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PROLOGUE
Begi nni ng Again

There was not supposed to be fear in the structured and ordered society of the
civilized worlds; there was sone sort of |law against it. Clearly, there was
nothing to fear any nore. And in a society like that, somebody who knew the true
folly of conplacency could get away with al most anyt hi ng.

Tonowah Resort was the standard for a standardi zed society. Col den beaches
washed by warm sparkling water and, set back fromthe ocean, a |line of

hi gh-ri se luxury hotels surrounded by exotic tropical plants and containing any
sort of diversion that anybody m ght desire —fromthe traditional sw nmng,
fishing, ganbling, dancing, and whatever to the nbst exotic pleasure machi nes of
a mechani zed society. Leisure was big business in the Confederacy, where the
basi ¢ manual -1 abor jobs were all totally conputerized and human bei ngs hel d jobs
only because their |leaders limted their absolute technol ogy so people would
have somet hing to do.

Genetic and social engineering, of course, had reached the state of the art.
Peopl e did not |ook alike. Experiments had denonstrated that such a direction

tended to kill self-esteemin identical-Iooking people and cause themto strive,
somehow, for the nobst bizarre ways to prove their uni queness. Nonet hel ess,
variety was kept within bounds. Still, people were all physically beautiful, the

men uniformy trim |ean, muscular, and handsone, the women exquisitely forned
and stunning. Both sexes were generally of uniform height, about 180 centineters
give or take a few, and had a uniform bronzed skin tone. Previous racial and
ethnic features nmerged into an average w thout extremes. Their famly was the
State, the all-powerful Confederacy that controlled sone seven thousand six
hundred and forty-two worlds over a third of the MIky Way Gal axy; the worlds
thensel ves had been terraformed to conformas nmuch as possible one to anot her.
Medi cal science had progressed to the point that nuch of what ailed people could
be easily repaired, replaced, or cured. An individual could remain young and
beautiful until he died, quickly, quietly, at an age approachi ng a hundred.

Chil dren were unknown on the civilized worlds. Engineers did all the work and
mai nt ai ned the popul ation stability at all times. Children were born in

Conf ederacy | abs and raised in Confederacy group famlies in which they were
carefully monitored, carefully raised and controlled, so that they thought as
the Confederacy wi shed themto think and behaved, as the Confederacy w shed them
to behave. Needed proclivities could be genetically progranmed, and the child
then raised with all he or she needed to becone the scientist, the engineer, the
artist, the entertainer, or, perhaps, the soldier the Confederacy required. A
were not equal, of course, but living in the civilized worlds required only
average intelligence, and only the specialized jobs required geniuses. Besides,
overly bright people mght beconme bored or question the values and way of life
of the civilized worlds.
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There were of course aberrations, but these were few and far between; in fact,
the society of the civilized worlds was the nost egalitarian society ever known
to Man. Places were found outside the structure for obvious aberrations. For
those few who weren't detected until too late, a small, specialized group known
as Assassins ferreted out the rotten apples and elininated the threat.

There were worlds beyond the civilized worlds—the frontier, where nothing had
yet been standardi zed. The best Confederacy anal yses had predicted early on that
a society such as the civilized worlds bred stagnhancy and | oss of creativity and
drive, thus ending innovation and racial growmh and eventually leading to the
destruction of the human race frominternal rot. To prevent all that, a snall
percentage of humanity was permitted to keep pushing outward, discovering and

conquering new worlds and living in a nore primtive style. Still subject to
random gene mxing in the old tried and true ways, people out on the frontier
were still very different-1ooking. Tight control was not exercised, for the

Conf ederacy was not | ooking to nmake things easy out there. Hardship,

deprivation, fierce conpetition, and aggression—all forced innovation, which was
the safety valve for humanity, the system had worked for nine centuries because
none were left to oppose the Confederacy—no alien races that could not be
subjugated or elininated easily, no conpeting enpires that could threaten Mn
and his own enpire.

Until now.

Until the nightmare theoreticians had warned about came to pass. Until there had
conme an eneny that so exploited the conplacent egotism of the Confederacy that
it could penetrate alnost at wll.

Juna Rhae 137 Decorator knew nothing of this. She was nerely one of the products
of the civilized worlds, a person whose job it was to neet with citizens w shing
to alter their dwelling' s appearance. She would sit down and di scuss new | ayouts
with them run them and then psych profiles through her conputers, and cone up
with new and different ulterior designs that would please her clients. As her
nane inplied, she had been raised for this job, and since the Confederacy made
few m stakes, she loved it and could think of no other citizen she would rather
be. She was at Tonowah Resort just relaxing for a week, since she knew she woul d
be busy for sonme tinme thereafter. She was about to face the greatest chall enge
of her career, a redesign of a Children's Fam|ly Center on Kuro that was
switching its function fromraising engineers to raising botanists, who,

Conf ederacy conputers projected, would be in short supply in about twenty years.
Interior decorating was extrenely inportant to career-based Family Centers, so
she was | ooking forward to the chall enge and was gratified by the confidence
placed in her. Still, it would be a long tine between vacations.

She had been swimring in the golden surf of Tonowah and just |ying relaxed on
the sand. Finally feeling relaxed and refreshed, she headed back to her |uxury
suite to shower and order a neal before deciding on the evening's activity. Once
back in her room she washed quickly and phoned for a neal —a real gournet-type
treat, she decided, at least for tonight. Wile waiting for her order, she was
punching up clothing designs on the aptly named Fashion Plate, a device that
contai ned over three mllion conplete clothing elenents with which to create
personal |y designed outfits. Juna, |ike npbst people at resorts, dispensed with
clothing during the day but wanted sonething stunning, conplinentary, but casua
for evening, wear. |In social situations she liked to be an object of attention,
and it took clothes to acconplish that when everybody was gorgeous.

She conpl eted the outfit, based upon a clinging evening dress of sparkling
emeral d green, and punched in the code knowi ng that it would be manufactured and
woul d appear in her clothing delivery slot within half an hour. The door buzzed,
and she called for themto enter. A nman dressed entirely in white stepped in,
carrying a covered golden tray. Resorts anachristically retained human serving
staffs, an extra touch of luxury; the nmen and wonen in the service industry

| oved what they were doing and woul d never do anything el se.

He entered, not even glancing at her nakedness, put the tray down for a nonent
on a table, then picked it up again with both hands and triggered little

swi tches on both sides. She heard a short buzz, and fromunder the tray dropped
thin, strong supports. The man deftly triggered what he al one knew was there,
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and the tray becane the centerpi ece on an el egant, nobdern dining table. He then
lifted the cover, and she gasped and smled at the delights thus reveal ed.
Though much neal preparation was roboticized, the chefs were top creative
artists, designing new food delicacies all the time, and certain parts of such
meal s were even supervised and partly created by hand. Top hotels and resorts
provi ded real food, not the synthetics and sinulations of day-to-day life. She
tasted the first dish, snmled as if enraptured, and nodded to the waiter that
all was excellent. He returned her smile, bowed, then turned and left.

Wien he returned nore than half an hour later, she was out cold on the sofa. He
went over to her, checked her physical condition, nodded absently to hinself,
then went back out and wheeled in a large |aundry cart. He picked up her |inp,
naked body and placed it in the cart, covering her with sone |linen. Looking
around, he spotted the |lighted Fashion Plate and wal ked over to it and punched
Cancel, then went to the master control panel and punched the C ean-and- nake-up
roombutton, which lit up. Satisfied, he pushed the cart easily out the sliding
door and down the broad corridor toward the service entrance

She awoke slowy, groggily, not conprehendi ng what had happened to her. The | ast
she renenbered she had been eating that wonderful nmeal when suddenly she'd felt
incredibly tired and dizzy. She had wondered if she'd been overdoi ng things and
had | eaned back on the couch to get hold of herself for a nonent—and now,
suddenly, she was ...

Wher e?
It was a featureless plastic roomof sone kind—very small, walls and ceiling
glowing for illumnation, and furnished only with the tiny, primtive cot on

whi ch she lay. A section of the wall shinmered slightly, and she stared, curious
but naively unfearful, as a nan stepped into the room Her eyes wi dened in
surprise at his chunky build and primtive dress, and particularly at his |ong,
curly hair and bushy beard, both flecked with gray. He was certainly not from
the civilized worlds, she knew, and wondered what on earth was goi ng on

She started to get up but he notioned against it. "Just relax," he urged in a
voi ce | ow and rough and yet sonehow clinically detached, like a doctor's. "You
are Juna Rhae 137 Decorator?"

She nodded, growi ng nore and nore curi ous.

He nodded, nore to hinself than to her. "COkay, then, you're the right one."

"The right one for what?" she wanted to know, feeling nmuch better now. "Wo are
you? And where is this?"

"I'"'m Hurl Bogen, although that neans nothing to you. As to where you are, you're
in a space station in the Warden D anond. "

She sat up and frowned. "The Warden Dianond? Isn't that sonme sort of ... pena
colony or sonmething for frontier fol k?"

He grinned. "Sort of, you might say. In which case you know what that nakes ne."
She stared at him "How did | get here?"

"W ki dnapped you," he responded matter-of-factly. "You' d be surprised how handy
it is to have an agent in the resort service union. Everybody goes to a resort
sooner or |later. W drugged your food and our agent snuggl ed you out and
offworld to a waiting ship, which brought you here. You' ve been here al nost a
day. "

She had to chuckle. "This is sone sort of resort gane, right? Alive-in thriller
show? Things like this don't happen in real life."

The grin widened. "Ch, they happen, all right. W just make sure nobody nuch
knows about it, and even if the Confederacy does find out, they nmake sure you
never hear about it, either. No use pani cki ng everybody."

"But why?"

"A fair question,"” he admtted. "Think of it this way. The Warden pl anets are a
good prison because when you go there you catch a kind of disease that won't
live outside the system If you |leave, you die. This—disease—it changes you,
too. Makes you not quite human any nore. Now, figure only the best of the worst
get sent here. The rest get zapped or m ndw ped or sonething. So what you have
are four worlds full of folks with no love for humanity, being not quite human

t hensel ves. Now, figure sone nonhuman race stunbles on humans and knows the
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two—them and the hunans—wi || never get along. But the humans don't know yet that
these aliens are around. You follow ng me?"

She nodded, still not taking all this very seriously. She tried to renenber if
she'd ordered an experience programlike this, but gave up. |If she had, she

woul dn't recogni ze what was goi ng on as part of the program anyway.

"Al'l right, so these aliens gotta know as nmuch about humans as possi bl e before
they're discovered. They're much too nonhunman to go at it direct, and the

Conf ederacy's much too reginmented for raising human agents. So what do they do?
They find out about the Warden Di anond; they contact us and kinda hire us to do
their dirty work for "em W're the best at that sort of thing—and down the
road the payoff can be pretty good. Maybe getting rid of this Warden curse. You
get it now?"

"Assuming for a nonent | believe all this, which | nost definitely do not," she
responded, "where does that |eave nme? You just said yourself that none of your
peopl e can | eave your worlds. And why a decorator, anyway? Wiy not a general or
a security tech?"

"Ch, we got those too, of course. But you're right—we can't |eave, not yet. But
our friends, they got sone real nice technology, they do. You'll see one of
their robots in a mnute. So human it's scary. That waiter who got you was a
robot, too. A perfect replacenent for the real person who once held that job."
"Robots," she scoffed. "They wouldn't fool anybody very |long. Too nany peopl e
know t hem "

The grin returned. "Sure—f they were just programred and dropped in cold. But
they're not. Duplicated in their nasty little minds will be every nenory, every
personality trait, every like and dislike, every good and bad t hought you ever
had. They'll be you, but they'll also take orders fromus, and they' |l be able
to think and conmpute at nany thousands of tines the speed of you or ne. They
scare ne sonetinmes because they coul d becone us and replace us entirely. Lucky
their nakers aren't interested in that sort of thing."

She was beginning to fell uneasy now for the first time. Not only was this show
very real —she woul d expect that —but it was passive, talky, not the kind of
thriller, show anybody woul d nake up. But the alternative, that it was real, was
too horrible to consider.

"So you can replace people with perfect robots,
decor at or ?"

"One of our clerical agents spotted your entry in the routine contracts a few
weeks ago. Consider, Juna Rhae, that your next job is to redo a child factory. A
pl ace where they're reprogranming to raise little botanists instead of little
engi neers, | think. Now, suppose we could do a little extra reprogramm ng there
whil e you were goi ng around repl anni ng the place?"

She shuddered. This was too horrible for a horror script

"Now, " he continued, "we're set up. The nonment you entered the Warden D anond
you were infected. G ven a nmassive overdose of the pure stuff. Saturated with
the Cerberan brand of the Warden bug. It'Il take a while before you'll notice
anyt hing, several days or nore, but it's already there, settling into every cel
in your body."

The door shinmrered again and through it stepped a worman, a wonan of the
civilized worlds, a wonan nore than vaguely fanmiliar to her although she
appeared bl ank, stiff, alnost zonbielike.

Bogen turned and nodded to the newconer, then turned back to her. "Recognize
this woman?"

She stared, feeling fear for the first tine aow "lIt—t's ne," she breathed.

Her other self reached out and pulled her to her feet with an iron grip. The
strength in that one hand was beyond any hunman. The robot Juna Rhae took the
human' s hands and held themin a viselike grip with one hand while the other arm
held her firmy around her waist. This hurt too nuch to be a show. She would
never have ordered sonmething |ike this!

"W Cerberans," Bogen said softly, "swap mnds, you

The man reclined on a soft bedlike couch before an instrunent-laden cluster in a
smal | inner chamber of the space vehicle; he was w red, through sone sort of

hel met device, to the instrunents around him He |ooked tired, disturbed, and

she nanaged. "So why a
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anxi ous.

"Hold it!" he called out

The massive conputer all around himseened to pause for a brief nonent
"Sonet hi ng wong?" the conputer asked, soundi ng genui nely concerned.

He sat up on the recliner. "Let ne take a break before starting this next one.
don't think I can take two right on top of one another right now Let ne wal k
around, talk to a few people, generally relax, maybe even get sone sleep. Then
1"l be ready. The Confederacy is not going to fall if |I wait ten or twelve
hours."

"As you wish," the conmputer responded. "However, | do think that time is of the
essence. This mght be the one that tells us what we need to know. "

"Maybe, " the man sighed, taking off the helnet. "But we've been rotting here the
better part of a year with nothing nuch to do. Another few hours won't nean
anything. We'll probably need all four anyway, and nobody knows when the next
two will conme in."

"Al'l that you say is logical and true," the conputer admtted. "Still, | cannot
hel p but wonder if your hesitancy is | ess governed by such practical matters."
"Huh? What do you nean?"

"The Lilith account has disturbed you a great deal. | can tell it by your
body-function nonitors."

He sighed. "You're right. Hell, that was ne, renenber. Me when | went down, and
sonebody | hardly knew at all when he reported. It's kind of a shock to discover
that you don't know yourself at all."

"Still, the work nust continue," the conputer noted. "You are putting off the
Cerberus report because you fear it That is not a healthy situation."

"Il take itl" he snapped. "Just give ne a little breathing room"

"As you wi sh. Shutting down nodul e."

The man rose and wal ked back to his living quarters. He needed sone depressant,
he told hinself. The pills were there, but he rejected themas not what he

want ed. Hurman conpany. Civilized conpany fromthe civilized worlds, fromthe
culture in which he'd been raised. A drink in the picket-ship bar, perhaps. O
two. O nore. And human beings ..

In a system based on perfect order, uniformty, and harnony, the Warden Di anond
was an insane asylum Hal den Warden, a Confederacy scout, had di scovered the
system wel | over two centuries earlier. Warden hinself was a | egend for the
nunber of planets he had di scovered, but was considered sonmething of a nut, even
for the sort of nen and wonen who preferred to spend nost of their tine al one
anong uncharted stars. He |loved his work, but he considered discovery his
function, |eaving just about everything else for those who would follow He
paused only | ong enough to take positions and beam back the infornmation in as
terse a formas possible. The trouble was, he was usually so terse people
couldn't figure out what he meant until they got there—and for the Warden

D anond he was in top form

Hs initial signal was a seemingly sinple "4AW" The neaning of this signal was
far fromsinple—+t was inpossible. It neant a single solar systemw th four

i nhabi table worlds, a statistical near inpossibility in a galaxy in which only
one out of four thousand sol ar systens contai ned anything renotely of use. ,It
was Warden, though, who had found the inpossible and naned them His entire
report was pretty characteristic of his worst. Charon—ooks |ike Hell
Lilith—anything that pretty's got to have a snake in it. Cerberus—tooks like a
real dog. Medusa—anybody who lives here would have to have rocks in his head.
And that was it That, the coordinates, and the caution "ZZ, " which nmeant that
there was sonet hing about the place he didn't like but that he couldn't put his
finger on. Dangerous—proceed with extrene caution

When the first party, arned to the teeth, reached it, they i medi ately perceived
what spooked Warden beyond the existence of the incredible four planets. They
seened to be at right angles to each other around their F-type star

It turned out, of course, that this configuration was a freak occurrence—nobody
since has seen the Dianbnd formas perfectly as Warden when he discovered it,
and there was really nothing unnatural about such once-in-a-lifetine
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configurations, but the early name stuck. The Warden Di anond.

An enor nous anount of space junk was in the system —asteroids, conets, you name
it, as well as the usual gas giants—but the second through fifth planets were
what hel d everyone spel | bound. Each was within the life zone for tenperature;

all had at nospheres of nitrogen and oxygen, all had water

Charon, at 158.551 million kiloneters fromits sun, was a hot, steany jungle
world with bubbling nud and horribl e heat and hunmidity. The dominant life form
seened to be large reptilian creatures that resenbled the small er dinosaurs.

I ndeed, the planet did | ook |ike sonme visions of hell.

Lilith, at 192.355 nmillion kiloneters, was an Eden, a warm paradi se all over
Heavily forested, and rich in a variety of plant life, the planet was inhabited
by insects fromvery snmall to trenmendous. The fruit proved edible, the grasses
versatile, and even the insects were sources of protein. It was a paradise, al
right, with nary a snake in sight. Yet.

Cerberus, at 240.161 nmillion kiloneters, was col der, harsher, and the strangest
of the four. It appeared to be covered by an enornous deep ocean w thout any

| and masses. However, the ocean was covered by a dense growh of plants so
gigantic they rose nmore than two or three kiloneters fromthe seabed to the
surface and beyond, forming a riot of colors and supporting a surface plant
ecosystem growi ng on the tops of the great plants thenselves. You could build
cities in those treetops, and, in the tenperate zones, live very confortably
froma climate point of view. But with natural resources other than wood so far
out of sight as to be unreachable if available at all and with such an odd pl ace
for living, the planet was sonething of a dog as far as possible settlenent was
concer ned.

Finally there was Medusa, at 307.768 million kilometers, a cold, frozen world
dotted with a few forests but covered nostly with tundra and polar ice. The only
one of the four with obvious signs of volcanism it was a hard, harsh | and whose
only inhabitants seenmed to be a nmamual i an assenbly of Wandering herbivores
preyed upon by sone particularly nasty-I|ooking carnivores. Mdusa was ugly,
bitter cold, and stark, conmpared not just to Lilith but to any of the others;
the early explorers had to agree that anybody who voluntarily went to such a
world to live and work woul d nost |ikely have rocks in his head.

The Expl oiter Team had chosen Lilith for its main base, naturally, and settled

i n. Not hi ng happened for about six nonths, as they lived and worked and studi ed
under a rigid quarantine, although with their shuttlecraft they had established
prelimnary canps on the other three worlds as well. They were just beginning to
relax when Lilith's snake struck.

By the tinme all their machinery had ceased to function it was already too |ate.
They watched first as the power drained out of all their equipnent, then,
frantically, as that same equipnent and all other offworld artifacts started to
break up into so nuch junk, rotting before their eyes. Wthin a week there was
sinply no sign that anything alien to Lilith had ever been there; everything was
gone, even their clearings being overgrown with astonishing speed. Soon nothing
at all was | eft—othing but sixty-two stunned, stark-naked scientists,
bewi | dered and scared half to death but w thout even the npbst el enentary

equi pnment to explain to themthat they hadn't all just gone stark staring nad.
The other worlds, too, had not escaped. Al at one point had been on Lilith, and
they'd taken the snake back home with themto the other three planets. Finally,
usi ng renote probes, the conbined scientific studies of a major |ab cruiser off
the planets found the culprit—an alien organismlike nothing el se ever seen

Subm croscopic, it lived in colonies within the cells. Though not intelligent in
any human sense, it did seemto be able to enforce an amazing set of rules on an
entire planet, given an incredible capacity for evolving to neet any threat to
the ecosystem and subdue it. Living an entire life span in only three to five
mnutes, its ability to evolve into whatever was necessary to obey its genetic
codi ng—to0 keep things as they were—was strong. Wthin six nonths the organi sm
had evol ved enough to take care of the human interlopers, attacking and
corroding all non-native nmaterials and perneating and establishing a synmbiotic
relati onship with the humans.

The ot her planets, however, held different fates for intruders. Different

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20J...20-%20Cerberus%20A%20Wolf%20in%20the%20Fold.txt (6 of 122) [7/1/03 1:26:17 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20-%20FL OD%6202%20-%20Cerberus%20A %20Wol f%20i n%20the%20Fol d.txt

at nospheri c bal ances, gravitational forces, radiation intensities—all sorts of
di fferences existed on each, so this bug, this submcroscopic life form could
not change those worlds into Lilith. Instead, the organi smchanged. On Medusa it
adapt ed the host organismto the new environnment, striking a balance that way.
On Charon and Cerberus it struck a balance within its hosts that was to its

i king but which caused bizarre side effects in those hosts.

Worse, the Warden organi sm seened to have sone sort of link to the solar system
of its origin. Renobve soneone infected by it and the Warden organi sm di ed—and
sadly, since the organismhad nodified every cell of the body to to its own
conveni ence, the host also died, horribly and painfully. Humans could live in
the Warden Di anond, even travel in-system but they could never ever |eave.

Many scientists devoted their lives and careers to the problem deliberately
trappi ng thensel ves on the Warden worl ds and establishing scientific colonies
still run by descendants. But the solution, in the nain, defied them—which of
course only infuriated themand spurred themon all the nore.

But it was not to be the scientists who would settle the bulk of the Dianond; it
was the crimnal class. A Utopian system sophisticated enough to maintain a
frontier did not want to waste those people who had sonehow found and expl oited
flaws in their system The creamof the crimnal class in a technol ogica
society was often the nost brilliant and innovative, but such deviates could
hardly be allowed in the civilized worlds or even tolerated for |long on the
frontier. Until the discovery of the Warden Di anond, these people had to be
elimnated for the good of the social order. Now it was possible to transport
this crimnal elite, along with assorted political prisoners and other soci al
undesirables, to a place where they would be free to be their imoral or anoral
selves and still retain the inventiveness necessary to cone up with sonething

t he Confederacy coul d use.

The perfect prison. Only, of course, what that acconplished was to place the
nost brilliant sociopathi c—and psychopat hi c—ai nds together in one place, in
contact with one another. They and their descendants built enpires. Each world
had uni que attributes, held attractions for those the Confederacy and its
Assassi ns had not yet caught. Cash could be shunted away to Cerberan and Medusan
banks; oot of all kinds could be hidden forever on Charon or Cerberus unti
needed. Even Lilith, which would tolerate nothing alien, was a true repository
for secrets channeled in and out of its protected orbital satellites to trusted
menbers of the Lilith hierarchy. The strongest, cleverest, and nastiest reached
the top and held power over planet-w de crimnal syndicates whose influence
reached into the heart of the Confederacy. The heads of these syndicates called
t hensel ves the Four Lords of the Dianond, and they were doing a nice job getting
even with the society that sent themthere. Now they were working for an alien
eneny that had the potential to destroy the entire system a fact the

Conf ederacy discovered very late in the aliens' gane—and al nost by acci dent

The humans had little defense, as the aliens surely had realized. Agents sent to
the Warden worlds faced al nost certain death if discovered. If not, they were
stuck there along with the crinmnal lords and their descendants and subject
peopl e. The situation tended to nmake keeping an agent |oyal a big problem since
there was nothing he or she could be offered as a reward and it was a lifetine
job. One such agent, a volunteer, becane one of the Four Lords hinself.

Yet the Confederacy's only link to the alien nenace that m ght attack and
destroy themat any tine was the Warden Di anond. They had to put not just agents
down there but their best—and they finally figured out a way to do it, nore or

| ess. They took their best agent, an Assassin First Cl ass of absolutely

i npeccabl e loyalty and devotion, and then introduced himto the Merton Process,
by which the personality and nenori es of soneone could be stored in a conputer
and then fed into other bodies.

The original mnds in those surrogate bodies were of course destroyed. Twenty or
thirty individuals died before a personality graft "took," but that was al
right—+they were all antisocials anyway. Thus was their best agent "placed" into
four totally different bodi es and dispatched to the four Warden worlds. Once
there, each had to act alone to find out what he could of the alien nenace and,
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in any case, to acconplish a true Assassin's task—kill each of the Four Lords of
the Dianond, causing at |east a disruption in |eadership that mnight buy the

Conf ederacy sone tine.

Al the while the original Assassin sat in orbit off the Warden worlds on the

pi cket ship that enforced the quarantine and waited for his four alter egos to
report so that he could correlate what they found with his anal ytical conputer.
Three of the four had within thema tiny organic transmtter that the conputer
and special satellites could pick up signals fromand anplify, making them
wal ki ng communi cators on the surface. Raw data woul d be fed constantly to the
anal ytical conputer, then through a process called integration the conputer and
original agent could be linked, his own nind sorting the raw data bits into a
subj ective report that could be used to evaluate the raw data. The transnmitter
gave them what the alter ego on the planets said and did; the integration
process gave what he thought.

The sane nman could thus be four different places at once while he al so eval uated
the informati on as an objective observer. Each agent would try to assassinate
the Lord of his particular world; the original would try and take their
experiences to solve the riddle of the alien' nenace.

But on Lilith things had gone both right and wong. Ri ght because the job had
been done, but wrong in that the nan had changed, or been changed, by his
experiences, by his isolation, by bis hatred of his other self up in space.

Two reports had cone in alnost at the sane tinme. Lilith was taken first, and it
shook the watcher's sel f-confidence and sel f-inage. Nothing had happened the way
it should have. The m ssion was on track, but in the process his own ego had
sonmehow gotten derail ed

Cerberus woul d be the second report, and he was very nervous about facing it. He
didn't fear for the nmission—that was a different mtter. He feared what he

m ght find out about hinself. But after a night in the ship's |ounge and a
fitful sleep that didn't help at all, he knew he would go back, knew he woul d
undergo the process. He feared neither death nor any eneny, and in fact had only
now found the one thing he did fear

Hi nsel f.

And so he finally approached the reclining chair once again. Slowy, hesitantly,
he rel axed, and the conputer |owered the snmall probes which he placed around his
head; the conputer then adninistered the neasured injections and began the
mast er readout.

For a while he floated in a sem hypnotic fog, but slowy the i nages began
forming in his brain as they had before. Only now they seened nore definite,
clearer, nore like his own thoughts.

The drugs and small neural probes did their job. H's own nmind and personality
receded, replaced by a simlar, yet oddly different pattern

"The agent is aware that no transmtter was possible with Cerberus," the
computer rem nded him "It was necessary to | and the needed equi pnent at
predeterm ned points by renmbte and, at the tinme of cerebral inprinting, to place
an absolute command to report at intervals. Subjectively, however, the process
to you will be the sane."

The agent didn't react, didn't think, just accepted the information. He was no

| onger hinself, but soneone el se, soneone |like himand yet in nany ways quite

di fferent

"The agent is comanded to report," the conputer ordered, sending the conmand
deep into his own mnd, a mnd no |onger his own. Wat would foll ow would be a
sort of total recall fromthe mnd of his counterpart down bel ow, which his own
m nd woul d sort, classify, and edit into a coherent narrative, a narrative in
the formof a report.

Recorders clicked on.

The man in the chair cleared his throat several tinmes. It still took nore than
three hours to get himto do nore than nunbl e some odd words or sounds, but
conmputers are nothing if not patient, knowing that the man's m nd was receiving
a nmassive amount of data and struggling to cope with it.

Finally, though, as if in a dream the nan began to speak

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20J...20-%20Cerberus%20A%20Wolf%20in%20the%20Fold.txt (8 of 122) [7/1/03 1:26:17 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20-%20FL OD%6202%20-%20Cerberus%20A %20Wol f%20i n%20the%20Fol d.txt

CHAPTER ONE
Rebirth

After being briefed by Commander Krega and a little preparation to put ny own
affairs in order—this would be a | ong assi gnment—+ checked into the Confederacy
Security Cinic. I'd been here many times before, of course, but not know ngly
for this purpose. Mstly, this was where they programed you w th whatever

i nformati on you'd need for a mission and where, too, you were "reintegrated."
Naturally, the kind of work | did was often extralegal—a terml| prefer to
illegal, which inmplies criminal intent. Al agents had their own experience of a
nm ssion wi ped fromtheir ninds whenever it involved sensitive matters.

It may seemlike a strange life, going about not knowi ng where you have been or
what you' ve done, but it has its conpensations. Because any potential eneny,
mlitary or political, knows you' ve been wi ped, you can live a fairly normal,
relaxed life outside of a mssion structure. There's no purpose in comng after
you—you have no know edge of what you've done or why or for whom |n exchange
for those bl anks, an agent of the Confederacy lives a life of luxury and ease,
with an alnmost unlinited supply of nmoney and with all the conforts supplied.
They have sensors in you that they constantly nonitor and deci de when you need a

good refresher. | often wondered just how sophisticated those sensors were. The
i dea of having a whole security staff see all ny debauchery and indiscretions
used to worry e, but after a white | learned to ignore it The life offered in

exchange is just too nice. Besides, what could | do about it, anyway?

But when a mission cane up it wasn't practical to forgo all the past experience
you'd had. A wipe without storage sinply wouldn't have been very practical,
since a good agent gets better by not repeating his mistakes. So in the Security
Cinic they kept everything you ever experienced on tap, and the first thing you
did was go and get the rest of you put back so you woul d be whol e for whatever
they'd dreaned up this tine.

