered intact into his possession and he considers hinself safe you
may keep the spices if you prefer, they're quite good- you, the young | ady,
and her friend will be permtted to board your craft. You will call your
pilot and explain the delay. My nen will do nothing to nmake hi m believe
things are other than nornmal. You may consi der escape, if you wish. Quite

i mpossi bl e.

"You will be rel eased, as stated, when ny operative cannot be touched by
the weaponry of the City. At that point he will be here before you can
reach safety and/or notify patrol craft to try and intercept him M word
on this. I've never broken it where business is concerned. You may think nme
a nasty fellow, but |I'man honest nasty fellow. | won't shoot you in the
back?for at least a day. Then | will do ny level best to see you

exterm nated."

"How kind you are," Mal nmuttered. He stood. "You're really going to let the
girl and her friend go? | can't guarantee her silence."

"About that, now Just keep her fromcontacting her superiors for, oh,

three days local tinme. Then I'Il consider that part of the agreenent
fulfilled. At that point she can babble her pretty head off. The Church
wi || understand. No court woul d prosecute you. You see, | wll have

rel ocated nyself by that time. The nere fact that an operative of her age
was able to penetrate this far indicates that ny business position here has
becone untenable. Apparently the local intelligence?danm that bug! ?knew
quite a lot, but weren't sure what |ot was what."

"I'f you'll supply nme with a caster, Rose, |'Il notify my Mate and inform
hi m of procedure. He'll [listen.”
"How wi I | he know you're not saying anything under the nmuzzle of a

bl aster ?" Pose asked, curi ous.

Mal stared down at the aged drugger. "Because he knows | wouldn't be in
that situation, mster. Either the blaster?pointer or I would be dead, so
it couldn't arise. | don't trust people with guns. They're apt to act
rashly. I'mglad you didn't opt to enploy one. | want to see that girl as
soon as possible."

"Ch, she's all right. Kingsley's young, but talented. He'd barely begun
I"ll see that you and she are put in the same room In fact, | insist on
it. You may find this arrangenent nore to your profit in the end. | would.
Al though | don't believe the pretty?pretty will be in the nood for idle
conversation for a while. O anything else." He gestured at the video. "As
| said, ny young friend is talented. Still, he hasn't yet acquired the
delicacy off touch long practice brings."

Mal held up a massive fist, held it out where hose could get a good | ook at
it. "Let's skip the norbid dial ogue, shall we? In the interests of |ogic.
O herwi se you may push ne to the point of breaking your scrawny neck. That
m ght throw a crinp on the whole el aborate deal, nmightn't it?" He took a
step towards the dragger.

Instinctively, Rose stepped back. "Um yes, it could conplicate things if |
were to prematurely pass on. This way, if you will."

Mal sat in a chair in the single roomto which they'd all been confi ned.
Dressed now, the tall girl lay sleeping on the couch across fromhim She'd
been treated and given a mld sedative. He didn't | ook at her. Porsupah,
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the Tolian, was busy at a single cabinet. He was m xing sonething liquid
that had a faint aroma of sage. He wal ked over to the girl and gently shook
her. Instead of tal king he handed her the glass. Taking it w thout a
question, she sipped, glanced up at the smling Tolian, and downed the rest
in a series of long swallows.

"Whew! What was in that, you offspring of a conetcat?"
"Sorry, culinary secrets are reserved. O an oaths, you know. "

"Clan oaths, nmy sweet Aunt's grape guise!" She blinked several tines.
"Whoo! "

"What a quaint remarking!" said Porsupah. "That is a bit of terranglish
slang that's completely newto me."

"It's not really accepted slang, Pors. My Aunt ... Jo, on ny father's side

was really sweet. She al so drew produce fromgrapes. Only it wasn't
exactly ... well, the vines wouldn't have recognized the results of their
efforts by the tinme she was finished with them MW father used to swear by
it."

She swung her long | egs off the couch, wincing slightly. She breathed | ong
and evenly. At this point she seemed to notice Hamurabi for the first
time.

"Thanks ... whoever you are." Her gaze was direct, the feeling of

t hankful ness clear as quartz. It made himacutely unconfortable. He
squirmed. He'd hoped that when she sat up her evening outfit would show a
little less flesh. No such luck. Gavity and the nmanufacturer conspired
against it. Not that he'd mind, ordinarily. But whatever their situation
was, it was not ordinary. He didn't need anything taking his mnd off the
busi ness at hand. Speaking of business and hands . . . there, see?

Despite the ordeal she'd just undergone, the girl was reacting calmy. This
al so was not ordinary. He couldn't rationalize it. This also nade him
nervous.

She was staring at him "WlIl, telepathize ny thighs if you nust, but say
sonething! 1'mnot asking for a biography, you know "

"Qua? Oh nane's Hammurabi. Malco ... Ml Hanmurabi. |'m captain and owner
of the free?freighter Urbra. Puts you one up on ne."

"Kitten Kai ?sung. And scrunching your eyebrows down |ike that doesn't hide
your line of sight at all."

"Sun?father!" Ml sighed in frustration. He continued, a nmte
belligerently. "Does my staring at your |egs nmake you so full ?fission
nervous?"

"No. Does it make you nervous?"

"Yes, goddamrit, and we're not in a position where | can spare tine to do
proper appreciation to them and that nakes ne a deal nore upset!"

Kitten rubbed the edge of her right index finger slowy over her |ower |ip.
"What sort of alternate position did you have in mnd?"

"Gve it up, Captain," advised Porsupah, drink confortably in hand. "She'l
drive you to null ?hike."

"Meaning |'mnot free?floating already?" Ml responded. The pseudo?pseri ous
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at nosphere broke like a light fog, dissolving into | aughter. No one m nded
that it tended a little too much to the hysterical

"Ckay," Kitten said finally, gasping. "Truce declared. Lieutenant Porsupah
here and | are both in the Intelligence Armof the United Church. If that
ol d bugger has this place wired he's welcone to the information, since your
presence has apparently persuaded himto let us live.". She glanced at her
partner, then back at Mal. "M ght as well tell you that our purpose was to
try and tie this creature Rose to renewed traffic in bl oodhype, an
especially vile drug."

"W were discovered through one of those careless little slips that always

happen to other operatives," Porsupah continued philosophically. "It's
always the little slips. O the nyriad jukill ways to ruin an assignment!
And we as much as had seal ed proof that he was running the stuff through
Repler! 1 don't mnd telling you, friend, you pulled us out of a

whi sker?thin spot." The appendages in question gave a hunmporous twtch.

"Now, don't get ne started again,"” said Mal, grinning. "If it's any
consol ation, you were lined out the right way. |'ve seen a shipnent.
Several grams worth."

"You have?" Kitten shouted excitedly. She shot to her feet, then bunched
over suddenly. She sat down slowy, nuttering. After an unconfortable
sil ence she | ooked up and continued as though not hi ng had happened.

"There are several things | must do when we get out of here, Captain. One
of the first is to shut off?as slowy as possi bl e?a narcissistic amal gam of
fernmented proteins naned Russell Kingsley."

Mal perked up nore, interested. "So that was old man Kingsley's boy? |I'd
heard about him Appears they weren't all runors. Only the good things. You
work for a nman and you really only know himprofessionally."

Now it was Porsupah's turn to express interest. "You are friends of the
famly, then?"

"Only as far as the bank. |I'mon Repler now because the Urbra's naki ng
delivery on a major shipnent for Chatham Ki ngsl ey Fisheries and Goods, Ltd.
The old man's a bit of a decadent type hinself, but only healthy stuff. |
really don't think he's aware that his itty?bitty baby boy's a ronping

sadi st. Mther died when the boy was a kid. |1'd assume Russell's been |left
to develop his own life?style since then."

"I"'mtouched," said Kitten in a voice that would chill nolten copper

"He does dote on the kid," Ml added.

"I amsorry for that," she continued in the sane tones. "I had hoped his
i mm nent extinction wouldn't inconveni ence anyone else. | still can't
really believe it would. Still," she continued a little easier, "to know
that you've actually seen the stuff "

"About that. Appears that Rose's | atest shipnent accidentally got mxed in
with Kingsley's cargo. M xup was di scovered accidentally by Rose,

intentionally by two of his operatives, and accidentally by ne. | cane here
with the idea of striking a bargain: In return for himhalting traffic in
the jaster, | wouldn't go to the authorities with enough warrant for a

m ndwi pe. Don't get ne wrong. Mdst drugs | could care | ess about?l et the

i diots who need them have "em May they kill thensel ves off quickly and

qui etly. Bl oodhype is sonething else. It sheds filth on everyone who's seen
what it does. |I've seen ... but instead, | had to use it to bargain you two
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out. He fully intended to kill you, you know. "
"You still shouldn't have agreed to it," Kitten said.

"You had no say in the matter," replied Ml

"Suppose | kill nyself now and Porsupah does |ikew se?"
"Fine. Then he threatens to kill me unless | have the drug turned over to
him If you take away his nmjor bargaining point he'll forget niceties and

try sonething like that. And I'd give himthe drug to save mnyself, selfish
fella that | am"

"l see." She sighed deeply. "I apologize for the difficulty we've caused
you, Captain Hamurabi."

"Mal ," he said.

"All right ... Captain Mal." She grinned, frowned, got confused. "I can't
let you do it. Do you really know what that stuff does to people?"

"A good deal better than you, | suspect, infant."

"Call nme that again and I'I|l break your arm"

Mal smiled. "M ght be you could at that. Point renmains, however, that |'ve
al ready made arrangenents for the exchange to be carried out.”

"There's no way to cancel it?" Porsupah interrupted.

"Ch, if | could get to a transceiver?say, the one on the raft that brought

me?before Rose's contact receives the drugs, it could be done. |'d consider
that a very unlikely possibility, however?even if | wanted to do it, which
| don't. See, | intend not only to save nmy own |ife but yours too. Even if

you don't appear to value it too highly."

"I't remains a question of proportion, Captain," began the Tolian

phi l osophi cally. "The nunber of l|ives at stake here far exceeds three. And
despite what you may think, | happen to have beconme quite attached to
mne."

"Ri ght on both counts,"” Kitten added.

Mal was getting a bit exasperated. This dansel ?i n?di stress was not reacting
properly at the prospect of salvation

"Listen, you altruistic femn ...!" he began heatedly.

She gl ared back at him and seened quite willing to shift the argunent to a
physi cal |evel

Auspi ci ously, the door chined. Porsupah threw themboth a | ook that was
more wilting than any words coul d have been, and they rel axed?sonewhat. The
Toli an spoke towards the door pickup.

"W can't |ock ourselves in, you know. "

The panel slid back to reveal the tall figure of Mal's young guide. The
youth carried a tray filled with a nmultitude of small dishes: white?brown
shel | fish, bread, several kinds of butter and other condi nents, cinnanon
bark, steanmed tubers, snpked snails ..

"They called me to the kitchen," he said as he set down the tray, "and

ordered nme to bring this to you."
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Porsupah and Kitten saw the flying snake at the sane tine. They froze.
"Don't worry," said Mal easily. "It seens pretty tane."

"I know what one of those things can do," replied Kitten as she edged over
towards Mal. "Victins don't die easily." He resisted an inpulse to put an
arm around her. She might decide to break it.

The youth straightened and turned to | eave, then paused and | ooked back at
Mal .

"You' re being restrained agai nst your will, aren't you?"

"I'"d sort of think it was obvious," said Kitten

"Not necessarily. H s Lordship often has guests whose status is not what it
seens."” He rubbed the scales at the back of his pet's head. The snake
| ooked up, then rel axed on the | anky shoul der.

"I mght say that | know about the drug, sir." Three faces | ooked up in
surprise. "Your arrival has nmade it easier for nme to find out some things
I'd been curious about for a long tine. It's not very pretty." There was a
| ong pause, then the youngster stared sharply at Mal. "If | help you
escape, will you prom se to see that sonething' s done about it? The drug,
mean. "

Kitten | eaned forward eagerly. "You really think you can get us out of
her e?"

Philip snmiled at her nost unyouthfully. "If you don't fear a fair chance of
getting shot, electrocuted, or drowned, yes."

"You know a way out of this maze, we'll try it," Ml replied

"Not only wilt we see about the drug," added Kitten coaxingly, "but I'm
sure the government will arrange something material ha the way of
gratitude."

"And protection fromwhatever is left of Rose's petty enpire when the
Church finishes with it," added Porsupah.

The youngster | ooked over at the much snaller alien. Wen he spoke again,
his voi ce was a good octave higher and the words nonmentarily

unrecogni zable. Mal knew a little Tolian, as he did about half a hundred
| anguages. Only enough to trade by, though. The nusical syllables rolled
off the youth's palate fluidly and wi thout hesitation

Philip broke off in what seenmed an abrupt nanner but probably wasn't. He
| eft, the panel sliding shut quietly behind him

"Well," said Kitten, "what was that all about?"

"H's High Tolite is excellent, really remarkable. He even has the
di pht hongs down, the epiglottal stops, everything."

"I"'msure he can rattle off the |ocal equivalents of c?a?t and d?o0?g
wi thout a second breath,"” said Kitten, "but what did he say?"

Mal was | ooking at the closed portal. "Rather surprising talent to find in
an apprentice sanitation engi neer, wouldn't you say?"

"I's that what he is?" asked Porsupah. "' Wl |, besides exchanging a regi ona
prayer with ne?nice to hear the anenities agai n?he just asked us to wait.
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Said he'd return soon and to be ready. He reiterated his feelings about the
drug traffic and disclained any need for protection. Said he would take
care of hinself."

"Also pretty cocky for an apprentice sanitation engineer," Kitten said. "No
matter, if he can slip us out.”

"He added that he hoped both of you were strong swi nmers." Porsupah sat
down and began to renmpbve his flexible nmukluks. He wi ggl ed each webbed bind
foot as it appeared. "The question, of course, did not arise in respect to
mysel f."

"Really think he can get us out?" Ml queried. He was interested in the
little alien's opinion of their youthful benefactor

"Wy ask ne?" Naked, the furry Tolian wal ked over to the table where the
tray of delicacies had been set. He comrenced a serious study of the snoked
escar got .

"l can say with assurance, however, that | intend to do nothing for the
next several mnutes, barring earthquake or Redenption, but eat. |'ve had
nothing in ny belly since we arrived here save nenories."

"Just don't overdo it," said Kitten, noving to join him "It seens we're in
for an extensive journey by water. And if you get a cranp out there, I'm
sure as hell not tow ng you."

They were down to the last pair of hors d' oeuvres and Mal was dream ng of
di stant steaks when the youngster returned. H s clothes were dirty, with
patches of grime and oil staining the coveralls. The flying snake was
perched on its sane shoulder. It was coiled tight, the triangular head
hol di ng steady and unwinking a foot in the air. The pleated wi ngs were only
hal f furled, ready for instant flight. The snake gave them a soul |l ess once
over, decided that no one in the roomwas a candi date for instant
destruction, and rel axed sonewhat.

Philip's voice was | ow and he was panting hard but evenly.
"After me now, quickly!"™ Wthout |ooking back he turned and left.

They followed. In the | ead, Mal saw that the youth was already at the end
of one hallway, waiting where it intersected another. As soon as he spotted
Mal , the youngster di sappeared around the corner. He reappeared a nonent

| ater and beckoned urgently. They ran to join him

"Stay |ow and quiet, and along the far side,’
for the bodies."

' he whi spered. "And watch out

He turned and |l ed themup a corridor

They passed several doors, all unopened. Once their guide gestured for a
halt and they all froze while voices got |ouder somewhere up ahead, then
faded. They continued forward. The only sound was of controlled breathing.
They came to a door set in a |low recess, which was slightly ajar. Philip

di sappeared inside, returned al nost i mMmediately. Kitten and Mal both had to
stoop to get through the sub?two?neter overhead. Mal noticed the netal
engraving in the door.

Bl OENG NEERI NG PERSONNEL ONLY

ADM TTANCE RESTRI CTED
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Besi des bending, Mal and Kitten had to step high to avoid stumbling over
the two corpses that lay crunpled just inside the entrance. Even in the dim
light Mal could tell how one had died, fromthe unnatural angle at which
his head rested. Dressed in nechanic's overalls, the other lay prone with
an unfired sonic pistol in one hand. Hi s other hand covered nost of his
face. Which was just as well, if the long grooves seared into the reveal ed
cheek were any indication of what |ay beneath. MIk?white bone gl eamed at
the bottom of one groove. The muscles in the nan's face and arm were frozen
at full contraction. What the hand covered would not be pretty, no. The
flying snake had been at work here.

Kitten was busy exam ning the numerous |ong tunnels which led fromthe
small room Clearly they were in the maintenance arteries of the island.
Water trickled along the floor of several dark corridors, disappeared into
unseen drains. The natural stone walls were danp at the entrances to sone,
hot and dry at others. None rose higher than the cranpi ng height of the
roomthey were in. Philip turned without speaking and plunged down the one
closest on their left. At least it was a little wider, if not really

spaci ous.

There was barely enough light fromthe w dely spaced red fluorescents to
make out the formof the |anky youth noving ahead of them The otherworldly
figure noved with a slightly bloody tinge to it fromthe safety lights. It
was | eadi ng them who knew where? Maybe it was all a stunt of then captor's.
Kitten had experienced his sense of hunor. Maybe he'd deci ded on sone
especi al |y gruesonme way of disposing of them decided it would be safer to
wite off the fabul ously profitable shipnent?unlikely as it seened. At any
monent their guide could di sappear around a turn, |eaving themto wander in
a maze of filthy underground passages anong unseen terrors while Rose's
whi ni ng | augh echoed from hi dden speakers.

She found herself dripping inside the fancy evening dress. It had not been
designed for running over slippery floors in a hunched over position

"Too frigging hum d!" she nuttered.

"Nonsense!" replied the disgustingly cheery voice of the Tolian. Excepting
its lack of large | and nasses, Repler was much |ike his honme world. Like
many races, however, the Tolians did not go in for colonization on any
significant scale.

"If it bothers you, just think bow nice and dry you were a short while
ago?on his Lordship's playtable.”

"You're not being funny," Kitten replied, panting heavily now. No doubt the
damm tunnel ran out under the ocean and they'd run like this all the way to
Repler City. "How d you like me to tie knots in your whiskers?"

"Have to catch me first." The little alien was the only one whom the | ow
ceiling didn't inconvenience. He had plenty of room H s webbed feet nade
| oud sl appi ng sounds, |ike sponges, wherever they hit the trickle of water
which flowed along the center of the fl oor

"WWhere does this highway | ead, anyway?" asked Mal. Kitten stared at him
enviously. Despite his huge bulk, he didn't even appear to be breathing
hard "And where does this water conme fronP"

The youngster's voice drifted back fromcl ose ahead. "Condensation. The
tunnel ?this one, anyway?is a service access to the sewage plant. Both the
intake for fresh water and the outlets for treated sewage are nonitored
fromthere. Each has an electrified gate at the end which is controlled by
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the master island defense conputer. But they can both be shut down fromthe
plant for up to an hour. If | can cut the power to the gates fromthe plant
console, | can probably also power down the alarns w thout alerting anyone.
That way, if someone conmes in and inspects the systemafter we've started
out, nothing will seemam ss. Unless he thinks to check the gate power
lights, in which case we'd be finished. But since the entire systemis
automatic, that's not likely. W shouldn't have any trouble."

"He says," added Mal sardonically. Even he was beginning to pant a little
now. "Assunming all this works, how do we get fromthe plant to the
hover af t ?"

"One outtake tunnel cones out at the nouth of the harbor inlet. The gates
at the end of each are designed nore to keep out undesirable narine fauna
than intelligent beings. It's an efficient design but not very
sophisticated. Fromthe gate it's a chart swmto the |l andings. Wile
powerful, the real island defenses are |ocated further out. And don't worry
about the water. Conpared to the seas of nbst worlds, the salt content here
is very low. O course, the treated sewage, while thoroughly sanitized and
thinned, wouldn't taste particularly good."

"Ch thanks," said Kitten drily. "I'Il keep that in nmind."

The tunnel made anot her sharp bend. Abruptly they found thenselves in a
small, well?lit roomfull of banks of automated machinery. Mal and Kitten
stretched | uxuriously.

Down a short, broad ranpway to their right were two wi de channel s of water
one slightly greener than the other. Cear plastic doned above both. One
end di sappeared into the floor, while the other flowed off into a bl ack
hole in the stone wall. Philip noticed Mal's stare.

"The one on the left carries out the treated sewage. The other draws in
seawater for purification."

"Surely the two don't open to the ocean next to each other," asked

Por supah.

"No. The intake channel |eads out alnpbst at a right angle fromhere. It
opens on an untouched section of coast. The sewage channel exits near the
inlet. The current is strongest there and aids in carrying the m xture out

to sea. W'll be hugging the shore there, so the current shoul dn't bother
us. And swimm ng out with a current will help considerably. | don't know if
we could make it against the intake punps ... The roof of both tunnels is

uneven, but air shouldn't be a problem™
"What do you nean, “shouldn't be'?" Kitten asked.

"Well," Philip glanced at his wist chronometer, "it ought to be getting
dark out by now | didn't get a chance to look at any tide tables, and to
ask woul d have been awkward, |et al one suspicious. Sonetimes when both
moons are in the sky and Aug. is at its highest, the water |evel rises al
the way to the roof of the channel

"Not a drawback," said Porsupah to Kitten. "It'lIl do you well to hold your
breath for a while."

She | ooked at himappraisingly. "I don't know whether to start with the
whi skers on the left or the right. Wat do you think, Captain?"

But Mal was watching Philip. The youth had already renmoved the netal panel
that protected one heavily intrunented | ocker. He'd magically produced
several complex but tiny tools, including one intricate?l ooking screwdriver
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affair with a head that was geonetrically insane.

Philip put the tools neatly aside, |ooked up. "Captain, | think you ought
to station yourself by that door over there." He added apol ogetically,
"It's the only entrance fromthe conplex proper. M ss Kai ?sung,

Por supah?al, if you could renove a section of that plastic dom ng | arge
enough for us to slip through, it would save a little tine. The | eft?hand
channel ?t here are transparent pressure sensitive bolts on each side. It
takes four, two to a side, to rel ease one section.”

Mal was sure the mnutes were not being split into 60 equal parts. He found
hi nsel f gl ancing anxiously fromthe access tunnel they'd used to the single
doorway, then back to Porsupah and Kitten, who were working feverishly on
their second bolt. Not having been renpbved for sonme tine, the bolts were
provi ng stubborn

After a while, he found himself watching their guide intently. The
youngst er was worki ng quickly and steadily. The long fingers noved

spi derli ke over the web off wiring, inpulsistors, solid and fluid state
conponents.

"Thi nk we' ve been m ssed?" he asked.

"There's no way of knowi ng whet her anyone's been ordered to visit you after
| delivered the food," said Philip without |ooking up fromhis work. "I do
know that there wasn't any tridee pickup in your, suite. It doesn't mmke
any difference now | don't advise going back to check onit."

Mal wasn't surprised to see that the youth was sweating heavily. Wether
fromthe concentration he was applying to his work or from nervousness, he
couldn't tell

The young engi neer worked carefully now "l just negated the al arm system
It should only take a minute now to cut power to the sewage gate?dam
obsol ete solid switches..."

"I'sn't there an override on the conputer for energencies?like an
unaut hori zed interruption in the power flow?" Kitten asked.

"This is where it would be nanaged. |'m handling that, too. It's tricky ..
I"mnore worried about someone coming in while we're trying to swimthe
gate and swi tching power back on. W'd still get out ... well done."

"Hey, what ... ?"

Mal didn't think, didn't |1ook. He whirled and chopped bard, using his

wei ght. The man never finished the sentence. Mal had becone so absorbed
with Philip's mani pul ations of conputer innards he'd conpletely forgotten
he was supposed to be watching the door. The nman had entered unseen and
uttered the single exclamation of surprise. Now he was |ying notionless
agai nst the half open portal

Mal carefully closed the door, repressing an al nbst overpowering desire to
| ook out and see if anyone el se was beyond. He turned and bent over the
fallen figure in the green biotech uniform

"I didn't mean to hit himso hard," he said quietly. "He startled ne."

"Yes," said Philip. He craned his neck for a better |ook, turned back to
the console. "I believe you' ve broken his neck. Remind ne to announce
mysel f in advance if we're ever to neet on a dark street." He carefully
repl aced the exopanel and stood up, brushing his hands. "No sense letting
t hem know what sections have beefs toyed with." He | ooked over at Kitten
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and Porsupah. "How are you coming with that dom ng?"

"A second,"” said Kitten, struggling on the last bolt. It came |oose with a
soft pop as the vacuum was broken. Together they lifted the rel eased
section and slid it over the doming in front. The reveal ed space |eft

pl enty of room for even Hamrurabi to slip through with centimeters to
spare.

Mal took a step towards the channel, then paused and | ooked at Philip.

"Yes, | concur, Captain." Mal nodded and went back for the body of the dead
techni ci an.

"BEven if they've discovered our absence, they'll have no reason to suspect
you' ve come this way," the youngster continued. "There are dozens of
branches | eadi ng fromthe maintenance pod we entered."

"Let's discuss it later, over a nug of hot ceebeetea at sone suitable city
sal oon," Mal said, hefting the corpse over his shoul ders. Porsupah and
Kitten had already slipped into the greenish liquid. They waded easily into
the deep channel, holding onto projections fromthe sides to prevent the
light current frompulling themdown the dark cave.

"What do | do with the body? Like you say, the current carries sewage away.
But this island isn't big. I wouldn't want sonme detection device to

di scover it floating about Rose's defense perineter white we're trying to
reach the raft."

"When we | eave the gate, 1'll hold it up while you center it underneath,"
said Philip. "The grating will pin it on the bottom securely enough." He
put a hand on either side of the opening, slipped into the gentle flow
"I"'mgoing to replace the panel fromunderneath. Since the bolts are clear
pl asticine, too, it won't show tanpering unl ess sonmeone | ooks hard right at
the seals.™

"You're awfully proficient at escapes for

an apprentice sanitation engi neer?" The youngster grinned. He hel ped
Mal lower the linp body into the water. "I read a | ot of cheap adventure
stories." He reached up. Despite his height, he had to junp to grab hold of
the edge of the renoved section of dom ng. Successive jerks and tugs, with
Mal hol ding himaround the hips, slid it neatly back in place over their
heads.

"What about this “gate' you keep tal king about?" asked Kitten. "Wth the
power turned off, will it open?"

"Ch, it can be raised nanually, all right. The positive charge it normally
carries is considered sufficient to discourage nosy visitors, intelligent
or otherwi se. Nothing so crude as a manual lock on it." He turned and |et
hinself drift into the brackish flow, noving easily with an occasiona

| ong, sinuous stroke. The others foll owed.

The water in the channel was confortably warm a carry?over fromthe sewage
sterilization procedure. Still, Kitten found herself shivering slightly.
There were no lights in the | ong cave and darkness was total. She swamwi th
sl ow strokes, letting the current do nost of the work. Now and then her
hand woul d give notice of a slight bend in the channel. The youth hadn't
menti oned anything about side tunnels, so she wasn't afraid of funbling off
into sone fish?trap or heat chanber?nuch. She coul d sense pressure waves
froma large mass noving parallel on her right. The faintly neanderthalic
shi p?captai n, no doubt. She recalled how easily, accidentally, the big nman
had snapped the technician's neck, and nmentally resolved to put a
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nmoratoriumon all threats of arn®breaking.

Por supah was sonewhere behind. Being capable of swinmmng circles around any
of them it was decided that he should follow at a distance. This would
enable himto give thema little tine if any pursuit should devel op. That
beggared the fact that there wasn't a thing they could do about such
pursuit, but it seemed too reasonable an idea to ignore.

Sonewhere up ahead their youthful guide felt for a gate that m ght or night
not be charged with | ethal current. She took another breath. He'd been
right about the tides. In sone places there wasn't enough roomto get one's
head above water. In such spots she had to turn on her back. Then she woul d
drift with only the upper part of her face above water, sonetinmes scraping
the cold stone of the roof as she drew in |ong draughts of noist, stale
air. Then it was turn, dive, and swim heading for the next air pocket,
pushing off the wall for a little extra distance and hopi ng she woul dn't
mss it.

That happened only once. She surfaced and the air pocket was a bl ob of
wat er 7weed. She had to swimfrantically ahead until a small pocket
appeared. Pani ¢ woul d have used too much air, so she stayed ever so calm

It was indeed totally black?cave?bl ack, coal ?sack bl ack?i n that tunnel

Bl acker than the inside of your eyelids when closed. The only light in that
m | e?l ong, days long swimwas the glow fromher own wist chrononeter. A
nunerical firefly, it foll owed obediently, seem ng a separate existence and
not a part of her arm

A few eons later, her outstretched right hand encountered sonethi ng hard
and col d. There was enough cl earance so that her shoul ders could rise out
of the water. She held onto the grating for several seconds. Then she
remenbered that if certain circuits were reconnected, thousands of volts
coul d shoot through the danp steel. She let go hurriedly. A voice sounded
on her right.

"H nges are a little stiff, Mss Kai?sung." It was Philip. "Ah, there!"

A nmonment | ater sonething broke the surface on her left with a | oud whoosh
It was Hammurabi. He was foll owed seconds |later by a thin whistle:

Por supah. Even the Tolian was panting. Not because of fatigue, but because
the air here was anything but fresh

"Everyone okay? Al right, I'"'mgoing down to |lift the gate," said the
youngster. "M ss Kai ?sung, you and Porsupah?al wait ten seconds and cone
after ne. This tunnel descends slightly and then opens into the sea. It's
not a long drop, just deep enough to ensure that the outlet opening is

al ways hi dden from surface view The shore here is pretty rocky. Find a

spot shielded fromland. Captain, after they've slipped out I'll resurface
i nside. Then you follow me down. 1'll be holding the grating open fromthe
sea side. Wien you feel the bottomof the grate, tap it with your watch and
trail the body just behind you. I1'll hear it and let the gate drop. It

ought to hold the corpse to the seafloor solidly."

Wthout waiting for comment the youth hyperventil ated, then ducked under
Por supah and Kitten counted off the seconds together and foll owed. Water
spl ashed the perpetually noist walls and Mal's face. Several mllennia

| ater Mal heard the youngster break surface.

"Ready, Captain?"

Mal took an unbreakable grip on the corpse's neck with his right hand. "One
question. |I'mno herpetol ogist, but I don't recall noticing any gills on
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your scaly conpani on."

"Ch, Pip? | discovered?quite by accident?that he can go w thout oxygen for
a surprising anount of time. Some day I'll run across a xenoher petol ogi st
who can explain it to nme. |'mgoing now " Deep breathing, an echoing spl ash
in the confining air bubble. Mal followed shortly, the tech's body a

tuggi ng, naggi ngly buoyant parasite. Fortunately, as Philip had said, the
gate didn't go deep. He felt for and encountered the prongs at the bottom
of the grating. Carefully, he eased the body bellyup against them then
tapped one?two?three times with his wistband. The grating i mredi ately
dropped with surprising speed, pinning the unlucky, unnaned man to the
muddy channel bottom

I medi ately Mal turned and swam away and downward. He coul d feel pressure
waves from anot her body sw nming al ongsi de. The shi pmaster had a nonent of
worry. Wien the power to the gate was switched back on, the body jammng it
open ought to trigger every alarmon the island.

But by that tinme they'd be |ong gone.

They' d better be. The two nmen broke the surface together. Only one nmoon was
still in the sky, but there was enough light to nake out two dimfigures on
shore, huddl ed cl ose by an overhangi ng bl ock of gneiss. Two shadowed faces,
one human and the other not, stared back. Mal and Philip swam over and
hugged t he boul der, catching their breath.

"Nice to breathe fresh air again," said Ml

"Yeah. 1'd like to rest too, but in the city. 1'll feel a lot better when
were on board that hoveraft of yours."

"VWhich direction is the inlet?" Kitten whispered. "My Sense of direction is
scranbl ed: "

"Just around that point," the youngster replied, pointing ahead. "The
island's not very big, but parts of the conplex go quite deep. Mss

Kai ?sung, you and Porsupah] don't know where the Captain's raft is beached,
so be sure and stay close. The harbor is crowded enough to be confusing."

"Don't lecture me, ny skinny samaritan. I'ma big girl now "

"VWhat about harbor patrols and interior alarms?" Mal asked, to change the
subj ect .

"Aren't many this close in. There is a transceiving shield, quite

illegal ?and efficient. Qur best bet, therefore, is to get out of the

| andi ng proper and skimlike hell until we pass the defense perineter. Then
we can cast unblocked to the Rectory in the city. Once they pick us up, his
Lordshi p shoul d be too busy packing to worry about us."

"You hope," said Kitten

"The best of all possibilities,’
poi nt of land he'd indicated.

he replied. He began paddling towards the

"Any ot her vessels expected toni ght?" Ml asked, sw nm ng cl ose behind.
"l don't know for sure, but | don't believe so. Wy?"

"Goi ng by your description of Rose's setup and what | know of simlar ones,
this defensive situation is designed primarily for detecting boats trying
to get in. It just nmight ignore any going out. Wth luck it will be quite a
whi | e before anyone notices our di sappearance.”
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As they noved up the inlet, hugging the shoreline, Kitten couldn't escape
the feeling that Rose was watching from sonewhere in the trees. At any
monent a light would I ance out fromthe shadows and spear themwth its
unblinking glare. But they reached the raft |anding w thout anything other
than a few di sturbed nol | usks detecting their passage.

There were few lights on at the artificial beach. Nothing noved. Philip |ed
the way up the pebbled plastic sand cover. No one stopped himto ask what a
sanitation engi neer was doing out for a |ate?night swinin full workwear. A
gesture brought the others out of the water. Slick and hard, the plastic
gave excell ent purchase to hover vehicles. The little group had no trouble
maki ng their way towards the beached rafts, although there were pl aces
where sone frantic scranbling was necessary. They huddl ed next to the

defl ated sac of one raft.

"I can make out one guard at the head of the loading pier," Philip
whi spered. "W ought to be able to slip inside your craft w thout his
noticing us."

"I'"d rather make sure he doesn't," said Mal. He di sappeared quietly under

the metal piering. Several minutes passed while the others waited and the

moonl i ght grew di mrer. The dot that represented the guard abruptly doubled
in size, then disappeared conpletely. After a short pause, Mal's voice

fl oated across fromthe ranpway of his raft.

"Al'l clear now. Philip, you boost Mss Kai ?sung and Por supah up, then |']|
pull you in."

It was a short dash to the side of the raft. Kitten felt two massive hands
envel op her wists. Suddenly she was standing on the ranp al ongsi de the
Captain. A second | ater Porsupah, then Philip, appeared.

"What about the guard?" Philip asked.

Mal was opening the lock. "Under the pier, in a clunp of bushes. He

shoul dn't be spotted. Still, he mght be required to report in on who knows
what schedul e? W'd better nove." He noticed the young man's gaze still on
him "No, | didn't kill him"

The door swung back to reveal bright light and the nuzzle of a snmall gun
It was wielded, fortunately, by a famliar snmall nan.

"You gave me a start, Captain," said First Mate Takaharu. "I w sh you'd
apprise me in advance of these m ddl e?of ?t he?ni ght parties."