It always amazed nme when | got up fromthat chair with nmy past fully restored.
Even the clear nenories of the things |'d done always amazed me—+ of all people
had done this or that. The only difference this time, | knew, was that the
process woul d be taken one step further. Not only would the conplete nme get up
fromthat table, but the same nmenory pattern would be inpressed on other m nds,
ot her bodi es—as many as needed until a take was achieved.

I wondered what they'd be like, those four other versions of nyself. Physically
different, probably—the kind of offenders they got here weren't usually fromthe
civilized worlds, where people had basically been standardi zed in the nane of
equality. No, these people would cone fromthe frontier, fromthe traders and

m ners and freebooters that existed at the edge of expansion. They were
certainly necessary in an expanding culture, since a high degree of
individuality, self-reliance, originality, and creativity was required in the
dangerous situations in which they |ived.

The dammed probe hurt like hell. Usually there was just sone tingling, then a
sensation much like sleep, and | woke up a few nminutes later in the chair,

mysel f once again. This time the tingling becane a painful physical force that
seenmed to enter ny skull, bounce around, then seize control of ny head. It was
as if a giant fist had grabbed my brain and squeezed, then rel eased, then
squeezed again in excruciating pulses. Instead of drifting off to sleep,

passed out.
I woke up and groaned slightly. The throbbing was gone, but the nmenory was stil
all too current and all too real. It was several mnutes, | think, before

found enough strength to sit up

The ol d nmenories flooded back as usual, and again | amazed nyself by recalling
my past exploits. | wondered if ny surrogate selves would get similar treatnent,
considering they couldn't be wiped after this mssion. That realization caused
me to make a nmental note that those surrogates woul d al nost certainly have to be
killed if they did receive ny entire nmenory pattern. O herwise, a lot of secrets
woul d be | oose on the Warden Di anond, many in the hands of people who'd know
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just what sort of use to make of them No sooner had | had that thought than
had the odd feeling of wongness. | |ooked around the snall roomin which I'd
awakened and realized i medi ately the source of that feeling.

This wasn't the Security Cinic, wasn't anyplace |'d ever seen before. A tiny

cubi cl e, about twelve cubic nmeters total, including the slightly higher than
normal ceiling. Init was a small cot on which |I'd awakened, a small basin and
next to it a standard food port, and in the wall, a pull-down toilet That was
it. Nothing else—or was there?

I 1 ooked around and spotted the npbst obvious easily. Yes, | couldn't nmake a nove
wi t hout being visually and probably aurally nonitored. The door was al nost
invisible and there was certainly no way to open it frominside. | knew

i medi ately what sort of room| was in.
It was a prison cell

Far worse than that, | could feel a faint vibration that had no single source.
It wasn't irritating; in fact it was so dimas to be hardly noticeable, but |
knew what it was. | was aboard a ship, noving somewhere through space. | stood

up, reeling a bit froma slight bout of dizziness that soon passed, and | ooked
down at ny body. Looked down—and got what | think is the greatest shock of ny
life.

A worman' s body. A Confederacy-standard wonan at that. At that nmonment a
trenmendous shock and revul sion ran through nme. First and forenmpst | was nost
solidly and assuredly nale and |liked things that way, but, worse, that body told

me the nost horrible of facts. | was not the original but a surrogate. |'mone
of them | thought in sheer panic. | sat back down on the cot, telling nyself
that it just wasn't possible.. | knew who | was, renenbered every bit, every

detail of ny life and work.

The shock gave way to anger and frustration. Not only was this feral e body
foreign to ne and ny personality, but that very nmind and personality wasn't rea
but a copy, an inmitation of sonebody el se entirely, sonebody still around,
alive, possible nmonitoring ny every nove, perhaps ny every thought. | hated him
then, hated himw th a pathol ogical force beyond reason. He would sit there
confortable and safe, in his man's body, watching ne work, watching nme do it

al | —-and, when the nission was over, he'd go hone for debriefing, return to that
easy life, while | —

They were going to dunp nme on a world of the Warden Di anmond, trap ne |ike sone
kind of master crimnal, inprison me there, hold ne there for the rest of ny
life—of this body's life, anyway. And then? Wen ny job was done? 1'd said it
nmysel f upon awakeni ng—passed ny own sentence. The things | knew | would be
monitored at all tinmes, of course. Mnitored and killed if | blew any of those
secrets. Killed in any event at the conpletion of the assignnment just for

i nsurance' s sake.

Well, | told nyself, the system worked both ways. | knew how he thought, how
they thought. This nonitoring worked both ways. | was going to be a tough son of
a bitch to kill. No, | thought, suddenly norose once nore, not son. Did | in

fact want to live the rest of nmy life in this body? |I really didn't know. Not
now, certainly—-and not ever, deep down. And yet the tiniest of suspicions rested
in the back of ny mind that ny attitude mght be just what they had in nmind. The
perfect double trap for nme. If that was the case, they were nistaken. If | began
believing for one mnute that they did this to me just so | wouldn't want to
outlive nmy mission, I'd live a thousand years just to spite them There was
probably no such plot, though, | knew. Either they had an ulterior notive having
to do with the mssion that caused this, or they just didn't consider it one way
or the other. | wished |I knew.

But what about now, in any event? For now |'d bide ny tinme, hold ny peace, and
adjust as best | could. Odd, in a way, how very ordinary and normal | felt.

Arms, legs, head, all in the same places. Alot lighter in weight, yes, but that
was relative; and being a little weaker in the arns wasn't anything you really
noticed, particularly not in a barren prison cell. Only occasionally did | fee
protrusions where none had been before, or the |ack of some thing that had

al ways been there. | knew here in an isolated cell | wouldn't be aware of the
differences. Only later, down there, on whatever hellhole they dunped nme, around
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| ots of other people—then things would get rough

I was very dry after waking ,and located a snmall water tap and cup in the wall
just above the basin. | drank a good deal. Naturally, it went right through ne,
wher eupon | di scovered that having to piss was the sane feeling only I now had
to do it sitting down. | pulled down the toilet and sat and relieved nysel f—and
got yet anot her shock.

The thing worked by skin contact—don't ask ne how |'mnot one of the tech
brains. It was not as good as a neural program but it allowed themto talk to
me in total privacy, even send nme pictures only | could see and hear

"l hope by now you are over the initial shock of who and what you are," Krega's
voice cane to nme, so loud and clear it seened inpossible that none of the
monitors could hear. "As you recall, the Merton Process of personality transfer
is rather wasteful of bodies—+oughly thirty die for one take, as it were—and of
the first four that did take, one was this wonman. W decided to use her for
several reasons. She will put any Warden authorities off their guard if there's
been any sort of |eak about you, and Cerberus, the planet to which you are being
sent, has unique properties that nmake your sex and age totally irrelevant. To
cal myou down, | suspect, | should tell you right off that Cerberans enjoy a
natural formof the Merton Process—n fact we got the process partially by
studies on Cerberus. In other words, you can expect to change bodi es once or
often down there, as well as sex, age, and all the rest."

| gave a half-startled cry at this thought and stood up, causing the toilet to
flap back into the wall and flush. It worried ne for a nonent that | m ght have
wi ped the briefing; but because ny old professional self was re-energing, | knew
that | would have to wait before finding out just to ward off any suspicion by
my unseen jailers.

I wal ked back to the cot and sat down once again, but ny nood had abruptly
changed. Body switchers. That changed everythingl | was suddenly alive again,
alive and excited.

I'd had sone nasty shocks, but the worst one was nerely tenporary. The ot her—+the
di scovery that | wasn't who | thought | was but sone artificial creation—was
still there. The old life, the life | renenbered even though |I really hadn't
personal |y experienced it, was gone forever. No nore civilized worlds, no nore
casi nos and beautiful wonen and all the noney | could spend. And yet, as | sat
there, | adjusted. That was why they'd picked ne fromthe start. My ability to
adj ust and adapt to al nbst anyt hing.

Menory, thought, personality—those were the individual, not the body that
intelligence wore. / was still mel This was no different than a biol ogica

di sguise of a particularly sophisticated sort As to whomwas really ne—+t seened
to ne that this personality, these nmenories, were no nore that other fellow s
than-nmy own. Until | got up fromthat chair back at the Security Cinic I'd
really been sonebody el se anyway. A lot of ne, nmy nenories and training, had
been m ssing. That ol d between-nissions ne was the artificial one, the created
me. He, that nonentity playboy that presently did not exist, was the artificial
personality. The real nme was bottled up in storage in their psychosurgica
conputers and allowed to cone out only when they needed it—and for good reason
Unl ocked, | was as nuch a danger to the power structure as | was to whoever they
set ne against.

And | was good. The best, Krega had called ne. That's why | was here, now, in

this body, in this cell, on this ship. And I wouldn't be wi ped this tinme—and now
I was sure | would not permit themto kill nme, either. Suddenly | no longer felt
hatred toward that other nme out there soneplace. In fact | found I could no
| onger feel much of anything for himat all. Wen this was all over he'd be

wi ped once nore—perhaps killed hinself if ny brother agents on the Di anond and
found out too nmuch. At best he'd return to being that stagnant m | quet oast. Not

me. |'d still be here, still live on, the real one. A whole person. | would be
nore conpl ete than he woul d.
I was under no illusions, though. Kill ne they would, if they could, if |I didn't

do their bidding. They'd do it automatically, by robot satellite and wi thout
qual ns. But ny vulnerability would only |ast a short tinme—even | ess on Cerberus
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than el sewhere, since they would have to find out who I was as well and wi thout
the aid of biotracers or any other physiol ogical gadget. | wondered how t hey
were going to get nme to report. | renmenbered Krega sayi ng sonethi ng about a
thing inplanted in the brain, but the monent | switched bodi es that was usel ess.
Probably there was sone deep psychocommand to report, perhaps with the aid of
agents or paid acconplices on Cerberus. | would get to that matter when | coul d.
Until then, 1'd do their dirty work for them | had no choice, as they

undoubt edly knew. During that vul nerabl e stage—who knew how | ong?—+ was their
property. After—well, we'd see.

The thrill of the challenge took over, as it always did. The puzzle to be

sol ved, the objectives to be accomplished. | liked to win, and it was even
easi er when you felt nothing about the cause, just the challenge of the problem
and the opponent and the physical and intellectual effort needed to neet that
chal l enge. Find out about the alien nenace. The outcone no | onger concerned ne
directly, since | would be trapped on a Warden world fromnow on. If the aliens
won the coming confrontation, the Wardens would survive as allies. |If they
lost—well, it would only nmaintain the status quo. This reduced the alien
question to an abstract problemfor nme and nade ny situation perfect.

The ot her assignment created a similar situation. Seek out the Lord of Cerberus
and kill himif |I could. In a sense doing so would be nore difficult, since |'d
be operating on unfanmiliar ground and would therefore require tine and possibly
allies; Another challenge. If | get him 1'd only increase ny power and position
on Cerberus. If he got me instead, then | wouldn't give a damm because |'d be
dead. But the thought of losing is abhorrent to ne. That set the contest in the
best ternms, fromny point of view Track-down assassination was the ultinmate
game, since you won or you died and never had to live with the thought that
you' d | ost.

It suddenly occurred to ne that the only real difference that probably existed
between me and this Lord of the Dianond was that | was working for the | aw and
he—er she—against it. But no, that wasn't right, either. On his world he was the
law and | woul d be working against it. Perfect again. Dead heat on noral
grounds.

The only thing that really bothered nme was the di sadvantage of not having a
psychoprogramwith everything | needed to know all neatly laid out for me in ny
m nd. Probably, | thought, they hadn't done it this time because they' d had nme
on the table in four new bodies with four separate nissions, and the transfer
process to a new body was hard enough without trying to add anything afterward.
Still, the omssion put nme in a deep pit. | sure hoped that the rest of that
contact briefing recording hadn't wi ped when |'d gotten up. It would be all

had.

Food canme—a hot tray of tasteless nuck with a thin plastic fork and knife that
woul d dissolve into a sticky puddle in an hour or so, then dry up into a

tal cli ke powder. Standard for prisoners.

This being nmy first nmeal in sone time, it wasn't long before | had to go once
again, and so | faced convincingly ny nonent of truth with the toilet that

t al ked.

"Now, as to this process"—Krega's voice, picking up right where we |left off,
gave nme a trenmendous feeling of relief—we had to brief you this way because the
transfer process is delicate enough as it is. Don't worry about it, though—t's
permanent. We just prefer to allow as nuch tinme as possible for your brain
patterns to fit in and adapt w thout subjecting the brain to further shock

Besi des, we haven't the tine to allow you to conpletely '"set in,' as it were

This will have to do, and | profoundly regret it, for | feel you have the
trickiest task of the four."
| felt the old thrill creep in. The challenge . . . the chall enge!

"As | said, your objective world is Cerberus. Like all the Dianond col oni es,
Cerberus is a madhouse. Third out fromthe Warden sun of the four Warden worl ds,
it is subject to seasons and ranges froma tropical equatorial zone to frozen
pol ar caps. The nost peculiar thing froma physical standpoint about the world
is that it is a water world with no above-surface |and nmasses. It is, however, a
worl d abundant in life. The geol ogi cal history is unknown, but apparently the
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sea covering was quite stow and the massive nunbers of plants in its distant
geol ogi cal past kept their heads above water, so to speak. Thus al nost half of
the surface is covered with giant plants interwoven into conpl ex networks, sone
with trunks tens of kil oneters around-Recessary support, since they are rooted
in the seabed froma hundred neters to an inpossible two to three kil oneters
bel ow. The cities and towns of Cerberus are built atop these plants.

"No additional physical descriptions will be adequate, and you will be well
bri ef ed bel ow by the governing officials upon | anding. However, we feel a

conpl ete physical-political map woul d be useful and are thus going to inprint
that map on your mnd now "

| felt a sharp back pain, then a wave of dizziness and nausea that quickly

cl eared. Whereupon | found that | did in fact have a detailed map of the
entirety of Cerberus in ny head. It would be very handy. There followed a fast
stream of facts on the place. It was roughly 40,000 kil oneters around the
equator, and its gravity was 1.02 norm so close |I'd hardly notice it.
Equatorial and sumer tenperatures were a pleasant 26 to 27 degrees centigrade,
m d-latitude spring and fall were between 12 and 13 degrees centigrade, chilly
but not unconfortable, and polar regions and md-latitude winters could drop as
| ow as 25 bel ow, although the sea cover and the location of settlenents al ong
warm currents that the great plants also followed usually kept it well above
that and relatively ice-free even in the worst of tines.

A day was 23.65 standard hours, close enough to cause no major disruptions in ny
bi ol ogi cal schedule, a pretty normal environnment—f you |liked water, anyway.
Cerberus was industrialized—+ could hardly wait to see factories in the

treet ops—but | acked heavy netals or easily obtainable hard resources of any
sort. Most of its ore and other needed industrial materials cane from Medusa in
exchange for finished goods, and from nines on the nmany nobons of a gas giant
much farther out. Wile technol ogical, the Confederacy kept close tabs on what
was built on Cerberus, and the industry, though good, was forcibily kept in
obsol ete channels. In effect this was the best of news, since there wouldn't be
a machine on Cerberus | didn't know intimately or couldn't get conplete details
on from above. To ensure sone technol ogical retardation, there was the Warden
organi sm whose fancy nane nobody used or renenbered. It got into literally
everything, right down to the nolecules in a grain of sand, and it resisted
"inmported" materials—that is, materials that did not al so have Warden organi sns
inside. Thanks to early exploration spreading the contagion fromLilith, this
meant not only the four Warden worlds but, to ny surprise, the seven barren but
m neral -rich nmoons of the ringed giant Monrath, outside the zone of life. For
sonme reason the Warden bug could still live were no others could, even way out
there, but no further. Beyond Monrath the things died as they did going

out - system

"The Lord of Cerberus is Wagant Laroo," Krega's voice went on. "He was an

i mportant Confederacy politician until about thirty years ago, when he grew too
anbitious and forgot his sacred oaths, taking his sector fromthe paths of
civilization into his ow private kingdom As befitted his position and forner
contributions to the Confederacy, he was given the option of death or Warden
exile; he chose the latter. He is a megal omani ac with del usi ons of godhood, but
do not underestimte bun. He has one of the nost brilliant organi zational ni nds
the Confederacy ever produced, and it is coupled with total anorality and

absol ute ruthl essness. H's power and rule extend far beyond Cerberus, for nmany
antisocials within the Confederacy use Cerberus as a storehouse for hidden
records, location of |oot, and even the storage of blackmail. | fear | nmust warn
you that, if the inpossible happened and there was sone sort of |eak about you,
he will know of it. No security is perfect, and this possibility nust be

consi dered. "

I nodded to nyself. Despite Krega's patriotic phrasing, fewif any top

Conf ederacy politicians were i mmune to scandal or blackmail on sone |evel, and
this guy was a master.

"Finding Laroo m ght well be inpossible," Krega warned. "Cerberus has the Warden
organism but it is a nutated strain. More of this will be explained on
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orientation, but you nust trust to the fact that bodies are as interchangeable
as clothes on Cerberus. So even if you saw Laroo, had hi m pointed out to you and
shook his hand, you could not be absolutely certain it was really he, and even
|l ess certain that it would still be he days, hours, even ninutes later."

That didn't really bother ne much. For one thing, if Laroo had this kind of
dictatorial control sonebody always had to know who he was or he couldn't give
the orders and expect to be obeyed. Furthernore, a man |ike that would | ove the
actual trappings and exercise of power. Then too, Laroo couldn't be at all
certain who | mght be a few m nutes, days, or weeks |ater, either.

"At last count there were approxi mately 18, 700, 000 peopl e on Cerberus," Krega
went on. "This is not a |arge population, but it has a very high growh rate.
There are nore jobs and space than people even now. Since the advent of Laroo's
rul e the popul ati on has been expanding at a rate that al nost doubles it every
twenty years or so. We believe that only part of this population push is
econom ¢, though. Miuch of it, we think, is because, on a world of body
switchers, the potential for inmmrtality exists if there is a constant and
avai |l abl e supply of young bodies. Laroo seems to have sonme control over this
process, which is the ultimate political |everage. Naturally, this also neans
that, short of being killed, Laroo could literally rule forever."

Imortality, | thought, and the idea sounded very pleasant. How long will you
live, my other original self? I, sir, had an infinite answer to that one.
Perhaps this was not such a terrible assignnment after all.

Krega had a |ot nore routine stuff for me, but finally the |lecture was over and
| sinply got off the John and heard it flush. The next time |I used it, |

di scovered that this tinme the nessage had been flushed as well. Because it had
been a direct neural transmission, even with the interruption, it had taken only
a mnute or two for the whol e thing.

Efficient, the Security boys, | told nmyself. Even ny ever-vigilant jailers on
the other end of those | enses and m kes woul d have no idea | was anybody other
than who | was supposed to be.

As to who | was, that had conme in a rush as well. | was Qwi n Zhang, forty-one,
fornmer freighter | oadnmaster and expert snuggler, a virtuoso of the conputerized
| oadi ng and inspection system A technol ogi cal crook—+that fit nany of ny own
skills perfectly.

I lay back on the cot and put nyself in a slight trance to better sort out the
information I'd received. Quin did bother ne a bit. | could follow her life and
career without ever really getting a handle on her. Born and bred to her job,
nor mal Conf ederacy upbringing, no signs of any deviation fromthe normal path
mllions of others followed, the path set out for themfrombirth that they were

not only expected to follow but designed to follow. | nentally followed the
steps in her routine life and found nothi ng unusual, nothing to show what | was
| ooki ng for.

And yet she stole. Stole expertly, nmethodically, and efficiently, even using the
conmputer routing systens not only to shave cargo | oads but actually to

m sdeliver themto waiting fencing operations out on the frontier. Stol e al nost
fromthe start of her career, and so well she was caught only when a freak
accident on a freighter with a bit nmore cargo than it was supposed to have
caused a total inventory and alerted Security. She'd been probed and poked and
studi ed, but there seened little there. She'd stol en because she coul d, because
the opportunity was there. She felt no guilt, no renorse for this "crime against
civilization," and didn't seemto have any clear idea of what she woul d one day
do with all that nobney had she gotten away with it.

Where was the corruption point? | couldn't find it, nor could the psych boys.
What dreans had you had, Qwi n Zhang? | nused. Wat event disillusioned you or
turned you, fromthe paths of righteousness? Sone exotic love affair? If so, it
wasn't anywhere to be found in what they gave nme. Not nuch interest or history
in sex of any sort. Perhaps the answer was there, somewhere in sonebody's sexua
theori es of abnormal psychology, but it didn't really show

Still, she'd been a nonetity. Her crinmes depended on that, and such crinmes were
hi dden, never publicized, |est others get ideas. Because she had had a norm body
and | ooks and an average personality, it was unlikely anyone on Cerberus woul d
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ever have heard of her. That suited nme just fine. The last thing | wanted was to
bunp into one of her old buddies down there. | wouldn't have the nenories to
mat ch.

CHAPTER TWD
Transportati on and Exposure

Except for regular neals there was no way to keep track of tinme, but it was a
fairly long trip. They weren't wasting any noney transporting prisoners by the
fastest available routes, that was for sure.

Finally, though, we docked with the base ship a third of a light-year out from
the Warden system | knew it not so much by any sensation inside ny cloister but
by the lack of it—the vibration that had been ny constant conpani on di sappear ed.
Still, the routine wasn't varied. | suppose they were waiting for a | arge enough
contingent fromaround the galaxy to nake the final trip worthwhile.

Al |1 could do was sit and go over the data again and again until | was
confortable with all of it. | reflected nore than once that | probably wasn't
very far fromnmny old body (that's how |l'd come to think of it). | wondered if he
didn't occasionally cone down to take a peek at ne, at least fromidle
curiosity—e and the three others who were probably here al so.

I had tine to reflect on ny know edge of the Warden system the reasons for its
perfection, as a prison. | had not, of course, swallowed that |ine whole—there
was no such thing as a perfect prison, but this had to be close. Shortly after
was dropped on Cerberus |'d be infected with an oddbal |l submni croscopi c organi sm
that woul d set up housekeeping in every cell of my body. There it would live,
feeding off nme, even earning its keep by keeping di sease organi sns, infections,
and the like in check. The one thing that stuff had was a will to live, and it
survived only if you did.

But it needed sonething, sone trace elenent or some such that was only present
in the Warden system Nobody knew what and nobody had been able to do any rea
work to find out, but whatever it needed was found only in the Warden system
The el ement wasn't in the air, because in shuttles run between the worlds of the
Di anmond you coul d breathe the purified, mechanically produced stuff with no il
effects. Not in the food, either. They'd checked that. It was possible for one
of the Warden people to live confortably on synthetics in a totally isolated |ab
like a planetary space station. But get too far away, even with Warden food and
Warden air, and the organismdied. Since it had nodified your cells to make
itself at home, and those cells depended on the organismto keep working
properly, you died, too—painfully and slowy, in horrible agony. That distance
was roughly a quarter of a light-year out-system which explained the |ocation
of the base ship.

Al four worlds were nore than climtologically different, too. The organi sm was
consistent in what it did to you on each planet, but—possibly due to distance
fromthe sun, since that seened to be the determining factor inits life—+t did
different things to you depending on which world you were first exposed to it.
What ever it did stuck in just that fashion even if you later went to a different
War den wor | d.

The organi sm seened sonehow to be vaguely telepathic in sone way, although
nobody could explain how It certainly wasn't intelligent; at |least it always

behaved predictably. Still, nost of the changes seened to involve the colony in
one person affecting the colony in another —er others. You provided the
conscious control, if you could, and that determ ned your relative power over

others and theirs over you. A pretty sinple system even if inexplicable.

I regretted not knowi ng nore about Cerberus. This war far |ess briefing
information than | was used to, although | understood their caution. It would
cost nme tinme, possibly alot of it to learn the ropes there and find out
everything | needed to know to do ny job.

About a day after | arrived—four neals' worth—there was a lurching and a | ot of
bangi ng around that forced ne to the cot and made me slightly seasick. Still, |
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wasn't di sappointed; the activity neant they were naking up consi gnments and
readying for the in-systemdrop of these cells. | faced this idea with nixed
enotions. On the one hand, | wanted desperately to be out of this little box,
whi ch provided nothing but endless, terrible boredom On the other, when | next
got out of the box it would be into a nuch larger and nore attractive cell —the
pl anet Cerberus itself, no less a jail for being an entire planet.

Shortly after all the banging started, it stopped. After a short, expectant

pause, | felt again a nore pronounced vi bration than before, indicating
movenent. Either | was on a nuch smaller vessel or |ocated nearer the drives.
Still, it took another four interm nable days, twelve neals, to reach our

destination. Long, certainly—but also fast for a sublight carrier, probably a
nmodi fied and totally autonmated freighter.

The vibration stopped, and | knew we were in orbit. Again | had that dua

feeling of trapped doom and exhil aration

A crackling sound and a speaker 1'd never known was there cane to life.
"Attention, all prisoners," it commanded, its voice a netallic parody of a man's
baritone. "W have achieved orbit around the planet Cerberus in the Warden
system" For the first time it occurred to me that others were also being sent
down—ogi cal, of course, but |I'd never really considered it before. | knew what
they all must be going through, considering nmy own feelings. Probably a hundred
times nine, since at least | was going in with ny eyes open, even if | was no
nmore a volunteer than they had been. | wondered for a fleeting instant about
Lord Laroo. Once he too sat here, naked in a comon cell, feeling these sane
feelings and facing the same unknown future as we. He had started as |ow as
—+ower, in fact, as a prisoner—and now he ran the place. Nobody had given the
position to himon a platter, nobody had el ected him He'd gone in, naked and
isolated as | was, and he'd conquered. And | certainly considered nyself
superior to such as Wagant Lar oo.

That very line of thinking started ne slightly. Was that me, aimng at becomni ng
a crimnal chief?

"In a nonent," the voice continued, "the doors to your cells will slide open and
you will be able to | eave. W strongly recomrend you do so, since thirty seconds
after the doors open they will close again and a vacuum punp will begin
sterilization operations within the cells, operations fatal to anyone who

remai ns. "

Ni ce touch, | reflected. Not only did it ensure agai nst breakouts en route, but
you noved or you died on their schedule. | couldn't help wondering if anyone had
chosen deat h.

"Imredi ately after you enter the main corridor," the voice continued, "you wll
stand in place until the cell doors close once again. Do not attenpt to nove
fromin front of your cell door until it closes or autonmatic guard equi prent

will vaporize you. There will be no talking in the corridor. Anyone breaking
silence or failing to obey orders precisely will be instantly dealt with. You
will receive further instructions once the doors close. Ready to depart—ow"
The door slid open and | wasted no tine in stepping out. A small white box,
conplete with marks for feet, showed you where to stand; | did as instructed,
galling as all this was. There was sonmething to being totally naked and i sol ated
on a ship controlled only by conputer that hunbled you nore than was right. It
created a sense of total futility.

I could still |ook around and saw that |'d been right. The thing was basically a
| ong seal ed hall along the sides of which had been attached the little cells. |

| ooked up and down and counted nmaybe a dozen, certainly no nore than fifteen

The cream of the crop, | thought sourly. A dozen naked and bedraggl ed nen and
worren—an equal nunber of each—beaten prisoners about to be dropped and left. |
wonder ed why these had been chosen rather than wi ped, considering the
transportation expense al one. What had the conputers and psych boys found in
these dej ected specinens that dictated they should Iive? They didn't know, that
was for sure. | wondered who did.

The doors snapped shut. | waited expectantly, perhaps to hear the scream of
sonmebody who didn't nove fast enough as the air was punped out, but there was no
hi nt of nelodrama. |f anybody had taken that way out, the fact was not evident.
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"At ny command,"” the voice barked from speakers along the ceiling, "you wll
turn right and walk slowy, in single file, as far forward as you can. There you
will find a special shuttle that will take you to the surface. You will take
seats fromthe front first, |eaving no enpty seats between you. Strap yoursel ves
in immediately."

I could hear sone grunbling fromthe others, and suddenly small |aser beans shot
out, hitting the deck with an audibly nasty hiss down the |line of people but
hitting no one. The grunbling stopped.

The voice, pausing for this show of force, now took up its instructions with no
reference to the denonstration. None was needed.

"Right turn now" it commanded, and we did as instructed. "Walk slowy forward
to the shuttle as instructed."

We wal ked silently, definitely in no hurry. The netal floor of the corridor was
dammed col d, though, and this nade the shuttle at |east preferable to this
dammed refrigerator.

The shuttle itself was surprisingly confortable and nodern, although the seats
weren't made for naked bodies. | sat about six rows back and attached the safety
straps, then waited until everyone had been seated and done the sane. The
shuttle itself could seat about twenty-four, but there were just thirteen of us,
ei ght —.no, seven males and six females. | kept forgetting who | was and what |
was, and | scolded nyself nentally for it. This was not the tine for any | apses.
The next day or two woul d be the nobst dangerous of all for ne, since our new
class would get a great deal of attention and they'd be particularly interested
in any of those who didn't seemto be what they appeared.

The hatch closed automatically, followed by the hiss of pressurization. Then

wi thout further fanfare cane a violent lurch and we were free of the transport
and on our way down. The shuttle was nuch too nodern and confortable for nere
prisoner transport, | told nyself. This, then, was one of the interplanetary
ships regularly used for transportati on between worlds of the Warden D anond.
The over head speakers crackl ed, and a pl easant, human-soundi ng mal e voi ce cane
on. It was a great inprovenent. "Welcome to Cerberus," he said, sounding for al
the world as if he neant it. "As has no doubt been explained to you, Cerberus is
your final destination and new hone. Although you will be unable to leave this
sol ar system once you get off below you will no | onger be prisoners but
citizens of the Warden Di anond. Confederacy rul e ended when you entered this
shuttle, one of many owned by the Warden worlds in comon. The System Council is
a corporate entity fully recognized as internally sovereign by the Confederacy
and has its own seat in Congress. Each of the four worlds of our systemis under
its own sovereign and i ndependent governnent."

The voi ce paused for a nonent, and | reflected that it was odd not to hear
anyone commenting, cheering, grunbling, or anything else. You could cut the
tension with a knife, and | admt | felt it as nuch as the others.

"No matter who or what you' ve been in the past," the voice continued, "no matter
what you' ve done or what your previous status was, you are now and forever
citizens of Cerberus, nothing nore—er less. You are no |longer in any way
prisoners and nothing you have done in the past will follow you here. You start
with a clean slate and a clean record, and only what you do fromthis point on,
as Cerberans, will matter."

Fair enough, | thought. The contrast in tone between this and the mechanica
horror we'd first been exposed to was startling.

"W will be landing shortly,'' the voice continued, and | could feel the braking
bei ng applied and hear the whine as stabilizers deployed for in-atnosphere
flight. "W would appreciate your getting off quickly after the hatch opens, as
we nust service this craft and return it to normal service. A governnent
representative will neet you and take you to a place where you can get cl othing,
a good neal, and orientation. Please cooperate with this person and give no
trouble. It wouldn't be a bright idea to start oft on the wong foot your first
day on your new world."

Even a psycho could go along with them when the instructions were put that way,

I told nyself. They had such a nice way of nmaking threats. Well, this was a
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wor |l d nmade up of and run by people just |ike those on the shuttle.

We nade a long, slow approach, the pilot taking no chances, then finally settled
into a berth of some sort. The caution warnings blinked out and the airlock

hi ssed; when the hatches slid open, we undid our safety harnesses and got up,
moving slowy and quietly toward the open area. This was il

W filed slowy out into a | ong and nodern passenger ranp, which was totally
covered but not heated. It was chilly, and that sped us al ong. None of us could
really think of the chill, though; all had been pushed out by a single,
overriding fact.

The nonent that chill had hit us, the nonent that air reached our skin and
nostrils and entered our bodies, we were systematically being invaded by a
submi croscopi ¢ organi smthat was our new, and final, jailer. W were here, and
free, but we were, fromthis nonment on, also stuck.

CHAPTER THREE
Orientation and Pl acenment

We entered a small | ounge, and were greeted by two men and a wonan, all dressed
like soldiers in tight-fitting khaki uniforms and boots, although we quickly

| earned they were not mlitary. W were given robes and sandals as a temporary
measure; then our nanes were checked against a clipboard list and we were

qui ckly ushered out of the terminal to a waiting air-bus. Robe or not, it was
dammed col d and the bus's heating system though good, was hardly confortable.
We |ifted quickly and swung out away fromthe terminal, and with this maneuver
we had our first | ook at our new world. It was a strange vista—the ocean
gleaning in the sunlight to our right and the "shoreline" to our left, but shore
it definitely was not. Rather, it was a dense-|ooking forest of reddi sh-brown
and orange trees topped with huge, broad | eaves of varying shapes and sizes. At
many points the trees had been partially or conpletely cut into. Cearly, people
lived inside the trunks themsel ves—you could see sunlight reflected of f w ndows.
Here was a surrealist's vision, this great forest with trunks half resenbling
ancient, gnarled trees of tremendous size and half resenbling a conpl ex of
modern office buildings. Often we could see where sonme of the great trunks
branched, one had been cut off horizontally and then refinished or surfaced with
some gl ossy material, providing |anding platfornms and entryways.

The woman in charge saw us gaping and smiled. Picking up a small PA m ke, she
becane an inpronptu tour guide. "Welcone to Cerberus. My nane is Kerar, and mny
two associ ates are Monash and Silka. You are in the Borough of MaDell. W use
bor oughs here because the nature of the living space makes anything as dense as
a big city nearly inpossible. Fortunately, with efficient transit we are able to
link up areas sufficient to nake cities in economc terms, and that's what we
call boroughs. As you can see, there is no | and what soever on Cerberus.

Bi ol ogists tell us that people were once tree-dwelling creatures. Here, of
necessity, we have returned to our origins."

I kept |ooking out the wi ndow at the eerie tree-1and. Sonehow t he whol e pl ace

| ooked i ke a piece of furniture | once owned, with a support pole and severa
flat, clover-like surfaces surrounding the stemas small shelves. O course,
this was much | arger and rougher-1ooking, and not all the "shelves" were flat or
barren, but it still had that | ook about it.

"You are seeing many different types of trees," Kerar continued. "There are over
five thousand varieties of big trees on Cerberus, with about eighty different
types in MaDell alone. As you can see, many types can be used extensively as
dwel i ngs, since nuch of the circulatory system goes around the outside of the
trunk, allowing the trees to be hollowed out without killing them A few are
naturally holl ow, although the outer bark in nost parts is up to eight nmeters
thick. They can support an enornmous anount of weight because they get mnuch

thi cker below the water's surface, and, over the mllions of years they evol ved,
they al so support each other. Master botanists have a special place here because
they are responsible for telling us how many branches can be cut off for
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bui I di ng and | andi ng zones, and which ones, and al so which architect's ideas for
tree dwellings are practical and which are not. M stakes can be costly. The
death of one key tree m ght well undernine the support for a dozen, even
hundreds nmore, in a nushroomeffect that mght kill our whole conmunity."

I could see the point she was nmeki ng—don't nmess around with the trees.

wonder ed how many of the earliest pioneers had, and what sort of danmage they'd
wr ought .

| | ooked out toward the ocean and caught sight of many boats, some quite |arge,
ot hers obvi ously pleasure craft—even sone sail boats. Looking back into that

fantastic jungle, | caught sight of a huge, inposing structure up ahead, a
gl eani ng, nodern building nmany stories tall sitting atop one of the cut-off
sections, which, | was to learn, were called mesas on Cerberus.

"Up ahead is the governnment center for the borough," our guide informed us.
"That is where we are heading."
We were ushered into the place and gui ded past curious onl ookers to a

tenth-floor room There waiting for us was a hot buffet lunch. | frankly didn't
recogni ze nmuch of what was there, but after all that tinme on prison food it
tasted just great. After we had eaten, while we were all just sitting around

enjoying that stuffed feeling, an efficient little man cane in and took our
measurenents. Wthin a hour he was back with sone bundl es, which turned out to
be underwear, a pullover thick shirt, work pants, heavy socks, and | ow boots.

Al so included were belts and a full range of cosnetics and toiletries. In twos
we were taken down the hall to a full lavatory conplete with showers, which we
all happily used; then we put on our clean, new clothes. | had little trouble
with so sinple an outfit despite the gender problem but was thankful that ny
hair had been cut very short, prison-style. Conme to think of it, though, Kerar's
was short, too, although professionally cut and styl ed.

Finally, now that we were feeling human again, they decided we were ready for
the full briefing. We sat in folding chairs while our guide gave us the basic
stuff.

"The first world to be explored in the Warden systemwas Lilith," she began
"Lilith is a beautiful world, like a tropical garden. Fromtheir base canp, the
first Exploiter Teans reached and set up bases on the other three Warden worl ds,
as well as exam ning the noons of Monrath, a huge gas giant further out. What
they didn't know was that they were carrying an organismfromLilith, an alien
thing Iike no other."

Briefly she recounted how the organismat |ast had struck Lilith, w ping out all
manuf act ured things and reducing the population to prinitive savages. Machi nes
woul dn't work there, and the entire soci ety was nontechnological. | couldn't
hel p but think of nmy poor counterpart on Lilith. | was good, yes—the best. But |
was born and raised and existed ny entire life in a highly technol ogi ca

society. How would | be able to function in a nontechnol ogi cal one? Wuld | be
able to? | wondered, and felt nore relieved that it wasn't my problem

"The organism" Kerar went on, "was carried to the other places, where it
thrived and nmutated. There are many theories on this, the nobst |ogical being
that it reacts to the sun's relative energy and perhaps the anount of solar w nd
itself, but nobody really knows. Here, as you can see, it did not destroy
machines. On Lilith, its native world, it adapted nmen to the planet, made them a
part of Lilith's ecosystem Here it had to be the one to adapt, and it did. It's
i nside you now, noving in, making itself confortable, settling down in every

nmol ecul e of your body."

We all stirred at this unpleasant thought, which we'd nmanaged to push to the
back of our minds until now It was funny—+ didn't feel any different. No

di zzi ness, no signs of anything out of the ordinary.

"Early scientists had the idea that the organi smhad sone sort of collective
intelligence," Kerar told us. "It becane obvious that every single tiny subvira
formwas sonehow in contact with every other one. W now know that they were
only partly right. It is one organism each one like a part of a cell to a huge
body, but it doesn't think. Its behavior patterns are well known and quite

consi stent. Once you know how it acts, it will never surprise you

"On Lilith, this intercomunication | ed to sone people getting trenendous power,
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since the organismthere exists in literally every nolecule of solid matter

Sone there can sinply will a hole to be cut in rock, for exanple, or cause
trees, fruit, even people to nutate. This works because sone ninds are so strong
that they can transmt their will through the Warden organisns in their own body
to others in people and things nearby. Here we have a different effect.”

Again there were nmurnurs, and again | thought of my poor counterpart. Such a
worl d woul d seemto be one of mmgic, and there magi c al one wor ked.

"On Cerberus," our guide continued, "the organismis also in every nol ecul e of
solid matter. W've found it in tree sanples taken by divers a full kil ometer
bel ow the surface of the sea, and in the sea and air creatures thenselves. As on
Lilith, it doesn't like things that don't have Warden organi sns inside them and
it wll invade themas it has you. It seens to have a nuch easier tine with
organi ¢ nol ecul es, though, particularly ones in living creatures, because it
adapts to you with little trouble. Put a manufactured itemfrom say, the

Conf ederacy here, though, and it will try and invade that, too-not very
successfully. The stuff just doesn't work and usually falls apart. Fortunately,
it doesn't care which kind of Warden creature is there, at |east on Cerberus, so
we can inport raw materials, finished products, and food fromour fraterna
worlds, and with the exception of Lilith, export our goods to them The Lilith
original just won't take anything that upsets the primtive nature of the

pl anet.

"Now, there are sone good things about this invasion of your body. For one
thing, since it depends on you to give it what it needs to live, it keeps you in
ti p-top shape. It purges your body of disease, so nobody gets sick. It cleans
out the blood vessels and directs cellular repairs, so you don't get cancer,
heart attacks, strokes, or whatever. Even things |ike drugs and al cohol, for the
nost part, will be purged before they can have any effect—wi th the exception of
solids fromthe Warden system and those are very rare and restricted. The worst
you can do to yourself is get alittle fat or out of condition. And of course
the organi smcannot retard the aging process, although even there it keeps you
in far better shape far |onger than normal."

That was an interesting benefit, | told nyself. Still, no nore getting drunk or
hi gh or using any kind of recreational drugs. This was a clean world.

Kerar | ooked at us and smled a bit, pausing before dropping the other shoe, the
one only she truly knew about. "However, you are fortunate to have been sent to
Cerberus. Only the best are sent here. No nurderers, no persons with violent
histories. This is not a violent world, and for very good reason. You see, only
we here on Cerberus have the potential of living forever."

There it was—along with an interesting additional bit of information. No violent

crimnals. | wondered why.
When the rest of the group had caught hold of itself, she continued her
orientation. "I told you that on Lilith people could contact and conmand Warden

organi sns, and control and change them That does not happen here. However, al
the Warden organisns here are in constant contact with others, with proximty
bei ng the guide. The closer you are to sonebody or sonething else, the nore
contact the Warden organi smhas with the other. Wen you are awake, your

consci ousness controls those within your body and there is no problemand no
effect. But if you are tired, sleepy, or asleep, or in seniconscious or
unconsci ous state, the Warden organi sns reach out to others near them" She
paused a nonent, choosing her words carefully. "I'Il give you an exanple, with

t he understandi ng that we know what happens but we have never discovered exactly
how it happens.

"Let's say | go to sleep here next to you, and you fall asleep too. Unlike those
on Lilith, Warden organi sns here tend to communicate nostly with those in

conpl enentary positions, so those inside you don't comrunicate with, or link
with, or whatever it is they do, those in rocks, trees, and the like the sane
way they do to those in other people. Freed fromconscious restraint, the
Wardens in your body would Iink with the Wardens in ny body. This |inkage woul d
becone strongest during the short periods of sleep when we aren't dreaming. If
two of those periods match—ai ne and yours—the Warden organisns in your brain and
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mne woul d l'ink, and, for reasons we don't understand, start to exchange

i nformati on. Now, renenber, | told you that the creatures are in every nol ecul e
and actually can cl eanse, change, repair, or replace parts of your body to keep
you healthy. In the same way, as a by-product of their very nature, they change
the nol ecules in your cerebral cortex to ny code and nine to yours, even
adjusting the brain-wave pattern to match. It's done in a matter of m nutes.
Since nmenory is chemically stored and electrically retrieved, this neans a tota
change of information within the brain. So you wake up with ny nenories and
personality, and | wake up with yours. In effect, we have switched bodies."
"Then why don't they switch all the information?" a bearded young nan to ny |eft
asked skeptically. "You shoul d have hornonal inbal ances, differentials in
respiration and bl ood pressure—enough wong conmands tailored for the wong body
to cause it to be very wong and very sick."

"Agreed," she responded. "Good question. The answer is sinply that in the early
days some of that happened, but it no | onger does. The WArden organismis
incredi bly adaptable, and it exchanges information with other parts of itself,
even with other organisns outside its physical form It |earned. As to why it
wants to do so—well, we don't know. We're not even sure it does. The person nmay
be a by-product of its unique life form It nay be sonme necessary adjustnent to
keep itself going in the Cerberan atnmosphere. W don't know. |'mnot sure we
ever will. But it does happen, it has, and it alnobst certainly will continue."
"Have you ever switched bodi es?" another skeptic asked.

She sniled. "Many times. | ama native, unlike you. The swi tching phenonenon
comes with puberty—a rite of passage here, you might say. Adol escents here
undergo many switches, particularly since that age is nore highly enotional and
so control is nore difficult. Besides, what adol escent could resist the
experinentation? Boys curious about what it's like to be a girl, vice versa—that

sort of thing. | often wonder what it would be like to be trapped at birth in a
particul ar gender and body. |, for exanple, was born nale, but by the age of

si xteen, having been in three nale and two fenmal e bodies, | found nyself nore
confortabl e, somehow, as a female. | found a female who felt nore confortable as

a mal e and we sl ept together and settled it. However, don't think we run around
swappi hg bodi es as often as we change clothes. W don't. OCh, sone of us change
often, and there are occasional narriages where the partners switch around
constantly, but those cases are rare."

A thought had occurred to ne early in her talk and | wanted to get the question
out before it slipped anay. "You said it takes several mnutes to exchange ni nds
during this sleep," | noted. "Wat happens if you' re awakened in the m ddl e of
it?"

"Nornmal |y, once the exchange begins it can't be stopped—you renai n conatose, as
it were, even if the building' s burning down," she replied. "However, there are
cases—very rare—when this happens. You're right to bring it up, since it occurs
only anong people from Qutside |ike yourselves. The odds, | shoul d enphasize,
are one in a mllion, even to you. The transfer is all at once, so to speak, so
all of the nolecules in your brain start their rearrangenent together. |If you
are jolted awake early in the process, you'll have a di mrenmenbrance of that
other life which will usually fade. If this happens late in the transfer, you'l
have a period of psychol ogical problens, a sort of schizophrenia, but that too
will pass and the dominant information will control. But if the process is just
about exactly half over, then both of you will be in both bodies. There is a | ot
of extra space in the cerebrumand the new information will slowmy shift to the
unused parts, creating either a total split personality—two minds in one body,
alternating—er a nerger into a new personality that is a conbination of both.
And, understand, this will be the case for both bodies. But | wouldn't worry;
there have been | ess than twenty such cases in the history of Cerberus. You

al nrost have to do it deliberately, and nobody wants that."

| nodded. Those seened |ike favorable odds. She returned to her basic briefing
once nore, with a new question froma wonan on the end.

"What happens," she was asked, "when a switch occurs to soneone in a critically
skilled field? | nean, suppose your doctor now has the mind of your janitor? How
can you tell?"
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"That was an early problem" we were told. "In a non-technol ogi cal age or
setting, like Lilith's, it probably wouldn't have been solvable. Fortunately,
tiny electrical patterns in the brain set up to handl e our specific nenories are
uni que to each individual. The new brain adjusts to the new pattern. W have
sensitive devices able to read and record that distinctive electrica
"signature,' and you'll find themall over the place. Before you | eave here
today we'll take your inprint and this will open your account in the master

pl anetary conputer. Early inprint reading devices were quite bulky, but nowit's
a sinple device, quickly and easily used, and it is used for everything. There
is no noney here, for exanple. You are paid according to job and status directly
into your conputer account. Any time you wi sh to nake a purchase, your inprint
is read and conpared to your identity card. As you can see, it is virtually

i npossi bl e for anyone to masquerade as soneone else, since it is a crine not to
report a body change within eight hours of its occurrence." She paused for a
monent, then added, "For a society founded by what the Confederacy calls
crimnals, Cerberus has probably the nost crine-free civilization in nan's
history."

I could see that this thought disturbed some of the others, and it disturbed ne
to an extent, too. In the nost literal sense of the word, this was probably the
nost totalitarian society ever built. Not that crine here was inpossible—the
soci ety was conput er-dependent, and anythi ng conput er-dependent coul d be
mani pul ated. But the system had few weak spots, and the ultimate penalty of
death for crinmes was even nore terrifying here, in a society where it mght be
possible to nove frombody to body and stay young—f there was a supply of
bodies, and if the governnent |let you

Were there old people here? | wondered. And if not, where did all the new, fresh
bodi es conme fron?

After another neal, they interviewed each of us in turn and had us take sone
basic placenent tests, a few of which were famliar. The interview went snoothly
enough, since their file on Qv n Zhang was no better than the one fed ne and
could be creative where necessary with little fear of tripping up. But the
personality tests, both witten and by machi ne, were nmuch, nuch nore difficult.

I had spent many nonths in classes and exercises |earning howto get around such
things, howto give the exam ners the picture | wanted themto have—t invol ved
knowi ng everything fromthe theory of testing to the exact nature of the psych
probe machi nes used, as well as sell-hypnotismand total body control—-and | felt
reasonably certain that nothing thrown at nme was not properly and correctly
count er ed.

Later still we were hol ographically photographed and fingerprinted, had our
retinal patterns taken, that sort of thing, and were al so hooked up to a |l arge
machi ne the operative part of which |ooked like a test pilot's crash hel net.
This, then, was the inprint-taker. A bit later we were taken in and a snall
headset with three fingerlike probes was | owered on our foreheads and a check
made on a conputer screen. Apparently the big apparatus was used only for the
recording of the inprint; the little device would be the famliar contro
mechani sm for checking it. There was no sensation with either device, and
therefore no way to figure put how they operated, sonething | very nuch wanted
to know. Unless you could fool or defeat that systemany authority could trace
your |life exactly—where you were, whomyou were with, what you bought, literally
ever yt hi ng.

In the evening they brought in cots for us. Apparently we were to renmain there
several days—udntil the Warden organi sm had "acclimted" itself to us—while they
deci ded what to do with us. A book on the basic organi zation of the planet was
provided, too. Dry but fascinating reading, including a great deal of detai

about the social and econom ¢ structure.

Politically there were several hundred boroughs, each with a centra

adm ni stration. Sone were quite small, others huge, and seened to be based on
econom c specialties as nmuch as anything. The Chief Adm nistrator of each
borough was el ected by the Chairnmen of the Syndicate Councils in each borough
The syndi cates were al so economi ¢ units, conposed of corporations of simlar
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types, all apparently privately owned stock conpani es. The econonic system was,
then, basic corporate syndicalism It works rather sinply, really: all the like
conpani es—steel, say—get together to forma syndicate headed by a governnent
specialist on steel. The needs of the governnent and the private sectors are
spel l ed out, and each steel conpany is given a share of all that business based
on its size and productivity, guaranteeing it business and a profit, that margin
al so set by the syndicate and government expert-the Steel Mnister, let's cal
him The only conpetitive factor is that a corporation within the syndicate

whi ch markedly increases productivity—does a better job, in other words, perhaps
for less and thereby increasing its profits—will get a bigger share of the next
quarter's business.

Extend this to every single raw material s and basi ¢ nanufacturing busi ness and
you have a command econony, thoroughly under governnment control and nanagenent,
that nonet hel ess rewards innovation and is profit-notivated. Only on the retai

| evel would there be independent businesspeople, but even they woul d be under
governnent control, since with profit margins fixed all whol esal e prices would
al so be fixed. Then, using sonething as sinple as borough zoning and busi ness
i censes, the governnent could apportion retail outlets where the people and
need was. Because no noney changed hands and the governnent handl ed even the

si npl est purchases electronically, there could be no hidden bank accounts, no
stash of cash, nor even nuch barter—since all commodities would be allocated by
and kept track of by the syndicates.

Ni ce and neat. No wonder there were so few crinmes, even without the ultinmate
puni shment angl e.

From the individual's viewoint, he or she was a free enpl oyee. But since the
ultimate control was the governnents, you'd better not make the syndicate nmad or
you might find yourself unenpl oyed—and bei ng unenpl oyed for nore than three
mont hs for reasons other than nedical in this society was a crinme punishabl e by
forced labor. It seemed that those basis raw materials cane nostly from m nes
and works on several noons of Mnrath, and the mning syndicate was al ways eager
for new workers

To do anything you needed your identity card, which contained all your physica
data, including your photo, but no nane or personal details. That was on a
programuable little mcrochip in the card itself which could be changed
automatically should soneone else find hinmself or herself in your body. Not to
report a change was a crine punishable by being | ocked in an undesirabl e body
and packed off to a lifetine of meaningful |abor under the shine of beautiful
Monr at h.

The next day | asked our hosts how it would be possible to | ock soneone into a
body, and was told that some people, through sheer concentration and force of
will, could essentially "cut off" your Warden beasties from sufficient contact
to nake a switch. These people, called judges, were on call to the governnent;
they didn't judge but merely carried out sentences. Top judges working together
could actually force a transfer, too.

And of course there it was. O der, undesirable bodies were always around, and
you could reward the faithful with a young, new body whil e shipping the
mal ef actor off to Monrath until he or she dropped dead.

Chief industries were |light nmanufacturing in general, conputers and conputer
desi gn, weapons, tools, all manner of wood products, seafood protein, and
fertilizer. They even exported sone of this stuff beyond the Warden system
sonething | hadn't realized was possible. It was even possible to "sterilize"
sonme types of things, nobstly inorgani c conmpounds, and keep them toget her and
wor ki ng. That |ed to an obvi ous connection. That very hunan robot that had
broken into the defense conmputers, for exanple. WAs it possible that sonmewhere
here anong the nore primitive machi nes, at |east one place was turning out these
sophi sticated robots to sone alien-supplied design? And if so, was there here
some sort of programm ng geni us capable of turning out robots so real they would
fool even close friends and famly, as had the alien robot? It sounded and felt
right. No violent crinmnals here, they said. Only technol ogi cal ones. The best.
By our fourth day all of us were becom ng bored and restless. As nuch as coul d
be learned in any brief period bad al ready been taught us, so obviously we were
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bei ng kept here at this point only for reasons not yet reveal ed by our hosts.
For me, the wait was getting dangerous, since several of the prisoners had
fornmed casual liaisons and |I'd been propositioned repeatedly. Pressure nounted
as | becane a "challenge" to a couple of the nen. | had no desire for any such
experience, not in this body, but the situation was causing a social gap to open
between ne and the others. | wanted this waiting over with and for us to be out
in the world as soon as possi bl e.

I also wanted cl assification, sonething they certainly should have been able to
do long before now, considering all the tests. I'd tried to angle the aptitude
parts heavily toward conputers and math, since not only was that consistent with
the individual | was supposed to be but also that was where the greatest
potential for nmoving up and finding out things mght be. Besides, |'d listed a
hi gh | evel of expertise on many of the ol der-type conputers in use here.

Near the end of the fourth day it hit me just what we were waiting for
Qoviously, if sone nmeasure of control was needed, they didn't want to throw us
Cerberan virgins out before we knew just what the Warden facts of life would be.
Close proximty, they'd said.

Al'l those cots all close together

Acclimtion, they'd told us, took three or four days, so it was about right.
They were waiting, then, until the norning when all or nost of us woke up in

di fferent bodies.

That thought brought up a nental dilemma for ne. If we had to switch to | eave,

I'"d rather | eave as a man—but because of the personal problem | noted, |'d been
sl eeping off in a corner nearest the other wonen but nore or less to nyself. How
many days would it take? | wondered. And did | have the skill and the guts to

get on with this? | finally decided | had to give it a try or be trapped on the
wong side. So | picked ny man carefully with an eye to age, |ooks, physica
condition, and the like. Fortunately, ny candidate, Hull Bruska, was a shy,
sonmewhat gentl e-seem ng man who had caused ne the | east problens. H's crinme was
even nore renote from people than Qv n's had been. Apparently he'd nmanaged
electronically to tap and shift small parts of planetary budgets into frontier
accounts, all froma snall repair service on one of the civilized worlds. He was
somewhat proud of his acconplishnent, and not at all hesitant to talk about it.
The cause of his downfall, ironically, was that he was too successful. Too nuch
nmoney showed up in the accounts of several frontier banks, the kind that
attracts security police just because of the size of the assets. Cbviously he
needed to use nore than the four banks he did to spread it out. Wen a bank's
assets quadruple in less than two years wi thout apparent cause, you know
sonebody's going to ask how, but Bruska's forte was nmachines, not the fine
points of getting away with the spoils.

Curiously, he had no real plans for the noney. He'd done it, he told ne, nostly
out of boredom After nine years of repair and redesign of financial computers
he'd sinply worked it out as a nental exercise, "nore or less for fun." Then
when he'd put his plan into action just to see if it would work, and it had,
doing it again becane sort of irresistible, alnost to see how nmuch he coul d get
away with. "I wasn't really hurting anybody," he explained, "and there was a
tiny bit of satisfaction in fooling the whole Confederacy, of putting one over
on them Kinda made them human."

I liked Bruska, who al so enjoyed tal king about hinself enough that we never got
t hrough the hand-hol di ng stage that night. He was shy enough as a nan that

maybe, | hoped, becomi ng a wonman woul d open up a whole new social life for him
We sl ept very close, ny cot against a wall and his next to nmine to nminimze any
risks on ny part. | fell asleep that night hoping against hope |I'd get |ucky,
and qui ckly.

DATA REPORT | NTERRUPTI ON.  END TRANSM SSI ON DI RECT TRANSCEI VER, AS SUBJECT LEFT.
ORI G NAL BODY, ORGANI C TRANSMII TER LI NK BROKEN. SUBSEQUENT REPORTS VI A READOUT

BY SUBCONSCI QUS DEEP- PROBE HYPNOTI C COMVAND | NTO DEVI CES SUPPLI ED, CUED, NATI VE
AGENTS I N OQUR EMPLOY. RUN NEXT SEQUENCE READOUT. SUBJECT UNAWARE OF COVPULSI ON

OR READQUT.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Settling In

Al'l but four of us changed bodies during that fourth night. Luck being with ne,
I was once again young, male, and Confederacy standard, although Bruska didn't
really accept the swap with good grace. They separated all of us quickly to
mnimze the trauma, and | was assured that good psychs woul d hel p those who
needed it to adjust

They did a conplete set of tests once again, nostly on the psych side, to
determne if any of us not showi ng severe distress were actually hiding it.
Naturally |I passed with flying colors. | was overjoyed at ny carefully planned
result.

I also found that the two nbst objectionable nmen had changed with their femal e
partners during that night, which | considered poetic justice. Let themfind out
how unpl easant nen |like themcould be fromthe other side; then perhaps if they
got to be nen again they'd be better and nore considerate.

The snmall 1D card was sinply placed in a slot. | was told it would work from any
slot for it, in stores or even to unlock doors, if you first called the nunber
of the lIdentity Placenent Bureau and told them which slot you were using.

Basi cally, Bruska's nane and conputer code were erased fromthe little chip and
m ne were placed there. They did a check with the brain-readi ng machi ne to nake
sure all worked okay, and it had, so at last | was given an assignnent.

"Tooker Conpucorp in Medl am needs programrers,” | was told, "and your experience
fits that bill. Two hundred units have been credited to your account conplinents
of the governnent, which will be enough to get you there and get you settl ed.
It's a good conpany and a good |ocation if you like the tropics. Warmthere nost
of the year."

And with little nore than this and sone instructions on how to buy things |ike
clothes and tickets and who to see, | was off.

I found that the little three-pronged gadgets were literally everywhere. To get
on the shuttle to Medl am you wal ked up, put your card in the slot, and put on
the little device. If everything checked, the fare was deducted from your
account and your card returned to you, and in this case a physical ticket was
printed. Very efficient and very sinple.

I also found that a nunber of small purchases worked just with the

car d—ewspapers, confections, that sort of thing.

It was a long ride with a ot of stops and several tines | had to keep nysel f
fromdozing of f—the situation could get serious if sonebody el se was dozi ng,
too. Fortunately the shuttle had a small food service dispensing system where
you could get stimulant drinks, including a Cerberan version of coffee and

anot her of tea, and snacks. | drank a lot of stinmulant drinks along the way and
needed all of them

| arrived late in the afternoon, but got a robocab to the Tooker offices anyway
on the off-chance that | wouldn't be too late for that day.

The place was inposing, that was for sure. dassy wi ndows |ined towering tree
trunks all around, and in between, cradled |ike sone play treehouse for the

i mpossibly rich, an inposing all-glass-fronted office building that connected to
all the vast trunks. This, then, was Tooker

The main offices had already closed for the day, but the night staff was very
cordial and recommended a nearby hotel for the night. The hotel, entirely in a
massi ve trunk, was nodern and | uxurious inside. Nervously, | called the Centra
Banki ng nunber to see how nuch | still had left after all this, and was
surprised and relieved to find that | still had 168.72 units in ny account.

The only unusual thing about the roomwas that there was a switch in the
headboard of the bed with a sign that read: turn before sleeping. | discovered
that turning it raised plating around the bed fromfloor to ceiling, plates of
sonme thin but firmplasticlike substance through which ran netal threads of sone
sort.