Mal noved past himto the center control console. He flipped switches,
began warmi ng the drive fans as gradually and quietly as possible. "Wasn't
practical this tine, either, Miijib. Neighbors would have resented not
being invited. Lieutenants Kitten Kai ?sung and Porsupah, Philip?ny First
Mate, Maijib Takaharu. You should all exchange greetings |ater, but just
now | et's get the shining hell out of here ...." He gunned the engines al
at once, throw ng everyone for the nearest support.

The raft backed at high speed into the water, sending a shower of spray
across the inlet. Gears whining in protest, the little craft spun 360°.
Ski mming the surface at 200 kph, it kicked up a wall of faintly
phosphorescent spray as it shot out of the harbor. A few night?prowing
nmudducks saw it go.

"I don't recall sending for you, technician."
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The man in the blue serge uniformwas obviously badly frightened. Al so out
of breath. "Your pardon, Lord. The two suspected Church agents and the
freighter Captain you ordered held with them have di sappeared.”

Two birds sang in a cage to one side of the room Rose turned and stared at
them One was bright blue, slightly mlky |ike chal cedony. The other was a
nmottled yellow. He watched themfor a while before pivoting back to face
the tech.

"They've left the island.” It was not a question

"I't must be so, Lord. The hoveraft the freighter Captain arrived in is

m ssing fromits |anding. The guard assigned to watch was found under the
pi eri ng nearby. He was paral yzed, but the meditech believes he wll
recover."

"How awkward all around,"” Rose replied evenly. He had given no evidence of
upset, evinced no |l oss of control. He was too old for that now "Is it
known how t his was done?"

"Two nmen stationed near the confining suite were found dead in a service
al cove. A check of the central recorder indicates that a portion of the

i medi ate island restricted perineter, specifically the gates protecting
the water intake and sewage outl et channels, were powered down for sone
thirty minutes earlier this norning. A subsequent check of personne
reveal ed that two nmen, an apprentice sanitation engi neer and a seni or

bi otech, were missing. The body of the latter was discovered jamm ng open
the gate guarding the sewage outfl ow channel. Al so, one of the first two
fatalities displayed clear evidence of both acid attack and nerve poi son
The engi neer was known to keep a poisonous reptile with himat all tines."

"Quite ingenious,". Rose nmurmured. He turned and depressed one of nany

swi tches set inconspicuously in the armof a |uxuriously uphol stered couch.
The ceiling of the exquisitely wought bird cage began to nove gently
downwar ds.

Rose spoke without turning. "Any indication of how long ago the craft |eft
t he harbor?"

"Conmputing fromthe tine of the power |apse and that of the pier guard's
| ast report, Lord, it is estimated they have been gone now for about an
hour . "

"Far too long for any of our exterior defenses to be in range. Hhmm" The
space inside the cage had been reduced by about half. The faint hum of a

smal|l electric motor could be heard. The song of the blue bird had grown

uneven.

"Thi s has been checked, of course?"
"I mredi ately, your Lordship. They are nowhere within the perineter."

There was barely enough roomnow in the cage for the birds to stand
upright. The mottl ed yell ow was bouncing frantically between the unnovi ng
fl oor and the descending roof. The blue's song had risen to a series of
hysteri cal chirps and squeaks.

"I will be forced to run off?planet."”

"An attenpt to slip you into the Port could be best made now, Lord. O
arrangenents might be nade for a daring shuttle pilot to try and pick you
up fromone of the larger uninhabited islands."
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Rose shook his head sadly.

"As soon as Major Ovenalix receives the report of those two agents, the
first thing he will do is relay a full order to the custons' frigate. If he
hasn't done so already. They'll relay his request to the nearest Navy port
for a cruiser and a flock of stingships. Shuttles that don't |and at Repler
Port or Masonville are rare to nonexi stent under any conditions. Wth the
word out on nyself, anything | arge enough to produce detectabl e at nospheric
friction, dowm to a snmallish neteorite, will be tracked to point of |anding
frompoint of tangency with every scope avail able."

A singularly penetrating chirp enmanated from sonmewhere between the two

| ayers of cage. They cane together. A few barely di scernabl e poppi ng sounds
resulted. From between the two nmetal plates oozed a tiny trickle of red.
Two drops of crimson fell to the shining carpet, staining it.

Rose sighed deeply, turned back once nore to the technician. "I'Il want a
singl e?seat raft, the fastest available. There is only one way for nme to
get safely off?planet in one piece. If it works, the authorities can fune

till they obscure vision. I'lIl be conpletely untouchable. Not safe,
necessarily, but untouchable. If it doesn't work out, why, ny problems wll
be solved and an old man will finally get some rest. For now, though, I'm

not sleepy." ?
"WIIl you require a driver, Lord?"

"No. | have to do this nyself. You can't tell where I'mgoing if you don't
know. Same goes for a driver."

The man turned to | eave, paused. "Luggage, your Lordship?"

"A smal |l packing case," said Rose thoughtfully. "Change of clothing in a
col | apsi bl e packet. My credit slip, no gun. That's all."

The man paused once nore by the door; "Good?bye, your Lordship."
"Good?bye, Masters. 1'll be in touch?maybe. "

"Sir." The blue?clad Masters closed the door quietly.

Vi brations stronger getting getting. The Vom had departed fromits resting
pl ace of centuries so precipitously that the Machine, even with its
trenendous speed, had not been able to analyze the results and react
properly with sufficient speed. However, it still retained suitable thread
of Vonfconsci ousness to follow it through the plenum By the Machine's
standards, the length of the Vonis travels was not far

The basic probl emrenai ned unsol ved. The Vom had escaped its anci ent
prison. The ring of nmonitoring stations were unpowered and sealed in fixed
orbits around the dead planet. They could not be noved. Therefore a
different solution was called for. The Guardi an woul d have to be awakened
fromhis long sleep. Wthout that, the Machine could only analyze and
observe. It could not take action

Not only was the situation unprecedented, there also renained the

addi tional problem of obtaining sufficient stinmuli to activate the
Guardi an. This required the nental presence of another conscious mnd of an
ability that at |east approached that of the Guardi an hinself.

Surprisingly, there was such a nmentality sonewhere ahead. It existed on the
very planet to which the Vom had travel ed. The Machi ne could no nore
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anal yze the noods and substance of that nind, however, than it could that
of the Guardian or the Vom That was not one of its functions.

The Machi ne Considered. It was dealing with a quantity as vital as it was
unfam liar and unpredictable. It would be best to bring the Guardian into
activation proximty in such a way as to make it appear natural to the
activating mnd. Al evidence of manipul ation nmust be avoi ded. The key m nd
was clearly still in a state of stabilization. If handled inproperly, it
coul d be permanently damaged. This woul d be fatal

The utilization of a nunber of smaller mnds was inplied. Fortunately,
there were a nultitude of suitable ones present on and about the planet.
Qperating in this fashion would also prevent tile Vom from becom ng

al ar med.

A point: It would be vital not to stinulate any belligerence on the part of
the small intelligences. This could produce a crucial delay which could not
be af f or ded.

Al inall, it seemed a feasible plan.

"Hey Ed, conme 'ere, will ya?"

Mwal i tossed in his suspension cradle. There wasn't another freighter

| oadi ng or unl oadi ng due for another three hundred years yet. Wl I, three
hours, anyway. They'd just conpl eted an unl oadi ng about an hour ago.
Therefore his shuttle partner, M/ke Reinke, should not have been calling
out to him He should nost definitely not have awakened Edward from his
sound and beautiful sleep. Edward Mwali was upset as well as up

"Friend Reinke, do | maliciously pull you fromthe soothing bal mof

Mor pheus? |'s your sleep so uneasy you nust take from nmi ne? Be your watch so
dullish that you fracture courtesy to serve your sinple brain sone

i nterest?"

A short shudder traveled the length of the ship. Mwali sensed a shift in
position and forward motion. Hs partner's sanity was abruptly suspect.
Movi ng the ship required reaction nmass, ergo credits. There was no reason
to be noving the ship. The equation was sinple but infuriating.

"Offspring of sand?hogs, what are you about!?"

"I'f you'll nove your pseudo?poetic ass out of that bunk, Ed, and take a
| ook through the NV scope, you night see sonething."

Mwal i considered a last possibility, discarded it. Reinke did foolish
things, but he did not, ever, drink while on duty, Still, there was a first
time for ... He floated out of the bunk and over to the control console.
When he saw what the natural vision telescope was holding in automatic
focus, all thoughts of sleep vanished.

"Qooeee! Munguenma na juaekundu! Great God and Red Sun, what is that?"

"Never seen anything like it, eh?" said Reinke evenly. H s hands were
playing lightly over the controls. "Me neither. Looks |ike the Yellow
G ants' jackstraws as arranged by the March Hare."

"March Hare?" said Mwali, not taking his eyes off the fantastic object.
"Skip it," replied Reinke.

"Just what are you thinking of doing, anyway, partner? W mght get the
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shuttle inside that thing. W'd never get half of it inside the shuttle."

"Look a tittle | ower. Down where those three |ong spines just about
intersect."

M wal i took another | ook at the scope. The object now took up nost of the
field of vision, even though the tracker was automatically reducing

magni fication as they slipped closer. Yes, there was definitely a smaller,
slightly saner |ooking bit of nmachinery floating slightly detached fromthe
mai n body, near its south pole. It would fit maybe?into the shuttle's cargo
bay.

They sat unspeaking for several mnutes, staring at the approaching
obj ect ?whi ch was actually retreating fromthem

Cl oser inspection did not breed, familiarity. The inpossible nmerely took on
greater detail.

"W do have a loading job in three hours. Think it's all right to shift
station to fool with this thing?"

Rei nke's reply was nuted. He was busy maneuvering the shuttle closer. "I
can recogni ze a rhetorical question when | hear one. \Wen the boss sees
what we done gonna bring him he'll supply us with another ship?apiece."

"I'"'mnot picky, nyself. | wish only a very snmall space yacht ?KK dri ve
equi pped, of course?with a plati num head."

"Kind of cold, hnmm"
"Just to look at, idiot."
"M ghty strange taste you've developed in art."

"A direct return to the seat of human thought, you night say. Besides, all
geni uses cannot expect proper appreciation fromthe | ower depths of the
herd. "

"Al'l right, genius," Reinke smled. "Suppose you suit up and |ay sone
cables on that carp. Wien we've first got the thing secured we can arrange

surface transportation. Meanwhile, I'll register salvage in case any of the
ot her hock jockeys cone nosing around. Take out a buoy first. As soon as
it's positioned I'Il transceive its frequency to Port Control. Then we can

play with this thing at our |eisure."

Whi ch occasioned a brief, horrible thought. Turning to the transceiver, he
rapi dly scanned nornal sal vage frequencies. The conputer noted nothing not
previously listed in the book

They had noved hard by the gl eam ng central object. It floated just above
them relatively speaking. A gold, be?spiked, glassblower's nightmare. The
smal | er body held sharp and clear out the fore port. Mwali had left to
suit up, so Reinke occupied tine in studying the i medi ate object of their
attentions.

Interestingly, it appeared to float at the focal point of the three |arge,
spi ky projections of the central bul k. The pylons, or whatever they were,
were a mlky white, with faint shades of rose and |ight blue flow ng across
their surfaces every now and then. d ass or ceramc, |ooked like.

The detached spheroid had a few knobs and projections of its own, but
nothing like the crazy?quilt above. It was pyram d?shaped. The base of the
pyram d faced the | arger object.
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A body conposed of nore famliar curves and angl es entered Reinke's view
fromthe right. Mwali trailed vacuum cabl es and powerful pul se?jets behind
him The readyspark strapped to his partner's back sparkled in the glare
fromRepler's sun.

No conversation passed between the two nen. None was needed. Both had
performed simlar operations dozens of tines. The subject was new, but the
procedure wasn't. Besides, Mwali |iked quiet while he worked. He busied
about the smaller object, setting hinself for the routine task of arranging
cables and jets on the alien construct.

Several nonents passed. Reinke noticed that a single rectangul ar bl ock,
four tinmes the height of a man and equally deep, had separated fromthe
base of the pyramid. A single vacuumcable trailed fromit. He perked up a
bit, flipped open the ship?to?suit conm

"Hey Ed, what's up? Is that thing going to cone apart like a jigsaw
puzzl e?"

"Damifino.” Mwali's voice was sharp and clear across the intervening
vacuum "1? got close to the thing and this thick Iid or whatever
retracted. Nothing el se happened, so | decided to go ahead and hook up the
first cable. Wen | activated it, this big hunk detached itself and pulled
right out, like a plug."

"What's it made of ? Any indication of origin?"

The space?suited figure was down on the surface of the block. "Doesn't | ook
any nore fam liar close up than it did froma hundred kil oneters away,

Myke. Damndest | ooking stuff you ever saw, though ... **fssst ... sput**
corrugated in places, like carved fluting ... alnobst has a greasy | ook
seenms to be a port or something a little higher up ... whole thing

isn't very big ... yes, there is a transparent section ... got a reddish

tinge toit ... | can see inside, | think ... OH SWEET JESUS..."

"For summasake, man!" Reinke fairly pounded the console in frustration
"Open up?" Heavy breathing came back over the comm "You sonuvabitch, if
you don't say sonething fast?quick I'mcomng out there and?"

"Easy, Myke, easy. |I'mfine. Just a little shocked. Cal mdown. You'll need
all your expletives later."

"Ckay, |I'mcalm See? Now, what is it?" Reinke had to resist an urge to
stonp on the floor. Breaking boot connection would send himfloating
hel pl essly about the cabin.

"I't's small enough to bring back on the one cable.You'll see it soon
enough.” Mwali's voice was unnaturally subdued. "And brother, don't eat
anything until you do:"'

"If we weren't in such an awful hurry, | could al nost enjoy the ride," M
said. "Despite the crowding."

The five of them cranped the snmall forecabin of the hoveraft badly. Mal, in
the only other seat, was trying to relax. Takaharu was handling the
drivi ng.

There was a slightly larger space for |uggage and such | ocated behind the
forecabin, but it was conpletely enclosed. No one felt like sitting in the
dark just now.
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"I''"l'l be pleased to clear all this up and get back to work, Captain," said
the First Mate. "Devious intrigue isn't ny line. I'mnot nmentally
constructed for subtlety and evasion.”

"W concur,"” Mal replied. "Not only don't | care for it, I'mnot very good
at it, either. But this young nman, here . " he indicated the |anky form
of Philip, draped angularly over an enpty packing crate.

"What will you do now, Philip?al?" asked Porsupah

"Well, | hadn't given it much thought. | could | ook for another job, but I
think maybe 1'Il just kick around for a while. |I can always get work.
Sonet hing nore interesting mght turn up."”

"Well; you shouldn't have to worry about credit for. a tine," broke in
Kitten cheerfully. "W prom sed you a reward in the name of the Church
They' ve a special fund for such situations. Even if they disagree with our
recomendati ons, which they won't, they can't violate a prom se nade by one
of their field operatives. Let alone two." She | ooked over at Porsupah and
he nodded affirmatively.

"You're authorized to nake that kind of decision?" asked Mal, a little
skeptically.

"Ordinarily, no. But this isn't the sort of assignment we'd ordinarily
draw. "

"I'd guessed that."

"Now | ook, " she said heatedly. "I adnit Porsupah and | night not always
have been right on top of the situation . . . what are you | aughing at?"

Mal had doubl ed over. Long, basso peals of anusement filled the cabin.
"Listen to ne, he?who?struts?like?an?ape!” she yell ed.

"About that reward. |I'mnot much in need of credit yet," Philip interrupted
hurriedly. "There wasn't much to spend on here. |'ve enough put away to
keep nme floating for a while."

"It needn't be in the formof credit, if you wish," said Kitten, cal mng
slightly but still keeping a jaundiced eye on the snorting ship?Captain. He
was trying unsuccessfully to nuffle his laughter. "Sonething equitable can
al ways be worked out."

"Ckay, then. | want you."
Mal stopped chuckling. Porsupah only twitched his first pair of whiskers.
"l beg your pardon?" said Kitten

The voice of the young engi neer had changed slightly. It was no | onger
di stant, hal f ?subservient. Not that it had deepened or changed physically.
But the inflections were different, assured, nore confident.

"I said | want you. The governnent owes nme a reward pronised, in your
nane. "

"Well, sure, but ... hey, you're serious, aren't you?"
"Look, lad," began Mal.

"My nane is Philip, Captain." He | ooked evenly at Mal. In certain
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situations | respond to |lad, kid, youngster, young fella, and nany

anal ogous appellations. This isn't one of them The young |ady can be no
nmore than a year or two older than 1? if that. It's rare enough that one
chances across soneone so attractive, intelligent, and, yes of a conpatible
size. | want to take advantage of it."

"Now just a minute, Philip?"

"Just a minute yourself, Captain,"” interrupted Kitten, a trifle upset. "I
don't need you or anyone else to bargain or noralize for nme." She turned
and | ooked over at Philip. He stared back unflinchingly. "It's up to ne to
deci de whether | want to reject the proposal or not. Under the
circunstances, | think it carries the flavor of an alnbst forgotten
gallantry. Not to nention conplinent. | accept your offer, Philip."

"Thank you, M ss Kai ?sung," he replied gravely, executing an awkward
hal f ?bow.

"Under the circumstances, don't you think you ought to," she glanced archly
at Mal, "call ne by ny first name?"

"Agreed ... Kitten." He sniled broadly.

"You're quite right," Mal said evenly. "It's none of ny business. Go and
fantasize, if you will."

Kitten stood up and stretched ... lazily, |anguorously. Ml gazed
unswervingly at the ocean, which gazed back

"There's roomin the storage area, wouldn't you say, Philip?"
"I believe so, Kitten." He unfolded hinself, extended a hand. She took it.

"See you shortly, gentlenen. This won't take |ong.'
panel cl osed behi nd t hem

She pull ed the sliding

Takaham hadn't budged t hroughout the entire exchange. Mal continued an
unprecedented fascination with the sea. Porsupah stifled a | augh

"You' d best get used to this if you expect to be around sweet Kitten
awhil e, Captain," the Tolian offered. H s whiskers twitched. "I don't doubt
that she agreed partially to enjoy your anticipated reaction. You cane
through in marvel ous style."

"Thanks," Hanmurabi said drily.

"Which brings ne to another point, Captain." The alien took another gl ance
at the ocean, then the console panel. "It occurs to ne that we are not
headed northward any | onger."

"Ri ght. However, that's the way we shall go."

"Yet that is not the way to WIIl's Landing."

"Two straight Lieutenant. Very good."

Por supah pondered a nonent | onger before replying.

"Forgive ne, Captain. | had believed ny terrangl o beyond reproach. Yet
there seenms to be a nuance here that | fail to grasp."

"Apol ogies are mne, Pors." Mal sat back, rubbed a hand across his eyes.
"I'mirritable. When | get irritable, | grow unnecessarily obtuse." He
smled easily.
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"You see, one other question needs imediate answering. | intend getting it
where we will arrive."

"Keep going," said Porsupah interestedly.

"I''"ve performed a good deal of work in the past, as well as quite recently,
for a merchant ?trader name of Chat ham Ki ngsl ey. Al ways played square with
me; paid me well if not generously."

"Ki ngsl ey? Then that-"'

Mal nodded. "The old nan's favorite? and only son. Wiy he bot hers about him
is beyond ne. Even adopted blood is thicker than water, | suppose.”

"Depends on the race. Here now |f the father is anything |ike the son?"

"No, no. | don't think the old man is even aware of his offspring' s

hobbi es. | suspect the kid' s managed on his own ever since he was big
enough to order the hel p around. Chathamis a bastard, true, but he's a sane
bastard. He only enjoys cutting people up economcally.

"See, the shipnent that the bl oodhype and ot her drugs taned up in were all
consigned to Kingsley's agents. | nmet Rose's by accident. It's a possible
tie?up there that I'mconcerned about. Before | run any nore of Kingsley's
goods around the Arm 1've got to know if they're going to be full of silly
spice."

"I appreciate your problem Captain. Yet we are expected, especially after
transceiving that report on Rose, to file reports in person to our
superior."

"Look, Pors. Everything we could do about Rose has been done over the
transceiver already. If this Major Ovenalix is but half up to his
reputation. '

“...He is...

then there's no need for you to show up i medi ate?like, right now sh."
"Regul ations ..."

"WIIl be adjusted for a few hours,” Mal replied gruffly. "The drug shipnent
is safe, you are safe, | amsafe, and our good and ki nd acquai ntance his
Lordship might as well be pinned under the grating with his technician back
at the island, for all the chance he has. Wen a few of the good Fathers
finish with him he'll wish he was ... And while |I'd normally not bother to
even nmention it, you and your effervescent associate owe nme nothing if not
alittle time. Seeing as howl'min large part responsible for returning to
you the bal ance of yours."

Por supah didn't reply.

An hour or so later, the panel separating the forecabin and the storage
conpartment slid back. Aclearly tired Kitten Kai ?sung, Lieutenant in the
service of the United Church, tenporarily attached to Intelligence Branch,
stepped into the cabin. Her dress, which had never been designed by its
manuf acturer with the contortions of the past twenty?four hours in m nd,

| ooked as worn as its wearer. The long black hair fell haphazardly in
directions not always directed by gravity. The face was drawn.

There was al so an unevenness to her gait, which was not caused by the
slight sway of the hoveraft.
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"Nice to see you again," said Mal. He found hinself smiling in spite of
hinself. "d ad you could make it back shortly."

Kitten flopped down in a corner. She brushed an errant strand of hair from
her face and glared at him The youthful apprentice sanitation engi neer
redraped hinsel f over his packing crate without a word. Hi s expression,
reveal i ng absolutely nothing, was significant for that. He folded his arns
across his chest and fell pronptly asleep

"Get alittle nore than you bargai ned for, rewardw se?" Ml prodded.

"Let's just say, Captain, he's been anply repaid for his help. Also for any
hel p he may render in the next, oh, ten years or so. But to satisfy your
morbid interest, there was one thing that did get to ne a mte."

"Ch?" said Porsupah, giving every evidence of surprise. "I nust know of
this wonder!"

She pointed. "Well, bristle?fur, it was that dammed thing. It stared at ne
the whole tine."

She was pointing to the recunbent form of the flying snake, which |ay,
bl ue?bl ack and shiny, curled about its nmaster's |eft shoul der

It was either a glance at the instrunents or el se maybe the angle of the
sun, rising over the horizon slightly behind them that told her.

" Hey, whither the hell goest we?"

"It seens," said Porsupah, "that the good Captain feels strongly the need
of an imrediate confrontation with his enployer. To deternine if same is in
any way inplicated in the drug traffic. | informed himthat it was
necessary for us to return to central control, but he was adamant."

"Yeah," said Mal, |ooking straight at her. "That's nme. Adanmant."

"Investigation of all suspects in this matter is the governnent's

busi ness, " she said.

"Later, maybe. Your Major can have proper seconds. | do ny own dirty work."
"I will not stand for it!"

"Then sit down!" he shouted angrily. "Patrick O Morion, |'ve never cone

‘cross such an obstinate woman!" He made a heretical gesture heavenward.
"First | rescue you froma proverbial fate worse than death. Then | rescue
you fromdeath! Then |I save your assignment. | even; Kelvin knows why, try
to protect your virtue. How old are you, anyway?"

"Twenty?four T-years. Wy?"

Porsupah interrupted sarcastically. "See, Captain, you' re about
twenty?three point nine years too late for that." The Tolian then found
much of interest in the workings of his seat.

"Bl ack hol es have both of you!" she yelled. "I'I|l treat with you later,
water?rat." She turned back to Mal. "And you,

baboon?t hat ?wal ks?wi t h?f undanent ?f orward, just because your grotesque
carcass isn't up to the perfornance of our resident sewage?dabbler ... I'"

"Watch it, little girl, I ..L"

First mate Takaharu swi vel ed hal f?way round in his chair. He actually
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rai sed his voice slightly, a thing reserved for extraordinary occasi ons.

"I am known as a patient man," he rmurnured in a steadily rising voice, "but
if there is not some silence about this cabin imediately. | shall direct
this craft onto the nearest reef and allow your souls to drift in violent
converse for eternity! Please all to shut up?”

@ aring across the tiny cabin at each other, the Lieutenant and the
freighter?Captain sat

Philip chose that nonent to fill the air with a stentorian snore.

The Vom was aware of the Machine, orbiting directly above it. It had been
aware thus for some tine now. Yet it recognized that the intelligence
needed to transformthe Machine into a potential threat was not present. As
long as this remained so the Vom had nothing to fear. The Machi ne coul d not
act without the direction of the CGuardian, and there was nothing to wake

t he Cuardi an.

Yet clearly the Machine was aware of this too. Then why would it trouble to
track the Vom across parsecs? Qoviously it hoped somehow to activate the
Guardi an. The Vom sensed | ack of key know edge and this troubled it.

However, its strength was nultiplying rapidly. It was a geonetrica

process. Each new, reactivated facet aided in unlocking or strengthening
others. Since the Vomwas maturing only internally, it aroused no suspicion
inits former captors. Former, because for sone tine now the Vom had
remained in place nerely as a matter of convenience.

Regrettably, the Vomcould not read thoughts. It never did have this
ability. But it was regaining another talent, the ability to pick up and
interpret the enotional discharges of other minds. It could sense no
threats around it. A real threat would have had unshakabl e confi dence
behind it. The confidence here was purely superficial. The only ones the
Vom was at all concerned with were those few who projected utter fear
Under unfavorabl e circunstances, these m ght conceivably panic the others.
That woul d be inconveni ent now.

Soon, however, it wouldn't matter. The Vomwould act as it pleased. It had
al ready passed the point where its peculiar conposition could be threatened
by sudden di scharges of energy. Even the arrival of the Machine did not
upset it. Not with the Guardian inert, inoperative. In fact, only one thing
bothered it at all.

Was there sonething it had not discovered on this small planet that m ght
concei vably activate the Guardi an?

"A thousand noltings, your Excellency."

"What is it, sergeant?," said Parquit RAMirritably. They had finally
managed to detach a section of the creature. Arris bad just brought him
initial analyses, spectrographic readings, and such?and now i nterruptions.
He' d prepared his mnd for revelations, for sone practical return on an

al ready enornous investment in tinme, credit, and nye?power, and this
under ?of fi cer had shattered the nood.

"Ten thousand days of precipitation on ny ancestor's graves if | have
di sturbed you, Excellence, but=
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"Ch, get on with it, nye!" That was the trouble with mlitary protocol
Took up too nuch military tine.

"Excel l ence, a small hoveraft was just detected within the concession
perineter. It appears to be piloted by a single human."

"I's that worthy of an interruption? Hunman and t hranx fishernen and fortune
hunters occasionally stray within our boundaries. Hold the man for half a

day?j ust long enough for himto flow fromthe apoplectic to the

apol ogetic?informhimwe do not regard his person as sacrosanct, issue the
standard m ssive of protest to the governor, and then let the fellow go."

"Well," he said when the sergeant did not absent himself. "Do you then find
my physi ognony so fascinating? Wy do you still inflict your presence on
us?"

"Commander, Excellence, your indulgence. | do not make a standard
intrusion. | would never bother you with such trivia. It is that the human
sir, he desires diplomatic sanctuary ... with us!"

Parquit pushed the folder of spectrographs aside. "That is truly different,
sergeant. | appl aud your evaluation of the situation. My curiosity is
pi qued. Does the creature appear sane?"

"He does, sir.

"What sort of man is he? No, bring himhere. | want to see this for
mysel f."

The sergeant bowed, clasped his throat in salute, and left.
"Shall | go too, Commander?" said Arris, noving to gather up his papers.
"No. Stay, xenobiologist. This should anmuse and possibly interest you."

The sergeant returned, along with two other soldiers. A single human wal ked
between them He clearly came under his own will, walking as briskly as his
evident age permtted. Parquit raised a clawed hand and t he sergeant
returned the salute. He left, taking the escort with him The human was

| eft standing al one before the Conmander's desk

He wasn't a particularly inpressive specinen, as humans went. Cearly of

advanced age, if Parquit's eye was any judge. Yet the body appeared fairly
heal thy. The nan was dressed well if not |uxuriously. He carried a single
smal |l netal case, half a meter square and thin. He was unarned, of course.

After a cursory exami nation of the room the nmammal stared back at the
Conmander. |f he was nervous, he concealed it with the poise of one used to
such el ementary psychol ogi cal ploys. A bold type, certainly. He'd have to
be, to cone here seeking asylum Parquit could conceive of only one reason
for a human or thranx to do such. He nust be desired by his
authorities?strongly enough to throw hinself on the mercy of those
controlling the only autononous bit of surface on the planet. As mercy was
not a trait the AAnn were faned for, the human woul d have to be desperate

i ndeed.

"I believe | have you evaluated sufficient for ny needs," Parquit began
"In any case, | nost surely will not waste you by returning you to the
authorities who doubtless are seeking you. That need not concern you. |
will at |east have the pleasure of denying themthat. In this way you will
perform sone small service for me. If you can sonehow convince ne that you
may be useful in ways other than by denying your person to the governnent,
d may consider not turning you over to the officer's chef for this
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eveni ng's sun?down neal. Scrawny as you are. As you no doubt well know, we
regard human flesh as sonething of a delicacy, the nore so because of its
unavai lability. Admittedly a sore point between our races. Your
justification for continued exi stence on a plane other than as dinner
better be substantial."

The human made a recogni zabl e gesture of affirmati on: He nodded his head.
"That's about the kind of greeting | expected. Now | will tell you who
am | am Lord Dominic Estes Rose.”

"A natural or acquired title?"
"l bought it, if that's what you nean."

Parquit did not congratulate hinself for this bit of insight. The creature
had neither the bearing nor appearance of the nobleborn. Not that this

bot hered him Even today among the AAnn there were those ?who had purchased
their nest in the aristocracy. It was necessary to adapt to change, needed
to preserve the nonarchy and the succession. Parquit hinself had a

near ?nest rel ative who. .

"Your business, man?"
"I ama sinple nmerchant.”

"No nerchant is sinple who rermains one. For that you find reason to flee to
us?" Parquit added sarcastically.

"I also run illegal drugs."

"Ah! That explains a good deal. Do you specialize?”

"I'"'mwhat you m ght call a high?class general retailer." The human
chuckled. "I"mnot particularly particular. If it'll bring a profit, 1"l
broker anything. Wat | want, Comuander ... um "

"Comuander is proper."

The man shrugged. "If you want it that way. What | want is help in getting
of f?planet. 1'Il handle the reopening of nmy lines of supply nyself. In
return for this | can be of sone help to you. | have contacts all over the
Commonweal th. "

"You'd .sell yourself away fromyour own race?" Arris spoke for the first
time.

Rose responded. He | aughed.
"Do you believe in souls, friend?"
"Naturally," said Arris.

"Well, as far as forty Terran years ago, mne had been nortgaged severa
times over. Many races own a piece of me. A nunber have been trying to
collect for years. | always stay one junp ahead of ny un?friends. And ny
credit is excellent, which helps. I'mfor bartering with anything that

hol ds a convertible credit slip. That's the only race | owe all egiance to,
the race of figures in nmy account with the Bank of ... but that needn't
concern you."

"I believe it all, man. Suppose, though, that | still decide you are nore
valuable to nme as this evening's entree than a man of busi ness?"

"For a lizard, your synbospeech ain't bad. | mght choose to blacknmail you

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20Alan%20Dean%20-%20F|inx%207%20-%20Bloodhype.txt (78 of 162) [1/16/03 6:52:00 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%207%20-%20Bl oodhype.txt
into a fornmal prom se. How sounds that?"

"Il'l ogical. To blackmail one nmust be able to threaten. Prospective dinners
rarely possess anything to threaten the diner with."

"Well, | have what's in this case.” Rose shifted the container in front of
hi m

Parquit sighed. This nman was going to turn out to be a di sappointnent after
all.

"Man, that case contains nothing of metal other than what is enbodied in
its basic construction. Nor anything of plastic, glass, wood, ceramic, nor
any object of artificial construct greater than a fewmllineters of your
measurenent. If it had, you' d never have been pernmtted past the | anding
point. Let alone into ny personal presence. Al you might dois throwit in
my direction. You would be incinerated along with it before you could half
compl ete the notion."

"Don't doubt it. See Commander, what this case contains is a nunber of
kuysters ?your neasurenent? of the pure drug bl oodhype, in powder form and
under pressure. If | let go of this handle, this case will fairly expl ode
frominternal pressure. | think I'"'mtoo close to you for any destructive
beamto be certain of destroying all the powder without killing you too. If
the least of it, however tiny an anount, reaches you, you'll be as hooked
as the worst addict in the filthiest dive on Terra or Dust Dune. Since
currently control the only supply in the known gal axy, you'll die |ater
than | will, but a good deal nore unconfortably. As will your conpanion,"”
Arris stiffened, "and anyone el se who breathes it... | presune your air
circulating systemis efficient. You mght consider your men. | mght also
remind you that if nmy intentions had been basically antagonistic, | could
have safely rel eased the dust at any tine, if nmy object in com ng here was
to do you harm"

"You are bluffing. You are not the type to wel cone suicide."

"Commander, | invited it by conming here! If you want other proof, you can
find out real quick."

Parquit did not make Commander by hesitating in awkward situations. "All
right. | grant your sanctuary."

"Swear by your Shell and The?Sand?That ?Shel ters?Life."

Parquit made the AAnn equivalent of a smle. Naturally he did not bare his
teeth. "You are a know edgeabl e rogue, soulless Lord." The Commander

| onered his voice, runmbled through the archaic hisses and croaks of the
anci ent oat h.

"There. Are you satisfied?"
"You forgot the sealing of the nmenbrane and the |ast three wind atonings."

"A sinple test, man. Conplinents.'
was i npressive

This time Par. quit did it properly. It

Rose nodded when the AAnn had finished. He turned, set the case down on the
floor. Arris winced involuntarily when the man took his hand fromthe
handl e. Rose turned back to face them

"You were bluffing, of course," said Parquit.

"Don't let the either?or keep you awake ni ghts, Commander." Rose | ooked
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around, hel ped hinself to an awkwardly shaped chair.

"I mght say that any being who deals in bl oodhype is a living scab to al
AAnn as well as to your own race."

"Insults are a sad way to begin a long rel ati onshi p, Commander. Besi des,
I"ve heard themall already."

Chat ham Ki ngsl ey' s i sl and?hone, Wetplace, reflected wealth?new weal th, as
opposed to traditional inherited types. Kingsley could have built an

ol d?Terra type baronial mansion (they were currently in style). But he
eschewed the fal se reproducti on and opted instead for the maxi numin nodern
conveni ence. This left a good portion of the island's interior for a

wi | derness garden. Most of the necessary business edifices, such as

war ehousi ng, were built offshore on a conplex of struts, pylons, and
floating platforns.

The central residence consisted of a single tower, which rose sonme 50
meters into the air while plunging an equal distance into sea and bedrock,
on the side where the island fell off steeply into the shall ow sea.