Cl austrophobi a, then, was a real problemon Cerberus. The shield was obviously
there to ensure a good night's sleep with no unexpected exchanges. | wondered
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what sort of distance would be the maxi nrum range for a sl eep-exchange and
decided |I'd have to know that. | asked one of the desk enpl oyees about it, and
he, upon finding | was new, told me that the shields weren't necessary in the
hotel and that al nost nobody used them but they were there because sone big
shots becane paranoid. Although in sonme cases, an exchange coul d take pl ace at
up to twenty nmeters, the walls, floor, and ceiling of all roons were treated to
shield. That made ne feel a little better, and | didn't use the shield again

t hat eveni ng.

The room vision nonitors were no hel p, since they seened conposed of years-old
bad progranming fromthe civilized worlds and sonme really horrible and

amat euri sh | ocal programm ng, but | got a print-out of the |ocal paper and

| ooked it over. Not nuch there, either—not big-city scope at all; nore like the
vacuous weeklies produced in sonme rural areas. The only unique itemwas a snall
colunmm back with the classifieds for personals and announcenents called
"switched," followed by a double colum of nanes—rAmybe a dozen pairs. One way to
know who your friends really were here, | reflected.

In fact, the ads were the only things of real interest. There was evidently a
smal | but thriving conpetitive sector on consuner goods allowed between the
corporations, assuring a variety of goods at |less than totally uniformprices.
On the civilized worlds, of course, there were few brands of anything. For
exanpl e, the best tested and nost reconmended toot hpaste was everybody's

toot hpaste, perhaps in three or four flavors, and there were no brands or
conpetition. Here there was, for the first tine since I'd been on the frontier,
and | found | kind of liked it.

There were al so banks, although they were not such full-service institutions as
those with which | was fanmiliar. Apparently you could take sonme of your units
out of the master account and place it with a bank at interest, and al so borrow
money from such banks. There was therefore a sem -i ndependent subeconony here,
and that too was worth noting.

Judgi ng fromthe want ads, Tooker was the big enployer, but many other places

al so advertised, so sone novenent was possible on one's own. The independent
merchants advertised a lot for part-tine help, too, suggesting sone econonic
disparity and al so indicating that, even if the executive offices closed in the
| ate afternoon, Tooker operated around the clock in many divisions.

To ny surprise, some churches were |isted—+n fact, a fair nunber of themfor
just about every belief under the sun, including some newto nme that sounded
pretty bizarre. Al so part-tine schools to better yourself or your position, lots
of the usual stuff like that.

That brought up a point, and | checked the | ocal phone directory. No schools for
the young were listed anywhere, nor were there any headings for day care or

ot her services for children or parents. Qoviously | still had gaps to fill in
for this new culture.

Medl am being subtropical, seenmed to have a nunber of resorts and
tourist-orieiited stuff, including several for "Thrilling Charter Bork Hunts!"
what ever a bork was.

Interestingly, nowhere, not in the briefing, not in the guide book, nor anywhere
el se was there reference to Wagant Laroo. The Lord of Cerberus certainly kept a
| ow profile.

The next day | checked out bright and early and showed up at the Tooker
personnel office. They were expecting ne and quickly processed ne into the
corporation. The job was thirty-eight hours a week at 2.75 units per hour,

al though that could increase up to 9.00 units with seniority in ny assistant's

position and even nore should I move up. | definitely intended on noving up. |
was told, too, that | was a Cass | Individual, which was reserved for those
with special skills. Cass |I's kept the sane job regardl ess of body. Class IIl's

kept the sanme job regardl ess of who was inside the body. There was al so a O ass
Il for unskilled workers who could switch jobs if they and their enployers
agreed—a sort of safety valve, | guessed. Idly | asked what happened if a | and
Il switched, and was told natter-of-factly that in that case the decision on who
did what was nmade by the governnment, usually getting judges to switch them back
forcibly.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Cerberus%20A%20Wolf%20in%20the%20Fold.txt (26 of 122) [7/1/03 1:26:17 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20-%20FL OD%6202%20-%20Cerberus%20A %20Wol f%20i n%20the%20Fol d.txt

"Take ny advice if you're the kind that |ikes switching around,” the personne
manager told me. "Switch only with other I's. It's sinpler and causes no
trouble."

"I doubt if I'll do much switching in the near future,” | assured him "Not
voluntarily, anyway."

He nodded. "Just remenber the possibilities and guard agai nst them and you
never will switch unless you want to, and then only wi th whom you want. And when
you're gettin' older and want a new start—well, that's up to you. Stay clean,
wor k hard, and rmake yousel f indi spensable or at least inportant—that is the best
i nsurance. Make 'emwant to give you a new body every thirty years or so. That's
the best way."

I nodded soberly. "Thanks. Il'l renenber that." O course | had no intention of
settling into a regular routine for that long a tine. But | did need sone tine
like that, time to get to know people and get to know the world and the society.
Patience is the greatest of virtues if you're going to subvert a society, and
there's no substitute for preparation

I would like to say that during the next four nonths | did all sorts of daring
and exciting things, but the truth is that there are only brief nonents |ike
that in a job like mine—all the rest is boring, plodding stuff. The corporation
provided nme with subsidi zed housing—a confortable tree-lined flat with ful
kitchen, air conditioning, and the rest that was quite pleasant. The job they
started me at was anything but demandi ng, and the speed with which | "assisted"
designers in inproving new circuit designs nmarked ne quickly for bigger and
better things, particularly since | was careful to |let nmy superiors take the
credit while keeping evidence of who really did the work—evidence they knew

about. This put themin ny debt without ny seem ng threatening. | could have
hogged full credit and had not. In a word, | was becom ng indi spensabl e, at
| east to the next |evel above ne, like the man said. It was child's play,

actual ly, since the designs used on Cerberus were a good ten or even twenty
years out of date and quite limted in one area. No self-aware conputers of any
kind were allowed here. That was really the key to retardation in the Warden

D anond, and a clever one on the part of the Confederacy, which was very real,
even here. You didn't have to land or even enter the atnosphere to w pe an
entire borough off the face of the planet, and they'd do that as an object

|l esson if they got wind of any bending of the rules.

In point of fact, that very primtiveness inposed on the planet aided ne over
many ot her technol ogi cal nmasterm nds, since nost or all of themwere trained and
devel oped on machi nes too advanced for here. There were very few of us, really,
who could do the utnost with the ol der designs.

I made a nunber of friends and quickly becanme a social gadfly. The corporation
had a | ot of teans conpeting agai nst other corporate enployee teans in just
about every sport | knew. After working out regularly and fine-tuning this body

I now wore, | excelled at them as usual, though | was never able to get nyself
up to the physical peak of my original body.
Bork hunting, however, | passed on, at least for the time. It seened that bork

were nonstrous, nasty creatures that inhabited the oceans, seened to be conposed
entirely of teeth, and occasionally grew | arge enough to swall ow boats whol e.
They had a natural dislike of everything and everybody and were even known to
attack boats just for being there, and sonmetines, even to snare a |owflying
shuttle. Hunting themjust required too many specialized skills, and that sport
had no initial appeal for ne. Though bork were nasty, the oceans contai ned an
enor nous nunber of creatures that had some commercial uses, fromunicellular
protein creatures that |inked together into floating beds kiloneters long to
smal |l er sea creatures that provided edible neat, skins, and other such things.
Bork hunting might be a thrill for some, but to the ocean harvesting
corporations it was a comercial necessity.

The flying creatures with such names as geeks and gops, nade ne wonder just what
sort of person first naned all these things. The flying things, nostly small,
served the function of insects on other worlds, cross-pollinating this jungle
fromthe top. In addition, there were a few predatory fliers that were nonsters,
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too. One giant flier with a thick barrel-like body about a neter around had a
neck nmore than three nmeters long and a wi ngspread of nore than ten neters. Its
head | ooked like a nightmare of blazing reptilian eyes and sharp teeth, but
nobody nuch paid attention to themas long as they didn't come too cl ose. These
were carrion eaters nostly, and they renmai ned al oft over the oceans nmuch of the
tinme.

Body switching was rare, although | was approached once or twice in a casua
way. Every once in a while sonebody new woul d show up who would turn out to be
sonmebody old after all. Although few people switched—except for the occasi ona
coupl e that switched al nost nightly, always with each ot her—+the subject was
nonet hel ess a regul ar topic of conversation in |ounges and at parties. The
possibility was al ways there, around you, even if you, didn't see it. You were
remi nded of it constantly when you went home or stayed at a hotel on a conpany
trip, and you always sl ept shielded and al one, no natter how friendly or
intimte you becane with others.

There were sone topics nobody really referred to, though. One was chil dren—you
just didn't discuss it—and second was advanci ng age. Few people you net | ooked
any older than forty, and those who | ooked the ol dest seenmed nuch nore jittery
and under a | ot nore pressure than nost.

Body switching ended any sort of sexual stereotypes, to a greater extent even
than on the civilized worlds. Wen gender could so easily be exchanged, it
seened silly to think of separate sexual roles, particularly since it seened
that all the wonen | net had been sterilized. That, too, interested ne—this was
true of both sexes on the civilized worlds where all breedi ng was done in

bi o- breedi ng centers, but the actuality seened particularly peculiar here. So
when | saw the pregnant girl, | was drawn irresistibly to her.

I had taken to frequenting a snmall store near the docks which specialized in
entertai nment el ectronics and which seenmed to have sonme sort of a remarkable
under ground connection stretching off-world at sone point that got a |lot of the
| at est performances fromthe civilized worlds. Here was a piece of hone, a place
where you might run into other former prisoners, now exiles |ike nyself, there
also to get alittle taste and nmenory of what was lost. She was there one day,
| ooki ng over the | atest selections. A tiny young woman—+t was inpossible to
think of her other than as a girl. From her |ooks, she could hardly have been
out of her mid-teens. She had extrenely |ong reddi sh-brown hair, perhaps a neter
or more in length, that was held |l oosely with a brightly sparkling headband.
Actually, | wouldn't have known she was pregnant except for Qtah, the owner of
the place. | happened to be tal king gadgets with him as usual, when | spotted
her. "Hmm Cute. Never saw her around here before."

"You stay away fromthat one," Otah warned gravely. "She's with child."

I frowned. "First tinme |I've heard that here. | was beginning to wonder how any
of the natives canme about. But what's the taboo?"

"Pregnant. Don't you know? It's not a condition, it's a Class Il occupation.”
Well, there it was at last. "It's a job? She nakes a |iving having babies?"

He nodded. "Hell of a tiling, ain't it? There's a whole col ony of them down off
Akeba. There's sone that love it, but nobst of "emwould kill to switch bodies
outta there. Once you're that, you're that. Best to keep 'emon a business basis
only."

I had to chuckle. "What do they do? Steal your soul ?"

He | ooked stricken. "Don't say that. Sone of 'enls desperate enough to do nost
anyt hing."

I couldn't help but chuckle at his caution and wonder just what could be so
horrible. |I did sort of wonder about the whole idea, though. C oning was
certainly within the all owabl e technology, if they wanted to spend the nassive
setup costs. Instead they seened to have opted to take a percentage of young
worren, probably selected for genetic characteristics, and paid themto have
kids. It seened to ne that, except for the birth itself, the major problem would
be boredom-er perhaps being harried to death with a nursery full

Certainly 1'd never heard of notherhood bei ng sonmething horrible. On sone, of
the nore prinmitive frontier worlds it was sonething of an occupation and had
been since the dawn of tine. This was a piece of the social puzzle | had wanted
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to fill in, and here was the opportunity.

In order not to alarm Qah, | didn't approach her in the shop, but
surreptitiously foll owed her when she left. After sonme w ndow shoppi ng, she went
to a sidewal k cafe and sat down at one of the outside tables, apparently

enjoying the sun and salt spray. | allowed her to order, then casually wal ked up
and into the cafe patio, and stopped as if seeing her for the first tine.

"Well, hello!" | said. "I just sawyou in Gah's."

She sm | ed and nodded. "Yes, | saw you in there, too." She gestured. "Care to
join nme?"

"Adad to," | responded, and sat down. "Qwin Zhang," | introduced nyself.

"I'"'m Sanda Tyne," she told ne. "You're fromthe civilized worlds, aren't you?
Qut si de?"

I nodded. "How did you know? My | ooks?"

"Ch, no. Your accent. W have a couple of Qutside girls at Akeba House. You can
al ways tell."

"I hadn't been aware | had an accent,” | told her honestly, filing that one away
for future work. Analyze speech patterns and do conparative analysis to

el i m nate accent when needed. "Still, you say you have a couple of people from
of fworl d at —Akeba House, was it?" | paused for a carefully neasured nonment. "You
know, tah told ne to stay in the back of the shop while you were there. He
acted |ike you had sonme kind of terrible disease or sonething."

She | aughed, a nice, nusical laugh that conplinented her |ow, sexy voice. "I
know," she told ne, then nade her face up into a caricature of ah's and

| onered her voice still nore. "Stay away from her. She nmmkes babies!" | had to

| augh at the perfect imtation. "That's about it. Maybe |'m naive, but what's so
horrible? If sonebody didn't do it at the dawn of tine we wouldn't be here." She
sighed, then seened to turn a little nore serious. "Ch, it's not that it's bad.
It's not great, either. True, you get an alnpost unlinited expense account, and
you live pretty good—Akeba House is like a really great high-class hotel —but
after a while it gets to be a pain. Sone of us get picked as little girls, but
nmost of us chose it when we had to. At fourteen they conme and tell you,
sterilization or notherhood, and sone, like ne, got dunb and chose the latter
For a while it's a lot of fun-—particularly the early stuff. But after severa
years and several babies the whole thing gets very boring. You' re sick for

mont hs every norning, and you're restricted in what you can eat, drink, or even
do. And you becone limted. You |learn how to nmake, have, and rai se babies, and
that's it. You can't get out once you're in, as you can with any other job.

You' re stuck. And when you see other wonen, |ike the ones you grew up with, with
good jobs really doing sonething with their lives, you think you wasted it all
blewit."

I nodded, nore or |ess understanding her point. "You're pretty frank with a
stranger," | noted. She shrugged. "Wy not?"

There wasn't a good response to that one. "Way this taboo on tal ki ng about kids,
t hough?"

She | ooked at nme strangely. "Right off the boat, aren't you? Hell, think about
it. Ever seen any old peopl e?"

"No. | assune the bodies wind up on mnes sonepl ace."

She nodded. "You got it. And where do the new bodies cone fron A certain
percentage come fromus, that's where. A baby a year, every year, and only a
smal | population growh. It's tough. They take npbst of 'emaway fromus after
only a year—a real heartbreaker, too. Mst of us send "emall away to governnent
child-care centers so we don't have to go through any nore pain than we have to.
Have 'em nurse 'em then forget 'em Sone get hardened to it, but sone just get
sick of it or fed up. You're trapped, though, and you just keep at it until the
docs say you gotta stop. Then you get a fresh young body if you have done wel |
and nade your |ife quota."

I had to admt it was sounding |less and | ess pleasant. | was beginning to see
why Laroo's assunption of power had been acconpani ed by a popul ation increase
all out of proportion to the nunbers. Although the system probably predated him
he woul d order stepped-up life quotas strictly out of paranoia. The top
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| eadershi p's one nightmare would be a declining birthrate.

"Surely you can quit. A sinple operation—=

She | aughed derisively. "Sure. And forget all about being reborn into a new
body. Because you | ack any useful skills, there's only the dirtiest |abor jobs
to nmake any sort of a living, and that would be only if they let you. Most
likely you'd just not find a job, be declared a vagrant, and then it's a one-way
trip to the mines, or maybe they'd just knock you off. Those mines are nostly
aut onat ed—rpst fol ks don't think too many people are really sent anywhere."

More information to file, but the subject was beconing increasingly unpl easant.
"I don't know about that |ack of useful skills, though,”" | told her. "You have a
pretty good vocabul ary."

She shrugged. "Mostly sel f-taught. You get bored and have to do sonething, A lot

of girls are artists or try and wite stuff or things like that. Me, | just read
and watch tah's bootlegs. Hell, I'mjust twenty, bore four kids with another
comn' in six nonths, and I'malready clinbing the walls. | got fifteen, naybe
twenty nore years of this before they let ne out. And you know what they'll do?

G ve nme another fifteen-year-old girl's body and put nme back at it again! After
twenty years |'d be an expert at nothin' but notherhood."

The bitterness and frustration in her voice was very real, and for the first
time | understood Otah's attitude and the attitude of npbst Cerberans toward both
the nothers and the subject of children. Nobody liked to think of children,
since they realized that was where their new bodi es woul d come from Having once
been young thenselves, they really didn't like to think they were robbing sone
kid of alifetine, advancing himor her fromfifteen or forty-five in one step,
per haps condeming himor her to death or forced | abor on sonme airless noon.
They knew-but they wanted to live, wanted their new bodies, and so they just
didn't talk about it, tried not to think about it, on the grounds that facts

i gnored were not facts at all. Seeing those who bore those children brought up
all the guilt, so they were treated in the sane way as people with sone horrible
di sease. And they did carry such a plague—+t was call ed conscience.

What this told nme was that they had already sold their souls. Sold themto
Wagant Laroo. The popul ati on of Cerberus took on a whole new light for ne that
day, there in the bright sunshine and salt air. | renenbered old horror stories
of vanpires—the living dead who drank the blood of the living to survive, to be
imortal. And that's what Cerberus really was—a planet of vanpires.

You're lucky to be sent to Cerberus. Here you mght live forever

Yeah, in absolute slavery to a government that could grant you eternal |ife-at
the cost of an innocent child' s life—er take it away.

"l don't understand why they don't just invest in cloning," | told her. "They
woul d still control the bodies and thus the people."

"They can't," she told nme. "The Warden organismcan't cope with a clone in the
early stages. The natural way's the only way on any of the D anond worl ds."
Well, so much for the easy way out, | told nmyself. Still, there had to be better
ways than this. Better managed with |l ess heartbreak. | took a fresh | ook at
Sanda Tyne. Tragic figure, perhaps, but the ultimte vanpire herself.

"I would think the lure of eternal life wouldn't be enough for some people," |

noted. "Some night prefer death."”

"Not outside the notherhood," she responded. "And inside, yes, you're right. But
they nmonitor us very carefully for signs of depression and suicidal tendencies.
Al nost nobody really goes through with it—saybe two or three a year. The
rest—well, | guess the will tolive is too strong. And if you try it and don't
make it, they can put you through the ringer. You don't have to have nmuch of a
brain to do what we do. They take you into a little room point alittle |aser
probe here"—she pointed to her forehead—and zap! You wal k around with this nice
little smle on your face and you don't do or think of nothin', but you can

still have babies." She shivered. "I think I'd rather die than that—but you see?
The penalty for not dyin' is so nuch worse."
What a cheery afternoon |I'm having, | thought sourly. Still, | truly understood

and synpat hi zed with Sanda and the others like her. There were better ways, |
felt sure. Not |less cruel, perhaps, to sone of the children, for there would be
a revolution here if the new bodies for old potential was destroyed, but at
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| east for the people like Sanda. A technol ogical world should allow nothers to
be anything they wanted as well, and it should be able to neet its need not only
to grow but also to replace. There was a sinple systemthat would at |east put
the responsibility where it bel onged.

Everyone could be forced to bear his own replacenent. Then he al one woul d have
the option of killing his offspring or hinself in the normal way. And, with body
swi tching, assumng sterility was ended, everyone could bear his own
replacenent. That it was the only fair way. It wouldn't end cruelty to the kids
who got stuck as replacenents, but far fewer would take that opti on—and nobody
could sweep the responsibility under a nental rug.

Thi s body-swi tchi ng busi ness sounded great at the begi nning, but | was begi nning
now to see it for what it was—a disease. A disease that was popul ati on-wi de and
required a totalitarian systemto maintain.

This realization nade ny assignnent easier—and nore urgent. | no | onger had any
t hought what soever about not doing away with Wagant Laroo. And, at least for the
period of tine needed to create a real social revolution on Cerberus, | intended

to be Lord nysel f.

CHAPTER FI VE
A dimer of a Plan

Over the next few weeks | continued to neet with Sanda, whom | not only felt
sorry for but genuinely liked. She seened to enjoy the conpany of sonmeone froma
pl ace she woul d never see and a background she coul d hardly inmagi ne—ene who
treated her as a person, not a pariah. | was, however, beconing restless and a
little inpatient. By this point | felt | had enough contacts and enough el enents
put together to get into action. But | |acked the proper starting point, the
opening | needed to have any chance of success.

My | ong-range objective was clear: locate and kill Wagant Laroo, then sonehow
assune political control of the syndicalist nmachinery that would allow ne to
retailor this world for the better. The fact that ny plan dovetailed with the

wi shes of the Confederacy was all to the good, since | didn't want any problens
fromthat quarter and | knew that sonehow they were keepi ng tabs on ne, probably
with the aid of blacknmail able agents down here —exiles with fam |y or sonething
el se to | ose back hone.

My experience at Tooker convinced ne that conputer and robotic science on
Cerberus was too far behind the Confederacy to be directly linked to the alien
robots, but | still had suspicions. At least a fewreally good mnds in the
organi ¢ conputer field had wound up here. Though their names occasionally
cropped up in shoptalk at parties and the like, they were nowhere in evidence.

O course Tooker wasn't the only or even the largest computer firmon Cerberus,
but it was definitely a niddleweight in the econonmi c nainstream unlikely to be
|l eft out of any mejor deals. Part of the trouble was | was still too | ow down in
the hierarchical ranks to even hear the tunors of anything so secret.

Therefore, several steps had to be taken before I could even consider Laroo, one
being | first had to make friends in high places who could be of help with such
information as well as with favors. | al so needed consi derably nore noney than
had or could easily nake—and some way to conceal it if | could figure out a way.
Not that | couldn't steal noney from banks-—that was relatively easy with this
conmput er system The trouble was, noney had to be put sonewhere. In an
all-electronic currency systemit would show a conspi cuous bul ge. To di sguise a
stash properly would take a mmjor operation with mjor resources. |In other
words, it would take a fortune to steal and hide a fortune.

Finally, after noney and influence, |'d need sonebody on the inside of Laroo's
top operation. No nean trick. But that was the |ast of ny problens and was
contingent on the other two.

| traveled to Akeba one weekend nostly thinking these dark thoughts and hoping
sonet hing woul d break ny way. | had to go down there now to see Sanda, who was
starting to show and so was generally restricted to her area, nore by social
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customthan by any firmlaw.

Akeba House was a huge conplex located on its own network. It resenbled the
hotel 1'd stayed in ny first night in town. | could see a sw nm ng pool, various
game courts, and other resortlike additions, and was told there were nore such
inside. But it was restricted territory, so | could get only to the gate.

Sanda had left a nessage for ne at the gatehouse that she was down on the docks.
I took the public el evator down. Just outside the conpound was a small conpl ex
of commerical traw ers and bork-hunting boats, nostly the commercial type that
protected the waternmen rather than the sports charter type.

Sanda, out on a dock next to a formnidabl e-looking hunter-killer bgat, spotted

me, called, and waved. | anbl ed over, wondering what she was doi ng down here.
"QM n! Cone on! | want you to neet Dylan Kohl!" she told nme, and together we
boarded the boat. It was sleek and functional with twenty-five centineters or
more of arnor plate, a retractable hydrofoil, and a nasty-Iooking cannon. The
vessel |ooked nore like a warship than a commercial boat. 1'd never been on one
before, but found it fascinating.

Dyl an Kohl turned out to be a tall, tanned, nuscul ar-Iooki ng young woman weari ng

a sunshade, dark gl asses, some very brief shorts and tennis shoes. Snoking a
huge, fat Charon-inport cigar, she was working on sone sort of electronics
consol e near the forward turret. At our approach, she dropped a snmall tool and
turned to nmeet us.

"So you're Quan," she said, her voice |ow and hard, putting out a hand. "I Ve
heard a | ot about you."

| shook the hand. A hell of a grip, | noted. "And you're Dyl an Kohl, about whom
I'"ve never heard a word up to this nonent," | responded.

She | aughed. "Well, until you came along | was the only conversati on Sanda had
on a nore than business basis outside the House."

"Dylan's a rare hope," Sanda added. "She's the only person | know who ever got
out of the notherhood."

That raised nmy eyebrows. "Ch? And how d you nmanage that? |'ve been hearing how
i mpossible it was."

"I's,” Dylan told ne. "I cheated. | did it crooked, | admit, but | never
regretted doing so. | drugged ny way out"

"Drugged? Even caffeine and other stinulants usually get pushed out in an hour
or less."

She nodded. "Sone drugs work. Stuff distilled from Warden plants, particularly
ones fromLilith. Strictly controlled, government use only—but | nmanaged to get
alittle of a hypnotic. Let's not go into how. Swapped with a Cass ||
dockwor ker . "

We wal ked back to the aft section behind the pilot house, which had been set up
as a sun deck while in port. | settled into a chair and so did Sanda. Dyl an went
bel ow and returned with sone refreshing-1ooking drinks laced with fruit. She
then stretched out on a collapsible chaise tongue. | tried the drink—a little
too sweet for ny taste, but not at all bad.

Dyl an's hard, determi ned manner contrasted sharply with Sanda's. No nmatter what
body she'd originally had, it was hard to inagi ne her as a professional nother.
"This dock down here did it," she began. "Watching the boats go in and out,
hearing the stories, seeing the expressions on the faces of those who went out

and cane back every day. | don't know. Something in ny head, | guess. |'ve had a
|l ot of lovers, but |'ve been married to the sea ever since | can renenber. It
showed, | think—the water people would always talk to ne. W& had the sane
feelings. One of "emfinally took a risk and smuggled me out on a run. | was
hooked. | knew that no matter what happened sonehow | had to work the boats.

Just shows that if you have enough smarts and you want somrethi ng bad enough you
can get it. | keep telling Sanda that when she's down."

| smiled and nodded. | was beginning to Iike Dylan Kohl quite a bit. Al though I
didn't share her love for the sea, in general attitudes her nmind paralleled ny
own.

"This is your boat, | take it?"
She nodded "Every rivet and plate. Once | was out of the House | was determ ned
to make nyself a Cass | secure, and to do it with boat work. 1'd go out with
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"emon ny owmn fromtime to tinme, filling in where they needed hel p while doing
my dock cl eanup job. Wen openings cane along, | got signed on as crew. There
are usually openings in this business, but you gotta be crazy to be init to
begin with. On a world where everybody's trying to live forever |I love a job
where you get to be captain by surviving |long enough. Eventually you either have
your own boat or get swallowed whole or in little pieces. | wouldn't have it any
ot her way."

"You're the captain, then?"

She nodded. "Shorter tine than nost, I'mtold. Four years. |I'mthe sole survivor
of her original crew of six. They were a pretty sloppy bunch, though—t's why I
pi cked 'em
Here was one tough woman, | told nyself. And, | guess, you had to be in this

ki nd of business. As she said, nobst Cerberans tried as hard as they could to
stay away from any sort of danger, with death feared far nore than any pl ace
where people died naturally and normally. But in her business you constantly
courted danger. It was often fatal business.

"Ever been on a bork hunt?" she asked.

I shook ny head slowy fromside to side. "No, never really had the inclination
after seeing the pictures.”

"Aw, there's nothing like it," she enthused. "Going in and out against the thing
at thirty to forty knots, your skill, know edge, and refl exes agai nst the
monster's. You don't feel bad about killing them either—they're so nasty and
good-for-nothing. And you're saving the lives and livelihood of the salts who
work the deeps. You feel good about it—and | amgood at it. In seven nonths now
as cap | haven't lost a crew nenber. Wiy, just the other day we were down off
Laroo's Island and we—-

"What!" | exclainmed, alnpbst rising to ny feet "Were?"

She stopped and appeared slightly annoyed at being interrupted. "Wy, Laroo's
Island. It's a little out of nmy territory, about a hundred and forty kil oneters
sout heast of here, but we got to chasing a big one. A real challenge. You get
like that."

"You mean WAagant Laroo?"

"There's two?"

Suddenly | was very interested in bork hunting.

Careful ly, though, | steered the conversation away from Laroo and back into her
tales of the hunt, which she obviously enjoyed repeating to a new audi ence.
could see Sanda with stars in her eyes at hearing all this. Even if she didn't
feel like hunting borks, Dylan Kohl was the enbodi nent of her ideal. The
hero-worship went really deep

I nwardly, though, |I felt sone excitenent and nentally checked ny programmed map
of Cerberus—nothing marked "Laroo's Island" on it. Taking a look to the

sout heast of Akeba, | detected only a couple of possibilities, isolated groves
of great trees separated fromthe main body by perhaps thirty or nore

kil omet ers.

| began to see an unseen overhand in my current position and |ocation. The
Warden worlds weren't as free of some Confederacy nachinations as they liked to
t hi nk,

| saw nore of Dylan after that, generally but not always acconpani ed by Sanda,
and eventually eked out nore information on Laroo's Island. The Lord of Cerberus
was a secretive man, one who enjoyed power but not the celebrity that usually
went with it. The island was neither the headquarters of the governnent nor his
official residence, but he was there as often as possible.

The place was reputed to be truly grand, the ultimate in resorts. It was al so
constantly patrolled by air and ship, approaches nonitored by just about every
known surveillance system |f sonmehow you beat it, you then had to pass a brain
scan to keep fromgetting creaned automatically. It was in fact as nearly

i npregnable a fortress as the Lord of the Dianond, Boss of all Bosses, Chairnman
of the Council of Syndicates, could design

Li ke all absolute dictators, Wagant Laroo feared assassination the nost—and nore
than any others, since that was the only way of getting rid of himor allow ng
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his syndicate chiefs to nove up to the top thensel ves. He hinself had gotten the
job by judicious and legally untraceable elimnations.

Vell, I didn't want to wait twenty or thirty years to nove up the | adder. Not
only did I not have that much patience, but there was nore of a chance that
somet hing would go wong in such a slowrise than by the nore direct fbute. But
the chall enge was beconming irresistible on its own nerits. The little-seen
political boss in his inpregnable fortress! Just perfect.

Al the elenents were now in place for a break when it presented itself, and it
did so a bit sooner than expected, judging by the worried expressi on on Turgan
Sugal 's face. Sugal was the Tooker plant nanager, a pretty good one who took an
extraordinary interest in every facet of the business. Even those of us on the

| owest end of the seniority scale knew him for he was al ways about, checking on
us, naking suggestions, socializing, playing on all the conpany teans. He was,
in fact, a very popul ar boss, and highly accessible. He'd been around a whil e,
too. Although his current body was barely thirty, he was said to be al nost a
hundred years ol d.

He | ooked the hundred, though, when he dropped down to my departnment to tell ne

he woul dn't be able to play in the conmpany cordball gane that evening. | was
captain of the team
"What's the matter?" | asked him genuinely concerned. "You |look like a man

about to have his head chopped off."

"Not quite that bad," he responded glumy, "but bad | enough. We just got the
next quarter's production quota and allocations fromthe syndicate. They're
sky-high. At the sane tine they're yanking several key people fromme for sone
big project upstairs. Khangirt's been out to get ne for years, and he's dropped

the whol e I oad on ny shoulders. | don't see how we can neet the quotas with a
reduced force, and it's nmy neck if we don't."
"Can't you lay off some of the stuff to the other plants?" | asked. "Or get sone

hel p fromthem on personnel, anyway?"

He shook his head. "Nornmally, yeah, but Khangirt really nmeans business this tine
and he's refused. He's never liked nmy way of doi ng business, anyway, and canning
me has al ways been a big goal." He paused and chuckl ed. "And you thought when
you were the boss you didn't have to worry about this kind of shit any nore,
didn't you?"

I returned the chuckle. "No, | know the score very well. Remenber, | had a | ong
life and job before | ever got to this planet."

He nodded. "Yeah. That's right—you' re from Cutside. | keep forgetting. Mybe
that's why you're easier to talk to, huh?"

"A damm si ght cheaper than a psych, anyway," | joked, but ny m nd was already
working. Here it was, | could feel it. Here was the break, the start in the
chain that would eventually | ead me to Wagant Laroo

"Tell me, M. Sugal," | said slowy, choosing nmy pace with care, "how woul d

things go next quarter if President Khangirt wasn't president any nore?"

He paused and | ooked at ne quizzically. "Wat are you suggesting? That | kil

hi n? That's damed hard and you know it."

That statenent gave nme an inward chuckle, since Khangirt was a little enough
fish that | could probably have taken himout effortlessly. But |I hardly wanted
to betray nyself as a pro in that area. Not yet. Too nany other nervous bosses
woul d see nme as a threat.

"Uh-uh," | answered him "I'mtal king about getting him canned."

Sugal snorted derisively. "Hell, Zhang, you'd have to prove gross inconpetence,
direct and prol onged mi smanagenent, or crimnal intent against the state—and as
much as | hate the son of a bitch, | don't think he's guilty of any of those
things."

"Whether he is or isn't is beside the point," | told him "Suppose | could hang
one of those on hi manyway?"

"Are you crazy? What you're saying is inpossible!" he responded, but he sat
down.

"Not only not inpossible, but not even that hard if a little luck is riding with
me—and it usually is. I"'mpretty sure such a thing has been done before, many
times. | studied the histories of a |lot of our syndicate bosses and corporation
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presidents. This is a technological world founded by technol ogical crininals,

M. Sugal. Founded by themand run by them"

He shook his head in disbelief. "That's absurd. | woul d have heard about it."
"Whul d they tell you? So you could do it to then? Look, even Laroo has been on
Cerberus less tinme than you' ve been around by far, and | ook what happened to
him™"

Sugal considered that. "How would you do it?"

"G ven, say, a week and a little inside information. I'll know exactly. | have a
rough plan in mind, but it'll need fine-tuning, the kind that can only cone when
it has a specific objective and target."

He | ooked at ne sonewhat uneasily. "And why would you do this? For ne? Don't
give ne that bull."

"No, for ne. What woul d happen to your position if | could do it? Were would
that | eave you?"

"Probably as a senior vice-president," he told ne. "Higher up, certainly,
particularly since I'd know it was coi ni ng when nobody el se did and woul d be

able to pave the way. | know how to do it, but the only opening to the top | had
a chance at Khangirt took. Still, as | said before, what's in it for you? | can
hardly pronote you to plant manager so suddenly."

"No, | don't want nuch of an advancenent,” | told him "In fact, |'mthinking of

a different direction for nyself. One safe for you. Do you know Hroyasail ?"
Again he was caught a little off-guard, which was fine. "Yeah, it's one of our
subsi diaries. Harvests skrit offshore. W use sone of the chemicals fromit in
maki ng insul ators. Wy?"

"I want it," | told him "R ght now the place doesn't even have a president. A
conpany accountant comes down three or four tinmes a year fromthe hone office
and that's about it."

"Sure. Sonething that small usually doesn't need one."

"I think it does. Me. And the position's already provided for, at |east on the
organi zational chart. Al it needs is certification by a senior official. You
could do that as plant manager—but |'d prefer it com ng froma senior

Vi ce-president, say."

"Now what in hell would you want that for?"

"My own reasons. But it's a nonthreatening position. The kind of job they'l
give you if Khangirt gets his way and you fail to nmeet quota. A pasture job. It
pays well, has few responsibilities, has no experience prerequisites, and is
still within the conpany. And of course as a conpany president |'d |ove to drop
around occasionally and gossip with a senior vice-president of ny parent
corporation."

He thought it over. "Supposi ng—ust supposing—you could pull it off. And, again

just supposing, | could finagle that post for you. Wuld | have to watch ny own
back, then?"
"No, " | responded as sincerely as | could. "I"'mnot interested in your job,

present or future. That kind of stuff would drive nme nuts. This is a conpany
world and |'mjust not the conpany type. Believe nme, M. Sugal, nothing in any
of nmy plans would in any way harmyou now or in the future. | like and admre
you—but we're two different sorts with two different directions to follow "

"I think | believe you," he told nme, still sounding uneasy, "but I'mstill not
sure if | shouldn't be afraid of you."

"What can you | ose? They have you at their nercy now. |'mgoing to do sonething,
not you. You alone will know that | did it—but neither of us will be able to
ever use the information against the other because that's the only way both of
us can ever be incrimnated. If | fail, you're no worse off than you are now. |If
| succeed, we both get what we want. How about it?"

1"l believe you can do it when | see it done," he said skeptically, "but

can't see anything against it, either."

I grinned. "You provide me with a few inportant bits of information, and I'|

al nost guarantee it. A deal's a deal." | |ooked at nmy watch. "And now, if you'l
excuse nme, |'mgoing dowmn to change for the game. Sure you won't play?"

He shook his head. "Big neeting tonight with the area managers. But—good | uck."
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"I try and keep luck out of it, sir," I told him

CHAPTER SI X
Pr epar ati ons

Sanda Tyne, Dyl an Kohl, Turgan Sugal, and, yes, even fat Otah. Especially him
The el ements were all there.
The first thing | did was drop down to a store and buy an arm oad of electric

slates. | needed a lot of plotting and planning with hard copy, but I wanted no
trace whatsoever to remain after. No innocent slips of paper, no idle tracing to
betray ne. Wen the deed was acconplished, |'d have to stay well protected. The

scam woul d be absolute and it would work, but those higher up, far beyond
Khamgirt, would snell a rat somewhere, if only because they were variations of
people |like ne and woul d have a nose for it. They'd know what had occurred was a
frame, but even as they allowed Khangirt to be |led away to oblivion of some kind
they'd be searching for the culprit Khangirt woul dn't be sacked because they
believed himguilty, but for being so sloppy as to allow such a dirty trick to
be played on him

Dyl an had exploited much the sane weakness in the system when she had broken
free of the notherhood by using a drug nost people had never heard about or
believed existed. | had no access to such substances, and even if | mght get
some that wasn't what | wanted. Any controlled substances, particularly those
fromoffworld, could be traced by a determ ned group of investigators. The key
to this plan as it devel oped was that, even if they figured it out, they would
reject the explanation because of its very absurdity. | liked that touch

Even as Sugal got ne what | wanted to know—nformation on night shifts in
certain parts of Tooker, various routine business transfer codes, and facts
about certain basic conputers supplied by Tooker to borough agenci es—+ started
out to conplete nmy subtle recruitnment. This was not sonething that coul d be done
al one, although | would have preferred to do it that way. But what had to be
acconplished in very little tine was too spread out and conpl ex for any one

person to manage. Furthernore, | wanted no chance of interruptions by third
parties who m ght have to be dealt with, so | had to control everybody in the
area for a stated period of tine. That woul d be tough. However, | had sone

things to offer, and some interested parties to offer themto.

By now | had Dyl an's neasure pretty well and was certain of her ability to keep
things quiet, including herself, and of her guts to pull off her assignnent.
Sanda was the problem Now over seven nonths pregnant, she had little freedom of
movenent, and her life in that cloister was beyond ny checking. She'd go al ong
with my plan, of course, but | had to trust Dylan's judgment that she'd keep her
mout h shut about it.

| decided on Dylan first, just because | needed her final evaluation on ny
pregnant potential weak |ink

I had to wait for the weekend to get down there, though, because | needed the
time with the informati on Sugal supplied to work things out. Also after a day
chasing borks or at least patrolling for themand then cl eaning and checking the
boat, Dylan was not very lively conmpany in the evenings. In one way we were

i nconpati bl e: anybody who |iked getting up at dawn to go to work was a bit
strange and i nconprehensible in nmy book

| arranged to nmeet her at a small club in town to make sure that Sanda woul dn't
be around. We'd met like this a couple of tines before, just to be social —and we
had gotten very social the last tinme—but this neeting would be slightly
different. She was a very attractive woman, though, and even nore so when she
dressed for a night on the town rather than a day on the sea.

We ordered dinner and nostly exchanged small talk, then ate and went out to a
smal |l cabaret and did a little drinking and dancing. At the end of the evening,
we went over to her apartment as-we had before, but this time | had sonething
addi tional in mnd.

And at the right monent as | judged it, while we lay there, relaxed, | finally
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got to the point. In fact, she provided the opening. "You seened distracted, far
away tonight," she noted. "Something wong with you? O is it me?"

"No, nothing's wong," | assured her, "but, yes, you're right. Dylan, it's tine
I came out in the open, | think, and |I hope |I know you well enough to trust
you. "

She sat up and | ooked at ne, half puzzled, half expectant

"Dyl an, we've gotten to know each other quite well. | think we sonmehow

conpl enent each other. And we've talked freely about ourselves, | think. Still,

what do you know about ne?"

"You're Qum n Zhang, you're a conputer programer for Tooker, and you cane from
Qutside," she replied. "And you've been an awful |ot of places across the

gal axy. You were | oadmaster on a spaceship. And, according to sone friends
know, your name is female on the civilized worlds. So? You trying to say you
were once a wonan? So what ?"

"l came here as a wonman, yes," | told her, taking the big ganble, "but | wasn't
born in that body. It was Quni n Zhang's body—but |I'mnot QaM n Zhang. Not the
ori gi nal one, anyway."

"I thought only Cerberans could do that."

"It's a different process. A nechanical one, basically. But | wasn't a crimna
and | wasn't a | oadnaster."

She was staring at ne, fascinated but not apprehensive. "So? Wiwo are you, then,
and what did you do?"

"I killed people the Confederacy wanted killed," | told her. "I tracked them
down, found themout, and killed them"

There was a sharp intake of breath, but no other reaction. Finally she asked,
"And they sent you here to kill sonmeone?"

I nodded. "Yes. But it's someone who needs it, and since |I'mstuck here the sane
as everybody else, that's inportant. They might try and kill ne if | didn't, but
that's beside the point. |I'mconfident enough they woul dn't succeed, and what
they want is what | want, too."

"Who?" she asked.

"Wagant Laroo," | told her

She whistled. "They don't think small, do they? And neither do you. Well, at

| east that explains why you were so interested in Laroo's Island."

I nodded. "lI'mgoing to do it, Dylan. Nothing is nore certain than that—-although
there are still a lot of steps in the way, and so a lot of time will pass before
| can do it. Still it will happen. Nobody is invul nerable, not even ne."

"Any particular reason why?"

"Problenms. It seens Laroo and the other Lords of the Di anbnd nade a deal with
sonme aliens to hel p conquer the Confederacy. | don't have real affection one way
or the other for the Confederacy, but | have a lot for the hunan race."
"These—al i ens. What are they |ike?"

"W don't know," | told her. "All we do know is they're so nonhunman that there's
no way they can do their own dirty work. That's why the Four Lords were hired.
I"'msure they figure they'll get revenge and be on the wi nning side, but we

don't know about these aliens. After they crack the Confederacy they m ght just
decide they don't need ms any nore, either. They're trying to find out all they
can about these creatures, whoever and whatever they are, but the only comon
link is the Warden Di anond. And one way of at |east throwing a curve is to
elimnate the Four Lords as currently constituted. A power struggle would

di srupt things, buy tine—and the new Lords might not be so thrilled about
cooperating with and trusting these allies. | drew Laroo, But after seeing how
he runs things here, 1'd like a shot at himanyway. There are better, freer ways
to run things than this, ones that don't cost people so much of their

sel f-respect.

You only have to think of the notherhood to know what | nean."

"I"'mnot too sure | follow that last bit, but the rest | understand," she said.
"l don't think anybody, not even the Four Lords, can comit people like me to
hel p these aliens. Al | keep thinking about is a race of sly, clever borks."
"Perhaps," | told her. "Or they mght be a | ot nore appealing—t mnmakes no
difference. We don't know anything except that they're very nonhuman. Until |
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get a lot nore assurances, that's all | need to know. W here in the Warden

D anond are sitting ducks when they don't need us any nore. A civilization
capabl e of crossing space and subtle enough to hire the Four Lords isn't one
could trust with ny future."

She was silent for a nonent, finally lighting one of those big cigars that took
a fair share of her pay. Finally, in a haze of snpke, she asked softly, "Qw n?
Way are you telling ne this?"

"The first step is influence. | need influential friends in high places who can
give ne information. Dylan, who owns your boat?"
"Hroyasail, of course. Wy?"

"Who' s president of Hroyasail ?"

"Nobody. | told you that."

I nodded. "Suppose | was president of Hroyasail? Set the salaries, got better
parts, newer equi pnent—the best."

"What the hell are you tal king about ?"

"Suppose we ran Hroyasail, you and I. Not just a captain whose job can be cut by
sonme bureaucrat, but really running the place. Boss. Sound interesting?"

"Go on."

"l need you to make that possible. You and one other. |I'mtalking about

sonet hing crimnal, but nobody gets killed or, | hope, even hurt. What | have in
mnd will take sone guts, but | know you have that. Are you wlling?"

"l don't know what the hell you're tal king about."

"I"'mgoing to get the president of Tooker fired. 1'mgoing to totally discredit

him As a result, certain high-placed officials will nove up and be grateful to

me. They'll give nme Hroyasail and a big bank account and informati on when | need
it. See?"

"You can do that?"

| smled. "Easily. |If they haven't changed the fire alarmsystemin the borough
in the past three years."

"What ?"

| spent the night with Dylan, and over breakfast we di scussed the other problem
"Unl ess you can think of sonebody quickly who I would trust, and you could
trust, for an operation like this, we'll need Sanda as well," | told her. "She's
got brains and spunk, and she can do the job, | think. But can we rely on her
not to talk? | can't get into Akeba House to see what she's |ike away fromthe
rest of us. You were there once. Wat do you think?"

"She'd be a good choice," she agreed. "She's got the biggest crush on you I've
ever seen. But to do what you're proposing—+ don't think the tenptation is

possible for her to resist. She'll blowit there."

"If | promise her a way out of the Mdtherhood free and clear at a | ater date?

Ri ght now | need her where she is. | need that expense account she has, and that
anonynmty as well. But when we're done, | can get her out."

"I don't know. The prom se of sonething |ater versus something nowisn't easy to
handl e when you're faced with it."

"I think I can handle that part," | assured her. "The questionis, if | trick
her back into her own body, will she blowthe thing just for spite?”

"Nobody can say," she said honestly. "But nmy gut instinct is that she wouldn't.
She's got it bad for you. For that matter, so do I, damm it. Qan, is that all
amto you? Sonebody to acconplish your mission, then be paid off?"

I took her hand and squeezed it. "No," | responded gently. "No, you're a |ot
nmore than that. And so is Sanda."
She smled. "I wish | knew for sure. | really do. Sonebody like youis alittle

out of ny | eague, you know, and way out of Sanda's. You were born, bred, and
trained for your job. People trust you and don't know why. People confide in you
and don't know why. Wenen fall for you and don't know why. | wonder whether even
you know what about you is real."

"In the past, in the old days, you' d be right," | responded honestly. "But not
here now, and for the future on Cerberus. This is ny hone now. M/ pernmanent

honme, and ny life. It's different now, Dylan, and so am|. Look, |'ve just put
my life in your hands by what |'ve told you. You can see that, surely?"
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"Well, there is that," she adnmitted, and fini shed her breakfast.
On Dylan's advice, | decided to talk to Sanda alone first, then let her go talk

to Dylan afterward. | decided not to be as honest with her as | had been with
Dyl an, nostly because | was less sure of her abilities to keep things quiet
"Dylan and | are going to try to do sonething very risky," | told her
"Basically, |I've got a setup that could put nme in control of Hroyasail if the

| aw can be successfully bent, shall we say."

She was interested and fascinated. | could see the romance of it all catching on

inside her. This was the |and of thing "real world" people did, not the nothers
of Akeba House

"Now," | continued carefully, "before | go any further, | have to warn you of
sonmething. This is no gane. If | tell you nore, you'll hold both ny life and
Dyl an's in your hands because they' Il kill us if there's any leak, if there's

even the slightest suspicion. That neans no tal king to anyone except for the two
of us—and no excitenent, no betrayal of even the fact that you have secrets to
keep, or you'll do us in. We need help, but not if you don't think you can
handl e it. Understand?"

She nodded. "You're afraid | can't keep it to nysel f?"

"There's nothing personal, but both you and Dyl an have told nme about |ife inside
that harem and it's sounds |ike harens throughout past history. You sit around,
you tal k, you gossip, you know each other so well you note when sonething' s not
right with sonmebody el se and the word gets spread all over. Be very honest—do
you think you could keep sonmething like this to yoursel f?"

"I think I can," she responded.

"Not think. Know Be absolutely sure of yourself or it stops here and we find
sonmebody el se."

"I"'msure. | wouldn't:—eouldn't—do anything that might hurt you or Dylan."

"Al'l right, then. We really do need you on this for what you can tell ne even
now. You had sone nurse's training?"

She nodded. "We all do. Some nore than others, but | got interested. Dylan knows
nmore than nme, though. She was at it |onger."

I nodded. "All | need is sonme basic information right now. The first question
is, have you ever been hypnotized?"

She nodded. "Sure. We do it all the time for deliveries, since we can't use much
in the way of anesthetics. Not too many fol ks on Cerberus will come anywhere
near hypnotism though."

That was certainly true. You put total control of what body you wore and what
body you woul d wear into soneone el se's hands, and that was sonething you didn't
do lightly. Not here

"All right," | told her, "nowbBylan told me that on special occasions sone of
the nmothers would switch so those in the |ate stages of pregnancy could go out.
Just a tenporary courtesy."”

"That's right. It's not usual, but we've all done it."

"Good. Can you think of anybody you might be able to switch with for a full day
and ni ght ?"

She thought a nmonent "Yeah. | guess so. Marga, maybe, although |I'd owe her one.
When woul d this be?"

"Two weeks from now. Friday evening through Saturday evening or maybe Sunday

nor ni ng. "

"Il work it out."

"Good. Talk it over with Dylan, too, all you want. |I'm going to be doing dry
runs and setups au week. Next weekend I'Il work out a little test or two to see
if there are any kinks in company security. Now, two nore things." | fished a

coupl e of papers from ny pocket and handed themto her. She | ooked at them
qui zzi cal | y.

"What are these?"

"Renmenber O ah?"

"Yeah?"

"Wl |, he does a lot of interesting bootlegs other than just entertai nment," |
told her. "If | came in with those, though, he m ght get suspicious, and the
money would still be missing frommy account. | want you—er sonebody el se who
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won't ask questions and can act for you—to go into ah's place with those and
ask for those specific parts. Tell himthey are required spares for a surprise
fire inspection at Akeba House. Tell himthat they have to be exactly like those
on the sheet because of special equipnent in the House. If he presses further,
act ignorant of any nore, but insist he nake those specific parts, wthout
variations and w thout substitutions."

She | ooked at the diagrans, then turned themfirst one way, then upside down.
"It won't be hard to pretend ignorance. Wat are they?"

"Conputer nenory chips,” | told her. "I need 'em as soon as possible, but
definitely within a week. Understand?"

She nodded. "He nmkes these things?"

"He can have them nade."

"How nuch should | pay for then?"

"You have alnobst unlimted credit, you said. It's why |I've |l et you buy ne so
many di nners. The price'll be high, since the transaction is under the counter
Probably two or three hundred units each.”

She whistled. "Ww. "

"Too steep for you?"

"No, but it's nore than |I'mever used to paying."

"WIIl it show up in your personal account?"

"Ch, no. W don't have them It's another way they keep us barefoot and
pregnant. It's the House account.”

I nodded to nyself, then pulled her close and kissed her. "You know," | said, "I
never realized before how sexy a pregnant wonman can be to a man."

By God, | told nyself, this crazy, insane, totally absurd plot was going to

wor k!

"Tell me about nuraform” | asked themon the boat Friday night.
"It's an anesthetic, one of the few that works here," Dylan replied. "A couple
of whiffs and you'll go out like a light for twenty minutes or so—but you won't

be able to change bodies with it. That's why it's approved at all. Mjor
operations and stuff like that, or on-the-job accidents where sonebody's in
great pain. But it's a controlled substance. Doctors and nedi cal personne

only."

"That's no trouble," | replied. "The conpany dispensary keeps sone around. | can
steal it pretty easy."

"Why bot her?" she asked nme, and pulled a small nagnakey from her pocket "We

al ways carry a small supply on the boats."

I not only could have kissed her, 1 did.

"But what good's nurafornP" Sanda asked. "I nean, you can't switch with it, and
i f somebody's knocked out with it they'll know. "

"Not if they're asleep,” | told her. "Look, let's go on to other phases of this

operation. \What about the chips?”
"He took the job," Sanda told ne, "although it required sone real haggling, and

| had to do a lot of squirming. | also had to borrow Marga's body to get in
there, so l'mreally going to have to find sonething to get her."

"You figure that out and I'll get it," | assured her. "Nowwhen will you have

t hent?'

"Tuesday. He was pretty firmabout that, no matter what. | can send a nessenger
then, because it's prepaid."

"Ckay. I'll need 'em Tuesday evening, and |'Il drop down to pick themup. W're

| ooki ng good—fewer hitches than |I'd ever dreaned. You can do wonders when you're
doing a duty deed for the boss. The ampunt of information |'ve gotten would have
taken a year of hard and risky work."

"I still say you're crazy and this plan's insane," Dylan said, shaking her head.
"It's so crazy and so conplicated it can't possibly work."'

"You think they make this kind of operation easy? Look, every corporation

presi dent, every syndicate boss, got where he was by doing the insane and
crooked thing at just the right tinme. Even with that, their investigators wll
know t hey' ve been had. Wthin two weeks they'l|l have figured out how it was
done—al t hough, hopefully, not who did it, since |I'mnot even the one getting
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rewarded at the end but pastured instead. No, they'll conme up with the right
solution, all right, but the scheme is so crazy they won't believe it
thenselves, and that'||l stop that. As for its being conplicated-yes, | don't

like that. The nore conplicated sonething is, the nore likely it is to go wong.
But at least there are provisions alnost to the end to back out at any point, so
if we do our jobs properly there's mninmal risk of getting caught. Don't worry
about that part—ust worry about your own."

"I am" Dyl an responded gl umy.

"Look, let's go through the key rehearsal now. Just think about this, both of
you. |If it works, you, Dylan, will have your own boat under nobody's supervision
and no real worries—ndependent and secure. And you, Sanda, | pronise—f al

goes as planned, we're going to |liberate you fromthe not herhood and do it so
slickly that nobody will bat an eyelash. If you can be patient and not junp the
gun, the three of us might wind up running this damed world in a couple of

years."

Nei t her of them believed that, but they believed in ne and that was enough. It
usually was. Only this tinme, for a change, | wasn't just pulling a con to set up
a mssion. | really meant business.

"Now, let's see what sort of hypnotic subjects you are," | said.

Sanda went under quickly and easily. Dyl an resisted sonewhat, and | could

under stand why and synpathize with her. After a long struggle she was who and
what she wanted to be. Hypnosis was a threat to that. It took a good deal of
snoot h and soothing talk finally to get her to the point where she was willing.
Sanda had ronmance to gain and absolutely nothing to I ose in this whole

busi ness—+f we weren't caught on the spot. Dylan, on the other hand, had
relatively little to gain but was risking all that she held dear in this

busi ness. She was'n't really doing this for herself, but for ne, and | knew it.
I knew the routine well from past operations and had had a | ot of practice. 1'd
al so used Tooker's conputers to do a |ot of medical research on exactly how to
handl e this particular ticklish business, but actually doing so woul d not be
easy.

Being there alone in a boat |lounge with two attractive wonen in deep hypnosis
was somet hing of a kinky turn-on, but that feeling passed in a nminute. This was
busi ness. In the Confederacy there were drugs and devices that could do this
much better. But | was prevented fromusing the first by the Warden organi sm and
didn't have access to the second. That's why we | earned hypnosis fromthe start.
You never had the right stuff around when you really needed it.

They both seenmed to be asleep in their chairs, and | went over to Dylan first.
"Dylan, you will listen to nmy voice and nothing else, listen and trust ne and do
exactly as | say. Do you understand?"

"Yes." Sleepily, faraway.

"Answer mny questions truthfully, Dylan."

TowillL"

"Wbul d you ever betray nme or my m ssion?"

"I don't think so."

"Dyl an, why are you willing to do this?"

"Because you want it."

"But why is that so inportant? Wiy should you take risks for ne?"

"Because | —

"Yes?"

"I think I love you."

Love. A fascinating word and feeling. One | had used many tines but still didn't

qui te understand nyself. Certainly |ove was usually an abstract concept on
Cer ber us.
"You do | ove ne, don't you?"

"Yes."

"Very much. Very deeply. Mrre than you' ve ever |oved anyone, nore than you | ove
yoursel f."

"Yes."

"You would trust ne with your body, even your life."

"Yes."
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"And | could trust you with nmy body, ny life."

"You coul d."

I noved over to Sanda and repeated sone of the process.

"Wbul d you betray us or our m ssion?"

"No," she assured ne. "Never."

"Have you told anyone in the House about this?"

"No. "

"Has anyone there suspected you were up to sonething? Asked questions?"

"One or two."

"And what did you tell thenf"

"I said |l was in love with you and that you were in love with nme."

"Did they believe you and press no nore?"

"They were envious," she told ne. "They ask ne about you."

"And what do you tell then?"

"I tell themyou cane from Qutside and you work for Tooker."

"And what el se?"

The next segnent was nore than a little enbarrassing to ne personally. The
romantic fantasies this lonely and bored young woman had concocted were graphic
and hard to believe, and the inage of ne as sonmeone approachi ng godhood was
beyond any technique |1'd ever studied. Still, it was satisfactory. They would
under stand those fantasies for what they were and put down a | ot of her nervous
excitenent to neeting ne.

Her enotional patterns were at once sinpler and nore conplex than Dylan's or the
average person's. She loved, truly |loved, Dylan, but she worshi ped ne.

Conf ederacy agents are born and bred to their jobs and are as perfect as the

bi ol ogi cal and social sciences can nmake them for doi ng whatever needs to be
done.

As a youngster in the gane |I'd been anazed at how easily people could be turned,
how mal | eabl e they were in enotions and will if only the right words were said
at the right times, the right buttons pushed. It was sonmething |'d never really
t hought about, something that cane alnbst instinctively. Even now it stil
amazed nme. Two wonen were in love with ne and were willing to risk their necks
and who knew what el se for ne.

Even when they knew, as Dyl an knew, they still went along. And yet standing there
| ooking at the two wonen, | felt sonmething that | had never really felt before,
the stirrings of care, of concern, of real affection and approciation for these
two. Perhaps, | reflected, not quite understanding nmyself, | too could |ove. But
busi ness cane first.

I alnost held nmy breath before this next one, since without it the whole thing
woul d fall and have to be postponed. And tinme was runni ng out on Turgan Sugal,
and therefore on ne.

I had them both open their eyes and rise, facing ne. | instructed themto turn
and face each other.
"Feel inside yourselves," | instructed. "Feel your mnd. Feel the Wardens in

your mind, calling out, connecting you one to the other, talking to each other
mnd to mnd. Think of nothing else, concentrate on nothing else, but feel,

hear, as they reach out, your nmind to the other. Can you feel it?"

"Yes," they both answered in unison. "Dylan, you wish to be in Sanda's body. You
wish it nore than anything else in the world. It is a beautiful body, not a

nmot her's body, and it is the ideal body you have always dreamed of. You want to
be in that body. Flowinto it, Dylan. Beconme Sanda's body. Sanda, you will not
resist. You want to exchange bodies with Dylan. You will flowinto hers as she
into yours. And when your bodi es have changed, you will both go back and sit in
your chairs, still in a deep hypnotic sleep.”

Apparently when both were hypnotized and so instructed the exchange went nore
qui ckly and snmoothly than in the "natural"” way. Or so the conputers had told ne,
al t hough they al so warned that, once conplete, it would take another ten m nutes
or so to set in. Actually, although consciously the exchange was conpl ete at
that point, it took up to seventy-two hours for a true set, but that wasn't what
I was after. Al | wanted was a nental exchange, no nore.
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In less than ten minutes both wonen noved—and sat in each other's chairs. Dyl an
was now Sanda, and Sanda was nhow Dyl an.

I went over to the new Dylan. "Dylan? Can you hear nme?"

"Yes."

"Now, listen carefully. Soon | will awaken you, but you will still remain in a
deep hypnotic sl eep, even though awakened. And when you awaken, you will do the
foll owi ng exactly..."