The island thus remai ned alnost entirely in a virgin state. The natura
profusi on of greenery was encouraged by judici ous additions of organic
fertilizers, powerful plant foods, and professional verdurenment. Thick
cycads, ferns, sporophytes and horsetails grew to the waterline, dipping
graceful fronds into the slightly salty tideflow In sonme places they even
m ngled with the sea?plants which grew sunwards fromthe seabottom formng
an unbroken wall of green against which water |apped viscously.

The Tower itself was constructed of parallel vertical bands of a coppery
bronze alloy and panes of opaque bl ack gl ass.

Takaharu gui ded the raft anong the few small commercial craft which plied
the artificial harbor. They beaded towards a single long, floating dock. An
anchored wal kway | ed towards the Tower.

Mal gl anced at the console. "All right, Miijib. You can acknow edge their
calls now " Since Kingsley was overtly legitimte, they could expect to
approach his property closely without fearing the gift of a mssile or

m ne. But now at |east a cursory greeting was in order.

The first mate flipped on the comm Imediately a harried voice filled the
cabin. It was also officious and slightly bellicose.

a private residence! ldentify yourselves, pleasel This area is defined

as ...

Hamrur abi | eaned over the nike for the second tinme in two days. "Ml colm
Hamrur abi, Captai n?owner of the free freighter Urbra, and First Mate, al ong
with Lieutenants United Church Kitten Kai ?sung and Por supah, and engi neer
Philip ... Philip ..." Ml glanced back at the | anky youngster. In all this
time he hadn't thought to ask the fellow s | ast nane.

"Lynx," the engineer replied.

Philip Lynx to see merchant ?trader Chatham Kingsley, and is the old
S.O0 B. at home or not?"

"l beg your nodification, Captain! | mght informyou that..

"Never mnd, Hulen," a cultured, even voice broke in.
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"Yes sir,"'
r et ur ned.

the unlucky Hulen replied. He sounded subdued. The voice

"I's that you, Hamurabi ? This is the old S.O B. hinmself. Wat brings you
down fromorbit? I thought you hated anything over half a gee. Your credit,
in full, has already been transceived to your ship's account on Terra. |'d
have thought you'd have checked on that |ong ago."

"I did. That's not why |'mhere."
"Well, then?"
"1'm peeved, Kingsley, peeved."

"And presunmably |'mthe one who's peeved you, eh? Al right, come on up. O
down, rather. And bring your friends with you. W'll see if we can't
unpeeve you."

Firmas ,its footing in the sloping Pecces was, the w de delivery?way
shifted slightly under their feet with the action of the tide. A human
butler net themat the entrance to the black and gold structure.

"The nmaster awaits you in the viewing room sirs and |ady. The sixteenth
| evel ." The el egantly appointed servant directed themto a roon?si zed
elevator. It was nore than,. large enough to hold themall confortably.
Kitten depressed the stud narked 16 and the |ift started to nove.

"Feels like we're noving downwards," said Porsupah

"l sense so too," Philip added

"The building is half below sea level," Ml infornmed them "I've never been
here nyself, but |I'macquainted with the schematics for storage reasons.”
He indicated the lights over the front door. Nunber 18 had just w nked out
and 17 on.

"W entered at mnidpoint?about the 20th floor." The door slid back silently.
He stepped out into an enornous, unfamliar room It had a concave ceiling
and was crescent shaped. The elevator shaft formed its apex.

The far wall was entirely glass. It reveal ed a breathtaking panorama of the
sea floor that disappeared in a turquoise haze. Fish and sea mammual s swam
lazily back and forth in front of the glass, catching the sunlight which
filtered down through the clear water. Some clustered around feeding
platforns. A nunber differed sufficiently fromthe famliar vertebrates to
be cl assed as eye?catching, if not exotic.

No, it was the roonis decor that deserved the latter |abel. There was no

i ndividual furniture. Seats, fables and chairs were fornmed by rises and
depressions in the floor of the room The entire conpartnent was covered in
a rich, reddish?brown fur. Artificial, but still exorbitantly expensive.
The hairs tan as long as five centineters. The lining?it couldn't be called
a carpet ?covered every space: floor, ceiling, walls, everything but that
singl e panoram c wi ndow. Li ke the skin of sonme m sshapen behenoth turned
inside out. They were in the belly of a dream

"Fascinating concept," Kitten whispered. "Kind of like being inside a
mar supi al ' s pouch.”

"A fine anal ogy, Mss Kai?sung,"” boomed a voice from near the w ndow.

Chat ham Ki ngsl ey reclined on a |l ow, fur?covered platform He was shorter
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than any of them with the exception, of course, of Porsupah. A good three
centimeters shorter than Mal or Kitten. He affected a blond crewcut, a
short, thick brush nustache, and a gold and topaz ring in one ear. Angul ar
cheekbones, a pointed chin, Ronman nose, and falsely innocent china?blue
eyes conpleted the face. A curious m xture of putty and flint. The mind
behi nd the baby?eyes was at |east that hard?a fact which Kingsley's
ever?polite chatter strove to obscure.

"Well Malcolm you arrived in time for lunch, anyway. Sit yoursel ves down,
all of you. I've instructed the cook appropriately."

"I"'mafraid, Chatham that there are a few things that ate nore inportant
t han?"

"Hold on," said Kitten. "Porsupah and | haven't had anything but a few
scraggly canapes and fish sandwi ches in the past 36 hours. At the nonent;
nothing is nore inportant than | unch."

"I nyself have no intention," added Porsupah, his eyes glued to the

subt erranean scene, "of staring at all those delightful and no doubt edible
swimers without taking a bite of something. Your obviously well ?nourished
bul k not excepted, Captain.”

"So we accept your invitation," finished Kitten firmy. She stared
chal l engingly at Mal, who sighed deeply and chose not to fight back

"Marvel ous! Bless you, nmy dear. M ss Kai ?sung, wasn't it?"
"Call nme Kitten"

"And you nust call ne Chatham yes. Are you and your friend? Porsupah is a
Tolian calling, | believe?are you really. ?ranked officers in the Church
forces? I've riot seen you around. city before.”

"Really and truly we are, Chatham W're only tenporarily attached to the
Rectory in Repler Cty."

"A shane. But old Orvenalix's taste is inproving." The nerchant stared at

her approvingly.

Kitten turned to Mal. "That settles your question. He's innocent!" The
frei ghter?captai n groaned.

"I nnocent?" said Kingsley uncertainly. "Then | am presuned guilty of sone?
wr ongdoi ng?" He shifted to a sitting position on the |ounge, |ooked
questioningly at Mal.

"Ckay, okay. Let's eat first, as voted. | confess |I’'ve been overruled by ny
i nnards, also. |I'mfam shed."

The others were playing with dessert. Mal was cleaning off his fourth | eg
of Garvual, a l|arge, carnivorous wadi ng bird, when their host cocked an
inquiring eye at him WMl had | ong since decided that subtlety would be as
useful with Kingsley as it had been with Rose. For different reasons. He
wi ped his hands and nmouth with a hot towel, stifled nost of a gargantuan
bel ch, and began

"Chatham | found a consignnent of drugs mxed in with the Unbra's | ast
cargo. That shiprment was 92% yours. We conpl etely deshi pped at Largess, so
I know it canme aboard there. It included a significant mlling of refined
bl oodhype. Yes, bloodhype. Nearly pure, I'mtold. Al so a nunber of other
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nasty types, but nothing in jaster's class. Don't try and play coy with ne.
I know you'd be aware of the stuff's reintroduction onto the nmarket."

Ki ngsl ey tapped delicately about the corners of his nouth with a towel. "It
is true | amnot entirely uninforned where information concerning trade in
this section of the Armis concerned."” He sat back and fol ded his hands
contentedly over an emerging pot?belly. "Cordials will be forthcom ng. Your
inplication, then, is that | arty sonmehow involved in this traffic?"

“Are you?”
"No. "

"Why woul dn't you be? You live conveniently close to Dom nic Rose, who we
know i s responsible for distributing the stuff."

"We live on the sane planet, that's true."
"This is too serious for sarcasm Chatham"
"Ponposity invites sarcasm”

"Ckay. Look, nodern transport reduces a planet to nothing, distancew se.
Your contacts are broader than his, better established, legitinmate across
the | anes, and have strong financial ? support. Wth his illega
connections, the two of you are logical partners in an enterprise capable
of pulling astronomcal profits.”

"I'd heard runors that it was that old reprobate who' d been transshi pping
the stuff, but there was no way to confirmany of them He covers hinself
too well. O did, apparently. You're wong on several counts.

"For openers, nuch as | respect Rose's business sense and his ability to
handl e conpl ex transacti ons across parsecs with a maxi num of secrecy, |
personally bate his guts. That would put a crinp in any relationship of
needs founded on conplete trust. Second, |I'mdoing quite well, thank you,
trading in legitimte goods. Too well to risk jeopardizing everything for a
single line. However profitable. And don't think I don't envy himthe
margin of that trade. | do. Not That |I'm averse to handling sonething a
little off?grain, understand. |'mno saint. A respectable stimulant |ike
Kepong, now. The authorities frown on it, but it is not, strictly speaking,
under edict."

"Accordi ng to whose | awyers,"” said Kitten

"Yes, a point of contention. But while the powers that be debate, | see no
harmin nmaki ng hay while the sun shines, as the saying goes. Wnder what
“hay' is? But bloodhype? That's a little too filthy. A decent gun will kil
a man honestly. That stuff eats as it kills. The thing that finally dies
isn't a man anynore. O whatever race. No, no. Absolutely not."

"VWhat about your son?" broke in Philip. He'd finally turned away froma
cl ose inspection of the w ndow vi ew.

Kingsley swiveled in surprise. "Russell? My son, | fear, is not interested
in anything renotely indicative of work. He is averse to business in al
its manifestations, excepting his allowance." The nerchant sighed. "A
deficiency which | fear | encourage overnuch."

"Anmong ot her things," Kitten said flatly.

"You've nmet himthen, Kitten?"
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"Briefly. Twice."

"I"'mnot surprised." The trader hel ped hinmself to a flagon of inported
honey?pol | en brandy from Cal m Nursery. A second human servant had arrived
with a rolling cart of drinkables. Cearly, people were still regarded as a
status synbol on Repler. Porsupah opted for a tall bottle of Bitterind, a
common m xer, and poured hinself a straight glass.

"Yes, Russell would hardly mss a new arrival arranged |ike yourself,
Kitten." The trader chuckled. "The lad's a terror with the ladies, |'m
told."

"Chat ham " began Kitten, "you don't know the half of it. Matter of fact?"
Mal interrupted hastily. "It's not that | don't believe you, Chatham...

Porsupah put a restraining paw on Kitten's arm felt the tensed nuscles
relax. "Softly treading now, snoothskin. The other is clearly not present.
It is bad manners to think of killing the son of one's host. Especially
while drinking with him™"

"Rel ax, Pors. Cbviously if he was around the old boy woul d have presented
him As for manners, |'mnot going to consult a book of etiquette the next
time | nmeet that chap. |'Il be very polite at his funeral."

"Sssss! Listen, for a change.”

"I'"ve as nuch as given nmy word on this drug thing," said Kingsley am ably.
"However, if you like, I'Il provide the strongest proof. |I will post a bond
with an internediary to the effect that, should |I ever be inplicated of
trafficing bl oodhype or any of the commonly fatal drugs, you will receive
thrice your paynent for this last shipnent fromny estate, if need be."

"A grand gesture, Chatham You al nost convince me. |'ll take that offer
You' d better hope no one tries to frame you."

Ki ngsl ey chuckl ed. "On the day someone nanages that, | will hire in with an
AAnn consortium as kitchen inspector. The bond will be drawn up tonight. By
tomorrow morning it will be posted with the central exchange conputer here

and at annexes on Terra and H vehom "

"Fine." Mal downed a straight glass of orange Couperani an brandy. He coul d
trace its tactile path down his throat and into his stomach. It forned a
pool of glowing warnth there, a small non?nucl ear furnace.

"There now, " said Kingsley expansively, polishing off the remainder of his
own drink. "If everyone is suitably fueled, |I'lIl give evidence of ny
openness in another manner. To all of you." A conspiratorial tone had
entered the trader's voice. "I confess the action will not be entirely
unsel fish. | need sone fresh, outside opinions. Surely you can't do any
worse than ny own technicians."”

"Is it interesting or just profitable, your proof?" Kitten inquired.
"A deal of both, ny dear. Cone and decide for yourself."

Leaving their silverware and gl asses and such behind, awkward alien shapes
in the smooth furry sea, they followed the nerchant to the centra
elevator. Kitten noticed he linped slightly. The conveyance dropped them
another ten levels but did not stop there. Instead, a series of lights
runni ng horizontally across the control panel blinked on. Apparently they
were traveling parallel to the surface, deep into island bedrock
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Kitten estimated that they had travel ed roughly twothirds of the way into
the island and slightly downward, when the doors finally slid back. The
trader led them out.

Two nen stood ready to greet them They both relaxed at the sight of the
mer chant .

"Good evening, sir," offered the one on their left.

"Evening WIIlus, Rave. Taking sone guests to see the salvage." Both guards
hefted heavy, no?nonsense weapons: Paxton Five's. The thick?bodi ed guns

| aunched tiny self?propelled nmissiles with explosive warheads. They were
clumsy and awkward at cl ose range, but reflective |laser arnor would be
usel ess agai nst them

There were guards at two nore checkpoints, l|ocated at sharp turns in the
tunnel

"Never been through here before," Mal said staring at the snmpooth, nachined
walls. "Quite a hidey?hole. What do you keep down here, your trousseau?"

"Abandoned any need for that when ny credit account first passed six
figures. There are several storage chanmbers of varying size cut into the
rock. W're headed for the biggest."

Mal nodded. "I noticed several other passageways branching off when we left
the el evator."

"This one is particularly well fortified. | use it to store the nore
expensi ve inports and exports. Al so goods which require controlled

at nosphere, peace and quiet. Delicate scientific apparatus, for exanple.
Just now it happens to house a very intriguing hunk of cosmic jetsama pair
of shuttle?pilots?sem ?regul ar enpl oyees of mine ?found drifting in
indifferent orbit. They had the good sense to plant a sal vage beacon on it
and contact nme right away ... The thing they haul ed down is interesting
nore than as a nere representative of alien manufacture. You'll see why."

They turned another corner abruptly and stood in the described room There
was a thick door, retracted into the ceiling. Several other nmen and thranx
were al ready there.

"Engi neers and technical consultants fromny staff in Repler Gty," said
Kingsley at an inquiring glance fromKitten. "Brought away fromtheir
regular jobs to work on this thing. Expensive." He pointed. "That's it."

He indicated a huge rectangul ar bl ock of netal standing slightly apart near
the back of the chanber. At first glance it was not particularly

i mpressive. It stood near a host of other carefully stacked crates. One of
t hese stood unpackaged. Mal recognized the device as a comercial class
Seatol er. This was a thranx?devel oped i nstrunent which could accurately
predi ct changes in ocean currents, water tenperature at various depths, and
even track and predict fluctuations in the height of the thernocline. In
other words, a very val uabl e and exclusive hunk of fishing equi pnent. No
doubt consigned to one of the larger fishing concerns on Repler

One of the engineers noticed their arrival, wal ked slowy over to greet
them Skinny afterthought arns dangled froma short?sl eeved workshirt. The
man had a hooked nose and artificial corneas that gave his gaze an
unnatural sparkle. Kitten could nmake out the silvery threads that ran
around the edge of the inplants.

"Sir, we still cannot |ocate any kind of button, switch, |lever, or even a
sign that this thing is meant to be opened. It took us four hours just to
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find a seam you know. "

"I know, Martinez. |I'mpaying for it. Keep at it. I"'mnot ready to resort
to slicing it open. Not yet. Haven't you been able to | earn anythi ng about
its insides?"

"Well, the netal ?we're pretty sure nowthat it is netal, by the way?resists
normal xerographi ¢ and skel et onay probing. But one of the guys got the idea
of trying a noliflow scan at very | ow power. W got sone interior pickup
that way, enough to take rough nmeasurenents of the body inside . The man
wi ped sweat from his brow

"There's a creature in that thing?" asked Kitten

"A genuine, certified new?to?sci ence, bonafide alien. Yes ny dear."

"About three neters tall," the engineer continued. "Pickup was faint, and
it's hard to hold focus at such | ow power. W couldn't get nuch nore than
that. It seens to be in an excellent state of preservation. | didn't want
to take a chance on harming the tissues by using the scanner at a stronger
|l evel. As far as direct visual observation goes, we've only found the one
transparent section that the pilot marked. The red tinting of the glass, or
what ever, is heavy enough to render it opaque in spots. Even so, you can
make out nore than is pleasant. It's not pretty, Kingsley."

"I've seen the frozepix, Martinez, | know. As | said, keep "emat it. This
anounts to a paid holiday for sone, and | won't tolerate |oafing."

"Yes sir."

The group noved to the base of the netal ziggurat. It was nostly gray,
shading to a bl eached?bone white in places. Tiny pits were visible over
nmost of the surface, scars frommcronmeteorites and null ?flies.

"Anot her point, Hammurabi." The trader was exanining a particularly |arge

pitting. "Analysis of a scraping fromthis thing?and you've no idea what we
had to go through to get it?places it between five and six hundred thousand
years of age. Now nme, |I'mfond of antiques, but this gives nme the shivers."

"And it's been floating around in your backyard for that |ong?"

"No one knows for certain. According to what the smart boys tell ne, that's
not likely. It would have been noticed before now Still, Repler hasn't
been inhabited that |ong and | arge?scale comerce is pretty recent. Mre
likely, though, it was floating free and happened to be captured by the
planet's gravity. There's certainly nothing to indicate it was built around
here. It doesn't correspond to anything built by other known space?goi ng
races."”

"I't might have been built on Repler," Mal persisted. "Lots of things could
di sappear in that span of time."

Ki ngsl ey shook his head. "Doesn't add. If the builders of this and the
batt| eshi p?si ze sphere that acconpanied it could nake things last this
long, we'd find simlar constructs on the ground. In an advanced state of
decay, sure, but at |east a foundation here and there. While it's true nuch
of Repler is still unexplored, enough survey has been carried out to

i ndi cate that not even a prinitive sapient race once lived here. This is
what the brain?boys tell me, anyway. You ought to see that nother object,
by the way. Haven't even scratched that, yet. Looks |ike one of Mbdther
Nature's nore grandi ose invertebrates, blown up to gigasize."

"M ster Kingsley!" The shout cane from behind the massive relic. The
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mer chant | ooked up.

An engi neer peered around the edge and down from his precarious perch atop
the makeshift scaff ol di ng.

"There's sone paneling back here, sir." The nman expressed confusion and
puzzlerment. "I could swear |'ve been over this spot a hundred tines
al ready. Anyhow, it just slid back under nmy band."

"How bi g an openi ng?" yelled Martinez. Then, |lowering his voice, "Anything
vi si bl e?"

"Dam right there is! There's a light underneath that's flickering like it
can't nmake up its mind whether to stay on or off. It doesn't appear to be
blinking in any kind of recognizable series. Nowit's staying lit. | can't
make out a bulb or filament of any kind."

"You can cone down now, engineer," said Kingsley quietly. He started to
back away. "In fact, | suggest everyone nove back."

"A commendabl e suggestion," Kitten added.

"Martinez," the trader whispered. The room had grown suddenly silent. The
engi neer tore his eyes away fromthe relic.

"Go back through the main access and send all six guards in. Then contact
stores and get Cady. Tell himl want a small cannon and crew down here. As
of two m nutes ago."

"Yes sir." Martinez departed on the run, glancing back often over his
shoul der.

bl i vious to human concern, the front of the ancient relic continued to
open.

No one breathed. The slowy opening panel was simlarly noiseless. People
avoi ded bunping into things.

The cover of the capsule, or whatever it was, finally stopped. It had swung
out and back about 120 degrees, revealing a padded interior. A rainbow of
wires, pads, and things with unknown and uni magi nabl e functi ons encl osed
and criss?crossed the inert body of the alien. Wen nothing el se happened,
a small cluster of engineers and technicians, nmen who had been hal fway out
the tunnel at the first novenent, began to edge back for a closer |ook

The first two guards arrived, panting heavily. They took one | ook at what
was taking place and imedi ately ran around the perinmeter to the right.
That way t ?hey woul d have a clearer line of fire into the capsule.

First sight suggested a mati ng between a crab and a Kodi ak bear. The being
was clearly constructed along lines with . power comensurate to size. The
trunk was broad and deep. Lines of nuscle showed clearly under the skin at
the bare spots. Mst of, it was covered by a bristly silver?white fur
centineters in length, fading here and there to a light brown. Plastrons of
sone shelllike substance, nottled white, covered the chest area. The fur
there was sparse and stunted around the edges.

Four thick, jointed legs, bare of fur and arnored like a battleraft,
trailed fromthe linp torso. A thick tentacle at each shoul der point

di vided al nost immedi ately, splitting four?fifths of the way down into four
smal l er, finger?like branchings. There were sixteen mani pul ati ve nmenbers,
then. The branching |inbs descended to a point just above where the | egs
began.

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20Alan%20Dean%20-%20F|inx%207%20-%20Bloodhype.txt (87 of 162) [1/16/03 6:52:00 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%207%20-%20Bl oodhype.txt

There were four eyes, two on either side of the curved white beak. Two

| arge ones close to the center, with a smaller to the far left and right.
Furred lids shut tight over all four. The beak was cl osed, but four short,
poi nted cani nes projected outside the nouth, two up and two down. There was
no external evidence of ears or nostrils.

Si x guards now focused their weapons on the thing. Mal, Kitten, Philip,
Ki ngsl ey, and a batch of fascinated technicians and engi neers stared
open?nouthed in its direction

"Uly thing, isn't it?" said Porsupah into the silence. The engi neers
i medi ately started to buzz anpong thensel ves, a dozen conversations
suddenly goi ng at once.

""'mnot in love with its features either, Pors,"
recogni ze the speci es?”

Kitten replied. "Anyone

"l don't want to interrupt any fascinating dial ogue on alien cosnetol ogy,."
said Philip quietly, "but | believe |I just saw an eyelid flicker. Yes,
there it is again.”

Kitten backed away, mpaning. "Oh god, | think | may suffer a | apse of
training. |'"'mgoing to scream"”

She didn't, although funny sounds cane from her throat. One of the
technicians wasn't so bashful and, did scream Another fainted. Al four
eyes did open, slowy, all at once. The pupils, Mal noted as he took four

| arge steps backwards, were slitted like a cat's in the two, big ones but
were round in the small peripheral ones. He drew his own pistol. If the
thing decided to charge he had nore confidence in running than in the gun's
stoppi ng power. The alien | ooked frighteningly efficient, was clearly
carnivorous (that hooked beak, never mind the teeth) and powerful enough to
shred arnor ?pl at e.

"Hey, | can't scream |'mtoo. scared,"

"Scared Lieutenant?" said Mal, imediately regretting the unkind dig.
"Fang you, ape. This isn't in the manual."

They all heard the voice at the sane tine.

It was sinmilar to the voices one hears in dreams. Precise, sharp, but very
far away.

"Do not be scared, femrale?i mage?of ?smal | ?f urred?ani mal ?wi t h?l ong?cl aws.
After such Tine, it is sad to be awakened to thoughts di ssonant and
unfriendly."

"Interesting," she said, recovering rapidly. Whatever else could be said
about the voice, it was conpletely devoid of any hint of malice. She was
instantly, perhaps unreasonably, reassured. "Tel epathy."

"A serviceabl e | abel, given | ack of proper referents," the creature

mur mur ed. The eyes shifted slowy, slightly. "Also for want of a better
term you may address nme as Peot.' | amquite immbile. | can, however,
detect a nunber of your species pointing what | ascertain to be |etha
devices in nmy direction. Wiile | do not believe they could do ne harm
woul d prefer to avoid the possibility that one nmay stunbl e accidentally,
thus forcing ne to find out. | assure you | nmean you no evil."

One of the guards, an older nan with some gray in his sideburns, turned his
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head to face Kingsley. H s weapon did not nove.
"Sir?"

Ki ngsl ey had not becone wealthy by hesitating. "Take the rest of the boys
and resunme your nornmal stations. Stay there unless you're sent for."

"As you wish, sir. | protest, though." He gestured to the other five and,
wi t hout taking their weapons off the alien, they began to edge out of the
chanber .

"Ch, and Haddad?"

"Sir?"

"Call Martinez at stores and tell himit seenms we won't be needing that
cannon after all. Tell himjust to get back here himself."

“Aye, sir."

The engi neers had edged back and were slowy resumng their nmultiple
conversations?quietly, this tine.

"I"'ve a million questions and no place nmarked "begin the ganme here,’
began Chatham "so ..

"A monent," said Peot solemmly. The eyes closed and the alien went
i ncommuni cado for several mnutes while the humans shifted about
restl essly. They reopened.

"There were a nunber of things | had to determine. It is difficult also for
me to adjust to the span of tine that has passed.™

"No nore so than it is for us to adjust to your presence," said Kitten

"Perhaps not, small fenmale. My Machine tells that | amthe last of ny race
This fact is not entirely unexpected, yet it is heavy on me."

"Characteristic nunber one,
under st at enent . "

Por supah whi spered to Kitten.. "Facility for

"You might say that, and there's no point in you whispering, Pors."
The Tolian did a bl ush?equival ent.

"l am here now because the Machine felt it needful for the continuance of
my work."

"Your work. Wat is your work?" Kingsley asked.
"I ama GQuardian ... the Guardian."

"And what nust you still guard ... after half a mllion years?" The snall
attenpt. at levity fell fiat. The alien's visage did not encourage hunor.

"The Vom "

"l see. The Vom Pray tell,. what is the Von? O Vons, as the case may be."
"Long ago, ny race encountered a being ... if “being is indeed the proper
term... so alien that we suspected it nust have travel ed here from anot her

gal axy. Although the concept of crossing the intergal actic abyss was one
bef ore which even our finest mnds shrank it always seened the only
rational explanation of the creature's origins. It was discovered that the
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creature was powerful beyond inagining, sonetinmes in ways difficult to
understand. Also, it did not invite close study..

"Attenpts at contact proved fruitless. The thing destroyed whatever life it
encountered. It began with the higher forms on a planet and noved to the
lower; until it had elimnated even the m scroscopic exi stences. A planet
stripped by the Vomwas as thoroughly sterilized as if it had passed
through a sun. Conventional weaponry proved usel ess against it. New

machi nes were tried and of fered some hope, but the thing was too clever to
be trapped. Several times we appeared to have destroyed it. Always it
escaped by avoiding rather than inviting a fight until it had di scovered a
met hod of conbating each new devel opnent we threw at it. Its caution
convinced us of its nortality, so we at |east knew it could be
destroyed. ..

"Always it grew stronger. At the cost of a great many pl anes?of ?exi st ence,
time, and effort, a way was found to contain it on a single planet. The
life on that planet was forfeited so that we m ght protect ourselves."

Peot did not comrent on the thoughts that passed through the chanber
followi ng that remark.

"This new device prevented it fromleaving the planet by its famliar
met hod. We believe it could at one time travel through space on its own,
but had clearly forgotten or lost this ability eons ago. After consum ng
all Iife on the planet, it shrank rapidly in size and power."

Kitten discovered that her pal ns were danp. She gl anced over at Mal and was
mldly surprised to see the freighter?captain rubbing his own agai nst the
| egs of his coveralls.

"I don't think I like the way your thoughts are |eading," said Kingsley.

"It is ,really weakened. So much so that it may now be possible to destroy
it forever. To have survived to realize that end woul d make even the sl eep
of mllennia worthwhile."

"The thing is here, now, on Repler," said Philip. It wasn't a question

The eyes swiveled to rest on the young engineer. "Yes, that is so."
(Sonet hi ng/ t here/ vei |l i ng/ physi cal youth/ hiding??/determn ne/what ?/ not
now st andof f ?/ nore than/ | ess than/query?query?/silencel/silencel *?*/.)

Those present got only the confirmation

"Wel | for Sol sake, where? Let's be about rooting out this archai c bugaboo
or whatever! The nilitary base at the capitol can?!"

"l have eval uated your thoughts on the matter and those of the two military
attaches present," canme the thoughts firmy. Both Kitten and Porsupah
started. So nmuch for classified information. "The Vomis weakened, true.

Enornously so, yet it is still powerful enough so that sinple energy
devices will not harmit."
"Sinple, hell!" snorted Kingsley. "The rectory there nounts energy rifles

on an anchor core that?"

"All is relative, nmy young friend. | know wherewith | say." Kingsley
subsi ded. Maybe, Kitten figured, the certainty in that voice got to the
trader. © naybe it was the "young friend."

"I shoul d, however, be glad of sonme help," Peot continued, perhaps with an
eye towards assuagi ng any feelings of racial inpotence. "Yet |I fear that
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such an attenpt woul d but provoke a devastating response on the part of the
thing, which | amcurrently powerless to prevent. Sonething sinple, on the
nature of gleaning the central city of all intelligent life. No, it is best
to try none such ... yet."

"You did say it mght be killed," rem nded Mal

Kitten reflected while observing this by?play that the adaptability of the
human wasn't bad by half. Here they were standing and chatting amably via
telepathy with a conpletely inprobable alien, only recently resurrected,
about somne ot her unknown and equal |y outrageous creature from another

uni verse as though everything had been politely arranged by faxpax and when
will tea be served, thank you?

"Al t hough i mrensely powerful by your standards

"Look, how do you so all of a sudden know so much about our standards and
such?" said Kingsley, atrifle belligerently. He was doubtless a bit put
out that his prize possession had taken over its own introduction

Peot, however, had no time for idle converse. He began again, patiently.

"Al t hough i mensely powerful by your standards, it has degenerated
considerably fromwhat it once was. The nmjor portion of the Machine is in
synchronous orbit directly above !'he Vonmis current location. It will stay
that way regardl ess of how tee creature noves. The Machine is directed and
operated fromthis capsule. Certain repairs to critical functions nust be
made before any attenpt to attack the Vom can be nade. As a matter of

sel f?protection and your own safety . . . the Vomgrows stronger each day
it is unopposed ... these things nust be done as soon as possible. Some of
the required el enments are' rare. Qthers have deteriorated, | fear, because

their life has been reduced to a point where they will no |onger activate
the instrumentation they affect. These nust be replaced.”

"All well and good," said Kingsley, argunentative to the last. "But what
guarantee have | that you'll use these no doubt expensive supplies as you
say, for the purpose you ,clain®? In fact, what guarantee have | that you're
even ?telling the truth about this fantastic, inpregnable boojum of yours?
Maybe you're really preparing for sone | arge?scal e nastiness of your own,
hmm?"

"So. In the first place," Peat reached out suddenly with a long tentacle
and swept up the nearest technician, "I amal so not convinced of your
intentions towards ne. These are immterial. As stated, | have no wish to
harm you. No, do not send for your weapons, Chatham Kingsley. | w sh sinply
to denponstrate that | could have killed everyone here quite easily. War and
its arts were the. reason for life anong ny folk. | knew the |ocation,
abilities, and. probable fighting ?capability of everyone in this chanber
before | opened ny eyes. So, a denobnstration of good faith on ny part."

"Well, that's certainly reassuring," said Kingsley, not at. all reassured.
Hi s voi ce wavered uneasily as the giant stepped easily fromits padded
capsul e, stretched. "My apol ogies. As nany as you want. | accept your

story, whole, conplete, in tote. Nowif you'd be good enough to put ny
technician down? | think he's fainted."

"l did not nean to harml " cane the al arned voi ce.

"No, no, he's fine; it's nowhere near a |ethal condition. Just put him
down, please. Gently. Yes, that's fine." The towering alien backed away a
couple of steps as two of the nan's conpani ons bent over him dividing
their attentions between the unconscious tech and the all ?too cl ose Pent.
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Sensing their disconfort, the alien noved to examine the interior of his
capsul e.
"Pl anning any nore surprises |like that?" asked Kingsley unconfortably.

"I am not such a poor bargainer nyself, that | would tell you everything at

once," the alien thought. An unni stakabl e undercurrent of hunor came with
it, then faded. The voice turned sonber again. "I shall endeavor to work as
rapidly as possible. So much to be done!" A nental sigh acconpanied the
last. "I have a professional concern only in this. But | also cannot stand

by and | oose the thing again on an unprepared gal axy. Not while | have such
a fine chance to destroy it once and for all."

Kitten, seeing that no one el se was about to moved close to the alien. She
reached out and touched the thick pelt that encircled the alien' s waist.

"You speak of war as your race's favorite and forenobst activity. Yet your
actions indicate noble and altruistic notives. | don't understand."”

"Nobl e? Yes, we were noble. Altruistic? On the contrary. 3f this were ny
race's tinme and not yours, you woul d unquestionably be an ensl aved fol k.
War was not nerely an activity with us. It was, as said, everything. Your
ensl avenment woul d seem as natural to us as the freedom of others might to
you. And there would be neither nmalice nor hate involved in the action."

"That's ghastly!"
Mental shrug. "All things in the universe are relative."

"But you're still helping us. And | don't believe that "sacred duty' wave
of yours, either. Not after nmillennia. And you put that engi neer down
carefully, as carefully as I'd handle a kitten. Wy?"

"l happen to be a gentle person,” came the soft reply. "I prefer life to
death, peace to war, tranquility, order, plants that bl ossom small beings
that produce pleasant sounds, the feeling wind gives, all such things."

"More contradictions and none of the originals resolved," said Kitten

The alien turned fromits inspection and stared down at her with all four
eyes. Involuntarily she took a step back, then angrily noved forward.

"Smal | femal e, what sort of being would your kind place in such a position
as mne, to float in confined al oneness, al oneness, for eternity? Wat sort
of .specinen, whose mnd only is needed?the neural network, the

el ectro?organic nexi? Wth only occasi onal voices of your own kind, in
passi ng, for conpanionship. To be brother to a machine. To drift only, in

i gnorance of tine and notion. Yet an inportant task now and then to be

trusted to such ... A voluntary position, also, for such we were. One that
had to be taken of choice and not order. Love, confort, ease, rest;
ki ndl i ness, smoot hness, stroking, friendship, so pleasant ... GCh yes, | was

qui te insane..

"And you, rabbit?wi th?fangs."” Kingsley started. "If you still need further
proof of ny words, | fear you will have it sooner than you wi sh." The alien
turned back to face the interior of its capsule.

"Um . Well, for now, I'll see to it that you're supplied with what you
need," the trader said evenly. "Informne, and I"'I1?"
"No. "
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"No. A negative. | shall relay my needs and requests through anot her
that one, | think."

An image forned al ongside the wordpicture. O nmaybe it supplanted them It
was difficult to tell. But it was not anbi guous. The others turned to stare
at the subject of the thought.

Philip shook hinself as though returning froma sleep. He | ooked very young
agai n, suddenly. "Well, gee," he said.

"Now listen," began Kingsley. Mal put an armon the merchant's shoul der.

"When a being confesses to insanity; even if he's sane by our standards, it
m ght be in everyone's best interests to humor him Chatham™

"Al right. Al right. | just don't like the feeling that things are
slipping out of nmy hands right in front of ny face. | just don't like it."

"Rabbi t ?wi t h?f angs, " came the voice, "things were getting out of your hands
bef ore your ancestors were conceived."