Al though | was a master of autohypnosis and had even gotten to the point of
sensi ng the Wardens inside ny owm body, this was a bit too tricky to trust just

to nyself. So when she awakened, | allowed her to put nme under, and the process
was repeated, with ne going into Dylan's old body and Sanda into mne. W were
than all awakened, still under, and were able to conpare notes, reactions, and

the like. It looked like conplete conscious control even in the short tine

al | oned, and that satisfied nme. W switched back again and Dyl an brought ne out,
then | brought the two of them out, along with sonme handy posthypnotic

suggesti ons. The suggestions wouldn't last nore than a day or two, but tended to
be of the self-reinforcing type, in which each of them would put herself under
and repeat quite a |lot over and over. It was an advanced form of hypnosis with
limted use, but it was nore than handy for nenorizing things to do and to calm
nerves.

Al that afternoon we went over the plan again and again, until | was satisfied
that all three of us had what we were to do down pat. Sanda had received

permi ssion to spend the night on the boat as |ong as she was in safe and

encl osed quarters—their organi zation was run by a few i ncurable romanti cs,
too—and we had a fancy dinner sent down fromtown which we ate.on the aft deck
"One thing puzzles me," Dylan remarked. "It seems to ne you had all the elements
to make this plan first. Wich cane first—the elenents or the plan?"

| laughed. "The el ements, of course. The plan was tailored for what | could do
and what ny friends, associates, and close partners—you two—ould do. It was a
matter of stating the problemwhen it came up—Sugal's subtle forced ouster—and

then putting together all | had, all that | could have, and matching it up to
the chinks 1'd already found in this society's arnor. So far it's all worked
out—but if my research was wong and somet hing doesn't go right, well, 1'lI try

a different plan. Plans are easy—this one took only a few m nut es—but
execution's the hard part, since you never really know what's possible until you
try it. Like tonight."

Toni ght woul d be yet another test, really, and it would depend on ne nore than
anything. Al those two had to do was go to sleep, shielded fromeach other. I'd
have a nmore difficult task, and all ny plans and theories depended on it. It was
| ogical, ny conputers told ne, but there wasn't much nedi cal evidence to back it
up—for obvious reasons, | knew.

Which is why | sat, in a deep but aware hypnotic trance, in the sane room as
Dyl an but unshi el ded—yet a good five meters fromher bed. Sat and reached out
and felt the creatures in nmy mind. It was an eerie sensation, really. There was
no sight, sound, or snell to betray the Warden organi sm but when you were
deeply under—and occasionally while you were in a really deep sl eep—you could
hear them sense them talking.

Not talking in any sense that we understand, but there was some sort of
conmmuni cati on, sone sort of linkage, as if one could sense the individual cells
conmparing informati on el sewhere. An energy network, intangible, invisible, yet
very nuch there, creating a sense of |inkage not only between mi nds but between
literally everything solid around you

Under hypnotic control | was able to tune out rmuch of it, all but Dylan's

sl eeping form which seenmed alnost to burn with the tiny tendrils of

i mmeasurably small energy |inking one Warden organismto another. | could fee
nmysel f being al nost physically drawn to her, interconnecting with every part of
her body, linking nind to nind, arns to arns, legs to |legs, heart to heart. At
this point, nore deep than |I'd ever been, | understood a bit nore how those on
Lilith must feel who could comrand, send nessages through that network. One
coul d al so wonder, too, how such a creature as the Warden coul d have evol ved,
how it could possibly exist at all, on worlds otherwi se not so different from
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many man had conquered, and far less alien than nost. Wat are you? Who are you?
Way do you exist?

And there seened to be a faint answer somewhere, fromall around

We existl W live! W arel That is enough

Dyl an had gone fromlighter, dreamfilled sleep to that period people went
through several tinmes a night. Rigid, deep, dream ess. Her Wardens burned
bright, talking, singing along fields of invisible force-hers to mne and mne
to hers. And for the first tine conscious as it happened, we changed. It was a
strange experience, but not a terrifying one. There was sonething eerily
satisfying about it, my body building up a tension and then the core of ny being
flowing al ong those fields of force toward that sleeping body and the core of
hers to mne, providing a wondrous feeling | could not then and can not now
descri be.

| arose in the body of Dylan Kohl, feeling sonmehow exhil arated, high, powerful.

I went over to the dressing table, took the small bottle there and crept over to
my ol d body, sleeping uneasily in the lounge chair. Carefully | placed it under
his nose and pressed the stud, releasing a tiny whiff of vapor, which was

qui ckly inhal ed

The body sagged slightly and the breathing becane deeper, a bit | abored but no
real problem

I shook him "Dylan? Wake up." | shook harder. "Wake up, Dylan!" | al nost
shouted in his ear, and there was no reaction

Satisfied, | clicked on the stopwatch, then tried noving the body. Though Dyl an
was a strong worman, she was still weaker than | was used to being as a nan; |
tried all sorts of ways to rouse the sl eeper but got nowhere.

Finally I sat down on the bed to wait it out, going over every few m nutes and
trying again to rouse the unconscious form About the fourth or fifth tine |
tried, the figure groaned a little and turned slightly. | reached over and
clicked off the watch. Twenty-four m nutes and a few odd seconds. Tinme enough
Another mnute or so, and | was able to shake Dyl an awake. He shook his head and
rubbed his eyes for a nonent, seemingly unable to get his bearings, then sighed
and | ooked at ne. "So it does work."

| nodded, "Twenty-four mnutes, with nmy additional body weight. I'Il bet it's
| onger for your body. Any ill effects?"

"I feel dead tired but otherw se nothing nuch,” Dylan replied,

"Now it's your turn," | said. "Hi ppogryph."

The posthypnotic command took effect, sending her under quickly. Wth only a

m ni mal briefing—we'd been over this again and again earlier in the day—+ went
back over to the bed and stretched out. It was several mnutes before I could
rel ax enough to drift into sleep. The old excitenent, the old fun of this sort
of thing was rising fully in me once again.

W were able to get a reversal on ne in under three hours, which was very good

i ndeed, and then | tiptoed quietly into Sanda's partitioned and shielded side to
do nmuch the sane thing. | was tired, yes, but the hypnotic state was sonewhat
restful in and of itself and this was far nore inportant. | could call on nental
reserves when necessary.

I didn't use the nuraformon Sanda, since | didn't need to—y body had al ready
proven out—and | didn't want any risks in her condition to her body.

Sensorily, her body was also far different fromDylan's or ny owmn. The fetus

i nside her was far enough along that even now it had its own uni que Warden
pattern, one that | could sense, although its own Wardens were out of reach to
me, nust as the Wardens in the nolecules of the ship itself or the dock or the
bed. It was a curious feeling.

Arising in her body was al so sonething of a shock, as | was very nuch aware of
the pregnancy and the vast differences in ny new body, a body in a condition far
stranger than nerely the gender change fromnale to femal e and back again. My
awakeni ng on the prison ship that first tinme had al nost been di sappointing in
that it felt so little different. Sanda was a far nore startling experience

But | had proved ny theory and the heart of the scam Proved it absolutely. |
didn't know why soneone el se hadn't thought of it, too—but then again, nmaybe
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soneone had. If so, it would take a rare sneaky nmind like ny own, since it
required a know edge of hypnotismand the body as well, and had invol ved an
awful |ot of homework that | would have found nearly inpossible had | not worked
at Tooker and had its vast conputer systemto play wth.

Sanda's body was a marvel to nme; | don't know how anybody can cope with it. It
was awkward, and | felt bloated, and there were other sensations a bit too odd
to describe. | began to get sonme appreciation of why she wanted out of this

routine, although | couldn't believe it was liie this npost of the time. Still,

had to hang on for a bit, bring Sanda, now in ny body, around and awake, and
check out the one naggi ng doubt | had about my chosen personnel

It was the first time she'd been in a man's body and awake and under control,
unli ke the hypnotic experinent earlier on the deck. She took sone delight in the
body, and in exploring it. | suspected the additional contrast between the body
I was nowin, in the condition it was—roughly eight nonths pregnant—and ny own
top physical formonly added to her pleasure.

"Can't | stay like this a while?" he pleaded. "It feels so—free!"

I shook ny head sadly. "No, not now. You have to |l earn how to exchange for next
week, and it's already close to dawn."

"Ch, please! Just for one day? You don't know what it neans!"

"I think I do," | synpathized, "but, no. Control, Sanda. We'll do this again
tomorrow night if the House is willing to |let you stay another night, as
suspect they will. W don't have much tine, and we have a | ot of practice to

do."

He pouted. It was anusing to see the characteristics of Sanda in nmy body, as it
had tickled me to see sonme legit switchers in simlar circunstances. We |learn
our sexual and personality noves early on, and even on a body-switch world these
come through—en people with a clear sexual identity, such as the three of us.

"I think we ought to get to this," | told him "It's getting late, and you ni ght
get your wish by just keeping ne up a little longer." | was sonmewhat concerned.
The unfamiliar-feeling body woul d cause enough problens, but | was becoming nore
and nore awake. Sanda, in this body, had had a | ot nmore sleep than Dyl an or |
had had.

Sanda seened to sense that, too, and seened deternined to keep the argunent
going until it would go his way by default. Realizing this, | snapped, "WII |
have thi s probl em agai n next week, when our |ives depend on it?"

That brought himup short, and sounding a little apologetic, he replied, "Look

I'"'msorry. | won't cross you up."

"I know you won't," | said softly, then said, "Hippo-gryph."

Thank heavens for posthypnotic suggestion, | thought with relief. That was ny
ace in the hole for the next weekend too, of course. | crossed nmy fingers on

that one, lay down, and tried to get sone sleep, which was a long tine com ng.
The longer it took the nore afraid | became of being trapped in this body, and
the harder it was to get to sleep because of that fear. | finally managed,

t hough, cheating a bit with some aut ohypnosis.

The sun was bright and it was late in the norning when Sanda, again herself,
somewhat ruefully awakened ne.

One nore day of rehearsal, going over everything again and again, testing things
out again and again, and one nore night of testing, this time with Dyl an doi ng
the doubl e switching, and we were as ready as we'd ever be. If Gtah was as good
as his word, | had one extra setup to acconplish on nmy own, and then a little
sadi stic fun, and we'd be ready for Friday afternoon

CHAPTER SEVEN
Fi nal Set-up and Miuch Prayer

Tuesday afternoon, while | was still at work, | got a call from Sanda telling me
that a package had just been delivered to her at Akeba House. After | knocked
off for the day, | went down there to get it

I nmet her at the gatehouse, and we wal ked al ong the wood wal k to the sea. W
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| ooked down on the Hroyasail fleet, already tied up below, but | wasn't about to
disturb Dylan at this point. She had her work to do and | had nine.

"I still can't believe there's a whol e business in supplying special parts for
computers and stuff like that," Sanda told ne.

| grinned. "There's always sonme service |like that, and people like tah to
provide it."

"But what would anyone use it for, except maybe to conmmit a crinme?"

"Some of it's undoubtedly for that, but not much, or the authorities would shut
"emdown,"” | told her. "Alot of it is for people making their own nodifications
in their own hone or business equi prent —odi fications not approved by the

manuf acturer, who wants to control everything about his nmachines. Sone of it is
to nodify stock security systens so sonmebody can't get the master keys and
defeat them And some of it, like our cover story, is due to people forgetting
to fix stuff that's required by borough code, like fire and police al arns,
because they were | azy or because they were too cheap to get a nmi ntenance
contract, only to be caught with their pants down when inspectors pull a

surprise."

She shrugged and | ooked suspiciously at the unopened parcel. "How can you be
sure it'lIl work? O that Otah hasn't cheated you by supplying sone standard
part ?"

"He woul dn't stay in business long if he did that, but if he has, then the plan
won't work and we'll have to figure out sonething else, that's all."

"Wy so many, then?"

| grinned wi der. "Because the breakdown has to | ook natural. These are the same
standard chips used in the old and venerable systemthis borough's had for
years, only with slight changes. They're designed to react to different | oads on
the system W can't just have sonething break once—they'll just conme and fix
it. W have to have a repeated series of breakdowns, and that neans we have one
go bad, get fixed, then another go, and so forth."

"But won't that attract suspicion, too?"

"You don't know machi nes. When one part goes, others often follow No, the nore
failures they find, the nore the blame will be laid to the antiquated system
finally giving up under the strain of years. Trust me—t's ny business."

She put her armaround ne. "I do trust you, Quin. It's just all so-so
incredible. |I could never have cone up with an idea as crazy as this."
"Yeah," | said. "That's why people |ike ne—the good guys and the crooks—get away

with so nuch. The average person, even the average |aw enforcer, just doesn't
have the kind of mind to figure out things like this."

"You' d think they'd learn."

"They did," | told her. "They created a corps of specialists in the Confederacy
for people who thought like this, to catch them"

"Sounds fascinating. But surely sonebody by now woul d have desi gned a f ool proof
system "

I had to laugh. "The ultimate fool proof systemis invented every year or two and
has been since the dawn of time. It usually lasts only until the next genius
figures out howto beat it."

Even you, Wagant Laroo, | thought, |ooking out across the ocean to the
sout heast. No fortress has ever proven inpregnable, nor is the best security
without flaw. |I'mcoming for you, Wagant Laroo. One day, step by step, I'm

com ng. And not even your alien friends will be able to save you from ne.
Despite ny glib assurances to Sanda, | didn't trust any bootl| egger for anything.
Wednesday | checked out the circuits in the lab. It was a fascinating business,
a conputer so small you could hardly see it with the naked eye, but it was
natural ly centuries out of date. Wat could be done with conputers now was
not hi ng short of awesome —but it hadn't been done, out of fear by power-I oving,
weak- kneed | eaders who feared just who or what would be in control of humanity
if they went too far. Here on Cerberus, where the systemwas even nore retarded,
| suspect that scientists fromcenturies earlier could probably have understood
what | was doi ng.

Human hi story had al ways been |ike that—eenturies, even nmillennia, of incredibly
sl ow, creeping advance, followed by a few centuries of exponentia
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mul tiplication of know edge, followed by a coll apse, a setback, and nore |engthy
peri ods of backwardness. W are hardly as backward as sone, but the anal ogy
still held. This was not an age of great advancenent, if only for politica
reasons, nor the century for it. W were Neanderthals, primtives who could set
the air conditioner on in our caves and drive confortably down to the dinosaur
pits.

The chi ps checked out perfectly. Orah's people had done a good job, and now it
was up to nme to be worthy.

Wednesday evening | checked out a conpany flier, which wasn't unusual, since

was due the next day in Conobra, about a hundred and ten kiloneters north, for a
reorgani zati onal neeting—standard stuff. Wat wasn't standard was where | went
that evening after changing into a Tooker Service Systens uniformand, with a
little easy sleight of hand, picking up an official repairman's tool Kkit.

My first stop was an apartnent conplex eight kiloneters west of the main plant.
My aut hentic Tooker |ID badge got ne easy entry—they didn't even take note of the
nane, just that its face and m ne matched—and soon | was in the manager's

of fice.

"The entire city naster alarm systemis undergoing an overhaul," | told her

"We' ve been having breakdowns all up and down the line. You can't really tell if
the damm stuff goes bad until it does, but they want nme to check the line
anyway. "

"Go ahead," she told nme, not really concerned. "It's on |evel four, just above
waterline."

I nodded, told her thanks, then added, "This systems so nmuch of an antique
maybe they'l|l get sick of these things and put in a new one."

"Ha!" she exclainmed. "Not until the Municipal Building itself burns down, or the
fancy hones fill with water!"

I took the service elevator down and quickly found the master |ine that routed
the fire alarmsystemto each floor and each room One weakness of the system
I1'"d spotted right away was the fact that people had to build in the trees—they
couldn't kill the trees or replace themfor |lack of a foundation. And since the
bul k of the plants were underwater, the tops were generally hollow and the
circulatory systens were not extensive, as well as being exposed to the sun

In other words, no matter how inert the materials used inside the tree buil dings
thensel ves, the outer bark was highly flammabl e, and was covered by a municipa
al arm system Although it was alnost inpossible to set fire to anything inside
the man-nmade structures, you were always conpletely surrounded by the tree and
had a fair way to go to exit. Fire would be a severe problem w th snoke
potentially blocking all the exits.

The conputer fire alarmsystem then, was designed to detect any tenperature
rise anywhere in the exposed tree by the use of a selective nonitoring system at
all levels above the waterline. OGther than this early warning system the only
real escape was by the chutes, which could shoot you fromany hall to the

wat erline. These areas had special systens to keep them free of snoke and were
for the nost part in the center, where everything was man-nade and insul at ed.
There were few fires, and even fewer than ever anpbunted to anything. Hence the
al arm system as such had been nostly ignored for years, considering borough
budget s.

I was not out to start any fires. | ran a systens check, stopping at
predeterm ned points, and then replaced the tiny, alnpbst mcroscopic chips with
specific ones I'd brought with nme, being careful even to spray a bit of dust and
gunk on themso that there would be no evidence of replacenent. Anyone renoving
one woul d probably conplain about how dirty the area was and remark that it was
no wonder the chips had gone bad.

I'"d never done this with a fire alarmsystembefore, but I'd done sinilar things
countless tinmes to security systens far nore conpl ex and technol ogically
advanced than this. 1'd never been found out once—even when they suspected what
had been done.

It took less than half an hour to place all ny key-chips, but | had nore stops
to nmake, hitting the usual maintenance route nmapped on the shop board. In the
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other places | did absolutely nothing, but anyone checking on the nysterious
serviceman would find that he'd done nothing not routine and that in fact the
servicing had been ordered and |l ogged. | knew it had: 1'd slipped the order in
mysel f, then made sure it wouldn't conme up on the assignment board so | could
take it.

Modern man, |'mconvinced, is vulnerable to any conpetent engi neer. W depend on
the conputer to total our purchases, rarely checking each itemfor accuracy, and
we rely on it for inventory, for security, for renenbering to turn out the
lights and remenbering to keep the tenperature in our honmes at the sane |evel no
matter what. We trust them so nuch and take them so nuch for granted that nost
peopl e can be had by sinply nudging a conmputer to suggest what you want it.

By the tinme |'d reached the fire departnent | was well satisfied and had nade
about thirty stops on this particular system According to service records at
Tooker, false alarns were relatively common at al nost every station, averaging
two a week, so systens checks were routi ne—and pointless. At the fire station
renoved and replaced the rest of ny bootleg load in several places, and then
left for the plant once again. Changing back to nmy nornal clothes, | used ny
conpany pass to get back into inventory, where | replaced the tool kit and threw
the uniforminto the conpany |aundry chute.

Then | went hone.

The next morning | flew up to ny conference, returned in the afternoon, and
checked out early, going back down to nmai ntenance and punching up their service
record

Two chi ps had gone bad at an apartnent conpl ex eight kilometers west of the

pl ant, one around noon and the other not too long before | checked. The repair
personnel were still on the job for that one. | sniled to nyself, nodded, and
went hone for an early dinner

By Friday there had been seven failures within the system sone at the apartnent
house, sone through the system and apparently in the nmaster control at the fire
station, ringing every alarmon that particular string. There had al so been one
fal se alarm at anot her apartnment—ene | wasn't responsible for but had hoped for,
considering the average two a week. It would keep ny tanpering from being

obvi ous, although | coul dn't inagi ne why any investigator or Tooker tech would
even consi der that sonebody had gone to a lot of trouble and expense to ring

fal se al arns.

I worked late on Thursday night, partly to catch up fromthe tine |ost at the
nmeetings earlier in the week and partly because everybody was putting in at

| east one long day these days—we were really understaffed. Sugal had no idea
where they went or what they were working on, but a rundown of the people pulled
told ne alittle. All were junior staff |like ne, and every one of them had been
involved in the field of organic conputers, which were banned on Cerberus,

bef ore being sent here. It was only six, but they were all exiles, all experts
in the sane field, and all good minds. And, all of their forwardi ng addresses
were care of the corporation headquarters buil ding—a forwardi ng box service.
Interesting. Obviously something was going on. Something | wanted to know about
Late that evening, stretching ny legs, | just happened to neet the night
janitorial supervisory staff com ng on. Mdst of the cleaning was autonated, but
the rules required a few human beings to nake sure all was working right, since
sel f-aware conputers were banned on the planet. | |ooked at the nen and. wonen
com ng on, skilled technicians thenselves, and noted that sonme of them | ooked
tired.

During the day on Friday all hell broke loose in the fire control conputer, wth
false alarms all over the place and the whol e system going crazy. It took half
of Tooker Service to track down the problem and replace the bad parts, but by
early evening they had conpleted the job, fortunatel y—since nost people worked
regul ar days like me, and thus weren't there when all this happened.

Only the few night workers, most of whomlived in an apartnent about eight

kil oneters west of the plant, went through hell. Few of them got any sleep at
al |, poor things.
According to the readouts, the systemreally was in awful shape. | hadn't caused

nearly all that happened to that systemon Friday afternoon. Apparently ny
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defects triggered breakdowns in real defects within the system | had hoped for
that but hadn't planned on it The systemreally was in dire need of replacenent.
Wil e all those people were having problens, | managed to finish early, thanks
to ny extra-long day the day before. At a little before four | wal ked down to
the main entrance for a previously scheduled VIP tour. Like nost, this VIP tour
had no VIPs; nany of us took friends on little denp tours to show off, and the
conpany encouraged such things as good public rel ations.

Dyl an had put in sick for the day, so she had plenty of sleep and was in fine
shape for the evening. Wth her was a tiny, thin olive-skinned beauty with | ong

jet-black hair and eyes |I'd never seen before. | had to stop and shake ny head
in wonder. |'d never get used to this switching stuff.
"Sanda?" | ventured.

She sm | ed and nodded. "You wouldn't believe what this is going to cost you.
think you're going to have to wine, dine, and romance half of Akeba House."

I thought about it "Doesn't sound too terrifying." | |ooked at both of them
sensing an i nward nervousness in each that they were only partly successful in
maski ng. | hugged both of them and whi spered, "Don't worry so nmuch. It's going
great"

Beyond the public roons, a scan was necessary to nake certain that only

aut hori zed enpl oyees passed beyond certain points. Since | had prearranged the
tour, which wasn't that unusual, entry caused no problens at all. Basically, you
faced a door, put the headpiece on, then inserted your identicard in the slot If
all was okay, the door opened and you wal ked into a small antechanber, whereupon
the door cl osed behind you. You then slotted the card again and the second door
woul d open, admitting you—n the same way as an airlock did.

If the nore than four thousand Tooker enployees had to do this, they would be
all day just getting to work, so the internal conputers sinply recognized your
body features and all you did was put your card in the slot. Scanning took a
couple of mnutes, and since the systemwas tied to the nmaster conputer—which, I
di scovered, was in orbit and linked to the entire surface by a series of
satellites—t was al so advi sable to di scourage an expensive overload of any

| ocal system Scans within Tooker were required only in high security areas.
That, of course, was,a second flaw. Not only because they didn't use full scan
everywhere, but al so because you could wal k right past all those security areas,
outside, separated only by a floor-to-ceiling sheet of thick, unbreakable, and
al arned plastiglass. For extra security, you could see the whole of the security
areas fromthis wal k—al though of course you couldn't get to anything going on

i nside or even get close enough to figure out what was goi ng on. Conputers

nmoni tored the inside of those areas to nmake certain that nobody except those
properly scanned could enter, and the |list of those so authorized was quite
short.

We st ood outside one such area while | acted the guide. Sone of the staff were

still huddl ed over consol es and transceivers, although they were thinning out as
the end of the workday approached.
"This area controls the |ocal banking system" | told them "Eleven borough

smal | banks keep all their transaction records here, and shift noney and assets
between them O course it's just a bank link to the master conputer, where all
our electronic noney is stored, but that master conputer holds only the total
assets of every person and corporation. These machi nes hol d where that noney
came fromand where it's to go, and can effect a transfer of funds within the
mast er accounts with a sinple set of coded orders. The codes are pretty

si mpl e—so nuch so that anybody who could get to one of the register machines
there could steal mllions in nonments."

"Then why aren't they nade nore conplicated?" Sanda asked.

"Because, since everybody's noney is in the master conputer, any unusual bul ge
init, or any pattern of smaller bulges, would flag the central banking
authorities that sonething was funny and pronpbte an investigation." W'd
actually been over this material before, but with people still around we needed
to conplete the grand tour

Her question, besides being a normal one, pointed up the second flaw in the
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system It would be dammed hard, beyond all but the best conputer mnds in the
galaxy arned with unlimted resources, to get away with any sort of noney theft
on Cerberus. It better be—+ was counting on everybody in the system being
conpet ent .

Down a long hall fromthe banking center was a small group of conference roons.
| selected one | knew wasn't schedul ed for anything and opened the door. It was
the usual small meeting room+ostrum round table of nice, polished wood, and
five confortable executive chairs. You could | ock the roomfromthe inside for
privacy, but not fromthe outside. There was no need.

W entered and | ocked the door, and in a matter of minutes | had put both of
them under. Qddly, Sanda was the hardest to hypnotize—she was just too excited.
Dyl an had brought two snmall bottles of nuraformfromthe ship nedikit, and

gave one to Sanda. Under as she was, | had her repeat the procedure and
everything she was to do exactly, then gave her all the added cautions. | also
added a suggestion that she felt neither nervous nor excited and would calmy
and cool ly perform her duties.

We | eft her in the conference roomand | took Dylan up two | evels to the conpany
accounting section, also a security area. Al nost everybody was gone now which
made it even easier.

The bosses were |long gone for the weekend, so | used Sugal's office as Dylan's
waiting area. Again | made her go through her own procedure exactly, then left
her .

I returned to the main | evel and took out not one but three identicards and, one
at a time, put themin the slot, allowi ng the equi pnent to act as if a person
were going through each tine. | used a rear exit to avoid any undue attention,
al though | had a cover story ready if | needed one. The third card was mne, of
course, and | wal ked out with that one.

The conputer not only didn't scan for exiting but didn't even | ook at you. Fire
regul ations required a fast exit, and the only reason for using the two wonen's
cards was that there now would be a record of both of them | eaving the building
with ne.

The nervous excitenment was rising in nme, too, and | considered a little

aut ohypnosis to cal mnyself down. After all, | had a tough thing to do, too.

I had to go sonepl ace and eat dinner

CHAPTER EI GHT
Executi on

Not only did | have a nice dinner, but | had it with two |ovely wonmen. Both were
people I'd met socially off and on, and neither really | ooked |ike Dylan or the
body Sanda was now using. That wasn't really inportant. If anybody wanted to
check, they'd run nmy record for Friday night and see that |'d taken ny two known
close friends on a stock VIP tour, exited with them then dined with them on
me. The restaurant used was a dark and unfam liar one, and if anybody was to
ask, the nost anybody woul d renenber was that 1'd dined there in the conmpany of
two | ovely | adies.

I had a tough time keeping nmy mind on their conversation, though. | knew what
must be happeni ng back at Tooker, and what woul d occur not too long fromnow |
realized that, despite ny glib assertions, what was going to be happeni ng was
damed risky and by no means a sure thing. Now, sitting there at dinner, | could
thi nk of hundreds of things that could go wong, and the nore | considered them
the more certain | becanme that one or another of them would go wong. Both Dyl an
and Sanda had been saying to me over and over how it was inpossible, how absurd
the whol e idea was, how fraught with peril, but 1'd tal ked, charmed, and

hypnoti zed nmy way out of worrying about their warnings.

Unfortunately, they were right.

Still, that plan was in notion now There was no way to stop it, nor would I if

I could have at this point.

The best, Krega had called ne. And how had | become the best? By taking insane
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ri sks, doing the absurd and the inpossible, and getting away with it.

The troubl e was, one of these days ny luck was going to catch up with ne.

Toni ght, perhaps?

What they had to do was damed tricky.

One of the wonmen with me said something and | snapped out of ny reverie. "Huh?
Sorry. Just tired, |I'mafraid."

"Poor darling! Al | was saying was that Mural over in Accounting joined one of
t hose body-swapping clubs. | nean, Jora and | swap a lot with each other because
we contrast so well, but I'mnot sure | could be sonmebody el se every day without
much control over what. | wonder what drives people to that?"

"Bored people, nostly," | told her, "and ones with real weird needs. |'ve heard
sonme of those clubs are regular orgies."

"Hhml Who' d think that of sonebody like Miural! | guess you can never tell..."

The janitorial staff for the executive floors of Tooker checked in for work. Al
were grunbling, yawning, and damed sl eepy, but none had called in sick. Had it
been m dweek they m ght have, but as it was Friday, they would have the weekend
to sleep off those dammed fal se al arns. Besides, a supervisor for cleaning
robots was rarely needed for anything anyway, and once their crew got to the
security areas, not even a supervisor could catch themtaking a little catnap
"You' ve been working too hard lately," she said.

I nodded. "They've got us on double shifts some' nights," | told the two of

them "Some big deal has taken sone of our key people just when the quota's been
upped. |'ve even got to go in tonorrow. "

"Ch, you poor nman! Well, we'll have to take you honme and tuck you in early."

At alittle after eleven, the janitorial supervisor finally reached the banking
section. He was nore than happy at the prospect; he'd been noddi ng of f al nost
constantly. He went up to the entry doors, switched on the scanner, waited a
coupl e of mnutes, then put his card in the slot, Then he placed his special
card, taken fromthe safety vault far below, in the slot as well, so the doors
woul d admit the cleaning robots. Instructing the machines as to what to do—and
what not to do, particularly in the area he was going to be—he drifted over to a
|arge chair, positioned it so that it was hidden fromdirect view of the w ndows
by some consoles, and settled in for alittle sleep

Sanda, alerted by the noise, waited until he was clearly inside, then pulled a
wheel ed chair out and down the hall to the area near the door. Fromthis point
she coul d see nuch of the room although she could barely see the formof the

al ready sl eeping supervisor. Relaxing, concentrating as only her hypnotized
state would allow, she felt the Wardens in her mind reach out. The distance

bet ween her and the sl eeping man was nore than el even neters, and she could fee
sone interference fromthe Wardens in the nachinery and even the plastiglass
that caused a bit of a focusing problem but finally she had it. It hel ped that
there were no shields here, and no other human beings on the floor. Slowy at
first, then nore positively, she felt the fields of force fromher own Wardens
reach out, touch, and link with those of the sl eeping nman.