Pent connected a circuit unused for mllennia. And thought.

A thousand kil oneters away, the Vomjerked. Mentally. Qutwardly it had not
changed. Inside, it seethed. Sonehow the Guardi an had successful ly been
activated. Despite constant nonitoring, the actual stinmuli had conpletely
escaped the Vomis scrutiny. Even now the ancient nenesis was preparing
itself.

The Vomwas not ready to act. Not yet. It was torn between two
possibilities: to attenpt an imrediate, allout attack in hopes of
destroying or crippling the Guardian, or waiting until it had reached the
next |evel. The decision properly involved a nmillion considerations, a
hundred thousand details, a mllinmultiplex of calculation. Yet the great
nmind did not deliberate |ong.

It would wait.

M dneal tine. Sun directly overhead. On the Replerian AAnn chrononeter,
hal f past M Rel axation and off?duty. Freetine.

Well, not for all. But the three on?duty AAnn technicians took a vote. It
went unani mously for participating with nost of the base. One, Cropih
LHNMPGT, was thirteen point eight credits ahead. Hi s two conpani ons were
not about to halt the Jinx gane at that point.

So no one observed a certain gauge (neasuring nental output of the thing
bel ow vi a bi oel ectrocheni cal scanners) junp froma fraction of ONE to over
a HUNDRED. Junp once again, only this time off the gauge before settling
back, the thin netal off the arrow?indicator bent at an angle from being
sl amred over so hard.

Nor did they notice the several sections of burnt?out wiring and nelted

i nsul ati on. They m ght have noticed the trickle of green liquid froma
shattered fluid valve, but it evaporated while Cropih called six?twelve on
an angle roll and it came up. No one turned until the liquid was but an
insignificant stain on the sandy fl oor.
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"It's a beautiful idea, isn't it, Milcoln?" Kitten murnured

"Just Mal, if you please." The freighter?captain sounded pai ned.

Al ong with Porsupah, they were seated in the undersea view room The
magni fi cent sub?surface panorama shifted continually in front of them
They' d been given the run of the place "for the duration," as Kingsley had
put it. He'd installed themin guest quarters on the eighteenth floor. M
and Porsupah shared only one fear: that Kingsley's son Russell mght put in
an appearance when Kitten was around. That happenstance woul d assure a

vari ety of mayhem none of which could be beneficial to anyone. So far,
however, the young bastard hadn't put in an appearance, nor even a
transceiver call for all they knew.

Philip was of f perform ng sone errand for the alien. Pent never seened to
rest?not that he hadn't had his fill of it, Kitten reflected.

They remai ned, enjoying the view, relaxing a bit. Kitten had said nothing
for some tinme, her nind obviously el sewhere. She abruptly informed them
where it had been.

"So | say again, | feet like a fool just sitting here? W can do somet hi ng.
Besides relaying information to Ovy ... the Major. If Peat is right?well,
I think it ought to be checked out."

"I mght have guessed," said Porsupah. "You want a look at this entity for
yoursel f."

"Well, Pent could be mistaken. If he's not, visual observation still ought
to be useful. Maybe he won't attack the thing now because he can't get near
it yet, for sonme reason. Perhaps it can sense his presence the way he
senses it. Maybe he's hol ding off for other reasons. But we ought to be
able to get near it."

"Ch great," groaned Porsupah. "Here we have a creature that's survived hal f
a mllion t?years plus. It supposedly has crossed intergal actic space,
destroyed civilizations, and you want to hop on a raft and go sightsee it.
Do | nake arrangenments to pack a | unch?"

"Don't be snide. Poet as nmuch as said that it wouldn't do any harmyet. Al
the nore reason for gathering what first?hand informati on we can, while it
remai ns inactive. Are you saying that you're not curious and don't want to
go?"

Por supah si ghed through his whiskers. "You always tie things together. I'm
curious as hell. O course |I'mgoing."

"Me, | want to get back to ny ship and forget this entire abom nation,"
sai d Hamrurabi. "But ff you think you can manage it, |'mdammed if 1'1lI

pass a chance to get a look "at this thing. Mght be some noney in it, if
Ki ngsl ey hasn't got this end sewn up too tight. Just one thing, though."

"What ?" said Kitten.

"How do you propose to find it? | doubt Peot would tell you. He seens to
feel strongly that humans should stay far away fromit."

"But | don't think he'll stop us. You know how his “voice' fades as you
| eave the chamber. His tel epathic range, on our level, anyway, can't be
that great. Even if he can detect the Vomat a distance ..
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"As for locating the creature," she continued brightly, "that's sinple.

Poor said that the main body of his “Machine' is always positioned directly
above it. | can get the beacon's location from sal vage authority w thout

Ki ngsl ey or anyone el se knowi ng about it. Drop a |ine dowwards; plot nap,
find creature."

"You meke it sound so easy," sighed Porsupah again.

The borrowed raft sped rapidly over the cal msea. They reached Repler City
ten minutes earlier than Mal had estimated. This was due at least in part
to Kitten's habit of naking turns around intervening islands and reefs that
threatened to overturn the craft. Fortunately the hoverafts were
practically incapabl e of capsizing.

She al nost nmanaged it. Twi ce.

I nstead of docking at the City harbor, they headed straight for the
auxiliary landing nearest the shuttleport itself.

The Port was | ocated on a |long peninsula. The surface had been pl aned off,
snoot hed over, and pitted with sheds, warehouses, coking areas, |aunch
pits, hangers, fuel balloons, and a small but grow ng atnosphere dock. It
could handl e shuttlecraft of all but the |argest classes. The fine?grained
paving ran a running battle with the profuse island vegetation. The flora
t ook advantage of every crack and bare spot to press a vigorous, verdurous
count er at t ack.

The Port harbor area, for ships and hovercraft, wasn't designed to handl e
much in the way of cargo. Those activities were carried on nostly at the
central city landings. But there was plenty of roomfor small comrerci al
and pleasure craft. Sone of the island' s wealthier inhabitants had yachts
and personal submarine vehicles noored there. The landing was | ocated in a
smal | mannade cove at the U where the peninsula net the mainland:
Conmercial buildings rose to the right, with private honmes and hotel s
behind and to the left, hidden behind carefully controlled vegetation

There was a nuted thrunm ng. Mal glanced briefly upwards. To their right a
shuttle of nediumclass was descending on a tail of fire. He'd watched

t housands of simlar |andings and equally conventional |iftoffs. There'd
been a tinme when such displays filled himw th wonder. Now only a few
figures passed through his nmind. He could estimte the amount of thrust the
shuttle was putting out, its probable nass, even the position of its nother
ship. Al in an unfaniliar atnosphere?. G ven a visual check of the nother
vessel , he coul d probably gauge its hone port and basal cargo.

There was a single check at the cove entrance. Kitten and Porsupah's
mlitary credentials eased them past that. Kitten docked the raft with a
flair that displayed either tremendous skill or fantastic luck, sliding in
and spinning between two larger craft. They were so close their cushions
brushed.

A fast wal kaway brought themto the Port Control buildings. They were a
hunor ous parody of the giant conpl exes nmai ntai ned on nmgjor trading worlds.
As was typical of such snaller ports, certain offices were often conbi ned
This proved true of salvage and registry. The office itself was no
different fromdozens of others they'd passed. Once inside, they were
greeted by a thirty-ish gentl enman of nondescript physiognony and few words.
He was casually attired in nmesh and tropical |ederhosen

"Sit yourselves down. Be with you in a sec."
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The slightly pallid official escorted theminto an even tinier inner office
cluttered with charts and mcrofiles. A plethora of pins, tacks and
vari egated narkers swarmed over the maps and diagrans cluttering the walls.

"What' Il | have for you, then?" he sighed, propping his feet up on the
desk. On a major planet the official would have crossed his hands, not his
ankl es.

"Well..." began Mal.

"We'd like to confirm" interrupted Kitten, "the validity of a recently
reported sal vage claim™"

"You got the beacon nunber?"

Kitten prepared to consult her vocorder. She didn't even get a chance to
activate it.

"Never mnd," the man said. "It's sixty?two."
"Yes. How the hell did you know?" asked Ml

The official smled slightly. "Wasn't hard. You're all clearly
extra?Replerian visitors. This is die first registry we've had reported in
several years. It seened |ogical enough you wouldn't be interested in any
several years old ... | can tell you everything's in order. It's quite

| egal . Fees were paid alnost immediately after the beacon was registered.
Regi stration and claimare already recorded on Terra."

"Still, we want to nake absolutely sure it's valid," persisted Kitten. "Not
that we've any thoughts of claimjunping, or anything along those lines."

"Perish forbid," the man grinned. "Wuldn't be ny business if you did."

"In order to be valid," she continued doggedly, "all details on the
registration regarding |ocation nust coincide with the beacon's actua
positioning in space, right?"

"Naturally."

"Wll, 1'd like to have a check made on it. It's pretty inmportant to us."
She purred, a sem ?vocalization she was astonishingly good at, having
perfected it after considerable use: "W'd be ever so grateful."

"I"'msure you would, but I'mafraid |'mnot permitted to pass around that
sort of information, nilady."

Kitten breathed deeply and dropped her voice an octave. "Not even for
speci al requests from special friends?"

The official |eaned close and breathed deeply. He |l owered his voice an
oct ave.

Mal couldn't help grinning. If Mtten was fazed, she didn't showit.

I nstead, she renoved the vulcanite band frominside her left sleeve. On it
was the enbossed synbol of the United Church: an hourglass encl osed by a
circle, with her name, nunber, and rank inprinted beneath it.

"Of course, if you put it that way, your conmand is nmy wish." He pulled a
bit of paper froma pad, sw vel ed, and began punchi ng buttons on a conputer
consol e.
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"I'sn't that saying the other way 'round?" queried Ml

"I"'minherently masochistic." The official pulled a card fromthe printout
slot, viewed it on a snmall gray screen, then handed it to Mal. The
freighter?captain gave it a brief glance, nodded to the man

"Thanks, old boy. You' ve been a help," said Kitten. They rose and turned to
| eave.

"Curiously speaking," said the official hurriedly, "why didn't you just
tell me you were Church authority in the first place?"

"April Fool," said Kitten
"But it's August."

"See?" She shut the door gently.

It was raining out, a warm humid drizzle. They tools a private transit car
to the Port Library. Mal had inforned themthat it would do as well and be
qui cker than returning to the Unrbra. He checked charts and figures while
Por supah and Kitten anused thensel ves by thunbing through sanples of the
local literature?bad shorts, nediocre novels, some good poetry and fair
dream schenes.

Mal shifted his notes to a tinme?renting station and did some fast figuring
with the aid of the computer. After a bit he sat back, staring at the
readout screen. He was still staring sonme tine after the green light on
top, indicating time?stop, had gone out.

"Well," said Kitten finally.
"Well, hell."

"I'"malready aware of the proverbial location for the traditional one.
We' re supposed to be |ooking for one a bit nmore | ocalized."

He | ooked over at her, past the anxi ous Porsupah. "Guess where our
i ntergal acti ¢ boojum has chosen to hole up?”

"The governor's mansion," offered Porsupah, al nost hopefully.

"Funny. Here." He pointed to a chart covered with rough |ines and
scribbling, half in and half out of the printout slot. "Somewhere right
of fshore the AAnn Concession."

"So?" she said.

"So? So?" He rose suddenly and stood glaring eye to eye with her. Hands
tightly clenched on hips, he controlled his anger with an effort. "Do you
have any idea what can happen to you if our peace?l oving nei ghbor |izards
acquire even tenporary possession of you?"

"Captain," she said boredly, turning her head away slightly, "kindly keep

inmnd that | aman officer in the arned forces of the United Church. | am
fully aware of the consequences of being discovered w thout perm ssion
within a diplomatic sanctuary. | amal so nore conversant than nost with the

oh?so?del i ghtful hobbies and habits of our reptilian friends. Including
their | ess savory ones. W shall avoid all potential unpleasantness through
a sinple expediency."

"Ch? And what m ght that be?"
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"W shall endeavor not to get caught.”

"Ch lovely! Universal beauty and logic! Kurita snite ne if |I've ever heard
such lucidity in the mdst of storm W wll avoid being shot by dodgi ng
the nerve?beans. | rhapsodi ze!" He was so upset he spoke in pidgin
Centaurian, a tongue especially suited to flights of sarcasm

"A poor analogy," said Kitten
"A poorer idea," Ml replied.
"Well, we're going anyway. Aren't we, Pots?"

The Tolian sighed. "I suppose so, soft?and?warm | know that tone too we'll
to try nere reason on you."

"Marvel ous, fine, delightful. | hope you have a charming tour, and that
when the AAnn prepare you. they use plenty of hot pepper!" He turned away
fromthem and began refiling the charts and maps.

Kitten turned as if to | eave, stopped short, and turned again, smling. She
performed one of the many small things she was adept at, that of relaxing
her body in certain specific places.

"Mal ? Mster Hammu?rabi? | ... 1'd really feel better if you' d come al ong
Even if only as a gesture. To sort of, well, stay on top of things, you
know. "

"That won't work with ne," he nunbled. "And stop blowing in nmy ear. It only
gi ves ne a headache."

"Ch, | don't really believe that. Besides, if you don't cone ...' she did
sonet hing educated with her tongue, "... I'll informthe Major that you're
wi t hhol ding i nformation and material evidence concerning the transfer of

bl oodhype. Specifically, the drug itself."

"That's ny word agai nst yours. And the stuff can, and will, be obliterated
i f anyone, anyone at all, tries to grab it."

"Of course you can do that," she whispered, "but the charges and resultant
official actions during investigation would tie you up in orbit for the

| ongest tinme. Wuldn't that be awkward? You woul dn't be able to perform
your primary function, that of nmoving things fromhere to there in a
reasonabl e anount of tine, |ike. your customers like you to."

The freighter?captain wheeled slowy, like a tank, to face her

"Al'l right. Have done, then." To her surprise, he smiled back. "You've
acqui red a conpanion candidate for suicide, | promse. And I'll add anot her
promise. If we get out of this with neural networks intact, | shall

despite whatever obstacles, wits, |egislation, weaponry and so forth you
try to put in nmy path, despite argunments, questionings, philosophy and
couth, whale the tar out of yon."

"I knew you'd agree with ne," she said briskly. "Mst people do, sooner or
later. And | mght add that ny body contains no petrol eumextracts. or
by?products of any kind. Nor am| affected by archaic threats which invoke
the cetacea as a verb." She stared hard.

"That's good," he said, deactivating the conputer term nal. "You keep
telling yourself that."
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It had been a difficult day, but the AAnn officer was too tired to be nore
than noderately upset. First, an unchecked circuit had accidentally
tripped, setting off the alarmat one of the new, hastily installed
subsurface warning points scattered about the island. This automatically
activated two renote underwater defense stations and a whol e subsection of
personnel directly attached to his command. The result being that a | arge
school of corvat, a mediunPsized skate?like fish, had been incinerated
before he could bring things under control

But Tivven hadn't been punished. He hadn't even received a dressing down.
Hi s superior, with unusual restraint, recognized that the result was
entirely due to the haste with which the alarmunit bad been installed. And
he'd shared Tivven's disgust at the hysteria which attended the absurdly
conpl ex systenmis installation, secret project or no.

Besi des, his superior had problens of his own, equally upsetting to the
l'iver.

And now this.

He stared again at the assenbl age before him debating agai n whether or not
to trouble the base commander with it. According to Colonel Korpt's
dictates, it shouldn't be necessary. Tivven saw no real reason to argue
with an easy way out.

True, two violations of the Concession boundary in as many days was
unusual . Still, there was nothing to distinguish the antics of this
particular group fromany other, nor to ascribe hidden purposes to their
arrival. They were nothing as extraordinary as the single crazy hunman who'd
sauntered in deliberately the other day, as though he owned the place. Wat
Ti vven and the others couldn't understand was why the Conmander hadn't
ordered the arrogant primte dressed and potted i mmedi ately.

So here he was, stuck with an obnoxi ous Terran female, an inpatient,
gaudily dressed Tolian, and a stolid Terran male of dull aspect and rather
form dabl e size and strength.

The Terran fermal e had been, ranbling non?stop for a good twenty tine?parts
now .

and rest assured that once the governor hears my conplaint, this is
going to be brought to the attention of the highest authorities ... I'"

"Madane, silence!"™ Tivven tried to substitute belligerence for boredom
partially succeeded. "I shall explain one nmore tine. You are guilty of
territorial incursion into a restricted area. As such, by law you are now
in Inperial Territory. This places you under mny jurisdiction: not that of
this planet, not that of the Comobnweal th. What soever | decide should be
done with you, will be done."

The femal e threw hima sharp expression. Tivven was good at primate
expressions. He could recogni ze a sneer. It suggested several things, anong
themthat his threats had been sonmewhat | ess than intimdating

"Confine themto their vessel and secure them for the usual day?period."”
Those were the suggestions of Colonel Korpt. "And issue the standard
protest to the governor win our representative in the capitol. Yolk, it's
danmp in here! Now get out."

A check with Commander Parquit had produced simlar action. “Do whatever
Korpt says. I'Il sign the orders |later? whenever. |'m busy now. Ch, and
make certain, Lieutenant, that they stay on board their caft ... | assume
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they cane by hoveraft?"
"Yes, Excellency."

"l don't want them wandering around, They sound |ike a typical tourist
hunch, and so | don't expect?otherwise fromthem But if one is found
strolling about |oose, front canines will be |ost. Understand?"

Ti vven under st ood.

He | ooked up at the group, tired,

"You are hereby confined to your ship until further notice..

"Just who do you think you are, ordering us around, mnister |uggage?covers?"
pi ped the Tolian. Hi s whiskers bristled angrily. "Such an insulting
attitude is here perpetrated! By a scaly underling, no less, who ... !"

where you will be placed under guard. You are not to | eave the vesse
under any circunstances under penalty of. a swift death,"” Tivven concl uded
doggedly. He gestured to the guard at the door.

"Escort themback to their vessel, sergeant, and post guard on it. They are
not to depart until ordered. If ordered:"

The sergeant, who had played this gane before, saluted snappily?he was a
fifteen?year veteran of this egg?forsaken post. He gestured towards the
door with his stungun.

Ti vven coul d hear the shrill voice of the Terran fenal e echoi ng back up the
corridor long after the three had departed. Swiveling in his chair, he
activated the autol og and comrenced di ctating the ponderous official

report. He wondered if anyone ever read the things. He doubted it. This
particular time he would be right. But not for the reasons he suspect ed.

The guard, like all guards since the beginning of tinme assigned to boring,
nmonot onous, unrelieved, insipid night duty when nost sensible beings were
asl eep, was wi shing he was. Perhaps the wi shes were effective. Mre likely
it was just coincidence. Certainly, if he' d been questioned about it l|ater,
it wasn't likely he'd recall the small sting at the back of his neck
imediately prior to his lapsing into a period of extended sl eep.

He probably woul d have wi shed to observe the being responsible for inviting
Mor pheus. Likely, though, he woul d have argued the nethod.

Kitten approached quietly after spotting the all?well Signal from Porsupah.
The Tolian stood by the body, searching the surroundi ng darkness. She ran
lightly over to him Her goggles picked up and intensified the starlight to
the point where it seenmed bright as day. Porsupah didn't wear them He
didn't need any.

She joined himin scanning the grounds, paying special attention to the
three big crates stacked on the pier. That was one of their prearranged
anbush points. She bent over the inert reptile, felt for its pulse. The
tiny puncture made by the drug?carrying dart had al ready cl osed. There was
practically no blood. After a nonment's consideration she put a second dart
next to the first, just to the left of the arnored spine.

A larger, blocky figure joined the two.

"Gt her one's taken care of," Mal murmured. "No sign of activity fromthe
buil ding we were herded out of. I'ma bit surprised its been so easy."
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"They weren't exactly expecting it," she replied.
"Wtherest fly we now, and how, princess?"
"If that's poetry, it's execrable."

"No, as a matter of fact, it's Walen."

"Buf fon. | thought you were the one afraid of being soup."”
"I still am™" he whispered tightly. "So I make jokes. So get your ass
moving and |I'Il follow quietly."

"l could use a little nore information first."

"Why don't you ask our sommol ent conpani on here." Ml nudged the sl eeping
guard, who didn't stir.

"You're the one who did the map plotting on the creature. Didn't you
pi npoint it?"

"At that range? Wth a library 'puter?"

The first moon was clinbing rapidly. In a while the second would be in the
sky, brightening the island considerably. Kitten turned and scanned the
area again. Afew lights glimrered in buildings hal f?glinpsed through thick
veget ati on. Not hi ng noved but branches.

"I wouldn't bet it was close inshore. It can't be all that enornmous?the
island certainly isn't. I'd think the AAnn woul d have noticed it if it were
close in."

"Maybe we're not on top of it, but it is close to shore. Could be the AAnn
are nyopic fromso nuch noisture. My calculations weren't that far off."

"Still, if we can spot it," added Porsupah, "you'd think the AAnn woul d
have. "
"Yes, you would," said Kitten thoughtfully. "Still, they've no reason to

suspect its presence, as we have."

"Could be it has a way of evading alarns sinilar to the one we tri pped
coming in," said Mal. "Wiy it would want to hang around a popul ated, arned
area like this one beats nme, though."

"Maybe to study,” replied Kitten, shuddering slightly.

"Too many i nponderabl es,” chipped in Porsupah. "Let's circle the island. W
m ght not spot the thing itself, but we'll be |looking for signs of its
presence, whereas the AAnn wouldn't be. If you two just want to argue about
it, go back to the raft."

The two humans said nothing. They followed the small alien at a confortable
trot up the pebbled beach. Neither of the two humans coul d still believe
that the AAnn hadn't spotted the creature. But then it was hard to believe
the creature, too.

They' d been jogging along the curving shoreline for perhaps five mnutes
when Porsupah halted them He was staring out to sea.

"Wel |, what have you spotted? At this point I'mnot too choosy," Ml said.
They' d already had to put out two nore AAnn and avoid or inconvenience
several elaborate alarmsystens. At this rate they'd never cover a tenth of
the island's perineter. Assuming they weren't shot or bl own ship?high
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first. But Kitten and Porsupah seened to recogni ze the conceal ed triggers
as though they'd set themthensel ves. Mal hadn't noticed a one.

The question of what such an extensive network of alarns was doing in a
supposedl y i nnocuous area was anot her problemthat defied | ogic.

What they needed, dammt, was a few answers!

Por supah had knelt and was exanining the sand. He took up a small pawful
rubbed the grains between his fingers, sniffed at it. Abruptly he turned
and wal ked back about ten neters along their route. He perforned a simlar
ritual there, then returned. To their questioning stares he replied, "This
section of beach and forest wasn't arranged by nature. Not only is the sand
different taken up froma respectable depth, | think?but the rocks and
overal | |andscape have an unnatural feel to themthat | can't explain in
terrangl o or synbospeech. Everything is just a little bit cockeyed."

Mal took a | ong | ook at the sloping beach, the thick sem ?jungle. "I can't
detect anything out of the ordinary."

"Nor |," said Kitten, the |l andscape glowing eerily in her goggles. "But |
bel i eve you, Pors."

"There is only one structure visible, too." The Tolian pointed.

A long, low building, set back in the trees. It ran perpendicular to the
beach and was a little over a story high. As they wal ked towards the

wi ndowl ess structure, Mal noticed that an occasional tree ?not all, by any
means? was tilted at an angle that deviated sufficiently fromthe normto
be noticeable. If you happened to be |ooking for such things. There was no
question about it now This section of Replerian real estate had been
rebuilt, delicately rebuilt, to suit some specific purpose. Moreover, it
had been done recently, according to Pors. This suggested hurry, which in
turn suggested a need for secrecy. And it had been rearranged to | ook like
it hadn't been rearranged, which hinted at a deal nore.

The buil ding proved to be unguarded. It was painted, al nost enanel ed, a
dark gray?green. A dull roaring sound enmanated from sonewhere inside
Kitten put a hand against the wall. It vibrated slightly.

"Look for a door," Porsupah suggested. "I'm going to check sonething else."

The Tolian di sappeared into the jungl ed darkness. The door turned up al npst
i medi ately, recessed in the side they were on

Interesting," nmurnmured Mal. He was staring at the AAnn lettering on the
airlock?type portal. "It says?"

"I can read AAnnish," said Kitten
Por supah returned a nmonment later, puffing out short, whistling breaths.
"Where' ve you been?" asked Kitten

"Up a tree. Woof! | wanted a quick look at the top of this thing, and we
didn't truck along a | adder."

"See anyt hi ng?" asked Ml .

"The building runs |I couldn't say how far back into these trees. Top of it
is all ventilators. Big ones. You can see the fans from hi gh enough
They're well screened and you'd never notice themfromthe air, but this
cl ose? no mstaking them™
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"Wll now, this is interesting," said Kitten, staring at the door. "This
inscription here declares solemly that anyone who enters w thout six kinds
of ultra?top?high security passes is assured ail sorts of |engthy and

pai nful deaths."

"Utra?secret ventilator conplex pulling lots of air soneplace, conbined
with a thoroughly dug up and replanted section of beach and forest. Need
one say nore?" the Tolian announced.

Kitten was al ready exam ning the |ock

"It doesn't take an expert to tell this whole setup was put together
recently," said Mal. He ran a hand over the gl eanm ng guard rail
"Practically factory fresh."

They' d been descendi ng helical steps for what seemed a snall part of a
year. They'd found an el evator inside but after sone di scussion had passed
it up for fear of not pushing the proper button and setting off hidden
alarns. Not to mention the possibility of meeting someone unpl easant at the
end of the shaft. The stairwell seened a better bet. The only place it
registered a power drain was in the back of Kitten's |egs.

"The construction is solid, but still far fromwell integrated," M
continued. "Place was built in a hurry, for sure.”

Wth Porsupah in the |ead, they reached the end of the stairway. It
termnated in a small roomfilled with tools and boxes of unknown content.
The Tolian started off down a long, dimy lit tunnel. Their goggles nmade it
as bright as the main ternminus in Terraport. The direction | ed out under
the sea.

The tunnel opened abruptly onto a brightly lit corridor lined with doors
and hastily thrown?together decorative tiles. A surprised shout in a
guttural voice sounded just ahead.

Kitten pulled her tiny pistol, dropped to her right knee and fired, all in
one notion. The AAnn technic crunpled after taking two steps away from
t hem

They dragged the still body a few neters into the dark of the tunnel,
reenmerged cautiously into the light of the corridor

"W can't keep this up indefinitely, you know " said Mal, trying to | ook
fourteen ways at once. "They're going to start finding these bodies
eventual ly."

"Eventually is not imrediately,"” whispered Kitten, panting slightly. The
techni ¢ had been heavy for an AAnn. "It will be assunmed for sone tine yet
that those we put under are asleep or el sewhere. Hopefully, even if one or
two are discovered by accident, no one will think to connect them up unti
we' ve departed. Anyway, the AAnn hate to be out at night and do so only
when ordered. They certainly need their beauty sleep."

"It won't be assuned they fell asleep if sone casual passerby spots a
coupl e of those darts sticking out of his friend s neck."

Kitten answered between breaths as they jogged around another corner. "The
darts thenselves are made froma specially constituted gelatin. It

di ssol ves untraceably into, the bloodstream It also contains a coagul ating
agent to halt bl eeding around the wound. Thirty seconds after inpact, it
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woul d take careful chemical analysis of the blood to tell that a target's
been drugged, much | ess shot."

Mal exami ned his own pistol with renewed interest as they swung to their
left. Atrade itemw th excellent possibilities. True, it mght not be for
sal e by the Church, but stil

"Here's one that says " Life?Systens Monitoring,"' said Kitten. "It's the
first one |'ve seen with that blue danger seal on it. Let's try it."

The latch lifted easily to Porsupah's soft touch and he slipped inside,
Kitten follow ng cl ose behind and Mal coveri ng.

There were three AAnn in the room Al wore sinilar expressions of surprise
and bewi | dernment at the nocturnal alien invasion. One soldier and two
scientist?types, judging by the toga?chainmail of the intellectual elite
the others wore.

The soldier's hand got about halfway to the ugly pistol strapped to his
haunch before he coll apsed on his snout, unconscious. The younger of the
two scientists continued to stare in disbelief until he was sent sl eepward.
The ol dster, however, nade a dive for sonething at the far end of the big
central console. He didn't reach it. Singeing Porsupah's |eft shoul der,
Kitten caught the scientist in the mdsection. He doubled up in mdair and
she shot himagain, to nmake sure.

Mal took a fast glance up and down the, corridor, then closed the door
Kitten was replacing the gas cartridge and dart cluster in her pistol. At
the sane tine she was examining the section of console the scientist had
been trying to reach. Mal | ooked at her questioningly and she indicated a
clearly marked azure button

"Ceneral alarm C ose."

Por supah was rubbing his shoul der where the hot gas from her pistol had
singed him "Good! If it were anything |less, soft?and?round, |'d mark you."

"They're all quite alive, if not kicking," she said, turning over the |ast
of the three. Mal and Porsupah had noved to a wide glassite panel and were
staring unnmoving into it. She put hands on hips. "Wll, aren't you even

i nterested?"

"Conme and take a look at this,"
gl ass.

whi spered Porsupah wi thout turning fromthe

"What could fascinate you cretins so ..." She caught sight of what |ay
beyond t he panel and stopped talking'

A Br obdi nguagi an chanber showed on the other side. If was brightly, al nost
painfully, illum nated. Small silver?suited figures of what were clearly
AAnn technics clustered in groups about the wall to their left. Mst of the
chamber was filled with a gigantic spheroid of nightrmare black. It quivered
slightly here and there, like jelly. The fur at the back of Porsupah's neck
stood on end.

There was a sharp crackling sound, audible through a speaker set above one
cabi net of instrunents. A small bolt of electricity junped froma far
device to the ebony nmountain. Ponderously, the massive bul k shifted away
fromthe generator. It flowed/craw ed towards them Another crackling

foll owed and the second bolt drove the thing back to the center of the
chamber. It halted just short of three silver?suited figures.

"Well, that explains a lot,' Kitten nmurnured. "The AAnn have sone peculiar
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tastes, all right. Can't say | care for their style in pets.”

"That wi nds down the “invincible alien' theory of our resurrected friend,"
said Mal grimy. "Qur bescal ed nei ghbors seemto have managed to keep it in
hand. "

"Directing it, too," put in Porsupab thoughtfully. "Moving it fromplace to
pl ace via electrical stimulation. Conditioning."

"Coul d be Peot overestimated its powers. Just sizew se, though, it's plenty
big enough to do a | ot of danage, inproperly directed," said Kitten

"Direction depends on your point of view " said Ml

"You're always | ooking for an angle, aren't you, throwback? That's the sort
of evaluation I'd expect fromone of them" She pointed at a cluster of

t echs.
"Listen, 1've had just about?"
"Surely," Porsupah put in hastily, "it is of sufficient nass to destroy a

good?si zed village. And it may be an especially tough organism Such a
creature could indeed prove a fornmidable threat on a world as undevel oped
as Repler."

"We've no assurance they plan anything along those lines," said Kitten. Mal
snorted. "Still, I think it's tinme we concluded our tenporary circunmvention
of the official policy on non?intrusion into Concession territory. Let's

get back to the raft." She headed for the door, Mal and Porsupah foll ow ng.

"Do | detect the advocation of violence in your words?" asked Porsupah. "It
woul d anmount to an act of war."

"You think the AAnn would risk a full ?scale confrontati on over violation of
territory on this tiny base?"

"OfF course not," the Tolian continued. "But if they feel this project of
theirs could devel op into sonething significant..:

"I see. Well, | wasn't considering it seriously, anyway. Fortunately, it's
not our decision to make. | have a hunch that if the Major calls the AAnn
Conmander for a friendly chat and just casually nmentions that he's fully
aware of what's going on here, the AAnn won't be as inclined to try
anything drastic. Not if they know they' |l be held accountable."

"By the time the Commander here figures out how to proceed,"” she continued,
"somet hi ng appropriate will have been worked out in the way of restraints
at the anbassadorial level. Wich is all that needs to be done, | think
Qovi ously Peot has grossly overestimated this thing's abilities. O el se
it's been dormant so long it's | ost whatever it once mght have had in the
way of strange powers."

"One thing," said Mal. "If they follow what | understand is their usua
procedure in cases like ours, we ought to be let go sone tine tonorrow.
Next day at the' latest. Wth a verbal reprinmand. But there :s always the
chance sonething mght hold up our |eave?taking."

"Ch, | didn't intend to wait until they let us go," said Kitten, jogging
easily on the sandy flooring. "W'IlI|l broadcast fromthe raft first thing in
the norning. Their own transceivers ought to be busy then."

"They're certain, to be nonitoring us as a matter of course,” he replied.
"You know they'll pick up any broadcasting you do."
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"l expect themto. But all they'll hear is a typical screeching performance
via my alias to Church authorities. That al one ought to be enough to make
any listeners switch off. The real nessage won't be transmitted in words."

"Phycode," said Mal, pursing his lips. "You can do that?" He sounded
surprised.

"OfF course, silly!" Unexpectedly, she giggled, green glass chinmes. For a
battle?rated officer, it was indecently infectious. A corner of her nouth
went up; then a cheek, the left one, twitched twice. An ear wi ggled.

"I just made a long, involved comrent about your probable ancestry. An AAnn
woul dn't have detected a thing. To a perceptive human |'d appear to be
afflicted with a slight case of the fidgits. But to sonmeone versed in the
code... "

I'd have seened properly insulted, | know," Mal said. "I've heard
about it, but never seen it?or have |?”

"That's what | nean," she grinned. "I'mvery good at it." They'd reached
the bottom of the stairwell. Porsupah started up

"You're sure that when all these |lizards cone around, they won't renenber
what happened to then? Those three in the nonitoring section, for exanple."

Her voice drifted back fromjust ahead. "They'll be out for at |east

anot her hour yet. No, they won't. In addition to being a strong soporific,
the drug conveniently w pes out nenory just prior to being adm nistered. An
intentional side effect. But if we'd taken a mnute or two |onger with
those three, they'd remenber enough to nmake things awkward."

The sun and the first guard were just com ng up as they reentered the sleek
sportsraft. Kitten was the first to her own cabin. She changed fromthe

ski n?tight, Iight?bending black crawfit to sonething suitably grotesque and
fl anboyant for a young | ady of her assuned station. It wouldn't do for an
AAnn vi dcast scanner to pick her up transceiving in a one?piece suit
designed to create an effect of sem ?invisibility.

Mal and Porsupah changed a bit faster, not having to be concerned with such
details as, for exanple, coiffure. Kitten essayed a few el oquent twitches,

par aphrastically speaking, and felt up to the task. She'd have to trust to
menory and inprovisation to handl e the verbal park of the act.

Por supah waved as she entered the plush control |ounge. He was adjusting
the transceiver. The AAnn woul d al nost surely pick up the cast, but it
didn't hurt to try for as tight a beam as possible, anyway.

"The arrival of your friend with the shipnment you requested is due shortly,
I amtold," said Commander Parquit. Rose wal ked confortably at his side.

"A few necessities and itens of nostal gic value."