My mind is your mind, nmy arns are your arns, my legs are your legs, ny heart is
your heart...

Twenty minutes |ater and several floors above Sanda, another tired janitor
entered another security area, first by having herself scanned, then using the
special card that allowed seventy seconds for the cleaning robots to enter

Since the floors were all seal ed except to those in the scanni ng conputers, such
as the janitor, the gap was never considered a threat by security anal ysts.

"Home at last, Qs n! Thanks for a beautiful evening. I'monly sorry you're so
tired and have to work tonorrow. W coul d have an even nore perfect evening."
I looked at both of them then at ny watch. "Well, I'mnot that tired."

Sanda was in the janitor's body. The cl eani ng equi pnent softly humred, doing its
busi ness all around the banking room but that was it. Getting up, and know ng
exactly where to | ook, Sanda saw the form of her former self still asleep in the
chair outside the door. Now cane the nost sensitive and riskiest part of the
operation, and the nost discretionary. She could sinply proceed with her job and
ri sk the sl eeper awakeni ng, but the door had been relatively silent and its

noi se woul d probably be masked by the sounds of the cleaning equi pnent. She
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decided on a mld risk for nore insurance, found the passkey for the robot

equi pnent, went over to the door, and inserted the card. The door slid open, and
she wal ked out. Taking the ten anxi ous paces to the sleeping form she then

pi cked up the nuraformin the small bottle next to the chair and, holding it
under the sleeper's nose, saw its vapors inhaled and the figure sl unp.

She imredi ately put the bottle down and ran back into the banking room Seven
seconds | ater, the doors snapped shut once nore. Wth an additional check of the
sl eeper and a check of the wall clock, she went over to a consol e and began
performing instructions on it she did not understand but carried out just as she
had been taught.

Above, in accounting, Dylan fretted nervously as the young wonan inside the
security area nmade no nove to take a nap but went on checking the operation of
all the machines. Five minutes passed, then ten. Finally, though, the woman

pi cked a spot of floor behind the consoles and stretched out, using her jacket
for a pillow She did not go to sleep as easily or quickly as her counterpart

bel ow, but eventually she lapsed into it. Only then could Dyl an set up as Sanda
had bel ow and begin the | aborious process.

Sanda's part had been conpleted in only nine mnutes, and she was satisfied. Now
came the hard part—waiting. She placed herself in a deeper trance by a

conbi nation of autohypnosis reinforced by posthypnotic suggestion, and in ful

vi ew of the sleeping formoutside the plastiglass, waited in the chair for the
nuraformto wear off and the sleeper to go into the characteristic deeper sleep
of those who have just come out of nuraform

Inside the sleeping, small formit took thirty-seven mnutes for the nuraformto
cycle out of the system aided by Warden rejection, whereupon she began the
process of switching bodi es again.

Al nost an hour had el apsed before Dyl an coul d nmake her exchange. Once i nside,
she checked and saw that she'd positioned her body correctly and there had been
no problens. The janitor still slept.

She deci ded, though, to take a chance on not using the nuraform This was a
light, troubled sl eeper who night easily be awakened by the necessity of opening
the doors. She went quickly to the consoles and, as Sanda had, followed
instructions to the letter. It took less than five mnutes to conplete the job,
and reconcile Sanda's alterations with those going on on a floor bel ow

Checki ng often her sl eeping charge outside the room she had several nervous
monents when the figure shifted, but so far so good. She stretched back out on
the floor, relaxed, and let her nmind flow toward the other outside the

pl asti gl ass. Her own body was so tired and achy she feared she mi ght
accidentally go to sleep herself.

Sanda awoke back in the chair outside the plastiglass with a splitting headache
and sone double vision. It had been her body, after all, that had been

nur af or ned.

She | ooked into the glass—and froze, as the janitor's body shifted slightly and
he awoke and | ooked around, a puzzled expression on his face. He stood up,

| ooking not in her direction but rather at the cl eaning equipnent on the far
side of the room

He barked an order to it and it started to nove toward him Taking the noise as
her only cue, Sanda slid out of the chair and pushed it away, down the hall
literally on her knees, one eye always on the janitor. It was a nervous tine,

but she was saved partly by bis lack of suspicion and partly by the fact that
the ulterior lights of the banking section reflected off the plastiglass,
maski ng much of what went on in the darkened hallway. Once or twi ce he seened to
|l ook in her direction and she froze, but then he'd just | ook away at sonet hing
el se or shake his head and yawn, and that was that.

Not until she was back in the conference room though, and with the door closed
and | atched behind her, did she allow herself to relax and nurse her stil

achi ng head. She was just about to congratul ate herself when she realized that
she'd left the nuraformbottle right there, next to the door. Her nerves
overcane her conditioning, but she had enough common sense to know t here was
not hi ng she could do about it now.
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Back in the banking section, the janitor gathered up his nachi nes, yawned,
stretched once nore, and wondered a bit about sone strange feelings and
after-inpressions in his head. Putting them down to his exhaustion, he gathered
his cl eaning crew and brought them out the door once again.

The sweepi ng machi ne turned and started down the hall, sweeping up the tiny
bottle and sucking it inside with the rest of the garbage.

It was nore than two hours | ater before Dylan could nake the switch, two anxious
hours when it appeared that at any nonment the sleeper would awake or, worse,
Dyl an woul d fall asleep herself. Still, she nanaged the switch, and back in the
accounting room thanks partly to the tiredness of the janitor's body and partly
to the reclining form there was no awakeni ng. Dylan was able to return to her
of fi ce hi deaway and rel ax.

I in turn knew nothing of this at the tinme, but | finally kissed ny two alibis
of f and settled down to a nervous wait. My greatest fear was that one or both
couldn't make the original switch or the switch back wi thout awakening the

sl eepers. | had never doubted that both janitors would take the snooze; they
usual ly did anyway, and ny fal se alarns just ensured that this night wouldn't be
t he excepti on.

I had al so exenpted, on the janitor's schedule, both the neeting room and

Sugal 's office. This wasn't unusual —those areas weren't to be used unti

Monday, anyway, and with a half crew on for the weekend they woul d be cl eaned at
that tine.

| got alittle sleep, but not nmuch, and showed up at Tooker about 6:00 a.m Very
early, but not totally unusual in these hard-pressed days. You either worked
really late or you worked early. |I'd established an irregular enough pattern so
that the records wouldn't show anything particul arly odd.

Once in the still nostly deserted building, | headed for ny office and picked up
the phone. No outside calls would be possible until eight, when the naster
bui l di ng control conputer cane back on to nornmal, but the interoffice system

wor ked regardless. | rang Sugal's office, letting it ring twi ce, then hanging up
and di al i ng agai n.
"QM n?" | heard Dylan's anxious voice and felt some relief.

"Yeah. Who else? Howd it go?"
"Hairy, you bastard. |'d much rather hunt borks."
I laughed. "But you did it?"

"Yeah, it's done, although I still don't believe it. Sanda?"
"I haven't called yet. 1'll do that in a nminute."
"Look, isn't sonmebody going to be conming in here shortly? Wen can | |eave this

mausol eun? |'mstarving to death!"

"You know the routine. At seven-thirty the public function elevators will revert
to nornmal, and you're on the office level. Just take the first car at
seven-thirty down to the nain | evel and use the enmergency exit | told you about.
No card needed."

That was true, for the fire code—but it would snap her picture along with day
and tine. That was no problemat all, though. As soon as they were both through,
I'"d use the handy little code Sugal supplied to erase the recording.

I gave her sone encouragi ng words and rang the conference roomw th the sane
signal. The second time | called, Sanda answered, even nmore breathless than
Dyl an had been

"How d it go?"

She told ne the whole story, of how the man had awakened and she had | eft the
bottle there and, later, when the janitor had cleared the floor, it wasn't there

any nore. | calmed her, noting that he cl eaned and polished the halls with that
equi prent, too.
Cal mred of that particular fear, she was otherw se gushing. "It was," she told

me, "the nost exciting tinme of ny whole life. Mre, even, than ny first baby!"

I had to laugh at that, then remi nded her of the exit procedures, and nmade
certain that she, too, would be out of the building by seven forty-five. That
was when | was going to take care of that little security record

| sat back, feeling satisfied. They'd both been right: the plan had been absurd
and certain to fail, so many variabl es beyond our control, all that. But it had
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wor ked. Worked perfectly. And the two wonmen and | all had wonderful alibis.

I'"d had all sorts of fallback positions in case sonething had gone w ong,

i ncludi ng convincing cover stories for both of themto use about being | ocked in
the building and all that. But that would have caused a | ot of suspicion and

m ght have blown the whole thing even if they were believed by the night
janitors and security people. Nothing had to be used. Free and clear

At seven forty-five | cleared the security recording.

At eight the Chief of Security checked, found a blank recordi ng, and was

sati sfied that nobody had passed. By that tine | was actually doing a little
wor k, although | planned to knock off by ten. | was tired, damm it.

The whol e pl an | ooked crazy on paper, and it was; yet it was also tailor-made
for the weaknesses inherent in the system The conviction that nothing save
orders fromlegal judges could change you agai nst your will had nade it possible
to do just that with the janitors, under the circunstances of the deserted,
famliar halls of the building.

But the final itemthat nmade it all possible was the certainty in every Cerberan
mnd that even if you could electronically steal nbney you couldn't get away
with it, and that therefore nobody woul d bother to try. A few early and

prom nent exanpl es sufficed.

The beauty of the plot was that nobody who did anything had any easily visible
nmotive, and the man who did wouldn't have the slightest idea how the caper had
been acconpli shed.

CHAPTER NI NE
Aftermat h and Reset

Sunday afternoon on the boat the three of us, with Sanda back in her own body,
hel d sonething of a party to celebrate. | was particularly proud of Sanda, whose
maj or reaction was that she wanted to do that kind of thing again. Dylan was
nmore serious about it all; she knew the risks and the inprobabilities of the
thing as much as | did. W were a lot alike, Dylan and |, despite our very

di fferent backgrounds, except she was far nore practical than |. Like those who
woul d investigate this caper, she was fully capable of working out the details
and dreaming it up, but she would never have gone through with it on her own.
Had she not been in on it, she wouldn't have believed anybody woul d have. That,
of course, was the ace in the hole for those investigative types.

"Look," | told her. "The people who run this world—the corporation presidents,
syndi cat e bosses, central admninistration—are the survivors. They are the ones
who wer e audaci ous enough and smart enough to pull off their own operations and
elimnate their conpetition—and |ucky enough to get away with it. There's a
share of luck in all success stories, and only the unlucky ones nake the
headl i nes. "

"Well, we were lucky this time," she responded, "and we did it. Your luck's
bound to run out sonetine, though. If it had last night, your mnd wouldn't be
going to the noons of Mnrath—Sanda's and mi ne would. She can do what she wants,

but is it for me. I'mnot risking my neck on your harebrained schenes any nore."
"You won't have to," | assured her as sincerely as possible. "Help, yes. W're
all partners in this, we three. But this sort of thing you do once. From here on
init'll be something different—and only | can acconplish the final objective."
"You're still going after Wagant Laroo?"

| nodded. "I've got to, for nmany reasons."

"And if you get yourself blown away?"

| smiled. "Then I'Il try again. They'll just send in another me, and another,

until the job gets done."

That afternoon | also filled Sanda in on the rest of the truth about ne. After
what she'd gone through, | thought she had a right to know. | adnmit | was
soothing Dylan with my promise of no nore risk to her. | really didn't know what
was goi ng to happen next, and who or what |'d need, but it certainly would

i nvol ve at |east her boat. Concerning the prom se that we three were partners as
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|l ong as we were together, though, | was dead serious. | really did |ike and
admre these two very different wonen, such a contrast to, say, those two I'd
spent the evening with Friday night, with their shallow dreans and shal | ow

f ant asi es about body-swappi ng cl ubs and office gossip.

The next few weeks were nerve-racking. | had depended on the system being
efficiently and conpetently run by people who understood the crimnnal mnind
because they too each had one. But after the success of our mission | was
beginning to fear that | had been too subtle.

However, |ate one afternoon Turgan Sugal canme down to see me, looking |like a man
who had suddenly found eternal life and fortune. "They suspended Khangirt
today," he told ne.

"Ch?" | tried to sound playfully ignorant, but inside | felt a rising sense of
sati sfaction.

"Seens he had a hidden ganbling vice. He was in hock up to his ass and stil
owed, so he had been siphoning off corporation nmoney and spreading it thinin a
|l ot of small bank accounts. A banking securities check a few days ago turned up
the account pattern in the banking records, and they traced it to him"

"Wel |, what do you know about that!" | replied sarcastically.

He stopped for a nmonment. "It was you, wasn't it?" he managed, as if struck by a
sudden revel ation. "You—framed hin? How?"

"Me? | didn't do any such thing," | replied with nmock seriousness. "Hell, do you

realize what it would take to fake something like that? Inpossible!" And then |
broke into | oud | aughter.

He | aughed along with nme for a nonent, then stopped and stared at nme strangely.
"Just what the hell did you do to get sent here, anyway?"

"The usual. Conputer fraud."

"How the hell did they ever catch you?"

"The same way they caught Khangirt," | told him "That's what gave ne the idea."
He whistled. "Well, I'lIl be damed. Al right, | won't ask any nore. Things are
pretty turbulent right now, and there's an investigation of the whol e thing,
since Khangirt has not only deni ed everything but has passed a truth scan."
"Sure. They know it's a frame. But that won't help him Oh, don't worry—they
won't kill himor send himto the mnes or anything like that. They'|l pasture
him with a slap on the wist. Not for enbezzlenment. They'll know he was had.
For getting franed. That nmeans he is not only unable to protect hinself and his
secrets but vul nerable. The syndicates don't allow you to make m stakes. Just
renenber that when you get on the high and m ghty side."

He nodded. "Makes sense. But what if they figure it out and trace the whole
thing back to us?"

"What do you nean, us?" | shot back. "You weren't involved except in supplying
sone inf ormation they can't specifically trace to anybody in upper managenent.
And | really wouldn't worry about it in any event. They'|ll have some grudgi ng

respect for whoever pulled this off. It was a risky operation that took a | ot of
luck, but it worked. They mght figure out how it was done, but never who did
it. Just relax and take advantage. | assume you'll be noving up?"

"That's what | cane to see you about. They've asked nme to fill in as corporate
conptroller while the conptroller assunes the acting presidency. I'mfinally

| eaving this place—and none too soon, either. W can't possibly nake Khangirt's
artificially high quotas this quarter. Fortunately, as conptroller, |I'Il be able
to adjust those to a nore realistic figure on a tenporary basis, maybe even show
the board of directors that Khangirt was conducting a vendetta agai nst us.
They' || be happy to believe anything of himnow "

"And how soon am | paid?" | asked himslowy.

He paused a nonment. "G ve ne a nonth to get a handle on the operation there.
Then | can act—they won't find it surprising for me to reward several old
associates. It's done all the tinme, to put our men into the underpositions.
That's the earliest | dare nove."

I nodded. "Fine with ne. | have a ot of work to do here before | |eave,
anyway—onpany work, don't get that stricken |ook. But there are two other
things."

He started | ooki ng uneasy agai n. "Wat do you nean? W had a deal ."
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I nodded. "And I'Il stick toit. The other two are in the formof favors. One is
sinmply that | be able to get an appoi ntnent, maybe a business lunch, with the
acting corporate conptroller once in a while. Just to keep ny hand in and find
out the | atest conpany gossip."

He relaxed a bit. "That's easy enough."

"The second's a very different favor, and it's not a requirenent or condition

If necessary | can handle it in an underhanded nanner, But it would be easier if
you could do it normally."

"CGo ahead."

"There's a young woman who did us both a real service, and she's stuck in the
nmot her hood and doesn't want to be. That's bad enough, but she's extrenely bright

and talented and has a lot of guts. I1'd like to get her out—+ kind of owe it to
her . "
He thought for a nmonment. "I can see your reasons, but it's pretty tough, you

know. | don't know of anybody with the power to do it unless you could force a
j udgrment —eat chi ng sonebody committing a crinme against her. And that'd be pretty
rough on her."

I nodded. "Just thought 1'd ask in case there was sone way out."

"Look, tell you what. Gve ne sone tine on this, a couple of nonths at |east,
and 1'll see if anything can be done. Fair enough?"

| agreed. "It'Il wait. She'll have sixty days' |eave com ng soon, so it's not
that pressing. Only if you can't, tell nme, won't you? And don't you want her
name and address?"

He grinned. "Don't need it. | keep very good track of ny enpl oyees."

That brought a little feeling of admration fromnme. Still, | felt conpelled to
nail himdown a bit.
"As you can see, |I'ma good friend—and a |oyal one, M. Sugal. | won't cross you

now or in the future as long as you don't cross nme either. Just renenber we have
a mutual stake in each other's protection. If you get in trouble, a psych probe
could smoke nme out. If | do, the reverse is true. So we have a stake in each
other's welfare."

"Funny," he replied. "I was about to give the sane speech to you."

Events proceeded in a slow, relaxed fashion after that, but right on schedul e.
Sugal was pronpted, and within the nonth Tooker quotas were slashed and an

i ndustrial investigation teamfromthe governnent eval uated maxi mum producti on
potential with the staff we had agai nst the quotas inposed and decl ared the
quotas unrealistic and false. That gave us a great deal of breathing space.
Al'so during this period a particular fire district had a conpletely new alarm
systeminstalled, and our night janitorial supervisory staff was changed and its
cl eani ng net hods nodified. Several staff menbers, including ne, were discreetly
questi oned, known associates, that sort of thing. The investigators found

not hing, of course, and the heat was off as quickly as it had appeared.

At the end of the nonth Sanda had her baby, a little girl, and within a week
after was | ooking and sounding nore like her old self again. 1'd told her | was
wor ki ng on her problem but that it mght take tinme, and she seened to accept
that. After our little caper, she had the utnost trust and confidence in ny
ability to deliver—and of course that neant | felt honor-bound to do so.
Shortly afterward Tooker was reorgani zed, with a new manager appoi nted and many
of ny col |l eagues and co-workers pronoted, noved around, and in a few cases,

canned—particularly if they had been known Khangirt people. As for me, | was
made president of Hroyasail Limted, a wholly owned Tooker subsidiary. The job
paid extrenely well, but as | knew, wasn't all that necessary, being one of

those ornanmental posts nostly used to pasture people like Khangirt. My pronotion
rai sed no eyebrows, since it was explained as a personal decision based on ny
rel ati onship with Dyl an.

And so it was | had the upper offices of the Akeba nmarina cl eaned and
redecorated. There | was, a conpany president in |ess than a year—ever m nd
that it was a dead-end job. Technically |I was in charge of a fleet of four
hunter-killer boats and sixty-two traw ers, plus assorted warehouses and
processing centers for the catch.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Cerberus%20A%20Wolf%20in%20the%20Fold.txt (56 of 122) [7/1/03 1:26:18 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20-%20FL OD%6202%20-%20Cerberus%20A %20Wol f%20i n%20the%20Fol d.txt

The offices were a three-story affair overl ooking the harbor and perched in the
branches of a couple of huge trees. One branch had been cut and a deck put on it
that extended, bridgelike, back to the offices, so there was a clear wal k down
to the boats thensel ves

The | ower floors contained basic adm nistration and records processing and the
initial holding tanks for the skrit, a reddish little creature sonmewhere between
a plant and an ani mal whose internal body chem stry provided, anong ot her

thi ngs, chenicals that nmade superb electrical conductors. Once a week or so,
more often if business was good, a big industrial flier would arrive, take the
tank off to Tooker for processing, and then drop oft a new, enpty one.

The upper floor, however, had been closed off since the |ast president, at |east

eight years before. | spent Tooker's expense noney |avishly, fixing up not only
a confortable office suite but also a huge luxury apartnment with all the
anenities. | noved in quickly. Shortly after, Dylan noved in as well, and we

drew up and filed a marriage contract. Marriages were not usual nor necessary on
Cer berus and existed nostly anong peopl e belonging to religious comunities, but
there were reasons for this one. On a practical level, it clearly defined joint
and separate property and allowed us to establish a joint credit line. In that
sense, it fulfilled ny original promise of full partnership, and her position in
Hroyasai |l suddenly becane, as the boss's spouse, one of greatest anong equal s.
And of course our relationship made ny request for the Hroyasail position al

the nore credible to any suspicious onl ookers. But there was nore to it than
that. | felt confortable around Dyl an, and not as confortable away from her. She
was a close friend and absolute confidante, and |I'd never had that close a
relationship. It was nore than that. Being with her felt good, sonmehow-having
her there, to know she was there even when we were in different parts of the

pl ace doing different things. However, this dependency bothered ne, because up
until now I'd considered nyself inmune to such hunan enotional weaknesses.

We sl ept together as a couple, too, causing frequent body sw tches that bothered
neither of us. As Class |I's we did our regular job no natter who | ooked |ike
who, and the experience brought us closer than any couple | could renenber.

As for Dylan—well, all | can say is that | seened to fit into a hollow space in
her life, possibly left over fromher previous career in the notherhood. She
needed soneone very cl ose, and sl eeping together w thout shields was nore
important to her than to ne.

The only two things that bothered ne were her cigars, which were pretty snelly
even with the bl ower systemon full, and the fact that nost nornings she'd go
out on that dammed boat and risk her life. | wasn't on ny post nore than a
coupl e of weeks when they brought the first bodi es back, mangled and bleeding if
the sailors had been lucky, or in parts in body bags if they hadn't been. |
didn't want to see Dylan cone hone |ike that, but | couldn't talk her out of it.
It was her life, In her blood, and no matter how she felt about ne | knew I'd

al ways cone second to the sea

Sanda, of course, was the extra elenent in all this, but it wasn't really so
bad. Both Dylan and | were nearby now, constantly within a quick elevator ride
of Akeba House. So Sanda coul dn't have been happier, although there was a

wi stful envy inside her that she could witness this but was prohibited by virtue
of the motherhood fromits paradoxical freedomand stability.

I had heard a few tinmes from Sugal, who was digging into the conptroller's post
so solidly that it |ooked like the "acting" titles for all of the board woul d
soon be renpoved and the positions nmade permanent. Khangirt, as | predicted, had
been convicted of the charge, placed on probation, and pastured to president of
a regional shipping Iine that was al so a Tooker subsi diary.

Things were going well for me, but | resisted the tenptation just to let things
slide. There was still Wagant Larao to catch, and all | could do was keep ny
eyes and ears open and wait for a new break

CHAPTER TEN
A Bork Hunt
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My worries over Dylan increased with each injury, and yet | understood her well
enough to know that protesting was usel ess. Sanda, on the other hand, had gotten
the bug bad fromher exploit with ne and was just dying for some nore action

We were sitting around the place one evening, just talking and rel axi ng, when
Sanda brought the subject up after hearing a few new accounts from Dyl an, who
never tired of the subject

"I't sounds so thrilling," she told us. "I'd give alnbst anything to go out just
once. "

"You'd probably be bored stiff," Dylan told her. "After all, we don't have hunts
and attacks every day—thank heaven.™

"Still—ust to be out there speeding across the waves, with the feeling that
danger could come from anywhere —+'ve heard all your stories so often | can see

it innm dreams. Instead, well, ny leave's al nost up. Next week it's back to the
House and the hornones." The thought of that really depressed her.

"You know you can't go, though," | noted synpathetically. "You're certified

val uable to the state. No risks allowed."

"I know, | know," she sighed and sank into depression

Though this wasn't the first time the subject had come up, this had been the

wor st and nost persistent round. | could see Sanda was getting to Dylan, partly

out of friendship but al so because she too had once been in the girl's position
Later that evening, after Sanda was asleep in the guest room we lay there, not
saying much. Finally | said, "You're thinking about Sanda."

She nodded. "I can't help it. |I look at her, listen to her, and all | can see
and hear is ne a few years ago. Anything on getting her out?"

"No, and you know it. Sugal's pulled every string he can find and it just isn't
done. The only cases on record are ones in which a syndicate boss wants a
private breeder, so to speak, to control his own kids—er for Laroo's own
purposes. It's a dead end. Maybe | can cone up with sonething of ny own, but
I'"ve gone through all the possibilities and the system s just against ne. Unless
I can crack that master conputer | can't do nuch, and to crack the conmputer 1'd
have to repl ace Laroo."

"VWhat about the drug angle? It's the way | got out."

"And they cl osed that |oophole after you," | noted "After your switch they had a
bi g debate and decided that there was nothing in the rules to use agai nst you,
so they let you go, but then they nmade sonme new rules. Any switch fromthe
"valuable to the state' category has to be voluntary on both sides now or either
one can seek a judgnent to reverse it."

"W could let her use one of our bodies now and then. That's sonething."

"Yeah, that's true, but not for the boats and you know it. If anything happened
to either one of our bodies under those conditions we'd automatically wind up in
t he mot her hood oursel ves—permanently, regardl ess of our Class | status."

sighed in frustration. "That's the hell of this system In sone places, in hunman
hi story and even out on the frontier, notherhood' s not only voluntary but a
normal and respected thing. Even on other Warden worlds, | hear. But the bosses
are afraid that the birthrate would decline | ow enough that it wouldn't sustain
their need for new bodies as well as naintaining normal popul ati on growth. As

Il ong as they control and raise the babies they also control who |lives forever
and who dies—the ultimate control on this society."”

"Hey! Don't forget, | was raised that way," she rem nded nme. "So was Sanda. They
don't do a bad job."

"No, they don't,"” | had to admt. "And don't forget that ny state raised ne,

too. It's going through and picking the kids who'll live and the kids who'll die

that gets to ne. Sure, sixty percent get a good upbringing, but it's that other
forty percent that gets ne. And as long as the system s as depersonalized to the
average Cerberan as the birthing centers are in the civilized worlds, they'l
never fully face up to what they' re doing—killing kids for their bodies.”

"Are you going to turn down a new body when your turn cones?"

I chuckl ed sourly. "Hell, no. That's the heart of this system Even its
opponents can't resist taking advantage of its benefits. Still, it probably
won't matter to either of us, anyway. |'ll probably get my fool head bl own off

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Cerberus%20A%20Wolf%20in%20the%20Fold.txt (58 of 122) [7/1/03 1:26:18 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20-%20FL OD%6202%20-%20Cerberus%20A %20Wol f%20i n%20the%20Fol d.txt

in the next scamand you' |l wind up lunch for a bork. Wat you said about ne is
al so true for you—eur luck can't last forever."

"I've been thinking along sinilar lines," she said. "I mean it—we're tw of a
kind. My luck's been astounding for the past few years, but it can't hold out
forever. And | know that one of these days you're going to go off to do battle
agai nst Wagant Laroo, and one of these tinmes it isn't going to work out. That's
why | wanted this. Wiy | am right now, having the tine of ny life. Wre
dooned, the both of us, doing the jobs we |ove, and every day night be the |ast.
You feel that, too."

I nodded slowy. "I know. "

"So you see, if we're professional risk-takers, why cant we take a risk with
Sanda on the boat ?"

"My instinct's just go against it," | told her honestly. "I can't explain why."
"Look, I'mgoing to tell you a story. It's about a girl genetically tested and
selected while still very young.

One that the genetic experts said had all the right and none of the wong genes.
So when she was very young, she was taken out of the normal group and put in a
speci al school conposed entirely of other little girls and isolated fromthe

mai nstream of society. She received no nore fornmal education, but instead was
subj ected to ceasel ess propaganda on the wonder ful ness of havi ng babies, the
duty to society and civilization to do so, and how to have them and give them
prenatal and postnatal care. By thirteen she was capabl e of having them but
didn't yet, although she had been introduced to sex, sexual pleasures, and al
the rest, while the nental conditioning reached such a fever pitch that she
want ed desperately nothing but the Iife of the notherhood. She was al so nentally
and physically conditioned to a life of leisure and to the idea that she was in
the nost inportant class on all Cerberus."”

She paused for a nonent, a distant, wistful |ook on her face, and | said
not hi ng. Finally she continued.

"So the girl finally passed her prelimnary nursing and m dw fe exans and
reached her fifteenth birthday, and they sent her to Akeba House. The next few
mont hs were an absol ute heaven—anyt hi ng and everyt hing she wanted, plus the
excitenent of new people, trips into the cities, the resort and all that. And of
course they arranged for her to become pregnant. That wasn't bad, either,
although it's pretty dispassionate in the doctor's office. She felt lierself
change and marveled at the mracle within her. And finally the baby came—pretty
rough the first time, but that didn't matter. And there was this beautiful baby
boy, clinging, nursing, crying.

"And then one day, in about the second nonth, they cane and took the baby away.
They didn't"—she paused, her voice getting choked with enotion at the renmenbered
pai n—they didn't even tell her. Just canme and took himand that was that. And
then they said go, take two nonths' |eave and do anythi ng you want—then cone
back. You have to have roughly a baby a year."

She sighed and | thought | saw the glimer of a tear, the first time |'d ever
seen Dyl an cry.

"And so," she went on in that wavering, distant tone, "she ran to the others,
her friends, for consolation, and got none. Either they were hardened to the
systemor they'd given up and were reconciled to it. The House staff al so was
very little consolation, finally offering to send ne to a psych center so |I'd
adj ust and be happy doi ng nothing but having babies. | couldn't accept that,
either, so | sort of gave up. Gave up and gave in, like they all do. But Akeba
House was | ocated on an outcrop, and there was a snall harbor on one side. |
used to watch the hunters go out, and ny mnd went with themevery tine, as

Sanda's does now. | becane their friend, except for the tinmes when | was

obvi ously pregnant and they shunned ne like a disease. Finally, during ny | eave
time—after ny fifth child—ene of them a very conpassionate man |'Ill never
forget, said nuch what you did just nowhell, you and he were a | ot alike,
really. He could be killed tonorrow and probably woul d be sonmeday, so if risks
were his business, well, he'd smuggle nme aboard—and he did.

"And you know-not hi ng nuch happened. W sighted a bork, yes, but another boat
took it and chased it out of view The whole thing was pretty dull, really—but
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tone it was everything. It made ne alive again, Quin. | determned to get out
of the notherhood, and | worked and schened and plotted and took ny
opportunities just |like you—and it worked. If it hadn't been for that joyride,

though, I'd still be up there at the House, still having babies and gazing out
at the sea, as Sanda is now. Wasting—ust like she is. Do you understand now?"
I turned over and hugged her and held her close. "Yes, Dylan, | understand." |

sighed. "So when are you going to take her?"