"I"'msure," Parquit replied drily. "If the shiprment is as small as you
claim then both you and your materials will be renoved to orbit, there to
await an appropriate transport as rapidly as can be managed, as per our
agreenment. An event which | | ook forward to with nmore than a nodi cum of

pl easure.” The Commander was meking no effort to hide his dislike.

"You don't seemto care for nme especially," offered Rose.

"I amnot fond of your race, as few of nmy kind are. You strike me
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additionally as a particularly | oathsone exanple. W can bargain w thout
friendship. It is not required | kiss you."

"Not sure |I'd care for that nyself."

"l advise you not to have worries on that account. Mist you carry that
thing everywhere?" He indicated the nmetal case with its expl osive, deadly
contents. One breath of the powder could kill any of his command sl owy and
pai nful | y.

"Ch, it's not activated just now for ny, ah, bargaining purposes. Sorry if
it makes you nervous. It's just that |'ve gotten in the habit of not
letting it out of my sight. Not that |I'd expect you ever goin' back on your
word, you understand."

Parquit nade an A?Ann expression indicative of nausea, coupled with
unconcern

"Just that | feel nore secure with it near ne, see?"

"I neither pretend nor care to," the Commander repli ed.

"Incidentally, where are we headed?"

"Harbor Control." They halted outside a door. Sensing their body heat, the
sem ?transparent portal slid back

They entered a wide roomthat was conpletely transparent fromwalls to
ceiling. Only the floor was opaque. They were not terribly high. Still,
there was no sense in subjecting some tinorous controller to vertigo. It
wasn't necessary to see beneath one's feet. They were in the approxi mate
center of the island, just above the tallest trees of the forest.

"As your conpanion is due with your possessions soon, | would prefer you to
be here. There ?should be no confusion if the agreed?upon coding is
properly utilized. A proper visual identification, however, is far
preferable. | have reasons for such precautions. Soneone el se could have
intercepted the coding. This way we will be certain."

"Afraid of something, old skin?"

"No nore so than normal. Besides, anything that will aid in expediting your
renoval gives nme enjoynent. Gther matters press heavily on ny tine. Rest
assured, however, that getting rid of youis forenbst in ny mnd."

"Flattery'll get you nowhere."

The Commander was already talking to a detec operator. "Comunication from
the anticipated arrival yet?"

"No, your Excellency. The channel is held open, though."
"Good. Notify if?"

"Excel | ency?" Parquit turned

"What is it, Harbormaster Third?"

"Pardon, your Excellency, for disturbing. The Terran fermale is
broadcasting. Directionally, it appears, to sonewhere within the centra
city."

"A logical place." Parquit was only mldly interested. "I did not know that
a raft of that class could beamso far directionally."
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"Some have the capability, Excellence. Boostering and expensive
modi fi cations.”
Parquit grunted. "Nothing of interest, presumably?"

"No, Excellency. Nothing unique. It appears to be a series of conplaints
di stinguished only by their vituperativeness. Should |I try to danp her

out ?"

"No, let her rave. Hopefully she will annoy the humanx authorities as she
has us. | would not personally inflict such a femal e on the npst desperate
mat e?seeker. Such sel frighteousness! | understand this groupi ng has been an

abnormally difficult one.™
"Abnormal |y vocal, anyway, Excellence," smrked the Harbornaster

"You' re hol ding a group of people?" Rose inquired. He'd understood enough
of the precedi ng conversation

"No, not people. Humans, and one other. Tourists. Along with an occasiona
comrerci al fisher, who hopes to find an unfinshed area close to the center
of popul ation, they sonetimes stray w thin Concession boundaries. Mst such

are the result of honest errors of navigation. Others do so, | suspect in
the hopes of achieving a small thrill. Unfortunately, | cannot react as
woul d prefer. This would entail frying the lot of them W are "at peace,'’
you see. So such actions are proscribed by treaty. | believe sone woul d
actually enjoy the threat. Mst nerely express outrage that we constrain
their sacrosanct person. You are the first, | regret, to arrive here with
pur pose. "

"What do you do with thenP"

"Hold them over for a day, nake brief suggestions of bodily disnmenbernent,
| odge a protest with the authorities, who, | understand, sonetines even
actually levy a fine on the offenders."

"You sai d humans and “one other."'

"A Tolian. Petty aristocrat. These small mammals ..." Parquit paused. Rose
bad turned away and was trying hard to control hinself. "Does it shane you
so much?"

"I't's laughter I'mtrying to hold back, not shanme, your scaliness! Two
humans and a Tolian. One large nal e and one exceptionally attractive
femal e?"

"By your standards, as | vaguely conprehend them yes. How do you know?"

"And you don't want visitors. Ch, Luna! ... Listen, brighteyes. The femal e
and the furry posturer are Church undercover agents, both officers. The
mal e i s an i ndependent freighter?captain with nore connections than an

al | ?purpose 'puter linkup. In the words of ancient hue, ne boyoh, you've
been took!" The drugger burst into |laughter, causing heads to turn in the
control room

Parquit did not betray any enotion beyond a slight tightening of horny
I'ips.

"Har bormaster Third, damp that broadcast!"
"Excel l ency!" The reptile junped at the sting in the commuand.

"Controller! Kindly informthe sergeant in charge of that |anding section
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to conduct our visitors to ny roons. Under guard. Put their raft under
cross?coverage fromharbor turrets. If they nmake the slightest nove to
depart, destroy them"

"It is done, Excellence."

"Hey, no reason to junmp on themlike that! They're probably |ookin' for
me," said Rose.

Parquit turned and gave the drug?runner such an intense stare that the
nornmal ly stolid Rose | ooked away.

"You flatter yourself, human. As you said, it gets one nowhere. | have
reason to believe they are here for reasons and purposes other. | am
admttedly curious as to how you know t hem "

"They're the ones?the two agents, anyway?who've forced ny reluctant and
hasty departure fromthese parts.”

"l see. Reason enough to condemm them for inflicting you on ne. |
sonmetinmes wish for nore primtive days, when decisions were a sinple
question of sharper teeth and stronger claw. Yet | endeavor to cope with
civilization. Conme along. You nay be of sone use, Sand knows."

Parquit headed for? the door, paused at a word fromthe Harbormaster.
"What is it, Third?"
"Excel | ence, the human's expected shi pnent has contacted us."

"Monitor it closely." He turned back to Rose. "You will remain to nake
visual identification. Following that, direct yourself to nmy roons."

The series of rapid, ultra?hi gh?frequency nunbers was picked up, recorded
and transcribed by the Rectory 'puters. Coupled with the phycoded
informati on just received, they were sufficient to send the padre in charge
scurrying for the Major's office.

"You realize your confession of your profession is a nere formality now, "
said Parquit. "I amas certain of it as of ny own ancestral tree. It is
your purpose that concerns ne nore. You no nore | anded here by acci dent
than | did by desire. Wiy not observe courtesy, be polite, and tell ne
freely? | shall be courteous in turn. I will not have you shot out of hand

No, please, young female. Subside. No nore inmagined insults. Surely the
mai nt enance of this act is as wearisone to you as it is to ne. | could
search your vessel. Interesting things would no doubt turn up. But should
they, | would be inpelled by precedent to have you exterm nated. | would
far rather have answers to sone questions? before."

"Poo! Commander, this has now beconme exasperating. The sheer size of this
illusion you have drawn for yourself makes me fear for you."

"Your sudden solicitation for ny good health is out of character, fermale."
"You are perfectly welcone to search our ship, if it will cure you."

"Those who have no options are generous ..." began the commander.

"You won't find anything nore espionage?oriented than a few typical, if
expensi ve, caneras. The tapes in themcontain only shots of water and

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...an%20Dean%20-%20FIinx%207%20-%20Bloodhype.txt (109 of 162) [1/16/03 6:52:00 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%207%20-%20Bl oodhype.txt

i sland scenery?not this island, nor its surrounding water. \Were your
suspi cions arise fromescape ne."

"They arose fromne," came a voice fromthe doorway. "Dear ne, a pun." The

drugger strode past the startled group. "I'msurprised, yes, and

di sappointed, to see you still tied up with these two, Hammurabi. No profit
init, no profit at all." He shook his head slowy, mournfully.

"I think | see your point now, " began Mal reasonably. "It sure | ooks |ike

you' ve been right all along. Maybe we ought to reconsider..."

The drugger lit one of his few renmi ni ng dopesticks, ignoring Parquit's
expression of disgust. "Uh?uh. Too nmuch hate in your eyes. Angle of lips,
position of head ... no, you'd strangle me first chance you got, on genera
principles alone. Besides, judging just fromyour plain stupid relationship
with these two," he gestured at Kitten and Pors, "you'd be a poor risk."

"You find some funny holes to crawl into, drugger,” said Kitten

He smiled. "I only go where |I'mwanted. Comrander, here, is a spiritua
relative."

"Hol d your insults, yon push nme too far!" said Parquit.

"Easy, Conmander, easy." Rose hefted the ever?present metal ease, shook it
gently. "lI've still my little surprise box."

"If you coerce nme to the edge," the Conmander said tightly, "a nonentary
insanity on ny part could destroy us all. Your package of. supposed drug
concerns ne |less and | ess."

"Ckay, okay. Forget it.

"No wonder the local police couldn't find you," broke in Porsupah.

"You contacted your supplier?" asked Parquit.
"Yep.”
"You have now that which you require for departure?"

"Pretty much. Can't be as picky as 1'd like at this stage. At |east
everything got here intact. I was worried about himhaving to dodge huananx
patrols. Young for the job, but he managed. If they bothered to plot his
course, it would provide another reason for not troubling him Your
reputation for hospitality isn't supposed to encourage visitors."

A young nan appeared in the portal. He was tall and good?l ooki ng.
"BEverything you wanted's been transferred off the raft, Dom so?

"You!" The scream of recognition was only half femnine. Kitten threw
herself at the figure. A guard, energy rifle at the ready, interposed
hi nsel f. She stared at the weapon for a | ong nonent as though debating
whet her to try passing the guard anyway, hands at her sides, breathing
heavi |l y.

"You appear to be acquainted with this slug's associate," said Parquit in
| ucid understatement. He'd been surprised hinmself by the violence of her
reaction.

"We've met," said Russell Kingsley. He eyed her warily across the room
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Peot was alone. In a universe of a trillion souls, he was, would al ways be,
had been, alone. He'd lived non?life too |l ong and now rmust |ive an unwanted
real?life a while longer. Hurry. Hurry hurry hurry.

After several eternities, it was not easy to nove with concern

Orvenal i x deliberated about two minutes before flipping a switch on his
desk com

"Get me the governor's residence, operator."

"Processing, sir.

After a few seconds the haze on the screen cleared to reveal a
spectacul arly pneunatic human fenmal e. She was seated behind a snall
mahogany and brass desk. Her tone was | azy.

"I amsorry, Major Ovenalix, but the governor left explicit instructions
that he was not to be disturbed until further notice."

"I see. Wll. Fine. You give the good governor this message for ne, then
Tell himthat as of," he glanced at the wist chrononmeter set into the
chiton of his left truarm"three m nutes ago, three especially equipped
patrol subnersibles of the Replerian Domestic Comerce and Custons
Protecti on Associ ati on were di spatched by nme at maxi num crui sing speed for
the Inperial AAnn Encl ave, where they will attenpt to carry out the rel ease
of two human and one Tolian prisoner. Should the AAnn Conmmander refuse to
comply with this request, the commander of the three vessels has been
enpowered to secure their release by force ... Tell himthis strai ght and
tell himthis now, or you'll find yourself tonorrow in the awkward and nuch
| ess rel axing position of scraping willoweed off the hulls of shrinp

traw ers over in Faertown."

To her credit, the professional smle remained frozen on the girl's face.
The difference now was that the ice showed.

"I will give himthe nmessage, Mijor." She stood.

"And | mght suggest a nmore regul ated intake of oxygen. Your present rate
of consunption intrigues ne only as a xenobiol ogical curiosity. Save it for
those it may affect."”

She fled fromrange of the pickup

You deserve to have your antennae knotted, you old reprobate! That was
unnecessary.

The nessage was designed to produce results. It did. Governor Washburn was
on the screen alnost inmediately, funbling with the clasps of his blouse.
Hi s appearance was generally runpl ed and unkenpt. Well, that was too bad.
This was one siesta the planetary maj or?dono woul d have to forego.

Now, however, he was w de awake?and angry.

"Deity, Major! Prinmal urges. Cbscenity! Wat is all this about? If you
wi shed to begin an interstellar war in nmy jurisdiction, you mght at |east
informne in advance."

"I think you can discount the possibility of any extra-Replerian conflict,
Governor."
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"You bet your nandi bl es we can!" the executive roared. "I'm countermandi ng
those orders now | want those subs back in port and docked quietly by
sundown! | want their captains and crews restricted to quarters until they
can be properly instructed about keeping their nmouths shut concerning this
whol e fiasco. There may still be tinme to keep this out of the faxpax."
"I'"'mafraid I'll be conpelled to neglect those instructions, Governor. But
this will be kept as quiet as possible. The three subnersibles are under

order to observe strict cast silence until sonething has been resol ved?one
way or the other."

"l see." Washburn did. He could recognize a fact when it craw ed all over
his face. This ability put hima cut above politicians on nore "civilized"
worl ds, who'd lost the talent. "Perhaps sone good will conme of this,

anyhow. Runni ng a backwards, nowhere world |ike Repler is thankless enough.
At least I'll have the pleasure? f we survive ?of seeing you denoted to the
poi nt where you'll no longer be an irritation to ne."

"Al'l things are possible, Governor," Ovenalix said soothingly. "But for
now, | suggest you conpose yourself as well as you're able. It's not

unlikely that we'll be hearing fromthe Commuander of the AAnn base. Wen he
does contact you, |'d suggest noving away fromthe speaker and | owering the
vol ume somewhat. He will likely not be inclined to sweet reasonabl eness. |

have the utnost confidence in your ability to handle the conversati on which
will ensue."

Later, neither could renmenber who cut the other off first.

"Move away, fenale!" hissed Parquit. "I'll have no blood spilled here
wi t hout consent." Reluctantly, Kitten backed up to stand between Mal and
Por supah.

The guard returned silently to his station. Kingsley wal ked over to Rose,
grinning. "Looking feisty as ever,, isn't she, DonP"

Rose whi spered. "Be quiet, you fool. There's trouble for you here."

"Nonsense! She's the prisoner. Wasn't she put off to see me, though?" He
chuckl ed.

"You have a grudge against this mal e?" asked Parquit. The question was
purely rhetorical

Her voice was even, without a hint of the enotion boiling beneath it. "He
spent a small time, recently, doing unwanted, ungentlemanly things to ne,
Excel | ency. But | endeavor to always renmain |adylike. | promse to nmake his
death as quick as possible."

"Did you do as she clainms?" said Parquit interestedly. He turned to face
Kingsley. "lIs that essentially true?”

Ki ngsl ey was no interpreter of AAnn intonation, but he was suddenly on
guard. "Not exactly, | "

lie alot," the Commander added. He exam ned the youngster closely.
Ki ngsl ey shifted uncertainly under the close observation

"You don't appear to be arned."
"I"mnot. Your people took ny weapons as soon as | |anded."

"As was only appropriate. It would be required now anyway. Such things

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...an%20Dean%20-%20FIinx%207%20-%20Bloodhype.txt (112 of 162) [1/16/03 6:52:00 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%207%20-%20Bl oodhype.txt

woul d i npair the engagenent."”
"Engagenent ? What engagenent ?"

"Well, it seenms the young | ady made a vow. Under AAnn social convention, |
should not attenmpt to prevent her fulfilling it. As my having her for

di nner would certainly do. And despite your species' noted predilection for
personal conbat, one which | amtold approaches our own, | have never had
the opportunity to observe such an action. |'ve seen transceived casts of
simul ati ons, but never one in person. It should prove entertaining. | amin
dire need of such, these days."

"Now | ook here, Excellency, |I'ma guest. Surely?"
"Deat h?vows take precedence over common, |let alone forced, hospitality."”
"But 1'mnot an AAnn! |'m not subject to your social conventions."

"Then why do you and your superior claimsanctuary? For yoursel f? you do
not even understand your own reasoni ng. Pagh!"

"Excel l ence," Rose began. The Conmander turned sharply, as if anticipating
the sentence to follow He gestured at Kingsley.

"This one means so nuch to you?" Parquit was watching the drugger closely.
"It's not that, really, but?"

"You bastard!" Kingsley shouted. "You rotten, putrid ... !'" He took a step
towards the ol der man, halted when the guard's rifle came up nenacingly.

"My, everyone wi shes to kill everyone else," Parquit nused. "I'm not

unfam liar with humanx history. |If you humans hadn't encountered the thranx
when you did, it's conceivable you woul d have both been sufficiently weak
for us to defeat you. A black day when that neeting first took place

O herwi se we would now be in a position to pursue our natural destiny of

gal axy?wi de dom nation at a nore natural pace."

"Don't hold your breath,"” said Ml

Parquit turned to face the freighter?captain. "Periodic nmnor conflict is
necessary in order to correctly ascertain an opponent's strength before
wagi ng war, man. W made an i nproper evaluation last time. W will not make
the same error again."

"Ckay, | retract the request. Hold your breath."

The Commander ignored him turned to Kitten. "So, young female. Is the
center of nmy office agreeable to you?.

"Just give ne an armis length." She smiled ferociously.

Rose nade a last try. "This does violate accepted standards of politeness,
Excel | ence. "

When Parquit had concl uded the AAnn | aught erequi val ent, he spoke again.
"See? A good idea! | am anused already. To hear you conplain of a violation
of politeness. To hear you cite accepted standards. How many standards of
civilization have you viol ated? How many beings owe the visit of the

Thi ever ?of ?Thoughts to you? The M ndburner? O He?Who?Wal ks?Bl acksand? Do
not speak to me of politeness! ... You! Are you afraid of this female? You
substantially outnass her."

"No, your Excellency. Save your insults for this ... this maggot. [|'1|
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fight her."
"Then be to it! | give you," he checked his own tinepiece, "ten tine?parts.
No one will interfere."

Kitten shrugged out of the el aborate confection of crepe and sil k. She
crunpled the delicate material into a wad, handed it to Porsupah. Mbving
away to one side of her conpanions, she stood in very unregul ation
under gar ment s.

"Must you fight indecently, too?" said Porsupah

"That's funny coming fromyou, you | echerous nuskrat! This isn't going to
be pretty, and | could barely walk in that thing. Gve ne a kiss for |uck
And stop playing with your whiskers. It nakes me nervous to see you
nervous." Porsupah dropped both hands awkwardly to his sides.

Mal knelt until his head was on a level with the smaller Tolian's. "He
out wei ghs her by a good 30 kilos and he doesn't | ook slow You think she
can handl e hi nmP"

"l don't know. She does."

Ki ngsl ey found Rose and the AAnn Commander staring at himinterestedly.
After all the talk, the silence in the under?room wei ghed heavily on him

He took a step towards Kitten. Another. "Listen," he said, sniling

nervously. "If you want an apol ogy or whatever, I'mwlling to go through
the whole bit. W all seemto be in the sane ship here." He held out a
hand.

"You really feel that way?" She relaxed. "Well, | suppose |I'd gain nmerit by

forgiving. Once, anyway. As you say, we do seemto have the sane
unprom sing future."

Kingsley let out a deep breath. "I was hoping you' d feel that way." He
stepped forward abruptly, his left leg comng up in a vicious hsi Kick,
using the tibia like a knife?edge, aining for her temple.

Her right arm shot up as she dropped, deflecting the kick over her head. At
the sane tine, her left armdrove forward from her hip, knuckles first. Her
awkward position caused her to miss the solar plexus, hitting himslightly
| ow.

Ki ngsl ey whoofed | oudly and stunbl ed backwards, one hand going to his
st omach.

Por supah whi spered to Mal, "Kitten conmes out ahead on the first exchange of
greetings."

Ki ngsl ey noved forward, trying an unsubtle right chop. She didn't even
bother to block it, but spun to her left, junping and tw sting in one
motion. Her heel hit himon the side of the jaw, He crunpled to the stone
flooring, scattering sand, and had enough left to roll to his feet. He cane
up spitting bl ood and white splinters and there was nothing civilized left
in his expression.

Hi s rush was conpletely unchecked, animal ?like. She hit himsharply on the
side of the neck. It slowed but didn't stop him H's head hit her hard in
the midsection and they tunbled into a conplex, flowerlike table
arrangenent to her right. Rose had to scranble to get out of the way.

Despite the destruction, Parquit was enjoying hinmself hugely. Persona
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conbat was one of the highest arts of the AAnn. This exotic spectacle was
one few anbng even the highest nobles could afford to have staged.

Ki ngsl ey staggered dazedly to his feet, trying to clear his head. Kitten
| ay stunned do the sandy floor. Mal took a step forward but had to halt
when the guard's rifle came up

St aggering drunkenly, Kingsley stunbled over to the inert body and raised a
heel over her groin. At the sane tine both long |legs | ocked at different
angl es around Kingsley's free leg and pressured. Flailing his arns, he
crashed to the hard floor, landing heavily on his side. He rolled to his
knees, attenpting to rise, just intinme to neet a flying kick that nade
pul p of the left side of his face, the cheekbone giving way conpletely.

Kitten stood, holding her m dsection, which throbbed painfully fromthe
solid butt it had taken. She'd had her satisfaction. But Kingsley, sonehow,
got to his feet. He feigned collapse, then charged furiously?not at her,
but at the guard, trying for the gun

This guard was one of the Commander's personal attendants. He was neither
| azy, slow, nor overly involved in the proceedings.

Kingsl ey rested a good two strides fromthe guard, who hadn't noved. There
were two small black holes in his perfect skull, one in front, a slightly
| arger one directly in the back, where the energy bolt had sprayed out.

A strange drunmi ng sound caused Kitten to turn, panting, fromthe ugly
corpse. Parquit was thunping his. tail on the floor behind him

"Wl |l executed, fermale, very well indeed! And with little damage to
yoursel f. You are form dable, yes, form dable."

"My tummy's killing me, but if you'd like to have a goround yourself,
Excel | ency...”

"I am honored, but |I fear ny tinme for personal conbat is past its prine.
Nor do | feel the need of putting nyself in jeopardy, even froma snall
fermal e. "

"I offer protest," said Rose. He was watching two attendants renove the

body. "I have few enough friends left on this planet." Actually, he was
more worried about ,word of the circunstances surroundi ng Kingsley's death
getting back to his father. He had enough who were sworn to kill him

"Why bother, since you will be |eaving so soon?" said Parquit.

"I'"'maware you bear no love for nme, Conmander. Mist they be informed of
such things?" He indicated the little group

"I reiterate, why bother? They are not going to contact anyone anypl ace for
some time, if ever. | no longer intend to act in a manner mnerely pleasing
to you."

"Going to risk an interstellar incident over us?" said Porsupah. "Strange
priorities you have, Conmander."

"I hardly think your disappearance woul d engender nore than sincere regret
among your friends and associates, since you are here quite illegally. And
perhaps sone mild anger on the part of the being who'll be responsible for
replacing you in the ranks of the Church."

"l seemto have heard sonmething simlar somewhere before,” Ml whispered to
Kitten.
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"Ch, shut up, ox!" She wi nced. "Nova, that abom nation had a hard head!"

Chi nes rang sonmewhere fromwi thin the Commander's spaci ous desk. He pulled
out an ear phone?speaker setup, appeared to listen intently for severa
m nut es.

"l hear. Yes. For how | ong? Have you transcribed it? Good. | want it on
record. Send it out to the transport as soon as it conmes round in orbit
again." He replaced the apparatus in the desk

"I't woul d seem beings, that someone else is not concerned about off?planet
ram fications.”

"What do you nean?" asked Porsupah

"There are three vessels of the |ocal constabulary Iying close offshore ny
harbor. They are very nuch aware of your presence here and appear quite

i nsi stent about having you back. Their attitude is decidedly unfriendly.
I'"ve never known the Major to act so belligerently. You nust nmean a lot to
him O the information you' ve obtained."

"VWhat do you propose to do about it?" said Kitten

"Orvenalix is no fool. He nust be conversant with the kind of defensive
popgun | am pernitted here. No doubt those ships axe equipped with that in
m nd. However, we have a few surprises not included in the agreenents. |
shoul d prefer to avoid a running battle where sone of the installation may
be damaged and ny personnel subjected to an inglorious death ....
Therefore, in the interests of preserving peace and avoi di ng unnecessary
destruction, |I'Il offer your woul d?be saviors a chance to back off and

nmot or away to wherever they cane from"

"Why shoul d they do that?" asked Kitten. Suspicions were congealing in her
m nd that were not attractive

Parquit stared at her shrewdly. "I believe you have sone idea. Your
gladiatorial talents, if nothing else, have identified you as what this
di sreput abl e specinmen insists you to be. Nanely, trained agents in the

service of the Enperor's enem es. | suspect you have sone idea of what is
taking place here. You've been here for over a day now, operating
unsuspected. | have great respect for your abilities. | don't know

preci sely how much you' ve | earned, because we've no way as yet of

deci phering the vidcast you sent out this norning. That's one thing | hope
to persuade you to reveal, later, at ny leisure. | amnot confident that it
was danped out sufficiently early. The presence of those three vessels is
partial proof of that."

"I wouldn't attenpt to deny that," said Kitten

"That is a beginning." Parquit showed teeth. "The fact that they were able
to slip inside our defenses without triggering any alarm shows they are
either far better equipped than that type of vessel nornmally is, or that
our defensive preparations here have been woefully inadequate."

"Probably both," offered Mal. "If you're referring to that animated bl ob of
caul ki ng putty?yeah, we've seen it" Porsupah tried to restrain Mal but the
captain shook himoff. "No, I'mtired of ganes. It hasn't done me any too

good so far. Let's be direct for a change."
"You two will be the death of ne yet!" the Tolian excl ai ned.

If Parquit was surprised by Mal's disclosure, he didn't showit.
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"it is nmore likely that | will be. Come with me, then. | had not planned to
attenpt this at this time, nor have my technicians. There are | ast?ninute
preparations to supervise. You will be able to observe fromthe top of the

Har bor Tower. Watch closely and take note of what transpires. Possibly you
may be able to convince your Major that further attenpts to save you will
prove unefficacious. A sinple denonstration should suffice.”

The Commander cane around from behind his desk. "You see, we have del ved
deeply into the creature, its physiology, its notivations and response. It
has been on an extensive training programfor sone tinme now. The results
have been nostly positive. This will hurry but not disrupt things. It is a
dunb animal, true, but it has proven capable of responding to training, to
command. "

"W wat ched sone of your 'training, said Kitten

"Real | y?" This tine Parquit showed some surprise. "You will tell me how
that was managed sone tine." Cearly no one at the base had made a
connecti on between a sudden epidenic of nye falling asleep on post and the
presence of the three aliens. Which was just as well, even if it didn't
seem useful just now. No point in revealing nore than was necessary. And
they m ght have occasion to use the same stunt again?if they could recover
their pistols.

O course if soneone got the idea of analyzing the contents of the
amunition ..

"I fail to see," said Kitten, "how coercing the creature frompoint Ato
poi nt B and back again is going to frighten away three arned ships. No
matter how intimdating the thing is nmasswi se.”

"Qur program has been far nore anbitious than that fenmale. Cearly you did
not see very much. As you will soon observe."

They were standing in the Tower. The three subs were barely visible, lying
on the surface offshore. The three manmal s had been offered the use of a
mount ed magni fier by Parquit, adjustable to human?Tolian eyesi ght. Tube

| aunchers were visible on the ships, just above the waterline.

Sonething in the way of an escape attenpt might have been tried, since the
technics in the Tower were all occupied. Only the two guards the Commander
had ordered to watch them every mnute prevented it.

Kitten was hol ding an awkwardly shaped transcei ver mke. The Comrander's
voi ce sounded from a speaker set in its handle, as well as from speakers
around the room

"I't is time now, female. You may speak to your ‘rescuers.' | suggest a
brief warning. Remind that the final decision to engage in hostilities is
theirs. If they still exhibit obstinacy, | will take action. Controller,

open the channel . "

The transcei ver operator made slight adjustnents to two dials, gave Kitten
an unm st akabl e go?ahead sign .

supah and Li eutenant Kai ?sung. Pl ease acknow edge our

Kitten spoke into the mke. "Listen, whoever you are. This is Lieutenant
Kai ?sung. "
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"Lieutenant? Are you all right?"

"Present conpany and | ocation excluded, just fine. My conpanions |ikew se.
The Rectory received ny 'cast?"

"A substantial portion, Lieutenant. Enough? before it was danped out to the
poi nt where anphi couldn't do any good. W got the newsy parts, anyway.
What's all this about sonme kind of “alien nonster'?"

"There is one it is alien, and it nost definitely is Mnstrous. Your
friendly | ocal snakes have apparently trained it to?well, |I'mnot sure
what. But the Conmmander here seens pretty confident about its ability to
handl e you."

"We've got energy screens and gelisite torpedoes that'll kill devil ?fish on
concussi on al one at three?hundred nmeters, Lieutenant. We intend to have you
out of there.”

"Your final wordings, human?" That was Parquit's voice, breaking in.

"An accurate eval uation, snake. Now be so good as to produce the two
Li eutenants and their civilian conpanion inmediately or ..... HOLY. ... I

There was a confused scrabbling sound at the other end of the |inkup.

"What ' s happening around t hen?" said Mal, eyes glued to the single
magni fier. Porsupah edged hi mout of the way.

The sea around the three ships seened to be boiling. A puff of white snoke
i ssued fromone of the subs, followed by simlar puffs fromthe others.
Muf f1 ed expl osi ons foll owed. Water geysered heavenward in several places
cl ose by two of the vessels. The ocean heaved convul sively.

The bl ue?green water under the ships seened to turn gray, then black as
ink. Two massive glistening pseudopods, the Iinbs of some inpossible

anor phous sea?deity, rose out of the water on either side of the two,
arching and neeting overhead. Even without the aid of the magnifier, both
Mal and Kitten could see puffs of red?yell ow expl odi ng agai nst the horror.
They were carried off by the wind as though they were snoke and not the

pl aces where arnor?piercing mssiles inpinged and shattered. Energy screens
flared and died, coils overloaded. The two pseudopods formed an obscene
cathedral over the crazily rocking ships, hung frozen for an instant.

Then it canme down.

The waters swirled, angry and di sturbed, above the spot where the two
manned vessel s had fl oated seconds before. The third was already jetting
full throttle for the horizon. "Dam. Damm, damm." Kitten dug her rails
agai nst the unresisting netal of the speaker?m ke, scraping the shiny tube.
Por supah remained ,glued to the magnifier, unable to tear his eyes fromthe
site of the disaster. Already there was nothing to indicate that an

uni magi nabl e bl aspheny had conme and gone. The two subnersibles did not
reappear.

"Fast." That was the freighter?captain's sole coment. You' ve seen stranger
things on other planets, nore inpressive, nore awesome. Haven't you,
Capt ai n? Haven't you?

"That was necessary," cane Parquit's voice over the speaker

"l understand," said Kitten, "you son?of?a?bitch! Those nen didn't have a
chance. You knew dam wel | they wouldn't have a chance."
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"I did not know for certain. As | said, the procedure was not yet
perfected. The probability, however, was high. Despite the insufficient
nunber and type of tests we ran. Qur expectations were nore than
fulfilled."

"Goddam you slinmy, cold?blooded ... !'"

"Sonet hi ng' s happening."” It was Porsupah's voice. He was still staring
through the magnifier. The boiling of the sea had resuned, nuch closer to
shore. Grinding and creaki ng sounds suddenly poured through severa
speakers. The personnel in the Tower were not reacting as though this were
nor mal procedure.

"Nova!" breathed Mal tightly, "I think..."

Met al mpaned from one speaker, a |ong, basso aaahhbhh. There was a
trenmendous wrenchi ng sound and the buil ding snapped like a viol string.
Except for those techs well seated at their consol es, everyone was thrown
heavily to the floor. Several respectable explosions followed, shaking the
structure violently.

Hamrur abi had regained his feet first and was already westling with one of
the guards. The other one, still stunned fromthe fall, was groggily trying
toaimhis rifle so as not to hit his partner. Porsupah laid himout with a
fast round kick behind the I eft aural opening.

None of the technics or operators seemed inclined to dispute the hunmans'
ownership of the two energy rifles. Instead, they worked frenziedly at
controls and switches. Conpletely ignoring the threatening aliens in their
m dst, they argued anpbng thenselves and with the equally frantic voices
whi ch babbl ed from nunerous speaker grills.

"I can't follow all this," said Kitten as they backed towards the port al

"Sonmething's scared them" whispered Mal. "Badly. Sonething' s running awy
and they're scared. For a change, | concur with an AAnn situation
evaluation. |'mscared too."

Anot her expl osi on shook the building. It was weaker and they kept their
feet this time, slowy backing towards the doorway.

"Amy seens kind of a honpgenized word for it," said Kitten, pouting.

Down on the beach still visible through the transparent walls, a nass the
col or of space rose fifty neters into the china?blue sky. It towered above
the control center and the tallest trees. The sun flashed silver on the
mal evol ent bulk for the first time, as though strands of sone bright netal
ran in streaks just under the outer skin. Pieces of masonry and durall oy
beam ng, twisted and dangling like string, fell fromthe snmooth sides. The
thing noved purposefully fromside to side, swaying slightly.

Most of it was hidden fromview.
Its intelligence was no | onger a matter for di scussion

Mal and Kitten carried the energy rifles. Being AAnn size, they bul ked a
bit too large for Porsupah to handl e confortably. The Telian did borrow a
dart pistol fromone of the guards. He led them down the stairs, again
shunning the el evator, his hypersensitive hearing and sense of snell a
better detection package than any artificial sensors.

Tortured screans from stone and netal followed themas they raced through
turns and down corridors. The occasional AAnn they encountered was too
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stunned to contest their free passage and too scared to do anythi ng about
it anyway.

Still, now and then an arned guard or tech would realize they weren't where
they ought to be and try to do sonmething about it. The result was a series
of brief running battles through the maze of structures. The first tine
she'd fired the unfam |iar weapon, Kitten had taken a bolt close enough to
singe her left side painfully. Mal linped slightly on his right |eg, where
a shard from an expl osive shell had penetrated. It was slight, but because
he coul dn't pause, the tiny trickle of blood from beneath the rough
bandagi ng was conti nuous.

The nonster was tearing the island down around their ears, and

i ncongruously enough all Ml could think about for several m nutes was that
hi s conpanion was really splendidly constructed. Not nerely athletic, but
dammed attractive. A burst of heat warned his face. There was a short
screamfroma far corner where a guard had dropped. Kitten turned to | ook
over her shoul der.

"Wl | done, anthropoid! You al nbst caught that one. I'mgetting tired of
nur semai di ng you."

Well, at least it put his mnd back on business.
"Any idea of how far we are fromthe harbor?" Ml yelled to Porsupah

"Not yet. The thing seens to have noved inland with ease. So it's not
restricted to the aquasphere. For all we know, it may be flexible enough to
surround the entire island." The Tolian junped over an AAnn in scientist's
smock. The reptile's head had been split by a collapsed lighting fixture.
Anot her crash sounded from behind them and a shudder ran down the hal | way
they were runni ng al ong.

"That could have been the Tower going over," shouted Mal. "The thing's
systematic enough to do that."

"Peot was right after all," said Kitten. "This thing's as nasty as he
described it. Wnder how t he good Conmander is maki ng out?"

"Let's wonder about it over brandy and pastry ... and an honest ?t 0?gee
steak ... at your Rectory," said Mal. "And concentrate on practicalities
now. " He sl owed up.

There was a doubl e door at the end of the corridor. Damp gray sky and green
ocean were visible through the glassite material. Porsupah ran up to it,
stopped, and hurried back. H's comrent was perfunctory.

"Automatics are out. It's shut tight."

"Enmergency circuits closed," added Mal. He raised the energy rifle. Four
bl asts knocked the right side of the arnored doorway sufficiently askew for
themto slip through. They went fast and gingerly, avoiding the hot edges.

The tiny harbor lay just ahead, down a slight slope. It was drizzling
slightly, large warmdrops. Visibility of the cove was poor, but
suf ficient.

It was a ness.

"Systematic's the word," murmured Mal. "It cut off all retreat first
t hi ng. "

Docks and piers had been smashed strai ght down into the sand and water.
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Metal pilings and groinings were twisted |ike wi se. Scraps of hoverafts and
regul ar ships, as well as two or three hydrofoils and at | east one

hel i coptertype were visibl e?i ncluding the pul verized renmains of their own.
The | east danaged of the assorted vessels was one that had been torn neatly
in half, like a piece of foil.

Dul I expl osi ons continued to sound behind them spiced with an occasiona
faint reptilian scream The slight slope and high trees prevented visua
observation, a state of affairs none in the small group had any desire to
rectify.

The hum d mist was settling fast, but several islands were still visible.
Except for the relatively enpty equatorial seas, one was rarely out of
sight of land on Repler

They ran rapidly the rest of the way to the beach. Not so nuch to reach it
as to get as far as possible fromthe thing behind them On close

i nspection the weckage was even | ess encouragi ng. The destruction had been
careful and thorough. Nothing was |left that could float anything |arger
than half a man.

Even to a group as hardened as the two officers and Hammurabi, the

carel essly disnenbered bodi es of the few AAnn sol di ers and harbor personne
were unnerving. There wasn't an intact corpse visible. Here and there one,
could discern an arm part of a torso, a |leathertine boot with the |eg
still init.

Sone of the grisly debris had clearly been torn, while other pieces were
sheared off as neatly as with a surgical |aser

Kitten | ooked back over her shoul der

"I think I'"lIl take ny chances with the devil ?fish. Maybe we can nake it to
that nearer island."

Por supah was peering hard into the wet nist. "That may not be necessary.
There is what appears to be a still intact craft of sone sort floating free
out there. It nust have broken | oose when the nonster first attacked and
drifted away unnoticed."

"So long as it floats," said Mal, stepping into the gentle surf.

"Don't be absurd," chided Porsupah. "Excuse nme." The dimnutive officer
dove into the water and shot past Mal like a furred torpedo, his webbed
feet frothing the sea behind him

"Wai ting nakes nme nervous, that's all," said Ml

"Yes," Kitten nuttered, staring back at the trees. At any nonment she
expected to see black hell pouring towards them over the palnms. "W've got
to get away to alert the Rectory, not to nention Gal Center on Terra and

H vehom This is rather nore than a | ocal problem" She paused. "I wonder
how Peet is conming with his electronic jigsaw?"

"l don't care about the Rectory, | don't particularly care about the
pen?pushers at Gal Center, and | especially don't care about what that
revived munmy expects to do about this thing. | expect he's outcl assed.
VWhat | do care about is that for the first tine in ten years |'ve got a
bank account that's nore than just healthy, and by hell and damm, |'ve
every intention of sticking around to spend it!"

"Your mind is rotten with credit pollution!" she sneered in disgust.
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"You question ny notives w thout knowing a dam thing, and-*

A cough and runble turned ?their attention to the choppy water. The sound
settled into a steady, |ow grunble. A nonent |ater a boat appeared out of
the m st, Porsupah at the left side of the peculiar double helm It was
only a small open powerboat, but it |ooked able to hold them al
confortably.

"Sorry it's not a raft," said Pots, "but it appears to be near ful
fuel ?wise and not terribly difficult to operate. It ?should suffice to get
us el sewhere? our primary concern at the nonent, | suspect."”

"There m ght be an automated way?station nearby," suggested Kitten, "where
we can either pick up sonething a little faster or else transnit cityside."

"Qur scaly friends mght pick up a distress signal this close by," said Ma
t hought ful ly.

"If there are any left. Please, let's argue about it el sewhere and
el sewhen, hnmmme"

They boarded the tiny craft. At a respectable speed only a nillion
kil oneters or so too slow, they headed out of the cove. Only fog swal |l owed
t hem up.

The Vom paused in its work and considered the destruction it had w ought.

It was full ?fl eshed, unhungry, sated on life?force, for the first tine in
menory. It could detect a | ast pocket of high?quality force on the island.
It was buried in a strong chanber deep within the island itself. Content as
it was; the Vom deci ded, after sone thought, not to trouble this |ast group
j ust now.

It relaxed, flowed out to a confortable configuration, and |listened. The
Guardian still retained its ancient ability to blur its whereabouts. Strain
as it mght, the Vomhad not yet rebuilt to the point where it could
penetrate that m ndweb. Leaving the search for the Eneny, it let its
perception roam out, free, open, for the first tinme since awakening,
testing its revitalized neural conpl ex.

Tiny bits of life?force inpinged here, there, on its fluid consciousness.
Were recorded and stored for future sorting and analysis. Geat clusters of
| esser intelligences flowed in the seas about the island. Not as exciting,
but still suitable for assimlation and fueling.

To the north, however, there was a really respectabl e body of strong
life?force, by far the greatest within the Vonm s range of detection. It
woul d be enough to stimulate the Vomto full, pulsating awareness. To a
state of el enmental power. Perhaps the Guardian would also ,realize this,
and go there to defend. Perhaps it would not, electing to put off a
confrontation still longer. Either way, it was a destination, a reason for
movi ng. The Vom considered. It deci ded.

It went.

Philip was at the landing to greet themas they pulled into Wtplace. He
was fairly dancing with inpatience and concern as they went through the
brief but necessary tying?down procedure. They'd borrowed an energency raft
fromthe sailor's station they'd found. Humd fog was as thick here as it
had been on the open sea. Linpid drops rolled sinuously around Kitten's

thi ghs as she stepped out of the raft. The black tower |ooned indistinctly
in the feather?soft drizzle.
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"Kitten, Captain Hammurabi! How pl easurable to see you again! | was
worried. And | have such things to tell you."

"And | have a story or two for you, lad!" said Mal. Together they headed
for the tower.

As they entered the now?familiar elevator, Mal recounted quickly nost of
what had occurred since their departing. The young engi neer was qui et
throughout, listening attentively. In fact, by the time Mal finished the
youngst er seened downright grim

"It all fits," he said.

"Gdad to hear it," Mal replied. "Wat fits?"
"Wth what Peot said.”

"And what has he sai d?" asked Kitten

"That the creature's power and strength grows in mnutes arid hours, not
days. That it soon may be strong enough to resist anything Pent and the
Machine can throw at it. In which case the only alternative to catastrophe
on a gal axy?wi de scale will be planetary sterilization."

"Whew! You said that cal My enough. Does he realize how nuch chance we'd
have of getting Council ?Chancel | or approval for that?" Kitten said.

"He'd be included under such a programtoo, of course," Ml added.

"The concept of death in all its manifestations and aspects is one he's
nmore than famliar with. He doubts the actuality would be nore than nerely
anticlimactic. The possibility does not concern him As for the other, he
has sonme inkling of how slowy even the best non?totalitarian bureaucracy
nmoves. He only suggests what he believes nay work."

"Cheery prognosis froma potential savior," Kitten murnured.

"Still, everything is future tense.' Were's your friend?"

"Pors? He's taken another ship and gone into the city to help the Mjor
organi ze things at the Rectory. And to give a first?hand report. Does Peot
think the nmonster will continue the kind of destruction we observed at the
Encl ave?"

"Not for a while, it seems..

"Hawi " Mal snort ed.

at least until it has |ocated and reckoned with Peat hinself. It knows
of the Tar?Aiymis presence on Repler, and..

"Tar?Al yn?" interrupted Kitten. "I know that word. Pent clains to be a
Tar ?Al yn?" But Philip ignored her.

until the Guardian is destroyed, the Vomknows it will always be in
danger. It is a highly logical organismand will always bowto priorities.
Finding and elimnating Peot is first. Destruction of puny humanx
resistance falls considerably |ower on the fist."

"And if it locates our resurrected nadman, naturally it will cone directly
here. "

"l shoul d suppose so."?
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"Naturally Chat ham has not been told of this.”
"Naturally not."

Kitten sighed. "Well, | hope it takes its tine. I"'mnot sure | could take
anot her sight of that thing without a few days to blot it out of nmy mnd."

Governor Washburn was very upset. He'd been forced out of his beloved daily
schedul e. The Governor was a nost punctual person. This awkward diversion
had already forced himto niss at | east one address to a | ocal assenbl age
of parents of school ?age chil dren?voters all. Not to nention the unveiling
of the new seafood processing plant on Isle de Rais.

He' d accepted the chair offered by Orvenalix only to hop out of it al nost
i medi atel y and commence pacing in the small office like a target in a
shooting gallery. Porsupah was an interested spectator.

"The thing is bl oody preposterous! Alien nonsters indeed! That's work for
infantile mnds. And for that you draw me frommny official duties! For?"

"I'"ve seen the thing, Governor,'
i nsubstantial."

sai d Porsupah quietly. "It is far from

"So |'ve been told." Washburn waved a hand diffidently. "Understand ne,
Lieutenant. It's not your powers of observation | question. Merely the
preci seness of your description. An understandabl e penchant for
exaggeration induced by excitable circunstances . "

"It is not inpossible that certain details have been slightly exaggerat ed.
The creature may have | eft a survivor or two."

"Surely now, the weaponry we stock, even though designed for dealing with
devi | ?fi sh and subsand craw ers and the like, is sufficient to handle your
“nmonster. "'

"A point by way of information, your Governorship," countered Porsupah.
"Two wel | ?equi pped subnersibles fromthis city, fitted out with precisely
that sort of equiprment and manned by able nen thoroughly famliar with it,
were destroyed by this creature as though they were no nore than
dreansnoke. | saw it. | observed gelite torpedoes and arnor ?piercing
projectiles utilized against it. They m ght as well have tried to
annihilate it with feathers. And the crew of the submersible that escaped
does not desire a second encounter."

The Governor had another ready reply, but this time Ovenalix broke in. He
waved a sheaf of faxed reports at the fum ng executive

"Perchance, has the Governor found the time to scan any of these
reportings. Wich have been flowing in with distressing frequency for the
past two days now?"

Washburn cocked an eye at the sheets.
"I receive innunerable reports daily. Wich are these?"

Orvenal i x thunmbed through the sheets, his pincers noving easily fromone to
the next.

"A mnor consortiumof four fishing vessels returned to the same pl ace
where per deuce?week, for the past year and a half, they have caught
between four and five thousand kil os of edible seafood. Their take this
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last tine barely was worth weighing in ... The jet skiff Lady Laughing with
a family of four on board outbound from Repl er Harbor di sappeared while
headed sout h?sout heast at latitu .... well, that doesn't matter. They've
not been sighted or heard fromsince ... Two traw ing submersibl es

di sappear in a fog off Isle Ellison ... undersea garden of Hon. Yaphet

McKni ght Luttu, retired, is devastated in a single night ... shoal of

m grating stoneskippers hurl thensel ves ashore at |sle Royal and suffocate

dozens of sinilar sightings, reports, remarks fromreliable, frightened
sources, Governor. At first the tone was one of curiosity. Not now. Word
gets around. Fear shows."

"On a planet as recently settled and rel atively unexplored as Repler,
di sasters and strange occurrences take place daily, by the bushelful," the
Governor replied.

"M nd, |I'mnot saying that your nonster mght not be responsible for one or
two ..."

Thranx nunbered anong their virtues phenonenal patience. Under exceptional,
rare circunstances, it could be |ost.

"Governor, semantic evasion of a problemw ||l never elimnate it! In fact,
if I may delicately point out, if you do not squarely confront this
situation, it will confront you!"

"l do not understand, Mjor."

"I''ll try and nake it as sinple as possible, your Governorship," Ovenalix
pushed a | am nated sheet of irradiated plastic across the desk. Tiny yell ow
dots glowed within the three?di mensi onal map.

"Al'l disaster reports and sightings have been plotted on this chart. Both
confirmed and suspected. Excluding those obviously the product of hysteria,
they forma rough, zig?zagging path fromthe AAnn Concession towards Repl er
City. Since our agents escaped fromthere, by the way, we haven't been able
to raise a signal fromit, vidcast, radi o?nothing. Should the line continue
at its current pace, Covernor, whatever is at this end of it will be here
in three days. At which point you will have the opportunity to debate a
question that has becone purely academc!"

Washburn consi dered the nap, considered the stocky insect across fromhim
considered the befurred officer sitting placidly in a corner. He sl unped
slightly. A good deal of hot air disappeared along with the bravado.

"l see. Yes, well, you do nmake some strong points, Major. Strong. Perhaps
per haps sone few precautionary measures?nothing extrenme or alarnming to
t he popul ace, you understand?ought to be carried out?" He | ooked hopef ul

Orvenai i x si ghed.
"Yes Governor. Wth your perm ssion | believe | can?”

"Yes, yes, Major! Very good, excellent! | can | eave the matter in your
hands, then?"

"Yes sir." Orvenalix made a point of glancing at his desk chrononeter. "In
fact, sir, if you hurry, | think you can still make the unveiling of that
new processing plant. |'ve taken the liberty of having a skopter made ready

for you. Second deck?l evel. The pilot is already warmed up. If you hurry,
you should nake it with mnutes to polish your speech."”

"Way that's very thoughtful of you, Major!" Washburn rel axed, beaned. "I'l|
renenber it, you can be sure. And now, gentlebeings..."
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Orvenal i x and Porsupah stood as the Governor |left the room Wen the door
had snapped shut behind the planet's chief executive, both eased back into
their seats.

"It is not inny crop to be angry at the man. He is one of those who refuse
to recogni ze the possibility of their own inpotence."

Por supah | ooked at his superior curiously. "Do you think you can do
anyt hi ng, Maj or?"

Orvenal i x swi vel ed and depressed several studs on a panel set flush into
the desk. The triangular head turned slightly, conmpound eyes faceting the
I'i ght.

"No nore than | think our good Governor will nmake his unveiling. That
chrononeter is set forty mnutes slow. Two things, Lieutenant. Firstly,
while | believed your report, | confess to having sone hesitation ..."

"But sir, we ...!"

"Rel ax, Lieutenant, relax. Understand ny position. Visitations by alien
monstrosities are not common in our well ?organi zed uni verse. But then |
received these

He pushed a sheaf of reports across the table, over the map. "Follow ng al
those disaster clains, | decided to try and obtain visual corroboration. |
ordered a pair of aircraft to inmago the AAnn station, agreenent or not.
Such proof would al so provide backing for any action | felt required to
take?with or without his Governorship's permssion. But it's better this
way ... Apparently sone of the automatic weapons there are still in
operation, because the two planes were fired upon. However, inmagos and
frozepi x of the island were obtained. The devastation is incredible. Not a
structure left standing, half the vegetation flattened, great gaping hol es
in the ground- utter chaos ..

The second thing is this. On returning, the two pilots were ordered to
crisscross the undersea route the creature is believed to be taking. Even
if the thing stuck to deep water, it was hoped they m ght get a glinpse of
it ... Only one plane returned. The pilot was conpletely catatonic. Wen he
didn't respond, the controllers took over and | anded the plane on
automatics. The healer's can't do a thing for him That's where he is now,
in the Rectory hospital. I"'mtold he may never recover

Sonet hi ng burned out his brain, Lieutenant. Too much input. Cerebra
overl oad. "

The speaker set into the desk at the Major's right crackled, formed words.

"Your straight?line call is now being put through, sir. Channels have been
cleared. There will be a normal delay." Something beeped and the voi ce went
awnay.

"Priority call?" queried Porsupah, interested.

"The nearest task force of respectable size, Lieutenant, is based on Tundra
V. Further off than I'd like, but there's no reason for anything cl oser

And I'mnot going to fool around asking for a cruiser fromhere, a korvette
there. This requires action at the fleet level, and | intend that we shal
have it!"

"A task force? But our resurrected advisor clainms that any physical attack
on our part will only provoke the nonster to action."
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"I'"ve heard of this other. Be that as it may," said Orvenalix softly, "what
else aml to do? Should |I fail to defend my nest post | would be forever
barred fromit. | amnest?nother here by proxy. | will not sit idly by
whil e this thing approaches and not prepare to neet it. Warning or not."
There was a second beep, highpitched, fromthe speaker.

Speaker and vidscreen cleared together. An elderly thranx, with curved?in
antennae and chiton aged a tyrol ean purple, gazed out at them There was no
hint of age in his voice, though. Although it was hazy from bei ng bounced
through at | east a dozen relay stations.

"Ashvenarya here."
"Orvenal i x, Major, commandi ng Rectory, Repler I11.
How are you, Admral ?"

"Let you know after you explain this nonsense about a class one energency
in your spatial vicinity requiring task?force response."”

"l doubt if you'd believe it if you sawit, Adnmiral. Though | haven't and
do. "

"So far you haven't convinced ne of nuch, Major."
"Cl ass one requires no explanation, sir. Even priority transfer can |eak."
There was a brief pause at the other end.

"A'l right, Major. You're proper and correct. 1'll have a cruiser and a
squadron of stingships dispatched ..."

"Negative, Admiral. Full task force, with every battl ewagon you can nuster.
| said class one, | nean class one. Full task force, or it might as well be
a conplinmentary card expressing best wishes for ny health. Stingships
haven't the firepower."

"That's the first time |I've ever heard anyone argue w th stingships
firepower. That | can use as justification. | hope you're not just knotting
your antennae, Major."

"I"'mperfectly sane."

"Yes. Well, the ships will be on their way to you in one hour, HH standard.
And | al so hope, Major, that you can back up this request to the task?force
commander, or you'll be back at central student HQ doing logic

term nations."

"I think | can do that, sir.

"l hope so, because I'll be conmmanding it." The connection snapped off.

"Sir," cane another voice fromthe speaker, "Tundra V has broken
communi cation. Shall | attenpt to restore ...?"

"Thank you operator, no. Conmunication ended." He turned to face Porsupah.
"Do you pray, Tolian?"

"Qccasional neditation. | haven't the inclination for prayer.”

"Then it might be an idea to find someone who does, because | cant suspend
belief long enough to, either. And | like to be covered all ways."
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"lI've never heard a class one call before, sir.
Porsupah was a little awed.

In spite of hinself,

"Class three's a threat to the Commonwealth. Cass two a threat to the
Church. Class one is a threat to the race."

"Any particular race?"

"Qught to read the Book, Lieutenant. The race of reason, of course."

The AAnn did not sweat, so the engineer's exhaustion was not particularly
visible, except to another AAnn. "The transnmitters still work, Excellence,
Qasi s knows how. And we have sone energency power."

"Thank you Engi neer First." The Commander linped slightly. His left |eg had
been badly bruised by a falling beamas he and the others had scranbled for
the safety of the maxi mum security shelter buried in the center of the

i sl and.

The shelter had been built to take thernonucl ear attack and anything el se
short of direct hit by a SCCAM shell. It had?apparent!|y?protected them from
the overwhel ming fury of the nonster. Perhaps thirty had survived. Thirty,
out of the conplex's entire conplenent. Thirty, plus one.

"You sure did have sonething you wanted kept secret, didn't you?" said
Doni ni ¢ Rose. The old man's talent for surviving had preserved himonce
nmore. When the destruction began, he'd stuck close to the Commander,
reasoning correctly that the nost inportant being on the island would head
straight for the safest place. In a fair fight he'd have done just the
opposite, knowing the AAnn. Parquit noticed he still held the slim deadly
metal case in one hand.

"' Pears your brain?boys didn't calculate too well."

At anot her nonent, drug or not, Parquit mght have turned and with great
pl easure ripped the human fromthroat to groin. As it was, he had neither
the mood nor the inclination

"To say we have underestinmated the' creature and its abilities would be an
under st atenent of sufficient magnitude to make the Lord of all Nests
shudder in his cave. W knew sone of the thing's talents, yes, but little
of its potential. And we believed its intelligence that of a high order
donesticated animal. W were wong. Wong everywhere. | confess to

puzzl ement as to why it does not continue on and destroy us as well. | have
not the faith in that shelter sone did."

"Seened like a pretty secure sheltering to ne," Rose said.

Parquit spared hima contenptuous glance, waved at the destruction all
around. "For a manifestation of the nornmal universe, yes. Do you really
believe nere nmetal and alloy saved your miserable life? | think it not. The
monster left for reasons of its own. For which | amgrateful. It gives us a
chance. "

He stepped gingerly over a flat Iength of netal that had been one of the
foundati on beans supporting a transparent roof. It was flattened |like
straw.

Parquit reached the remains of control. The Tower was conpletely gore, but
some of the equipnent in the | ower portions had survived. He | eaned over
the engineer fourth working there. "Well, manipulator, what say you to a
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I'i nk?up?"

"If our orbiting station can handle the first connection and boost what's
Il eft of our signal sufficiently, | say yes, Excellence."

"And what does the orbiter say?"
"He says nmaybe."

"Do this thing, and I will lay first sand in your |odge with ny own hands.
And feed your first?bona fromthe Enperor's preserves."

It will be done, Excellence!"”

The entity Parquit was so anxious to talk to, with the ruins of his conmand
still smoking about him was named Douw ass N, Prince?of?the?Circle, the
Enperor's Long Fang for the fourteenth quadrant of the Enpire.

The request he made had fewer |ight?years to travel than that of a certain
of ficer of the Church, but was essentially the same. For exanpl e,
preservation took precedence over protection.

Prince?of ?2the?Circle agreed. He al so questioned, for he had stronger reason
than Ashvenarya

"Your life is balanced in this, Parquit RAM Not that that is of
consequence. "

"Naturally, Highness," said Parquit.

"But mine also will go under the Enperor's paw for consideration. That is

of consequence. Yet | cannot argue with your need. | have access to the
original reports of discovery of the creature and have been foll ow ng your
special project with sonme little interest. | regret its dem se and that

there are none responsible left to chastise properly anong the so?call ed
scientists. "

"Do not blane the Passed, Hi ghness. They were outclassed. W all were."

"Perhaps. One thing worries me, though, Commander. It is not to be
anticipated that the humanx will react with wel comes and hosannas to the
appearance of an AAnn battle fleet in one of their frontier systems. Not to
mention a subsequent request for said fleet to use nucl ear engines on the
territory."

"Logical," Parquit replied. He winced. The pain in his left |l eg was worse.
"Yet | believe they'd eventually be thankful. Not that we can expect a

| ower species to act in a civilized fashion. That is not the inportant
thing. What | nust inpress upon you, Hi ghness, is that the destruction of
this creature supercedes everything else. There is a belief that it is
sonehow capabl e of traversing interstellar and possibly even intergal actic
space. It grows daily in power. It nust be destroyed now, here, before it
can nmanifest abilities we cannot begin to conprehend

You nay have noticed in the reports howit ignores the fury of a full |aser
with seemingly no ill effects. It is apparently also i Mmune now to enornous
el ectrical inpulses and various other destructive energies."

"It was right that you contacted me," said the Prince. "Instructions wll
be relayed to the Eighth battle fleet to proceed at maxi num di spl acenent to
Repler. 1 place ny good hand, the Baron Riidi WN in comrand. An attenpt
will be nmade by shuttle to renove you and the other survivors fromthe
station."
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"W are grateful, H ghness.”

"It is not a matter of gratefulness,” the Prince replied sternly. "You and
the others are all who remain who have observed the creature first hand. |
expect it to be destroyed on the planet. Yet | nust consider al
possibilities, including the inpossible. If feasible, your know edge shoul d
be saved."

"It is so recognized, Hi ghness. It is not to be inferred that | slavishly
of fer thanks. | shall be grateful because | should be npbst anused to hear
the humanx not only agree to, but request, bonbardnent by ships of the
Enperor of one of their own planets."

"l had not considered so," said the Prince. "The Axis of the Universe is
Irony. dean killing, Commander."

"Clean killing, Hi ghness."

The Vom had arrived in the waters outside Repler City. It floated near the
surface like a thick oil slick, roiling, folding in and out upon itself,
feeding on the small lives of the bottomand the larger silver swimers. In
the several hours since it had made a cursory inspection of the

wat er ?front, nore out of curiosity than purpose, it had been fired on by a
mul titude of exotic weaponry of different types and theoretically nurderous
capabilities. Peot's fears had not been realized, and in sonme ways it was
wor se because of that. The nonster had ignored the efforts of the humanx
defenders. it could take them when it wi shed and made the fact obvious. It
was depressi ng.

The harborfront had been seal ed off by police when the creature had
appeared. The najority of the citizenry was aware only that sonething
unusual was taking place at the harbor. A mnor disturbance, perhaps a
devil ?fish attack. Nothing to get excited about. Go about your business,
citizens.

It could not be concealed for |ong, however, that there was no devil ?fish
smashing insanely into boats and rafts and that the nuisance was in fact
anything but mnor. At that point O venalix, peaceforcer Milloux, and the
CGovernor woul d have the additional burden of a general panic on their
hands.

Al though it was a frightening thing to observe the nonster's conplete
indifference to repeated assault, Ovenalix was prepared for it. Porsupah
told himsuch would likely be the result.

What did disturb himwas a related incident with nore sinister
i nplications.

VWil e the creature was prow i ng hal f ?2subnmer ged about the docks, a single
shuttl e was | aunched on its way skyward. The craft had managed to gain only
a few hundred neters when it had abruptly wavered, veered crazily, and
crashed into the shallow water north of the shuttleport. Al inquiries from
the port controller had been greeted with deathly silence.

When the full report was presented, Orvenalix ordered all shuttles grounded
and those in orbit to remain there. This despite the hows and threats of
merchants and citizens alike. Sure, a crash was unusual, but hardly unique.
But if he'd nmerely lost control of his ship, the shuttle pilot should have
been shouting non?stop for aid, instructions and suggestions. O at |east
cursing respectably. There'd been not a squeak. The inplication was
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obvi ous.

The Vomis second attenpt at mental control after eons had proven as
exhilarating as the first. Some slight hesitation in special cells, some
difficulty in these first attenpts would have been excusable. There had
been none. The Vom was confident now Wth a little nmore strength, it felt
capabl e of assum ng control of every intelligent mind on the planet.

But that would be unwi se. No point unless?no, until it conquered a single
other mnd. One not of this planet. It was a reckoning |ong overdue,
al t hough the Vom woul d never interpret it in such terns.

Nor were its thoughts operating on a sinplistic |level anynore. Soon it
woul d reach the point where it would not have to worry about anything at
all.

But for nowit could not pierce the Guardian's veil

Sonet hing different should be tried. Possibly pieceneal destruction of this
popul ation center, while wasteful, could provoke the Guardian to sone
response. The Vom began to consider how it m ght go about destroying the
city.

"Everything that can be done has been done," said Peot, staring at his
ancient resting place. Mal, Kitten, and Philip stood around the towering
al i en.

"The Vomis now contenplating the reduction of selected portions of your
central netropolitan center. This will be done in hope of forcing ne to
respond. It will not take place, as | plan to reveal nyself to it
momentarily. | regret that | have no way of predicting the eventua

out come, nor even the length of the conflict. The Machine assays anywhere
from60 to 40% chance of success. Every minute, the odds increase in the
nmonster's favor." The alien shrugged in very human?li ke fashion, although
it my have meant something else entirely. O perhaps nothing at all

"To those of your kind who still place hope in the inmagi ned power of your
tiny ships ..." Mal jerked as he realized that the alien had been reading
his thoughts again, " ... | can only hope they are prepared to inplenent ny

final suggestion, should my own attenpts end in failure. The Vom has

al ready matured to the point where nost energies are no longer a threat to
it. Only by striking directly at its mnd is there a chance. All, of
course, is conjecture. Things may have changed. Yes, things may have
changed ... After all, the Vomitself is an indication of that."

"That's the first time |'ve heard you display anything renotely |ike
sarcasm" said Kitten.

"You may be right. Final ?sealing on nmy capsule nmust be concl uded from
outside. Young Philip has the instructions and knows what | ast needs be
done. He has been invaluable.”

"I'"ve been called lots of things, but never that," grinned the youngster.

Peot entered the capsule, turning in the single couchlike affair to face
outwards. The sanme straps and tubing and holds they had seen on his body
when the container first opened were reattached. A few shining new devices
and |ink?ups of famliar materials and unfanmiliar construct had been added.

Wth Philip's help the alien began reenplanting tubes and lines into its
own body. Finished, the youth stepped back. The nassive door began to swi ng
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slow y, ponderously shut. There was no click or snap. At that point Philip
moved about the scaffol ding which clung web?like to the capsule. He did
things to hidden switches and controls, each recessed into its own
conceal i ng panel

He clinmbed down fromthe spidery franmework
"I's that all?" asked Kitten.

The young engi neer nodded. "A small |ight has been installed?up there." He
pointed to the top of the capsule. A tiny, clear glow shone brightly, sharp
agai nst the dark netal.

"I't's white now. \Wen he nakes contact with the Vom ?joins battle, if you
will?the Iight should go to yellow. If he wins it will begin to flash red."

"And if he | oses?" asked Ml

"Then the light will go out."

"I hope it's fast," the ship?captain grunted. "Being tied down like this is
costing me a snall fortune commi ssionwise. And | can't | eave because that
crazy over?bug has grounded all shuttles until this idiocy is resolved."

"If friend Pent doesn't win," Kitten shot back, "you'll |ose a dam sight
nmore than commi ssions!”

"I just don't like sitting.
popped |i ke wood.

The nmassi ve hands cl asped, uncl asped. Knuckl es

"Swell. I've got as idea. It mght help.”
"Anything that'll speed this up one way or another, |I'mgane."
"Ha! 1'Il hold you to that! First thing, we've got to find a decent ship.

I'"'msure Kingsley's got sonmething better tied up than that toy we drifted
in on. Then we go back to the reptiles' enclave."

"VWhat the hell do you want to go back there for?"
"I'"ve fond nenories of the place.

"Bulls..."

" and | want to | ook for sonething. Backing out?"
"Ch Deity!" The captain turned away.

"Philip? You re nore than wel cone."

"No thanks." He was staring at the silent capsule. "If you can do wi thout
me | think 1'd best stay around here. In case he needs me."

"Alright awmeady. Do we talk or go?" Mal asked irritably.
"Keep your plane oriented. W go."

"Wuld it be too nuch to ask what we're going for?"

"Tell you when we get there."

"In that case, | propose a tenporary delay."

"For?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...an%20Dean%20-%20FIinx%207%20-%20Bloodhype.txt (132 of 162) [1/16/03 6:52:01 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%207%20-%20Bl oodhype.txt
"Dinner for two."

"Why Captain! How startlingly romantic of you! | thought you swore true to
your cardneter."

"Romantic, hell. My | ower abdonen confesses to feeling decidedly cavernous.
The offer to share was neant as a courtesy. No affection inplied."

"Charmingly put. Always face Armageddon on a full stomach. Ckay, let's
eat."

Seal ed once nore within the capsule which was as famliar to himas his own
body, Peot cautiously opened channels to the Machine, kil onmeters overhead.
The conputer responded to the linkup with satisfaction. It bad not felt
confortable with the Guardi an out of phase, although it had bowed to the
necessity.

Arranging functions to comply with the reintegrated Guardian, it prepared
channel s, girded circuits, prined connections. Circuits in the Machine were
ultimately compact. Information passed and changes were made by changes in
the nunber of electrons in the shells of certain atons. An uni magi nabl e
anount of highly concentrated energy, generated by a nethod as yet glinpsed
only in theory by mathematicians of a few existing races, was placed at

st andby.

Borders defining organic frominorganic |levels coll apsed, blended, becane
hypot hetical. Only the Guardi an Machi ne remai ned. A decision, so: The haze
surroundi ng Pout's consci ousness, concealing, protecting him vani shed The
uni verse junped into focus: fine?grained, high?resolution focus. The
Guardi an reached out. No |onger would a policy of conceal nent serve. The
thing nust be done: now.

The Guardi an inpinged |ightning?like on an ocean of alien thought,
instantly charting nounts and abysses, anal yzed.

Si zed up.

Leaving a reserve and a small portion of its consciousness to protect its
physical self, the Vern. reacted a microsecond later. It was not properly
positioned for naxi mumresponse. It was, however, no longer a tine for
probes and feints.

A sl edge?hanmer force struck the Vom smashing cells, burning out channels,
scream ng al ong? unprepared neural highways |ike sunfire. The vast
heavi ness recoil ed, shook, recovered.

Struck back.

Wthin the Guardi an Machine a few |linkages were shut down, organic or
inorganic. A few circuits burnt out, organic or inorganic. Overload. Repair
procedures took over.

There was no time for subtlety.

Two pebbles on a shore contested for the sane resting place in the sand.
One thunder head sought sky?dom nati on over another. Now somewhere one saint
ascended, only to be dragged back to earth; now the other. There was to be
no instant resolution to the AOd Contest. Both sides knew it, neither
argued it.

There were?side effects. Energy was expended and brushed aside. It had to

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...an%20Dean%20-%20FIinx%207%20-%20Bloodhype.txt (133 of 162) [1/16/03 6:52:01 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%207%20-%20Bl oodhype.txt
go sonmewhere. It did. Things happened.

The smaller of Repler's two moons sl owed, stopped, began to rotate
count er ?cl ockw se.

On Parknman's Peninsula there was a great field of Dowar flowers. In the
space of a heartbeat, they turned brown and died.

In the small village of Goodnight a tiny herd refused to give mlk. Seconds
| ater a shoal of silvery thrad beached thenselves in a frenzied rush from
t he sea.

In Formantown, three things dissolved: half a pier, two crystal altarpieces
and four narriages.

On the other side of the planet in the city of Gallagher, hundreds of cats
broke into the peaceforcer station and killed a third of the local force
before the alarned cityfol k, the other peaceforcers, and the |oca
veterinarians (there were three) could drive them out.

In Repler City, every inhabitant, from Orvenalix to the Governor to
Por supah, experienced several seconds of vertigo. This continued at
irregular intervals. It had a disconcerting effect on the popul ation

In Haven, all fell into a deep sleep. Al except a small nonkey?like
primate from Carson's Wrld, name of Ev Taars. A nechanic, Taars continued
to work for several minutes, unaware that his six?toed feet floated four
mllimeters off the ground.

On the other side of the universe, a tiny intelligence suddenly expired
violently, scream ng. Its conpani on observed and commenced t houghts that
woul d change the destiny of a hundred worlds. The operator of the single
i nt erspace weapon on board the custons' korvette pani cked and woul d have
started shooting. Fortunately, the tracker had enough presence of mind to
cut power to the lethal laser. Wen the gunner saw what was foll ow ng
behind the ship he'd nearly taken a shot at, he fainted.

The AAnn battle fleet, sixty ships strong, noved with precision into
synchronous orbit about Repler. There were few commercial vessels floating
in the section of space Baron Riidi WVselected. Those that were there
elected to nove rapidly el sewhere. The intruders nmade no hostil e gestures.
Yet it was apparent to experienced nerchantnen that the AAnn warshi ps were
not there for pleasure. Formation told themthat, formation and the fact
that this many AAnn vessel s had not been seen' together since the |ast
humanx? AAnn conflict.

The special shuttle bearing the Baron and a sel ect conpany of scientists
and commandos entered atnosphere, dropping slowy towards the pl anet
circling bel ow. The inhospitabl eness of the globe was clearly illustrated
by incredi bl e bodies of water, thick masses of mpoist air; and tropica
vegetation. The Baron felt unusual synpathy for the |ocal commander. Under
the best of circumstances this would not be a pleasant place to be
stationed. Put conservatively, it was a hell ?hol e.

Yes, any questions of failure or inconpetence here would have to take into
account the horrible climatic conditions.

A Communi cat or Second entered the |uxurious main cabin, saluted.

"Sir, the flagship gives word that the Governor of the humanx col ony has
attenpt ed anot her communi cation.”

"I believe | instructed Captain El braack to relay the standard nessage
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about indisposition of forces, technical difficulties, and the like."

"Your pardon, sir, but Captain El braack advises that he has been doing
precisely that. He infornms that the Governor declines to acknow edge al
such attenpts.”

"Then what is he conplaining about? W have a standoff. | told the Captain
that | do not wish to be bothered until | have had tine to evaluate the
situation on .the ground. | suggested one nmethod of doing this. Informthe

Captain that if he feels he is incapable of handling the situation wthout
running to the communi cator |ike a newborn hatchling at every snall
difficulty, I will be happy to replace himw th someone who feels

ot herwi se. "

"Yes, Baron.
to sal ute.

The conmmuni cator hastily backed out of the room forgetting

Riidi did not call the nye back. On some ships in the Inperial Navy,
forgetting to do proper obeisance to a personage of Baronial rank woul d
result in a short session at the hands of the paingivers, or reduction in
cl ass. The Baron was notorious anong his equals for disciplinary laxity.
Thi s and other idiosyncrasies should have seen himridden out of the Navy
| ong ago. There were, however, a number of aneliorating factors, not the
| east of which was the fact that the Baron was brilliant

Not particularly genius?brilliant, but natural ?smart brilliant. He had the
ability to absorb a great deal of information, reduce cogent facts to pithy
solutions, exam ne and evaluate all alternatives, and do the Ri ght Thing.

He was a good reptile to have in a tight spot. This nade hi mval uabl e
enough to survive nost of the petty jeal ousies which sone clainmed had held
the AAnn back nore seriously than all the actions of eneny races.

The [ anding was made with practically no belt) fromthe ground, since the
Encl ave's survivors hadn't been able to scrounge nuch of the proper

equi prrent fromthe weckage. Despite intensive battle training, the pilot
wasn't prepared for so rmuch m st and noist fog. Moreover, the island was a
tiny enough target in clear weather. The |anding was thus predictably
rough, but R idi said nothing. He was content to have | anded on dry | and.
Al t hough on this planet, he reflected, there really wasn't any such.

The officer who greeted himhad a haunted | ook about the eyes. But his
bearing was still straight, his tattered uniformcorrectly aligned, and
natural dignity subsituted for a | ack of ponp and cerenbny. He was fl anked
by two junior officers, each of whom had that sanme haunted, distant | ook
There was al so a single elderly human.

Riidi was not surprised. The Commander had inforned himvia transceiver to
expect the mammmal

Parquit saluted smartly. "G ory to the Emperor's line. His servant awaits
you." The Baron returned the salute, nuttered, "Gory." H's salute was
sloppy and brief. Already his eyes were taking in what was left of the
Encl ave. Taking in the twisted netal, the shattered foundations, not

m ssing even the pul ped vegetation, nassive treetrunks snapped off at the
base.

"One creature did all this." It was not a question

"One creature," said Parquit, staring at the Baron. The noble's gaze
returned to the Commander.

"And you had nothing to stop it?"
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"Baron, we tried everything, following the initial surprise. Al our
weaponry had no effect on it whatsoever. Nor did some small but powerful
hurmans devi ces. "

"Ali! The locals have had belligerent contact with it also, then?"

"On a small scale, as far as | know Yes. The contact was brief." Parquit
made an effort to change the subject. "How soon can the nye be taken off?
There are sone in need of extensive medical care. | could have subnmitted
themto a humans: infirmary center, but such was unthinkable, of course.
The wounded concurred. "

"OfF course. What of your personnel el sewhere on the planet at the tine of
the attack?"

"There were not many. Away fromthe Enclave they were forced often to
experience the | ocal weather. A punishing duty for even a short while."

"I can well imagine." Riidi sniffed the noist, sticky air with distaste.

"The last returned this nmorning. They were recalled gradually, so as not to
provoke awareness of anything unusual among the humanx popul ace. Such
precautions are no | onger necessary since you have arrived. The Consu

hi nsel f, of course, will remain in the capital until the situation has been
clarified. "

Riidi noticed the human smiling at him paused.
"And what of this grinning prinmate, who finds the occasion so anusing?"
"A local. A drugger and trafficker in many things. Bloodhype, for one."

"I amthat," said Rose, feeling it was tinme he said sonething. "Got a
goodly sanple of ny wares with ne, too." He held up the I ethal case.

"What interest have you," asked Riidi, "with such as this?"

"Pl oy and counter?ploy, sir. Wth the result that he has my word of safe
conduct off?planet to a point of his choosing. Like all vernmin with a
talent for survival, he is basely intelligent."

"I think | understand, Commander. | prefer thinking of the situation that
way, rather than trying to envision you naking a voluntary agreenment wth
such. Were is this nonster now?"

"When it becanme clear we could not resist the creature, an

ul tra?hi gh?frequency emergency signal was transceived to our scattered
personnel. This drew them back to us. Until they arrived with their ships,
we had no proper receiving equi pnent for |ocal castings. Judging from what
we have been able to intercept since then fromthe Rectory and receive from
the Consul ate, the creature appears to be lying just offshore the capita
city itself."

"VWich could complicate the procedure of bonbardnent," said the Baron

Parquit glanced at Rose. "Yes, Baron. The prospect does not bother you,
human?"

"Nothing to endear me to this clunp of earth.” The ol d drugger shrugged.
"Unless ... maybe | shouldn't |eave here after all." He | ooked thoughtful

Parquit was so surprised by this announcenent that he nonmentarily forgot
the Baron. "You have changed your mnd, after all you have gone through to
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assure your safe | eaving?"

"Naw. Just a crazy thought. Fromwhat |'ve been able to wormout, it just
m ght be possible to conmunicate with the thing, sonehow. "

"What nakes you believe that?"

"Well, it seens pretty clear to ne that it can detect thoughts of other
intelligent beings. It sure knew what you were up to. Al your fancy

equi prent and all probably wasn't even necessary. Bet it woul d understand
you if you just thought at it. Seens to be practically invul nerable. Sure,

the thing turned on you once. Doesn't nmean it's all?over evil. Mght just
have been defending itself, frightened, or uncertain, or who knows what?
Properly approached in an unconfined situation, |ike now, it mght prove

doci | e enough to handle."

"Do you not realize," began Parquit, "that the nonster deliberately carried
out a conpl ex program of deception? That it waited until it felt ready to
break free?" The Commander made a sharp, angry gesture. "Is this the work
of a potentially docile creature? | think not."

"Mebbee not. But the idea of controlling a thing as powerful as this has a
heap of appeal. Even if the association was set up on an equal basis, say.

"An arrangenent at best worse than uncertain," said Riidi in clipped tones.
"Besides, the thing is not, as the Commander states, apparently inclined to
friendly discourse. And we have no evidence of this unique invulnerability

you speak of beyond the original records of the first expedition.”

"But it is!" the drugger protested. "Ask your own people. You should ve
seen it, with |asers and torpedoes and all bouncing right off!"

"Yet we have no permanent? confirmation," said Riidi, seemng to waver
slightly. "I cannot risk recomending a single nye without nore than verba
proof to present to ny superiors. Not even that of ny own subordinate." He
| ooked pointedly at Parquit.

"Look, with half a chance |I'd take it nyself," said Rose. "Sone day, but
not today. But there is concrete proof. There was a special recorder going

the whole tinme. | saw it activated and it never stopped until the thing
broke in."

"You are observant," conceded Parquit. "Indeed, | set it myself. Yet it was
smashed in the general destruction, | fear."

"You're crazy! It's back in the shelter, right where you left it. A big
dunb?bel | ?shaped affair."

"You nust be mistaken," said Parquit. "Yet your description is accurate

enough. "

"You rmust be blind. It's setting there still, 1'll bet"

"Could you find it?" asked Riidi. "The Conmmander seens to believe it does
not still exist."

"Sure | can get it."

"Do so, then, and I will see you receive proper reconpense. The records
thenselves will be invaluable. Yet we cannot remain here rmuch |onger. You
have, " he gl anced at a chrononeter, "four tine?parts.” The Baron turned to

face Parquit. "If the human is right, you will suffer for it."
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"Baron, |...

"W've got a bargain, then," said Rose. "I'|ll be back in two." He whirled
and headed back into the ruins.

Parquit waited till the human was out of ?sight, then turned back to the
fl eet commander. "My thanks, Baron."

"Thanks are accepted, if not necessary. Not where the subject is nere
verm n control. Your suggestion worked well. He is blinded by greed and
t houghts of power."

"You had himthinking too fast to be reflective,"” said Parquit. "As to your
own instructions, shall we return to the ship?"

"If all your people are boarded by now, as planned."

"Yes. | regret the need of treating such as that with such el aborate
pl anning. Yet the drug he threatened us with requires the nost delicate
handl i ng. Once rel eased we woul d have had no second chance. | amrelieved

to have it out of ny sight."

"l understand,"” the Baron said. He turned and | ed the way back towards the
shuttle, Parquit keeping pace at one side. "And now we come back to the
problemitself. And the sinple question of a possible interstellar conflict
neither party would w sh."

"l woul d suggest following the official conversation with the Governor with
a private one involving the local mlitary leader. He is sufficiently
prosai ¢, enough to countenance the bonbardnment if convinced of its need.”

"I wish it so," replied Riidi. "If this creature gains in power as rapidly
as you inmply, it should be destroyed as soon as possible. If it can be
arranged, such action nust be taken with the approval and agreenent of the
vermn authorities. If such is not forthcoming ... well, the red sand bl ows
where it will, Commander, where it wll."

Rose heard the nmuffled grow of the AAnn shuttle when its engi nes caught.
He turned and ran w thout thinking. After covering a few nmeters, be sl owed
and stopped Such exertion was not good for a man of his age. Nor practical
So he watched quietly as the AAnn vessel nade a perfect lift?off and rose
on a pillar of yellowred waxen fire. It disappeared into the conforting
cl ouds.

He permitted hinself a few choice cuss words. Actually, he was nore unhappy
at being outfoxed than being left behind. That lizard had set himup
perfect and he, Rose, had been picked off clean and clear.

He brightened abruptly. If what the snake had said was true, then he wasn't
conpl etely marooned here. There shoul d be sone sleek Enclave hoverafts and
maybe a foil skipper or two tied up in the ruined harbor. The ones that
those scattered diplomatic personnel had returned on. If just one held a
fair anmount of fuel, it wouldn't be inpossible for himto nake it back to
the capital

Once there? well, the same trick worked on different folks. The death he
toted was very denocratic. And there was another possibility, interesting
in light of his prospects for the future. If the AAnn chanced across him
again he'd be incinerated wthout thought?i f he were lucky. Wth a conplete
record of his drug?running and other illegal activities, the humanx were
unlikely to greet himwith rosewater and | enonbeef. Nor would his
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col l eagues in the underworld consider hima safe risk anynore. Even his
friends woul d consider himtoo hot to help.

There remai ned that other choice. He'd only flippantly meant what he'd said
about attenpting a single?mnd contact with the nonster. G ven his other
chances, the idea took on a certain reckless appeal. Perhaps it had bolted
off in a sudden snit. Maybe it would be anmenable to sone form of control or
direction. Or ff it were as intelligent as it seemed, an alliance? Rose
spun thoughts insideout, the reverse of small spiders. Such power! Ain't it
worth a try for such a prize? Always do the unexpected, old nman! You're
running out of alternatives. The |aw off averages is ready to prosecute.
Take the sun?risk, side-pockets, take it!

You' re gonna die soon anyway. And there are plenty ready to give you a
hand?down. Bootstraps, old man, bootstraps?

He realized the decision wasn't entirely sane. But it was nmade. So the
creature was lying offshore the capital ? That woul d take care of the usua
commerce patrols. He would go there.

Perhaps all it soak to make conprehensible contact with an evil ?m nded
bei ng was anot her evil ?m nded bei ng.

He began wal ki ng towards the harbor. The |augh that bubbled up out of him
was a little too high and west on a little too |ong.

There were a few standard hoverafts? and the big cargo waveski mrer. Deity
knew what the AAnn, who hated water?Contact, did with an open?decked craft.
But it would take a beamor shell better than the |ower I|ying,
thinner?hulled rafts. And its tank was three?quarters full. It was a
locally built craft and not an inported AAnn device, so the controls were
fam liar. The foredeck had been built up even higher to keep out any hint
of spray. Even so, it would get cold up there.

The thing was built for long jaunts. He'd have a margin of safety in the
tanks that a raft couldn't afford. No point in making it to the city and
stopping dead in the water. He'd Iike the option of further travel. It
woul d be fast enough.

The Vom and t he Guardi an fought.

On certain levels nolecules were badly battered. There was a change due and
both sensed it. The Vomcould not tell how or when, but it was stil

jubilant over the arrival of the AAnn fleet. For this was one way it had
travel ed between worlds, on the ships and backs and mi nds of other races,
chained to the VonPsel f. Chai ned.

Kitten piloted the hoveraft over a mld sea. Witecaps sparkled like
citrine in the early norning sun. The m st was burning upwards and it woul d
be clear and bright soon

If he weren't involved in an inpossible series of events culnmnating in an
absurd search, Mal m ght have enjoyed the sight. He wasn't hungry, nor
tired, for the first tinme in some while. He longed wi shfully for the
routi ne and peace of a nornal trading cruise, |ight?years from everything.
He was just about fed up

"Look, Kitten. |'ve been dragged through this once before. Governnent
secrecy or no, danmit, this tine I'd like to know what |'mgetting into
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before it up and smacks nme in the chops."”
"Ckay, we're looking for ... you renenber our late friend Rose?"
“I"'mafraid so. Wat about hinP"

"l never saw himw thout that case of bloodhype on the AAnns' island. He

never put it down or let go of it for a second. |I'd guess he slept chained
toit." She was staring straight ahead, speaking softly. "I think it's safe
to assume it'll still be with him"

"Sure ... wherever the body is. You should pardon the sentiment, “~so what?
Are you so concerned about collecting evidence for a posthunous
prosecution? If the case is still intact and unbroken, it'll stay put. The

governnent can recover it anytime," he concl uded.

"Don't you renenber what Peot said?" she continued. "About the nonster not
bei ng af fected by energy weapons? Wat about bi ol ogi cal ones?"

"You're kidding. The thing is utterly alien. And too big.,,

"As far as we know, bl oodhype's nearly a universal drug. And as far as the
thing's size is concerned you know what a mlligram of that powder can do.
What about a few kil os? According to the reports, the nonster ingests its
food and expels practically nothing in the way of ?waste products. It's a
super?efficient metabolic factory ... Hitting or shooting the creature with
the powder could have several effects. Open, it mght be absorbed

i medi ately. That woul d be ideal, of course, since the powder would go into
the thing's digestive systemrapidly. O the powder m ght be ingested
first, without the case.”

"Or," interrupted Mal, "the nonster mght ignore it entirely. In that case
the effort wouldn't be just useless, it'd be suicidal, because the thing's
sure to notice the shooters. And if the powder were released at the wong

time, we'd be likely to get a pretty good whi ff ourselves."

"I still think it's worth a try. Chances are we won't be able to dig the
case out anyway."

"Agreed. But |'m beginning to see that no one's going to | eave this planet
until that thing is destroyed. And |'ve about as nuch confidence in the
peaceforce at Repler City doing that as | do of finding that case.”

"Then why let it upset you?" Kitten sml ed.

Mal was staring hard out the glassite port. He noved to a swi vel ?nount ed
viewer, stared a nonment longer. "I think we'll have to revise our guess
about everyone in the Enclave being killed."

"Ch? What is it?"

"Unless this viewer is badly scratched, | believe our case, with friend
Rose still attached, is comng to neet us. Yes, wthout doubt."

"Damm the man!" She actually stonped her foot. "Howis it that such people
are always the ones who nanage to survive?"

"Carrion?eaters grow tough with age, Kitten. Hardly a new revel ation. He'l
pass as portside soon." He cut off and grabbed for a chair as Kitten threw
the raft into a scream ng turn. C ouds of spray flew nmeters high as the
fans hit the water at an angle, threatening to turn them over.

"We'll catch him" she said grinmly. "W're faster than he is. Were does he
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thi nk he's headi ng, anyway? We'll be in city waters in five m nutes.
Doesn't he know he can be shot on sight?"

"He knows where he's heading. If he's still got that case of powder wth
himand if the wind's right, he could try and bl ackrmail the Governor this
time. Once it gets in the air there's no way to fight the stuff. You
couldn't treat the whol e popul ati on soon enough any nore than you coul d get
themall into pressure suits in tine. The city couldn't take that kind of
epidemc. Let ne see if | can raise himon 'cast."

Mal rmade a few adjustnents on the transceiver. "Waveski nmer, waveski nmer.
Hoveraft behind you. We are closing. Please respond, you bastard." No
answer. "Doesn't the old idiot knowthe Vern is around here sonewhere?
There are easier ways of commtting suicide."

No picture, no response. "You're in a maxi num danger area, Rose! Wke up!"

Static; scratchy voice. "I know, Hamrurabi." The onboard conputer matched
frequencies and the voice cleared. "I'm bright?eyed and bushy?tailed, to
use an archaismbetter suited to your Tolian tagal ong. Tain't dangerous for
me! | know what |'m about."

"Crazy," Ml whispered to Kitten.

"Not by half, boy! | seemto keep running into you lately. Bad |uck for
?both of us. Kl ashing Karnas. You al one?"

"Li eutenant Kai ?sung is with nme."
"Call nme that once nore," she nurnmured, "and I'l| break your head."
"Li sten, you touchy ... I"

"My, ny, dissension, dissension!" Rose's tone was nocking. "I amin
desperate straits, | see clearly. Wiy not wise up and try a profitable,
predictable life in subtle evasion of accepted convention, Hamurabi ?"

"And be secure in ny old age, |ike you? Huh?uh, Rose."

"Have you got the drug with you?" interrupted Kitten, unable to hold off
any | onger.

"My life?insurance? You nust be joking."

"W want it," said Mal. "We want you, too, but I'd be willing to pass over
that if you turn the stuff over."

"I've already had one offer pulled back on me. | don't think I'"'mready to
try the same again so soon. Let ne think on it a nmite. |'ve always been a
ganbler. I've still got a few chips left."

"Convince him You' re supposed to be the salesman!” Kitten whispered.
"We're getting too close to the city." The conputer indicated the shrinking
di stance between thensel ves and the island of WII's Landi ng, on which
Repler City had been built.

"I've no tine to argue with you, Rose. Turn about and hand the drug over
and |1'll see . "

"No good, Hanmurabi. Sorry, lad. If this works out and you change your m nd
about ne, | night give you a job as a taskmaster."

"Taskmaster?" Mal whispered to Kitten. "He is crazy!"
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"See, lad, | know a good bit nore about this nonster than you think | know.
I even know nore than you think I know you know. | believe some sort of
agreenent wherein | supply, oh, locations of certain storehouses, genera
information, nilitary advice and so forth mght work out to nutual benefit.
This thing has wants. | don't know how well it reads m nds yet, or when."

"Listen, old man, you're asking for a quicker death than any you'd get from
your own kind. There's nore at stake here than your life. O ours. Turn the
drug over and forget any insane ideas you've got about trying to ally
yourself with the alien. You won't even make a decent ?si zed snack."

"You haven't got another choice," Kitten added.

"How ki nd of you to be so solicitous of ny health, little bird." He paused.
"Your urgency intrigues ne. You want the drug but are willing to let ne go.
What are you going to do, go into business for yoursel f?" he sneered.

"We think it mght have sone effect on the nonster," she pl eaded. Ml
| ooked at her approvingly. This was a new act. It had appeal

Rose only found it armusing. O perhaps he found everything funny now. He
| aughed openly.

"You ?ascribe too much power even to jaster! Now if you were to personally

guarantee ny safety ... off?planet transportation ... imunity from
prosecution ... why, | mght, just mght, consider it."
"I ... 1 can'"t. Not with you. Wth what you've done. | can't prom se that

for others."
"Ha! You see?"

"No, wait, wait!" Her face was taut. "Mal, see if you can raise the
Rectory. There mi ght be a channel open. | think the Major would consent to
the bargain."

"You're really going to try and nake a deal with that old scun? After what
he had done to you? After what he was going to have done to you?"

"Don't make this any harder than it is, please!" She |ooked at himand this
time it wasn't an act, no.

Mal adjusted the transceiver to tune in to any open Rectory frequency.
"That's the first time you ever asked ne a favor instead of threatening or
bl ackmai l i ng your way into it."

"Ch, shut up."
Expectedly, Orvenalix wasn't available. Kitten got himavail abl e.

"Well, Lieutenant, things are certainly interesting around here." He
twitched his antennae in a notion indicating thranx sarcasm "How does your
garden grow?" " ‘Ple astwin nirer, hyl.'" Quite contrary, taking mcertain
cogent points." She explained the situation

"I"ve linked up as you suggested," came Rose's voice clearly. The multiple
hookup was crude, but would serve. "Tridee also. No tricks, now"

"You know who | an®?" asked Orvenali X.

"My guardian angel ? How could | help but know you Major? You' ve cost ne a
lot, in the past."

"Whuld that it were nore. | shall concur with the Lieutenant's
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recommendations in all respects.”
"Swear by your hive?nother, the Queen, and your l|arval corridor."

"Done," said Orvenalix, after rattling off a long string of ancient thranx
no one coul d understand. They apparently satisfied Rose, however.

Orvenal i x betrayed none of the fury he must have felt. Restraining enptions
as strong as that would drive nmany humans mad. Such enotional control was
accepted nmatter?of ?factly anong the thranx.

"For all, uh, past discrepancies as well?"
"Al'l that | have jurisdiction over. You'll have to take your chances on
other worlds. | have only so nmuch authority. You're stretching it now. Turn

over the drug."

There was a | ong pause during which the only sound from Rose's end was that
of the wind eddying across the pickup

A sigh. "Onh, well, all right. It was a | ong?shot idea anyway. | think | was
over?rationalizing for a while, there."

"He's slowing!" Kitten shouted, switching her gaze fromthe raft 'tector to
the port.

"You honestly think that bl oodhype will have any effect on that nobnster?"
asked Mal .

She | ooked past him at a spot on the far wall. "Maybe not. But | don't
think anything else will either, except maybe what Peot can do. If that

fails, you know the alternative. The drug has to be tried."

Rose slid over into the | ee of one of the innunerable tiny islets that
speckl ed Repler. They were so close to the city the towers of the centra
busi ness district could be seen clearly. ?

"Have the case ready," instructed Mal over the comm "And no tricks
yourself. |I'd as lief break your neck as nmake noney."
"I nmpressive warning! Tricks, fromme? Insults! I'mnow an honest man,

absol ved of past sin. Didn't you hear? As clear of conscience and ..

"Pious, isn't he? Enjoys rubbing it in.

"Ready to convert, no doubt," said Kitten. "The man | eaves a sour taste. To
let himgo free like this?that damm drug!"

"I''ll try not to do anything crazy, like busting himone. Renmenber: Phrases
of Inport and Sal vati on, The Book, Chapter IX ‘To be angered by evil is to
partake of it ... stupid.’”

"You're a student?"
"I'"ve read some of The Book. Wo hasn't?"

They pul |l ed al ongsi de the waveskimrer. It rocked gently in the slight

swell, engines idling. Mal could see Rose strapped into the pilot's seat on
the high foredeck. Kitten cut their own engi nes and he gl anced back at her.
"Want to do the honors?"

"Every tine | set eyes on that person ny faith in humanity drops severa
notches. It's rock bottom now. " She swiveled in her chair. "At |east the
case is intact. No drug, no pardon. You do it."
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Mal grunted, took a step towards the door. Wen his foot came down, the
floor wasn't there anynore.

The deck dropped away from under him bounced up at a different angle. Ml
found hinself tunbling head over reason. The far wall turned into a
ceiling, cane up too fast. Dazed, he struggled to his knees while the ship
pl ayed cocktail shaker around him Several |oud clangs .sounded fromthe
rear of the raft. Kitten screaned. He turned in her direction

She was still strapped into the pilot's seat, silhouetted against the gray
sky. A jet?black curtain shot through with silver was shutting out the
light. The bl ackness that finally overcanme himwas of a nore famliar
variety.

Down in the abyss of its vast consciousness, a miniscule portion of the
Von?mi nd noted the incident. It was recorded and filed for further
attention. It could not be spared time for follow?up or eval uation. Not
now. Worlds were at stake.

On some parts of Repler, iron changed unnoticed to gold. And on at | east
one island, to copper. Then back again. Fish of a hundred different
varieties school ed, form ng unnatural association

A smal |, peaceful crustacean reeled under the inpact of an intelligence
boost of a hundred thousand tines. It was immedi ately gobbled by a torpid
bottom f eeder.

The second noon, which continued to spin countercl ockw se, abruptly | owered
its orbit a hundred kil oneters.

Repler VI and VII were both gas giants. They began to break up, responding
to titanic internal convul sions. Geat clouds of anmoni a and met hane fl ew
off Iike cotton into space

On a large island, a snake?like reptile was trying to slither from one
branch to one on another tree. Linbless body, straining. A force capabl e of
destroying continents acted. Another pushed and |ifted. A nanosecond of
conflict. The pseudosnake | eaped, missed. Fell and died. It was nore

i mportant than an expl oding gas giant or nassscal e transnutation. The
killer knewit. The lifter knewit.

A rock spoke. The tenperature of the sun rose, fell, rose again. There was
a sudden high tide with no nobon in the sky. Mral considerations aside, it
was apparent that the Vom

was W nni ng.

Wth the resources of half a mllion years of accunul ated know edge and
power, the Guardi an?Machi ne fought back. Rut it had waited too long. Its
power was finite. It could not grow as the Vomwas, grow ng. Too strong,
too quickly. Mscal cul ation. The Guardi an Machi ne foresaw di saster

The Vom was stronger now than it had been even when the Guardi an was first
activated, millenia ago. The stinulus of battle forced it to grow
exponentially. It would forge another enmpire dedicated to, constructed for,
one purpose. The perpetuation and greater glory of the Vom There would be
no mstakes this tinme. No underestimtion of an opponent. The Guardi an nust
be rendered pernanently inactive. This tine the Vomwould not abuse its
life?resources. The small intelligences would be assimilated carefully, to
i nsure continuation of a healthy ecosystem No wanton consunption. Feeding
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woul d be judicious, entertainnent and experinment well reasoned. It would

Sonet hing struck the Vern el sewi se. Sonething strange, new, unaccountabl e,
and utterly undetected aforehand. It was raw strength, nore powerful even
than t he Guardi an?Machi ne, but not as mature, as sophisticated in the use
of power. It was different and it showed. It fought unrelentingly,
unconprom singly, openly. It fought mathematically diverse and helically
perverse

Unenotionally the Vomretreated, countered, struck back. The counterattack
rebounded. No victory; no defeat.

The stal emate was resuned.

A hundred parsecs away a quartz pebble (not very good quartz, but honest
quartz) blazed monentarily with the light of a thousand suns. There were
none around to appreciate it. The light died, but the pebble lived.

St al emat e.

"Well what is it, Hanover?" Ashvenarya said gruffly. It would not have been
proper nor seemly for a thranx to be upset this far fromaction, but the
Adm ral was tense nonetheless. Gven the peculiarities of the situation, he
felt it justified.

"We are within influence of the system sir. The fleet is going off YI£

drive and..

"I know that, lieutenant. The flagship went off it nearly thirty m nutes
ago and | should damm wel|l hope the others followed suit. Get to your
point."

"Sir, there appears to be another fleet already in orbit around the planet.
Since we've received no official notification of another najor force in
this sector | thought "

The admiral was already running for the lift, rubbing at his bad conpound
eye with silicon?treated tissue. The lieutenant had to nmove awkwardly,
runni ng every few steps. The old sector conmmmander was noving on all four

| egs.

"You retain information |ike a machi ne, Hanover. Which is one of the
reasons | keep you as aide. Egg knows there're few enough. You're quite
correct. | ordered no other ships sent to Repler and there aren't any ot her
Church or Commonweal th forces cl ose enough to be here before us. Wich

| eaves one alternative. Woever mans those ships is neither human nor
thranx. | admit that's not |ogical either, but then nothing about this
situation has been so far."

The Iift carried themto the bubble nexus suspended in the center of the
bat t | ewagon.

"Prelimnary eval uati on?" Ashvenarya barked as he floated snmoothly down a
rampway.

"The distance is still substantial, sir, and we have the sun full in front.
Ship's predictors read thirty?nine confirned, with at | east twelve
probabl es. Battle?fleet class, sir.”

"Tunnel s! Now | have this to worry on, too.
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"I confess surprise, sir, that the commander of the local garrison did not
try to warn you via interspace of this fleet's presence."

"Orvenalix is a capable officer, Lieutenant. | don't doubt he didn't
because he couldn't. O he might have tried and been jammed, coerced, shot
we swamin ignorance for now "

They entered a gravity lock, slipped slowy and easily into free?fall. It
wasn't true free?fall, being rather a state in which artificial gravity was
negated. Sonething like swi nmng through thin gelatin. The conpl ex state,
difficult to nmaintain, was generated only at the center of the ship, its
battl e headquarters and flight center. Anilitary secret as fanatically
guarded as the mechani sm of the KK SCCAM weapons?system the field would
protect them from everything but conplete power loss or direct hit.

"For another thing, |ieutenant he m ght have feared the AAnn woul d pick up
and decode a nmessage that mght precipitate action."

"You suspect themthen, sir?"

"They have a naval base of considerable size nearby. | know of few other
races cohabiting this section of space that could nount a force of this
size, even if they had the time to assenble themfrom across the Arm
Anyway, | would assunme it to be our reptilian conpatriots even were this a
small force. Wth a fleet, | think the question becones academ c."

"Do you think they may al ready have ... ?"
"No, no, lieutenant. Wre that the case, we would have heard sonething."

Churchrmen of many races, with thranx and human predomni nating, sal uted
smartly when the Admiral floated into the battle center. He returned them
easily with a truhand while heading rapidly for his conbat basket. The

|'i eutenant took up his own post nearby.

The ol d Commander had run a thousand possibilities and alternatives through
his mnd while conversing with his young human ai de. The thoughts itched.
Incidentally, he reflected that Lieutenant Hanover?m ght netanorphose into
a fine conmander soneday. Despite the mask of fawning innocence he
occasionally chose to wear, the |ad was sharp as a sting. The mask was

wel | ?crafted, too. Another point in his favor. But he still needed honing
and a lot of hard prodding in the inmagination. He ought to receive plenty
of both, this trip.

"Comuni cations! 1'd appreciate it if you'd try and raise the flagship of
our unknown visitors."

At that nonment a frail ?l ooki ng thranx seated across the center, |ooking as
much a part of his instrumentation as a conputer terninal, turned slightly
i n his harness.

"By remarkabl e coi ncidence, sir, | have this very second acquired a signha
whi ch appears directed at us fromthe formation in question. | envision a
confl uence of objectives."

"Spare nme the philosophy and put it through."”

An el derly reptilian face, haughty and proud, whitescal ed, appeared on the
bi g screen over the comboard.

"H's munificence," began the official herald, "the Baron Riidi WV Ruler of
Tor see Provi nces, Executor of "
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"Spare me the titles this once,’
commander on."

Ashvenarya broke in, "and put your

The face froze. "Proper diplomatic courtesy demands that ..." The
adnonition was interrupted by a strong of fscreen voice. It hissed
surprisingly little for an AAnn.

"Never mind, herald." There was a brief flicker and another reptilian face
appeared on the screen. It was sharp?featured, al nost handsone, proud. The
gaze was pi ercing. "Wom have | the pleasure of addressing?"

"Admi ral Ashvenarya, Fourth Sector Commandant, Humanx Conmonweal th,
operating under United Church charter and I'Il skip a fewtitles of nmy own.
Alittle out of your regular bailiw ck aren't you, Baron?"

"And you too are here with so nany ships for rest and relaxation on the
pl easure?wor| d bel ow, Admiral ?" The tone was mldly reproachful. "It
remains that a threat to the entire galaxy lies on the planet bel ow us."

"Wul d you be referring to a certain anorphous bl ack nonstrosity of unknown
origins and, fromwhat | amtold, rather considerable powers?"

"Unl ess you know of another. As | guessed, our purpose here appears to be
the same, then."

"Not quite, Baron. That's a humanx col ony orbiting bel ow us, and ny
presence here is perfectly natural. Yours, | fear, remains open to certain
questions.”

The Baron affected an air of outrage. "No action of any sort was
contenpl ated without the prior concurrence of the local authorities."

"I"d like to believe that, Baron. Indeed, |1'd |like to believe that. For
many reasons."

"Not the |least of which, Admral, is that we are of no use to our
respective races if we battle anong ourselves, fya? If you will nerely
contact your commandant bel ow ?a Major of the Church nane of Orvenalix, |
believe- I've no doubt he will agree to the course of action | have in
mnd. | offer a joint council of war, not a declaration of one."

"I think we night struggle along w thout your help," the thranx admra

replied.

"Sir, the commander of the Inperial Enclave on Repler had the opportunity
to observe this creature's strength at closer claw than was desired. This
as his own station was being pulled down around his ocul ars. He woul d not

agree with you. | nyself inspected the ruins of his command. | do not agree
with you. Wre you to have seen the same | venture to say you woul d not
agree with you. In fact, | would hope that between the two of us we may be

able to control the nonster."

Ashvenarya consi dered. Briefly.

"Perhaps. Very well, | trust you? from nicrosecond to mcrosecond.”
"My own extends no | onger."

"Qur ships will nmove into orbits confluent with yours. Wiile | determ ne
upon a course of action you will take no action on your own. This nust be
under st ood. "

"Understood," replied the Baron placidly. "Only, please not to take
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overlong, Admral, or our agreenent wll becone strained ... by tine."

"I't might prove that a joint action of some sort is required much as the
t hought di stresses ne."

"I have little love for your kind, either, Admral." Teeth flashed. "Under
normal circunstances... "

"Which these are definitely, conclusively, not.
contact was broken.

Ashvenarya waved and the

Despite the violent attack | evied by a new and conpl etely unexpect ed
opponent, the Vom found cause to rejoice. A second fleet! Mre strength to
conplenent its own! It could nowtravel fromplanet to planet in al nost
respectabl e fashion

For possibly the ten thousandth tine it tried to analyze this new power
arrayed against it. About the Guardian's nmental attitude it had no qual ns.
The Guardi an?Machi ne had been and woul d be an inpl acabl e opponent until one
of the two ancient enenies was destroyed.

But what of this new factor? Could it mayhap be persuaded into a
real i gnnent of forces for mutual benefit? Wth a gal axy at stake, the Vom
was willing to share. O could it at |east be convinced to withdraw from an
ancient and private conflict, leaving the way clear for the Voms victory?

The Vom reached out again and nade contact. Wat it encountered on a
non?conbat ant | evel was surprising. This second opponent had not even fully
mat ured, had not nmastered its own power! In its probing the Vora nust take
care not to stir latent abilities, hidden secrets, not to upset the bal ance
of internal power. The potential here was frightening.

In fear the Vora nearly backed of f. But after determining that the being
could not read the sub?surface |ayers of Von?thought, it returned to the
contact, expanded it.

(curiously: dialogue on a Different plane)

WHO ARE YQU?

(picture contact nee verbal/concept sub?vocalization)

A TRANSPARENT ORCHI D : SUNSPOTS ON LEAVES: STAMEN AND PETAL: SLOW FUSI ON
(rejoi nder)

AND YQOU, MONSTER?

(arrow?strai ght conceptualization)

GREAT VO D: VO DNESS? : ANGRY VACUUM

DARK EFFLUVI A : MALI GNANT M ASMA : CANCER MJUSI NG : OLEAG NOUS CLLAPODRI DA
(pause)

VWHY DO YQU FI GHT ME?

YOU ARE EVI L

(confusion/introspection/anal ysis)
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EVIL? THERE IS NO EVI L

I'T MAY BE SO BUT THERE IS WHAT | S COVWONLY RATI ONALI ZED AS GOCD. YOU ARE
CLEARLY NOT?GOCD. A GOOD?NEGATI VE. YOU TRY TO RATI ONALI ZE EVI L. CHAGCS!

(cousi deration/thought/tacki ng)

FI GHT ME NO MORE AND | WLL MAKE YOU MASTER OF HALF THE GALAXY.
THE GALAXY HAS TOO MANY MASTERS ALREADY. NO

"WHAT CAN I OFFER YQU?

YOUR DEATH.

(anger/ arrogance/ di sbel i ef )

COVPLAI SANT COVPLI ANCE? SURRENDER? ACQUI ESCE? | NTRCDUCE NEGATI VES | NTO A
SUPREME FUNCTI ONARY NEGATI VI TY? NEVER!

SEE? YOU MUST DI E (strange voice)
I CANNCT DIE : | WLL NOT DIE: | DO NOT KNOW HOW TO DI E

THEN | MJST HELP YOU TO LEARN

The Vomterm nated contact. Wth all its shadings and hal f ?tones the entire
conversation had taken perhaps a few seconds.

The strange opponent possessed a sel f?confidence that conflicted with its
| ack of sel f?know edge. Maybe, the Vom considered, it was fighting on too
personal a level. Possibly an exterior denonstration woul d have sone noral
effect.

Using its fully matured mind for the first time beyond the battle, the Vom
reached out

On board the hunmanx flagship Zi nbabwe, instrunments died with suddenness and
finality. The eerie blue?green of the | ocal energency fighting flickered on
a nonment |ater.

There was little panic in the nexus. After all, this was the nerve?center
of the fleet. The personnel were the class of each rating. So there was no
hysteri a.

Thi ngs went ot herwi se on sone ot her shi ps.

"Communi cations, all ships report status. Hold position, hold fire.
Conmodor e, damage report. Al hands to battle stations."”

The replies cane thick and fast.

"Comuni cations, sir. Al intership conet units, including storage and
backup facil ..

no visi bl e damage or shorting, Barge! It's crazy ... !"

ities on all ship channels inoperable. Emergency backup
systenatization totally inoperative, Admiral."

"That's inpos ... ! Status report!" Ashvenarya accepted the situation and
changed in m d?sent ence
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Agai n, quick reply.

"Al'l communi cators down to hand?units inoperable. Engineering reports
central KK drive unit shut down for sub?light as well as supra?light
capability at 0954.4 shiptine." The conmuni cator's tone changed to one | ess
of ficious. "That neans the whole ship is in free?fall status, sir.”

"Going to play havoc with the housekeepi ng. Wat el se?"

An engi neer was bent over a heavily instrunented console. He was checking
dials and neters agai nst a conputer readout. A rnuscle twitched nervously in
hi s neck.

"Al'l exterior and numerous interior systematizations report dead,

under powered or inoperative, sir. Conputer indicates conjunctive causation
Wth the exception of basic |life support and non?of fensively oriented
interior energency functions, the ship is effectively immobilized."

"Dead, you nean. Kyash!" Ashvenarya swivel ed his basket to face the human
Conmodore. The Zi nbabwe was, after all, his conmand.

"Do you think the shuttles and lifeboats will operate, Morea?"

"They're all self?contained, of course, sir. But even assum ng that

what ever has affected the ship has spared them the bay doors and rel ease
mechani sms are shi ppowered, so ..." Morea shrugged hel plessly. "W can
utilize abandonnent nethods, true, but.."

"No, I'mnot ready for that yet either, Commbdore. | want no precipitous
action here. KK storage cells don't just go stale |like honeyfrye, nor do
energency battl e power?backup systens for communicati ons and weapons

conpl exes die while their |ife?support counterparts continue to operate. W
are the subjects of a selective attack procedure of unknown power and

undeni abl e ef fectiveness! ... Lieutenant Hanover!"

“Sir?”

"There ought to be several ways of contacting the other ships of the fleet.
We're orbiting tight and close. Try mirrors, wave handkerchiefs. |'m not
particul ar about how you do it. |I've got to knowif ours is an isolated

case?it's not inconceivable that we are the victinms of sonme |ocal spatial
phenomena?or if, as | suspect, everyone el se has been hit the sane."

"Aye, sir." Hanover |left his basket and commenced pulling hinmself via hand
and claw holds to the nearest lock. Since the gravity for the ship was
suppl i ed by KK storage power when the vessel was not in supralight space,
the ship was in full free?fall. The | ock had no purpose now.

"Ch, and Hanover!"
"Adm ral ?" Hanover exerted pressure on a bar near the | ock, floated steady.

"See if you can help the dispensary personnel, Doctor Furman and Surgeon
Lee and the others, get organi zed. They nmay need sonme extra hel p. Authorize
what ever they need. Going from.31 gee to no?wei ght as abruptly as the rest

of the ship probably did, there'll be a |ot of men who |ost nore than just
br eakfast."
"Yes sir." The Lieutenant turned and pushed of f, disappearing like a

f eat her down the | ock?tube.

"Wl |, Moorea?" The Admiral's antennae twined in frustration. "No crystals
of wisdomto offer?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...an%20Dean%20-%20FIinx%207%20-%20Bloodhype.txt (150 of 162) [1/16/03 6:52:01 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%207%20-%20Bl oodhype.txt

"I didn't think the AAnn had anything like this, Ash.”

"Don't bet that they do, Pat, don't bet that they do. | dearly hope that,
if it's not a natural occurrence, the AAnn are responsible for this. The
alternative scares the sugar out of ne. And | haven't been that frightened,
Pat, in along, long tine."

On board the heavy crui ser Sanderling not too nmany hundreds of kil oneters
away, his munificence Baron Riidi WVwas expressing simlar sentinents, in
whi ch Adm ral Ashvenarya figured promnently.

Mal 's head cleared with surprising speed soon after he opened his eyes. He
stared upwards and was confronted with the badly bent roof of the hoveraft.
Pushi ng agai nst the hard pecces behind him he struggled to a kneeling
position. By | eaning on the outcropping for support he managed to inch his
way to his feet. He stood there, holding on until nost of the dizziness had
passed. At about that tinme he becane aware that pecces was not a nornal
fixture in Replerian hoverafts.

Encrusted with shells and barnacl e?li ke organi sns, the sharp spine of the
reef projected a good nmeter and a half through the floor.

There was a noan forward. It was foll owed by sone weak, if highly
i magi native, cursing in fem nine tones.

"You all right?" he queried.

Kitten tried to swivel the pilot's chair,? failed. The pivot ring was

j amred agai nst the supporting nmetal. She unstrapped herself, noving with

sl ow, pained gestures, and staggered towards the foreport. It had shattered
on inpact. Cool seawater |apped gently against the bottom of the sprung
doorway. A small crustacean was already inspecting this new addition to the
reef.

Except for a slight list to the back and right, the raft was fairly | evel
Mal took a step forward, nearly toppled. He put out an armto grab a bar
projecting fromthe near wall and noticed idly that it was stained red in
pl aces. Looking down at hinself he was surprised to discover that the red
came froma broad but shall ow gash across the right side of his chest. He'd
lost a lot of skin but not rmuch blood. He ripped material fromhis |eft

sl eeve to bind the wound. Fortunately, the bl eeding had nearly stopped.

" See anyt hi ng?"
"We're on a reef," she replied. "Rose's waveskimer is jamed up in front
of us. Part of it seems to be under our bow. Probably what's causing our
listing. What's left of the skimrer, anyway. It's in rmuch worse shape than
we are?not that this is seaworthy, either. Looks like he took the brunt of
the blow. Bottom s been ripped out."

"Any sign of the nonster?"

"Looks like it's lying just under the surface of the water. R ght about
where the reef ends, which isn't far enough away for ny liking. Funny how

peaceful this all is. The reef . runs out about another twelve neters past
the skimer and then seens to drop off sharply. Fromthere on as far as
can see the water's black as ink, like you could walk on it."

She left the port and nmoved back to the doorway. Mal noved up behind her as
she stepped gingerly fromthe raft. Bracing a hand agai nst each side of the
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doorway, he saw that the pecces itself lay barely ankle deep, even
protrudi ng above the water in several places. The Vomclainmed his attention
al nost i nmedi ately.

Mal felt as though he were standing in front of an armed SCCAM shell. "It
may be intelligent enough, but it sure doesn't seemto notice us."

"W don't know how it perceives things," said Kitten as she picked her way
over the uneven, slippery footing. "For all we can tell it mght be paying
all its attention to us. Waiting to see what the lab animals try next, |
guess. Since it could have killed us at will before | don't think it
intends to. Yet." She turned. "You're higher than I am Any sign of the old
bast ar d?"

Mal | eaned out, hooking an arm around the doorway. A brief spell of nausea,
then the sea air cleared his head conpletely. Peering around the front of
the uptilted raft, he could see the top of the waveski nmer easily. The
bottom of the bigger ship had been shaved off as neatly as though with a
laser. It lay tail up, park of its curved bow just under the nose of the
hoveraft.

A recogni zably human figure was strapped notionless in the foredeck pilot's
seat .

"Looks like he wasn't thrown free. Seens to be lightout, though."
"Any sign of the case?"

"Sure is. It's still chained to his right wist. Appears to be |ocked firm
Al the jerking and wenching around didn't tear it |oose."

"I's he alive?"
"Can't tell. He's sure not preparing violent resistance."

"He'd better be alive. Oherwise it's liable to take us days to figure out
how to open that thing. You can bet it's armed or full of acid or
somet hi ng. W& haven't got days. Wat are you doi ng?"

Mal had carefully edged out around the edge of the doorway. It wasn't a
long fall but the surface was sharp and inhospitable. The air cushion
around the base of the raft was thoroughly shredded. There was, however, a
ridge of netal running the circunference of the ship. The snpoth sides of
the craft made wal king on the centinmeters?wide strip difficult, but the
captain's bulk belied his agility. He started edgi ng towards the bow,
pressed flat against the side of the craft.

Fromthe bowit was only a short hop to the canted deck of the skimmer. He
wal ked over to the notionl ess dragger, felt the thin wist. The pul se was
strong.

"He's alive, anyway! Can't say |'mas glad as you seemto be."

He noved to the side of the ship. Leaning down, he extended a hand the size
of a battle helnet. Kitten paused, then wal ked over

"Deck is slippery up here, too," he said. "That little walk was tricky, but
faster than trying to inprovise a | adder or rope. This is quicker yet."

He encl osed her right hand in his while her left grasped his wist. She
practically flew onto the deck

""You're as physically conplete as you | ook," she murnured.
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"Apel i ke, you nean?"

"Let's not, now, hmm®" She wal ked over to Rose and spent a coupl e of

m nutes examning himwhile Mal | ooked on. After a bit she flipped open a
smal | conpartnent in the side of a belt and selected froma small packet
one of several tiny ampules. It was no bigger than the nail of her little
finger, but she handled it carefully.

There was a bare spot where the trousers had been ripped away. Gray hairs
showed on the tanned |l eg. She jamed the anpule hard into the niddle of the
quadri ceps

"What did you shoot himw th?" Ml asked.

"Dexatrinahuline. Energency dosage. He'll cone around and be hyperactive fm
about an hour, after which he'll sleep for another fifteen and then wake up
good as new?unfortunately. It works fast."

"Sure does," said the drugger, sitting up. He glanced rapidly about the
waveski mmer, then down at the wecked hoveraft, finally out to sea. Hs
eyes settled on the black reef that was the Vom

"Not hi ng expansive," he said. "Just a little tap to inconveni ence us. Maybe
we ..." He reached down and rubbed his thigh. "That was quite a jolt of
what ever it was you gave me. Don't recognize it offhand but |'ve probably
soldit."

"I't wasn't done out of concern for your health,"” Kitten said grimy. "Now,
how does one open that case of yours?w thout getting poisoned, burned,
shattered, or otherw se "inconvenienced' ?"

"Now, why would you want to know that ?"

Mal reached down and grabbed Rose's right shoulder. He could feel the bones
and wiry nuscles under the cloth. A slight pressure, so, and Rose wi nced.

"Ckay, okay! No need? to get tough. There's a solid gas?air pattern charge
"onside the shell that blows the case apart but doesn't affect the
contents. You armit by pressing this lock button, here ..." he indicated a
slot for a magnetic key, " and then grip the handle. There's a trigger
built into the handl e underside. Once the keytab has been pressed and the
trigger cocked, when pressure is renoved ... whanl"

"How | ong?" asked Kitten

"When you press the keytab down, you turn your thumb to the right as far as
the tab will go before letting up. That'll give you up to sixty seconds
before the blast. Mrre tine than that wouldn't be practical."

"Not nmuch tine to get away," said Ml

"I't wasn't designed to be anything but a last?resort type threat. Pl anning
alittle blackmail with it yourselves, nebbee?"

"If it can be placed against the creature,” Kitten said, "chances are good
that if detonated or absorbed the nonster would take in enough to affect
its system It shouldn't be inpossible. The thing can't be nore than half a
met er bel ow the surface. "

"There's a small |ifeboat on the back of this skimrer. There was one on the
raft, too, but it's been replaced by a hunk of reef. The draft should be
shal | ow enough so that the Vomw Il ignore it."
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Mal prodded the drugger's leg. "Wat do you think? Could the drug do
anyt hi ng?"

"Why can say? The Vote?that's its name, eh? ?is an unknown quality. But
this anount of bl oodhype,” ?he indicated the case? "is a uni que gathering,
too. Sure be a., interesting experiment. O course, if the nonster does
absorb the case and the drug, it mght also absently ingest the boat and
boat man. "

"An admitted conplication," said Kitten. "One that | can't see a way
around. W'll just have to chance it. Unhook the case fromthat wi st
chain, please."

"You can't be serious, pretty?pretty! The idea's insane! | feel duty?bound
to protect you fromyourself. | don't believe | should |let you have it." He
clutched the precious container possessively.

"Unl ock the chain," said Mal quietly,
arm”

or I'Il sinply detach the whole

"You argue persuasively, Captain." Rose bent over and did sonething to the
connecting links. There was a sharp click and the case was free.

Mal hefted it in one hand. "Very light, for so nuch death." He turned and
wal ked towards the rear of the skimmer. "G ve ne a hand with the boat,
Kitten."

"What nmakes you think you're going?"

"For openers, | can row faster, harder, and |longer than you. | night have a
chance of making it far enough back to the reef to escape. You wouldn't."

"What about your precious credit account, Captain? There's neither profit
nor percentage in this for you."

"So I'mnmentally erratic, like you say. Besides, Repler's always been a
profitabl e stopover for the Unbra. I'd like to see the suckers live a while
| onger. "

"l can accept your rationale," she replied. "But don't expect nme to be
| adyl i ke about it."

"Kitten, | wouldn't expect you to be |adylike about anything." He turned to
unfasten the braces holding the tiny boat. The blow that hit the back of
his neck was very clean and carefully judged.

"Wel | struck!" applauded Rose. "I admre your work, Can | give you a hand
with the boat?"

"The day | need to ask for your help I'"Il just sell my soul outright.
Mortgage and all."

"As you wish. | will need yours, then."
She turned and straightened slowy, staring at the object in his hand.
"That's interesting," she said evenly. "You have a gun."

"Yes. It's not much of a gun, of course, but it'll handl e one person. |
didn't think it would take the both of you. Not the way the Captain noves.
So | decided to wait a bit in hopes of a better opportunity. | never
expected you to be' quite this obliging. Just goes to show. If you live
right..."
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The smal | boat rocked gently in the blue?green water

"Where do you think you're going in this teacup?" she asked. Her eyes never
left the muzzle of the tiny pistol

"I"'mgoing to try and skirt the edge of that thing. That should allow nme to
try out a crazy idea | mght as well have a crack at. If it doesn't shift

out, | ought to be able to slip into the city w thout being noticed.
Current'll help with the rough work. At that point I'll have a nunber of
options open. You'll excuse nme if | don't elaborate. | don't think you'd be

synpathetic. Right now, |"'marnng this toy."

Layi ng the gun aside?not far enough asi de?he set the keytab and tied down
the trigger securely with a piece of cord.

"I can slip the knot on this fast enough if | have to. Gonna need both
hands for steering. Anybody takes a potshot at ne, either 1'll release the
trigger manually or shoot it |oose. Either way the drug will be rel eased
into the atnosphere. As soon as | get close enough to the city, rest
assured I'Il do ny best to stay upwi nd. You might as well stop staring at
the gun. I'"'mnot so feeble | wouldn't beat you to it."

He | owered the small air?conpression notor into the shallow water.

"And now, mny lovely?love, | bid you good?bye." The sea bubbled like
soda?water around the stern of the little craft. It noved slowy off along
the edge of the reef, careful not to stray over the Vom

Kitten stared for a nmoment, sighed deeply, and wal ked back to where Mal was
sitting on the deck. He was rubbing tile back of his neck. He did not | ook

happy.

"Well, I'"'msorry, already! | told you not to expect ne to be | adylike about
it."

"Congratul ations." He | ooked around suddenly. "Well, where's the case? And
where's the old nman?"

"Uh, considering that you didn't see anything, you' ve summarized the
situation neatly." She pointed out to sea. The snall boat was now a good
many meters off, still chugging slowy along the reef edge. Soon it woul d
round the first spit of the island and be | ost to sight.

"Wl | now, how did you nanage that?"

"He had a gun."

"He had a gun," Mal replied slowmy. "Way didn't he pull it before now?"
She turned away. "He said he was waiting for a better chance.”

"Well, he sure got one." Mal struggled to his feet and wal ked forward. He
| ooked back at her and booted the instrument console sonething fierce. It
did not inprove its shape.

"That's not going to help anything, you know," she said.

"Maybe not, little girl, but it does wonders for my primtive, ignorant
m nd!" He booted it again.

"Ch, act your age, Captain! | ..." She paused, |ooked past him
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"Well, don't stop now. Wat ...?"
He turned and stared in the sane direction

A consi derabl e distance off, a snall figure standing in a boat was flailing
its arms frantically at the air. Towering on two sides of the figure, |ike
the walls of a canyon, were two ni ght?bl ack ni ght mare shapes not quite as
big as a pair of good?sized shuttlecraft. Their descent was graceful,

al nost bal l et ?li ke. Unconsciously, Ml had slipped an armaround Kitten's
wai st. This time she didn't nove it.

"WAs that a scream there?" Her voice was even, but there was the slightest
trenor to it. She was renenbering an earlier time on another island.

"I think so. There! An expl osion?"

"Maybe. Maybe ..

They wai ted anxi ously. The hal cyon sea recovered. The small boat was gone.
Needl ess to say, the snmall figure was too.

Kitten let out a long breath. "Well, | guess it wasn't a very good idea
after all." She slipped gently out of his grasp and peered over the tw sted
railing of the skinmer.

"I think we ought to try and wade off the reef to the island proper. W can
come back for blankets and supplies. It's bound to be warmer inland than
out on these wecks. Besides, they're liable to be pulled off the reef when
the tide cones in. | don't fancy being dunped into the surf at 2 a.m" She
slipped easily over the edge, hung by her fingers for a nonent and dropped
lightly into the shall ow water. Her knees bent as she took the inpact.

A tiny portion of the entity that was the Vomreacted to a foreign
ingestion. A mnute portion of the food did sonething odd to a few cells.
The strangeness was conmuni cated to the VonPmi nd. The reaction extended. A
group of cells were suddenly disoriented. At their center, neura

deraci nation took place. Idly, then nore attentively, finally in a state of
real concern, the Vom sought to isolate the farrago. Sonme cells were
by?passed and not affected. Gthers were ... not harned, but disoriented on
an increasingly massive scale. They becane incapable of performng their
proper functions.

Synaptic connections were deliberately broken in an attenpt to seal off the
infection. The attenpt failed. Had the difficulty been enzootic, the Vom

m ght have controlled it. But it seemed to strike at random points,
unpredictably. The difficulties this caused were not irreparable, but at
the height of battle they were a disaster. A small portion of the Vonfm nd
was forced to shut down. The creature's power was noticeably weakened. The
Guar di an?Machi ne and the OQther sensed it, pressed harder.

A whol e quadrant of projection cells died before they could be shuttered
down. The Vom qui vered in pain, sending huge waves crashing across near by
i sl ands, smashing through the brush and sweeping away snall 1ives.

NOW (said the Guardian in a roar of triunph)
YES, NOW (came a quietly grimthought fromthe O her)

Hopel essly, desperately, the Vern fought back. Despite frantic repair and
i solated control, the infection continued to spread. But the Von s
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resources were imense. It was beginning to slow the disaster. It mght yet
contain the threat, survive, hold, rebuild, counterattack. It m ght

A doubl e?section of power?cells suddenly coll apsed, unable to supply the
awesone demands on their substance. An edge, a point, a limt had been
reached and passed, and the Vent went over. Slowy, then with increasing
speed.

It was a new sensation for the Vom Sections of self died around it. The

m nd was partly but not wholly detached fromthe physical process, even as
it fought back. When it felt realization that finality was about to occur,

when deat h convul si ons shook the ocean floor around it, it cried out a |ast
appeal

STOP!: CONCESSION': | ABJURE POVNER!

(the O her did not reply. the Guardi an?Machi ne di d)

THAT IS NOT OF YOUR NATURE : THE UNI VERSE DEMANDS YOUR PASSI NG
(Quardi an?Machi ne and O her struck again)

Perceptions took on strange colorings for the Vom Another new sensation. A
| ast new sensati on.

(a final observation. brilliant |ight boiling away consci ousness as though
the soul water was)

(then...)

DI SSEM NATI ON

(1 ong?t hought s were space?scattered)
DI SSCLUTI ON

The great organic capsule broke into a thousand pi eces. A thousand?nillion
And nor e.

(concl usi on)
DI SSI PATI ON

The trillion bits of no?vom broke down to the nol ecul ar | evel Then the
sub?nol ecul ar.

DEATH

(an enpty conscious chaos | ost the binding wire of thought. return to
not hi ngness)

DONE! (said the Guardian, half in wonder, half in contentment)
It sought out the Gther, said sinmply ..

THANK YQU

NOT NECESSARY

(said the Guardian in reply ...)

YQU PLANNED THI S : YOUR CONCEALMENT : YOUR TIM NG OF ALL : YOUR MOMVENT OF
ENTRY : ALL PLANNED (statenent of fact, not query)

YEA AND VERILY (then, curiously) WHAT WLL YOU DO NOAP
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WHAT WOULD YOU SUPPCSE | WOULD DO?
(pause) | THINK YOU WLL DI E

THAT 1S WVHAT | SHALL DO I'T WLL TAKE A LITTLE TIME : ANY PART OF | ?MACHI NE
CAN BE SHUT DOWN RAPI DLY ENOUGH : TO SHUT DOAN THE MACHI NE?I W LL TAKE A
LI TTLE LONGER : | WLL SHOW YOQU THI NGS BEFORE THI S | S DONE

| THANK YOU FOR THAT AND THAT THANKS YOU CANNOT REJECT : | HAVE POWER : |
MJUST ACQUI RE W SDOM

THERE IS MJUCH W SDOM ALONE | N THAT THOUGHT: SO I T SHALL BE
YOU NEVER FEARED DEFEAT

I WAS NOT CONSTRUCTED TO BE SO I NCLINED : NOT TRAINED TO : NOT A RACI AL
AFFECTATION : THE VOM S FATE WAS | NELUCTABLE

Mal set Kitten down gently, then dropped out of the tree to stand next to
her. She drew her hair behind her with one hand, used a snall piece of
elastic plastic to bind the | ong wet strands. He was staring at her

"Pl ease, spare nme the cracks about “drowned kittens,' will you?" she said.

"Don't worry," he replied, nopping at his face with a sleeve. He was
equal ly drenched: "I'mtoo tired. Damm lucky thing that first wave was as
small as it was. Sone of those |later ones could have piled us into the
rocks. Did you see anything?"

"Only a glinpse here and there. Mistly | was too busy hol ding onto that
branch. "

"Quite a sight. One second it was thrashing around |ike a | oose ship?drive,
smashi ng pecces and throwi ng up great gouts of water and sea?bottom Then
it seemed to sort of shudder lightly. It just fell in on itself and

di ssolved like black sugar." He renmoved a soggy boot, dunped a trickle of
water out of it.

She shrugged. "Funny. |'d kind of expected sonething a little nore
spectacul ar after that build?up. | don't think it made a sound the whol e
time we were watching it. A violent, quiet end to everything. | wonder if
we'll ever find out where it cane fron?" She was shaking water fromthe
bottom of her bl ouse.

"Al nmost everything," he said cryptically. He took a step closer and gently
pl aced a pal m between her shoul ders. She had just enough tine for one

qui ck, startled | ook as he shoved hard sideways, at the same tinme sitting
down on a water?soaked but serviceable | og. She folded neatly across his
knees.

Keeping his left armfirmy across the small of her back, he lifted his
right leg and hooked it over her left thigh. The resultant pose was
classic, if undignified.

Kitten made a firm sudden shove upwards, frowned when no give was
forthcom ng. Bracing her hands on the danp ground she pushed harder. She
m ght as well have been trying to push her way out of an arnored hunting
cage.

"Al'l right, Captain Hanmurabi. My sense of hunor is departing swiftly. If
you wouldn't mind letting me up...?"
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"I'f you'll think back a nmonent," he went on easily, "you'll recall that
just prior to agreeing to nake a certain jaunt with you to a certain
Enclave, with certain suicidal desires in nind, | nmade you a prom se. You

may renmenber the substance ..
scientifically now.

She struggl ed harder and nuch | ess

"Striking an officer of the Church can be ruled a capital offense!"

"I'"ll take that chance, Lieutenant. But | keep nmy word and ny proni ses.
It's good business practice. I'll risk a restraining term This won't take
Il ong. | suggest you strive to consider the phil osophical aspects of the
situation. You're good at that."

The ship?captain's pal mhad the seemi ng consistency of solid duralloy. The
Li eutenant's often violent protests for the next several m nutes of
measured activity were of a nature far renoved from anythi ng phil osophi cal

Mal sighed and | ooked over to where Kitten was | eaning against a tree. He
made an adjustment on the small comunit he'd sal vaged fromthe ruins 6f
the waveskimrer. He'd nodified it to throw off a | ong?range hom ng signa

on a widely used distress frequency. It would continue to cast for about an
hour before the powerful little battery would burn out.

"WIIl you sit down? | didn't hit you that hard." He smiled. That produced
several minutes of withering silence. "Suit yourself. You deserved it. It's
been said, Book IIl, Chapter 21, “Maturity is not a function of age.' If
you're bent on proving otherwise... "

Kitten | ooked down at her feet. She'd been scratching abstracts in the
still?damp island soil.

"It is possible" she began hesitantly, "that a certain small anount of that
that ..

"El eenosynary chasti senent,"” Ml offered.

"What ever you choose to call it." She strolled over. "A certain anmount nay,
just may, have been justifiable."

"If 1'd given you what you deserved," he said, "I'd still be at it. But |
decided to be charitable. And besides, nmy armwas getting tired."

"I can imagine," said Kitten, smling slightly. "This one, wasn't it?" She
touched his right shoul der.

He | ooked at her curiously?until she | eaned forward and bit hi mgood and
hard above the right bicep

He tried gently to detach her. She wouldn't |et |oose. Hammurabi's

grandf ather had spent his childhood in the slunms of Bajallsa Fort, one of
Terra's greatest and dirtiest shuttleports. The teachings he'd passed on to
hi s grandson were effective and unconventi onal

Mal | eaned over and bit her back
She broke away in surprise and shock, rubbing her injured shoul der

"Damm you, Hammurabi! You're no gentlenman!" She lunged at him her right
armcom ng around in a side chop. He caught it in one hand, did the sane
when she tried to counter with the left. She tried to bring up a knee but
he spun her around and pi nned her tightly against the tree.
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"You're hardly a | ady, Kai ?sung."

She kissed him After a nonment's hesitation, and after she | aughed at him
he rel axed enough to kiss her back. But he didn't let go of her hands.

When Porsupah arrived with a harbor |aunch, his cogent eval uation of the
situation caused Kitten to chase himthree tines around the island. The
dimnutive Tolian was still |aughing as they pulled away fromthe reef?free
si de.

On board two very different flagships, both conmanders and nany crewren (or
crewnye) turned froma discussion of their sudden return of power to view a
tiny nova. It had appeared just around the planetary horizon. An onphal os
of thernmonuclear fire, it outshone even Repler's sun for a few seconds
before dimmng out. Inits brilliance, the snall flare on the planet's
surface went unnoti ced.

Fully aware that a confession of inpotence in the face of probable
bellicosity was not conducive to advanci ng one's career, both commanders
agreed to keep the whol e incident as quiet as possible.

Bot h nbons were down as Porsupah reel ed al ong the docks that edged the
section of Repler Gty favored by visiting non?humanx.

H s reflections were colorful if not clear. For such a small mamal, his
capacity for fermented spirits was remarkabl e enough to draw coment from
the uninitiated. He'd been granted a nonth's | eave, local tinme, and was
concluding the third day of a spectacular drunk. It was unmlitary and
unChurchli ke. But after hearing details, Ashvenarya hinself had given the
three of themleave to commt anything short of nurder, and maybe that too,
if they were discreet about it.

He gleefully recalled Chathamis face when the old m ser had seen the crater
that had replaced his precious island. Their crazy alien ally had done
everything in an expansive way, including commtting suicide. Wiat a
fantastic succession of facial changes when Ashvenarya had authorized

conpl ete rebuil ding at Church expense!

Kitten and her hirsute nerchant captain were off on sone far island
conmmitting things of their own. The Tolian was happy for both. Now, if only
one of his own kind and opposite sex were available to help himproperly
enjoy a few nild indiscretions. What he woul dn't give for the sight of a
wel | ?conbed tail! He sighed, then frowned. Hi s superlative sight was
suprenely out of focus, but it reported enough to tell him he was anobng
unfam liar buildings. He'd apparently wandered far fromthe entertai nnent
district and the full bars into a rundown section of anci ent warehouses and
storage sheds that m ght have been built when Repler was first col oni zed.
Several bore condemmed signs. One pathetically declared that a new

pl easure?pier was to be constructed here. The jungle began a little

di stance away. He was on the far fringes of the city.

Well, fine! Hail the intrepid explorer! Now where were those dammed
supplies? He took the small container of powerful liquid fromhis belt and
downed a sizable swallow. He, hinself, would dedicate the new pier now and
beat all the ponpous, arrogant, frog?faced politicians to the privilege! He
staggered towards the water, halted agai nst a wooden wall when his bal ance
threatened to horizontalize him
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A tall figure strode out frombetween two | ong, boarded?up warehouses. The
face was hi dden, but the rope?sbape coil ed around one shoul der noved
slightly. Even in the dark and drunk, Porsupah couldn't nistake it. He
rubbed his eyes blearily, which only made things worse.

The figure halted at the edge of an ancient boat landing. It did something
to a conceal ed mechani sm Porsupah giggled, burped violently. Apparently he
went unnoti ced.

A nmonstrous bul k heaved itself out of the sea close by the pilings. It

bl otted out much of the night sky. A fewlights shone fromthe cylindrica
nose. The faintest |avender iridescence was visible far far down the main
body, hundreds of neters |ong.

A brighter rectangle of |ight appeared in one side of the vessel. A snall
platformfloated out. It approached the pier, riding a barely audible basso
hum The tall human stepped onto the platform standing behind a huge hairy
al i en Porsupah could not identify. The vehicle returned to the main ship
the way it had come, the square of |ight disappearing behind it.

Por supah staggered away fromthe wall and stumbled back in the direction
he'd arrived from Three days, wasya, three days! Long, enough to start
seei ng things, hey? Want to fall out of a tree someday? KK?drive ships did
not come within a thousand kil oneters of planetary surfaces. The direst
penalties woul d befall any who survived the cataclysm of their own naking.

KK?dri ve super?battl eships especially did not do this. They

doubl e?especially did not nmake secretive stops to take on board single
apprentice sanitation engineers. No, no down with the booze, already,
schuzz?

Wait a minute! Down with booze? What bl aspheny was this? Sacril ege! And
over a sinple dreanfdreanf

The bell with it. Heading for brighter lights and a chaser, Porsupah broke
into an uneven but rousingly risque Tolian ball ad.

Behind him the great ship lifted silently toward the stars.
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ALAN DEAN FOSTER was born in New York City in 1946 and raised in Los

Angel es, California. After receiving a bachelor's degree in politica
science and a nmaster of fine arts degree in motion pictures from UCLA in
1968769, he worked for two years as a public relations copywiter in Studio
Cty, California.

He sold his first short story to August Derleth at Arkham Coll ector
Magazine in 1968, and other sales of short fiction to other magazi nes
followed. His first try at a novel, The Tar?Ai ym Krang, was published by
Bal | anti ne Books in 1972. Since then, Foster has published many short
stories, novels, and fil mnovelizations.
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Foster has toured extensively around the world. Besides traveling, he

enj oys classical and rock nusic, old filns, basketball, body surfing, and
weightlifting. He has taught screenwiting, literature, and filmhistory at
UCLA and Los Angeles City Coll ege.

Currently he resides in Arizona.
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