"Day after tonmorrow. | wouldn't want it on ny conscience that | killed a baby,
too."

"All right. If your mnd s nade up. But please consider the matter again before
you do. You're risking that sea, you know "

"Yeah, | know. Call me dunb or a softie or whatever. But | risked it for you,
too. Maybe the luck'll hold one nore tinme. The chances of getting caught are a
lot slinrer this time. |1've got a good crew. They won't talk, because it'd mark

them as disloyals and they'd never get another berth."

"Your mnd's nade up, then?"

She nodded. "Absolutely."

"Then I'm coning al ong, too."

She sat up. "You? After |'ve been trying to get you out for weeks now?"

"Well, maybe if the president's along the responsibility will be spread a bit."
"No," she said firmy. "Cone on if you want—hell, I'd | ove to see you. But
there's only one person in charge of a boat, and that's the captain. One person
in charge absol utely, and one person who's responsible for all aboard and their
actions. That's the law and that's the way it has to be. Understand?"

"Ckay, Captain,"” | responded, and kissed her

It was a foul norning with intermttent rain and mst, so that you were hardly
aware it was past dawn. The sea | ooked choppy and the boats all rode up and down
uneasily on the water. That worried ne, but Dylan was actually in better spirits
because of it

"We'll all be in rain gear, so if anybody happens to be spying from Akeba House
they'Il get no clues, not with these slickers, and with her hair tucked up under
the rain hat"

She had briefed her crew the day before in the privacy of the open sea. Nobody
had obj ected. They knew her alnost as well as | did, if not better, and she had
their absol ute respect

The boat had a nane—Fhunder Dancer—but it was usually used only officially.
Informally, it was always "Dylan's boat" or just "the boat"

We stayed inside the aft cabin where we had schenmed and plotted not that |ong
before, and a crewman fitted us with life jackets and briefed us. Dylan, at the
wheel , was busy and we respected that

"You can both swm can't you?" the crewran asked, half joking.

"Yeah, although I'mnot sure how far and how fast" | responded. 'It's a shame we
have to go out on such a rotten day."

He | aughed. "Ch, this is a good day. You ought to be here when we get in really
rough weat her. Waves over the bow, and even we crewnren puking as we hold it
together. Don't worry about this, though. The front's only three or four

kil onmeters out, and we're going a lot farther than that today. W shoul d have
warm and sunny weat her by m dnom ng." And, sonewhat to ny surprise, we did.

It was an education to watch the fleet nove out, the traw ers chuggi ng al ong
slowly with two hunter-killers as escorts while we, as one of the two point
boats, cleared the harbor and its buoys and flashing lights. W suddenly rose on
two skilike rails, thus tilting the whole boat back as it poured on the speed,
suddenly freed of having the bulk of its mass push agai nst the water.

"I have to be at station," the crewnan told us. "You can go up to the bridge now
if you want, but hold on to the handrails at all tine."

I looked aft at the rapidly receding shoreline, half hidden in fog and m st, and
at the wide wake we were | eaving. The shoreline itself appeared ghostly, the
great nmass of trees rising fromthe water in and out of fog, punctured only by
sone distant |ights.

"Ch, God! Isn't this great!" Sanda enthused, rushing fromone w ndow to another
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She was like a little kid again, squealing, oohing, aahing, and just having a
grand ol d tine.

And there | was, the grand old veteran space pilot, feeling funny in ny stonach.
But that old ne had been in a different body. Still, Dylan had cone out on
occasion in this body and seemingly had had no trouble, so that wasn't the whole
expl anat i on.

"Let's go up to the bridge," | suggested as we broke through the squall |ine and
were suddenly hit by sunlight

"Great! Lead on!"

We wal ked through the interior, past the electronic detection gear and

bi ononitors that would | ocate the masses of skrit on or near the surface and
woul d al so warn of borks, through the small galley and up a snmall set of steps
to the bridge itself. There Dylan was sitting, relaxed, in the broad,

confortable captain's chair with an idle hand on the wheel, |ooking out. She
turned as we entered and sniled. "Well! How do you like it so far?"
"Tremendous!" Sanda enthused. "Oh, Dylan, | can never repay you for thisl"

Dyl an took her hand fromthe wheel, got up, and hugged Sanda. The | ook on our
captain's face said that the attitude al one was nore than paynent enough

"Hey!" | yelled. "Who's driving?"

Dyl an | aughed. "The autopilot, of course. |'ve programred in the course and set
it for automatic after we lifted. No nore attention required until we get to our
zone for the day."

| felt a bit foolish and even a little ashamed. The sane guy who bearded |ions
in their dens and was confident of taking on Wagant Laroo, who'd piloted
starshi ps through trackl ess voids, was dammed scared out here in an alien ocean
with no land closer than two kil oneters-strai ght down.

"You look a little green," she joked, looking in ny direction. "If | were the
mean sort 1'd find sonme really rough water and gi ve you a wor kout —but don't
worry, | love you and I won't."

The rest of the nmorning we sat around tal king, occasionally bringing Dylan a cup
of coffee or light snack fromthe mni-galley or doing the sane for the crew.
And she'd been right. After a while it got to be dammed boring. Not for Sanda,
who clinbed all over the boat, getting explanations fromthe gun crews, and

| essons fromthe el ectronics experts, and asking a mllion questions. For ne,

t hough, and basically for the crew as well, there was nothing exciting about
ski mming al ong the ocean at thirty-six knots with nothing anywhere in sight.
Still, they all had within them sone extra sense, some deep |ove for the sea,

the boat, and their lives here. They were happy, content, at peace out here in a
way | could not understand, perhaps could never really figure out.

The ocean itself, though, had a certain academ ¢ fascination. It was different
colors in different places, and there were obvious currents you could literally
feel, as if the tenperature rose and fell in a nonent dependi ng on what
invisible part of the water you were in. In the distance you could actually see
the stormfront now noving "inland", and out a little farther to the northeast
you could fully see a thunderstorm dense rain, high, bonb-Iike clouds, and
lightning all included, while you yourself were basking in the sunlight of a

cl oudl ess sky.

The pattern was generally the sane for the boats. W had gone to a sector

sout heast of Medl am al | ocated by the Cerberan Coast Guard so that each conpany
had its own area for the day, then had started a wi de, circular sweep of the
zone, going round and round in ever-smaller circles as the instruments | ooked
for skrit.

"Still no skrit in comerical quantity," a speaker told us, "but we've got a
bork on scope.”

Dyl an was suddenly all business. "Does he | ook interested in us?"

"Nope. Not particularly. Big one, though. Four, naybe five tons. About twelve
hundred neters sout h-sout hwest and at about twenty meters depth. Not goi ng rmuch
of anywhere, maybe going to cone up for sonme sun is all."

"Wl l, keep an eye on him" she ordered, "and warn me of any changes in

behavi or." She wal ked out onto the outer deck around the bridge and | foll owed.
The wind fromour speed was pretty fierce, although there was a wi ndshield just
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forward of the real bridge and actually an auxiliary wheel. She stared out at

the open sea, as did I, but | could see nothing.
"Yup. There he is," she said unenotionally as she pointed. | squinted in the
indicated direction but could see little. | began to wonder if she was putting

me on or if ny eyes weren't as good as hers.

"l don't see a thing."

"See—way off there? Look real hard in the sky. Squint a little against the
reflection, or put on your dark gl asses."

I put on the glasses, which | didn't particularly find confortable, and tried to
see. "Look in the sky?"

She nodded. "See those little black specks?"

| tried very hard, and thought | could see what she neant. "Uh-huh."

"They' re geeks," she told ne.

| tried to renenber what a geek was. Sone kind of flying horror, | seened to
recall. A carrion-eater. "Do they al ways foll ow borks?"

She nodded. "They're too |lazy to nake kills for thenselves, and borks are greedy
killers who are not too efficient about disposing of their kill. Gddly enough,

the bork feeds nostly on skrit, which is why we have the problens we do, but it
attacks and takes bites out of al nbst everything, including other borks. Sone
sort of natural balance, really. The borks feed the flying creatures and severa
other sea creatures by the kills they nake and don't or can't consune. That's
why we even have limts on the nunber of borks we can kill."

"He's turning," cane the voice on the speaker. "W've got the bed pretty well

| ocated now and he's heading right toward it. I've sent a slowdown order to the
fleet. Shall we engage?"

She | ooked thoughtful. "Call Karel. Ask if she's in any position to assist a
runaway. "

There was a short pause, and | gathered by their manner that it was better just
to stand out of the way, and |l et them do what they knew how to do so well. | had
an uneasy feeling about all this, though. | kept hearing that "four, naybe five
tons" over and over again.

"Karel says she's about twenty minutes away, and escort's about forty."

She | ooked at ne. "Were's Sanda?"

"I'n the lounge, last | checked."

She turned back to the speaker. "Make sure the passenger is secure inside, then
tell Karel to pour it on. GQun crews to full alert status. Stand by to close.”
She went to the outside wheel and reached to one side, flipping a switch. The
boat sl owed noticeably. Then, one hand on the wheel and the other on the
throttle, a stick with a big black ball on top, she took full control of the
boat fromthe autopilot.

"You better go inside and get strapped in," she told ne. "W're at |east going
to have to turn the bastard and | don't want to | ose you."

| nodded absently, feeling a little tightness in ny stomach. Lots of nasty
things and nastier situations | could handle, but out here on the open sea
facing a creature I'd only seen pictures of, | was totally at the nercy of Dylan
and her crew. W were closing on the thing. | could clearly see the

nasty-1| ooki ng geeks, about half a dozen of them circling a dark patch in the
wat er .

"QM n! Pl ease!"

"A'l right, all right. | don't want to distract you. | was just wondering why
they called them borks."

At that nonment the sea ahead of us exploded wth an el ephantine nass at | east
three tines the size of the boat. An enornous slit opened, revealing a
trenmendous cavity linked with sharp teeth and wiggling, wormike tendrils.

" BOOOOAAAAARK! " it roared, so loud that it echoed like thunder across the open
sea and al nost burst ny eardruns.

"Ask a stupid question," | nuttered, turned, and dashed for the | ounge. Sanda
was al ready there, strapped into a chair and watching out the wi ndow. | joined
her, al nost getting thrown against the side by the sudden change in the boat's
direction.
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Sanda' s expression was stupefied and vacant, her nouth open, and when | got
myself into a seat and stared out the wi ndow | probably | ooked about the sane
mysel f. "Ch, man!" she breat hed.

The entire side of the ship seened dom nated by the nonstrous reddi sh-brown
thing that continued to show nore and nore of itself. | couldn't translate what
I was seeing to the pictures and diagrans |'d seen of the things.

Qut of the water on either side rose four huge tentacles wth bony spikes al
over. The tentacles alone |ooked as if they could pick up and crush the boat,
and those bony protrusions |ooked as if they could easily penetrate not only the
pl astiglass but the arnor plating itself. Wrse, | knew that the entire surface
of the bork's skin was trenmendously sticky and abrasive at the sanme tine, so
that the merest touch could rip flesh from bone.

And we were slowy cruising by now, as if on a sightseeing tour

Suddenly | heard the engine rev up, whining as if it were strained to the linmit:
We had been noving so slowy that we were actually hardly up on our hydrof oi
skis at all. Then the guns |et |oose, shaking the ship fromstemto stem and
sendi ng cups and such flying. The guns were explosive projectiles; you couldn't
use a disrupter system on sonething nostly underwater because you m ght not be
able to stop the effect. Besides, a weaker |aser wouldn't put a dent in

sonet hing this size, whose vital organs were always wel| underwater and
away-fromdirect attack by boats.

I had to admit that for the first tine inny life |l felt not only hel pl ess but
terrified.

The shells struck the thing and expl oded with enornous force, releasing not only

a powerful explosive charge but also sonme kind of electrical one as well. The
creature roared and noved faster than | woul d have believed anything that big
coul d possibly nmove. But still we renmined, just crawing past.

Wth a splash | thought might sink us by itself, the thing had appeared to
retreat and dive at the sane tine, but | was suspicious of this respite. W

wai ted tensely.

Suddenly we were jerked al nost out of our restraining straps as the full power
of the engines was rel eased at once and the ship al nbost junped out of the water
In a mitter of no nore than a couple of seconds, the bork rose with a roar and
enfol ded an area of ocean astern of us. | realized with a sinking feeling that
that area of sea was where we had just been

The aft gun opened up with a full series of shots, pouring it into the great
beast. Wth its conmputer |aser-guidance systemit nust have poured twenty or
nmore expl oding charges into the thing, and they barely nade a dent in it.

Again the bork seemed to shrivel and sink beneath the waves. Qutside somewhere
over the roar of all the action | kept hearing fierce, loud cries of "GCeek
Geek!" |ike some sort of bizarre cheerl eadi ng squad—which in a way it was.

So nmuch for how creatures on Cerberus got their nanes.

For nore than half an hour we played cat and nouse with the beast, |uring,
feinting, and shooting at it with enough ordnance to totally obliterate a
medi um si zed city. After a while you could see the areas of the creature that
had been shot away, and occasi onal wounds still bubbling and hissing fromthe
el ectrochem cals shot into it that water woul d not extinguish. But no natter how
many tines it was hit, there seenmed to be another section just as nasty and
virtual Iy untouched.

| did finally realize what Dyl an was doi ng, though. She was doi ng her

job—pul ling the bork further and further away fromthe skrit that had to be
comercially harvested. Al | could do was admire her skill, tinming, and guts.
recal | thinking, And they have charter boats for people to do this for fun?
How far away had she pulled it? | began to wonder. Possibly several kil oneters.
But while it was clear to nme that we were faster in the long run than the bork,
we didn't have the ordnance to kill the nonstrosity alone. For all that we were
doing, we were hitting nonvital parts.

Suddenly, after all this cat-and-nouse stuff, Dylan gunned the engi ne and we
sped up and away fromthe nonster, this tinme not firing. | wondered if she was
going to break off. Then suddenly she nade a steep turn, and in that turn
coul d see another boat |ike ours—Karel certainly—naking a simlar turn toward
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the great beast, which, because it hadn't been shot at the last tinme had not
done its fantastic quick vanishing act.

It had in fact seen the other boat and ours turn and was standing its ground,
confident of itself despite all the harmwe'd done to it.

We started closing fast—so fast | was afraid we were going to crash right into
the thing. Mentally | could see only one of those great bony tentacles crashing
down into us, bringing oblivion in the deeps. But as the thing nade ready for
its swipes | heard four sharp pops fromeach side of the boat, and we suddenly
made a turn so sharp it seened certain to capsize us. The turn put the aft

|l ounge in full view of the thing, and it seemed that the world was full of

not hing but the nost disgusting gullet inmaginable.

Suddenly the sea behind us erupted in a trenendous series of blasts, tearing
into the nonster, which roared its terrible defiance. W could see the second
boat | aunch its own torpedoes, the nice kind that went by air or water and did
what you told themto do.

| sawtwo literally junp out of the water and go right down the nonster's

t hr oat!

Al ready we had sone distance on the thing, which still |ooked like a floating
city. Suddenly, though, it was ripped by two trenendous expl osi ons and seened
almost to fly apart, bits and pieces several neters |long of bloody skin, bone,
and tentacle flying every which way, sone al nost far enough to reach our boat.
At that nonment | saw Karel's boat appear off to our side, though quite a bit
astern, and heard above the death throes of the nonster a foghornlike signa
whi ch we answered. Confirned kill.

You coul d hear the yells and cheers fromthe nen and wonen on our boat, too—and
maybe even a little from Sanda and ne.

Sanda seened, to coll apse, then shook her head in wonder. "Ww | read all the
books, heard all the stories, saw all the roomvision specials, but nothing was
ever like this! Conpared to this, what we did for you was a piece of cake!" She
paused and | ooked at me oddly. "You all right?"

"I think I wet nmy pants,” | croaked.

A bit later | managed to get hold of nyself, clean up, and go forward to see
Dylan. This trip had been an education for ne, all right, and one | would

renmenber until ny death. | had discovered that | could be that scared, and
also finally realized that Dylan not only did this every day but did it
routinely, as a matter of course. | had a new, alnpbst awed respect for her

courage now. |If there was anybody | ever dreaned of wanting at nmy back, it was
definitely Dylan Kohl

The rest of the day, such as it was, was uneventful. No nore borks—alt hough we
had one sighting—and no nore chases. Just playing shepherd to the fleet of
trawl ers hauling in the rich, reddish skrit. It was a boring afternoon, and

| oved every boring mnute of it. The efficient traw ers were qui ck about their
wor k, reaching capacity in less thin two hours. Together, we and the fleet
headed for hone.

My enotions were nore mxed now than they had been earlier. As much adm ration
as | had for Dylan and the others who did this day in and day out, this sort of
tension had to take its toll on all of them If anything, | had underestimted
the danger of the job. | was going to be worried nore and nore about her as
replayed this experience in ny mnd agai n and agai n.

We reached the harbor uneventfully and settled down into the water, pulling
snmoothly to the dock. Dyl an supervised the securing of the nmooring Hnes to the
boat and then cane back to see us. "Better wait until dark before getting off,6"
she cautioned Sanda. "That way nobody's going to be sure if you went with us or
cane on after."

She nodded, and | stood up. "I hope you'll excuse ne for not staying as well,
but I have to put ny foot on dry, solid wood or sonething or I'Il go nuts." My
whol e body felt as if it were permanently vibrating.

Sanda rose and gave Dylan a big hug and kiss. "Ch, | love you for this! By God,

I'"'mgonna beat the notherhood if it kills nel"
Dyl an | ooked at nme. "See?"
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I nodded understandingly and took off, heading for the gangpl ank and dock. | had
no sooner wal ked out than | stopped dead in nmy tracks. Two unfaniliar people
were standing there at the end of the gangpl ank, and they had the | ook that
seenms universal for their kind anywhere in the galaxy. | felt a sinking
sensation in nmy stonmach and tensed up as bad as | had during the bork hunt

The two, a man and a woman, wal ked on board and stopped, |ooking at ne. One

fl ashed a badge and said softly, "CID. | caution you to renmain where you are and
not make a sound." He nodded to the woman, who wal ked aft to the |ounge, then in
t he door.

"After you," said the nale cop. | turned, and wal ked back into the | ounge with
hi m

The two wonen were both there, having m staken the woman's approach for ny
return.

"Which of you is Captain Kohl?" the fenal e cop asked.

"I aml" Sanda spoke up bravely.

"No, | am" responded Dyl an, |ooking then at Sanda with a sadness in her eyes
and voice. "lIt's no good. They'll have to scan us both anyway."
"Look," | said, trying to sound indignant, "I'mthe president of this conpany.

What seenms to be the trouble, officers?”

"Captain Kohl is charged with willfully violating Section 623 Vi, Universa

Penal Code," the man responded. Know ngly subjecting an individual classified as
an asset to the state to extrene danger."

"This is ridiculous!" |I sputtered. "Both of these wonmen work for ne."
"Stowit," the wonan snapped at ne. "W know who the girl is."
"I'mafraid I'll have to ask you both to cone down to the station with us," the

mal e cop added. Then, turning to ne, he cautioned, "Please don't interfere. The
penalties are quite severe for that."

"Can | go with them then? |"'mmarried to the captain."”

"I don't see why not. But no funny business."

"There won't be," | assured them feeling that all was suddenly very wong; that
for once luck had run out—not on me, but on the one | cared for nost. | would
have | oved to have pulled sone funny business and woul dn't have hesitated in the
slightest to do so, but there seened absolutely nothing I could do, funny or

ot herw se, except tag al ong.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

A Judgenent

On the way in, | cautioned both of themto say nothing. Dylan squeezed ny hand
and Sanda's. "It's all right," she said sinply. "I knew what | was doing, and
I"mnot sorry for it even now. Muybe it's a fair exchange, although not one I'd
have made willingly. 1've had five years of living. Now nmaybe it's sonebody
else's turn."

"Don't talk like that!" | scolded her. "It's not the end of the world."

"It's the end of ny world," she al nost whi spered.

Once in the stationhouse, in a corner of the Minicipal Building, both wonen were
taken into a small roomwhere their card inprints and scans were taken. | was
not able to follow, but sinmply had to pace back and forth in a small waiting
area. Even the bork hunt paled before ny feelings now, which were at an all-tine
| ow. After about half an hour, they let nme see Dylan for a few mnutes while
they processed their records and did whatever cops did. Sanda was being held in
a separate room and | didn't see her

"Well, it's over," she sighed.

"Huh? What do you nean?"

"They' ve been laying for nme, Quin. Laying for me for, | guess, five years. They
didn't like the fact that | wornmed ny way out of the notherhood, so they've been
waiting for a chance to get me. Aclerk in the office—ene | know, one who's

wor ked there al nost as long as | have
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—was a plant. They had sonmething on her. An old crimnal conviction or

sonet hing, and she was too lowin skill level to be considered vital. She had to
catch ne or when she reached the nmandatory age it was the mnes for her."

| shook ny head in disbelief. "Five years?"

She nodded. "They needed an exanple. There's been a lot of runblings in the
nmot her hood since | sneaked out. | was their symbol of hope—and | knew it. The
authorities had to get nme, no matter how long it took. They said their
psychol ogi cal profiles indicated |I'd do exactly what | did sooner or |ater, and
they were sure right."

"What happens now?" | asked her, both concerned and mad as hell at a systemthat
woul d wait this long to hang sonebody.

"Judgnent ," she told nme. "The witness, the cops, and the scans proved their case
automatically."

My mind was racing. "Who sentences you? What kind of rank?"

"A professional judgnment panel. Thirteen of them |'m scheduled to neet themin
alittle less than an hour. They don't usually hold proceedings this |ate, but
they're naking a special case for ne."

I thought of all the nen in high places | knew. "Is there soneone | can call?
Someone who can intercede?"

She shook her head. "I don't think so. Maybe after, but not now W don't even
know what the sentence is yet—ould be alnbst anything. Al | knowis that it
was pl anned and directed years ago." She | ooked up at ne.

"Don't blane yourself! | didit, all of my owmn free will. I"'mtotally
responsible.”

"I let you do it."

She smled, a ghost of that old smle. "You couldn't have stopped nme and you
know it."

"WIIl they let me in? WII they hear any nmitigating statenents?"

She shrugged. "1 don't know. "

We waited together nervously until they called her nane.

The judgrment chanmber was nuch |i ke any other courtroom except for the thirteen
bl ack-robed nen and wonen up there behind a curved table. Since only one had a
m ke, it was clear that there was a presiding officer. They let ne in and | took
a seat, noting Sanda in a chair forward of the rest of the seats, which were
enpty. Sanda | ooked as if she'd been crying a little, or maybe a lot, but she
seenmed conposed now.

"The State versus Dyl an Zhang Kohl," intoned the chief judge, as if there were
ot her cases. "WII| the prisoner please rise and approach the bench?"

Dyl an stood up and confidently did as she was told, |ooking the chief judge
right in the eye. Good for you, gal! | thought.

"Dyl an Zhang Kohl, you have been found guilty on the evidence which we have
judged to be true and incontrovertible that you did willfully and know ngly
viol ate Section 623 Vi, Cerberan Universal Penal Code. Can you find any reason
for sentence to be deferred or mtigated?"

"No, your honor," she said firmy.

I cursed and fidgeted like mad in ny seat. Twice in one day | felt real fear,
and twice in one day a total sense of hel pl essness.

"Wl Sanda Tyne approach the bench?"

Sanda, |ooking tiny and nervous, did so, standing next to Dylan. | saw that
Dyl an took Sanda's hand and squeezed it affectionately, as if to reassure her
"Sanda Tyne, we find that you did knowingly and willfully violate the Articles
of Syndi cation applicable to Akeba House. This we have judged true and
incontrovertible on the evidence. Can you find any reason for sentence to be
deferred or mtigated?"

"I talked her into it," she pleaded bravely. "I kept after her and after her
It's all nmy fault!"

"W have considered all the factors involved, including having both your
psychol ogi cal profiles analyzed conpletely. One of the principal articles of the
code, particularly considering the past history of this planet and nany of its
foundi ng parents, is that the crinminal act is not sonething to be judged in and
of itself, but in the context of society. One can, for exanple, go into one of
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the private banks and plead for a thousand units, without credit, collateral, or
any obvi ous neans of payback. If the bank then gives you the | oan anyway, and
you default, it is not your responsibility but the bank's. Now, say you
desperately needed the noney, for a matter of |ife and death, and you conveyed
this to a bank officer. The officer is synpathetic but should deny your |oan
because it would injure his enployer, and therefore his depositors, and
therefore the state. Everyone who had deposits in good faith at that bank woul d
pay for his error.

"But let us suppose that his heart was touched by your plea, and he then
arranged for you to get to a console so that you could steal the noney. You are
desperate, and you do so, thereby committing a crimnal act. But who is truly
committing the nore serious crinme? The one who steals, or the one who all ows and
arranges for the person to steal? This court recognizes this principle, so
enshrined in our laws and principles, and in that context applies it to judgnent
in this case. Exam ning your psychol ogical profile, we find you, Sanda Tyne, to
be a secondary party to this violation, as you did not stow away on the boat or
enter it without the perm ssion of its captain.

"This court has studied both your records and has arrived at what we believe is
a fair and just verdict. It is the sentence of this court that the two of you
exchange bodi es by neans of judgnent, and so be | ocked into those bodies. W
further hold that you, Dylan Kohl, will assunme the responsibilities of the Tyne
body and are therefore not to assune your former position or take any other
enploy. In view of your psychological profile we further direct that you be
taken after judgnent to the Borough of Medl ans Public Psychol ogy Section and
undergo a series of specific treatnments to be set by this court for yours and
the public's good."

I junmped up. "You're not going to turn ny wife into a vegetable!" | screaned.
The judge paused, and all thirteen gave ne the dirtiest |ooks | ever got from
anybody. Well, you've blown it now, | told nyself, but | didn't care any nore.
"You are the spouse of the prisoner Dylan Kohl ?"

"Yes, | am and—=*

"Silence! O | will have you renoved and charged!" He paused for a nonent to see

if I would take the challenge, but | got back a little of ny self-control and
managed to hold on for a nonent.

"Now, then," the judge continued, sounding deliberative but satisfied, "let ne
state to you, sir, that the days of such things, except in extrene cases, are
past. For your benefit, | will outline and explain what we nean."

"Pl ease," | al nbst begged, shaking a little.

"W believe that the profile of Dylan Kohl indicates a possibility of suicide.
We will prevent that, as well as other acts possibly harnful to herself or to
others. Everything we do will be in the nature of protections such as that or
conmpul sion to ensure that the sentence is carried out. Her nenory, personality,
and general freedom of novenent will not be inpaired, since to do anything el se
woul d not be a punishnent at all. Does this satisfy you?"

It didn't, but what could | say? Well, there was always one thing, while, | had
the judge's ear. "Your honor, we are nmarried and we truly |ove each other. Could
she not continue to live with ne? Even with her other occupation, she knows ny
busi ness better than | do and could nake a contribution to its managenent

wi t hout costing the conpany or the state anything. It would be a shane to waste
this expertise."

I saw the judges whi spering anong thenselves until finally the whisper, like a
ripple, reached the chief judge. He | ooked slightly surprised and a bit
unconfortabl e, but he considered whatever it was, then turned back to ne.

"My col |l eagues seemto go along with you—to a point In such a relationshinp,
which is quite rare on this planet, it has been maintai ned by some of ny | earned
col | eagues that an absol ute sentence woul d puni sh you, who have been charged
with nothing. Furthernore, it appears that no matter how renoved our society
seens, there are still sone ronantics anong us. Let ne ask you—have you ever had
a full physical exam nation?"

I thought a bit. "Yes, your honor. Wien | was first on the planet, and again the
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first week of ny enploynent."

"I see. | note that your formis close to the standard for the civilized worlds,
and such are generally sterile. Do you know if you have the capacity to father
chi |l dren?"

"I amtold | do, your honor," | answered. "Although the product of sone genetic
engi neering, this body is of the frontier."

Agai n cane conversation, again the whispers and the ripples, the nods and
gestures. Finally the chief judge announced, "Well, we find an equitable
solution here, we believe, one that is in accord with our past history and is in
the interest of fairness. It is quite out of the ordinary, but we feel that if
it sets a precedent it will be a rare one, considering the circunstances of the
case and the exanple. W therefore place the prisoner in the Child-bearers and
Rearers Syndicate, subject to all its codes, rules, articles and provisions, but
assign her to you rather than to a specific @uild House, for so long as you
choose, with the follow ng provisions.

"One, that you yourself in no way cause the prisoner to violate any of those
codes, rules, articles, and provisions. Two, that you performthe duties
normal |y done by insenination at the Guild Houses, or arrange for insemnation
in case she cannot fulfill her quota. Three, that you assune absolutely al
financial burdens, and that the prisoner shall have no credit, no nobney, and no
possessi ons under | aw except those which you provide. Al joint assets currently
in both nanes or in her name shall be transferred to you al one, and her card
shall be invalid for any purchases or other transactions, naking her a tota
dependent. Four, she shall be totally subject to your authority, carrying out
any such duties large or snmall that you permt so long as she follows the guild
code, rules, articles, and provisions. Five, should you ever no | onger w sh her
conpany or services, she nust imediately report to and enroll in the nearest
@uild House, transferring all authority to the @uild House. Do you understand
the ternms?"

"Yes, your honor." | sure did. It was the nost degradi ng and deneani ng sentence
I'"d ever heard in ny whole life, one that could only have been pronounced on
this dirty planet. It was in fact the worst punishment they could mete out to
her, considering her independent spirit. Suddenly she was reduced not nerely to

the chattel of Akeba House but to outright slavery. Still, | had to agree, it
bei ng as good a deal as | thought could be nade at this tinme. But soneday,
Cerberus, | was going to correct it all. Correct it, and pay them back for this.

They might tenporarily break her. But that only spurred ne on to break their
whol e goddanmed rotten system

"Sent ence on Dyl an Zhang Kohl is therefore pronounced and ratified," the judge
was saying. "Prisoner will remain in custody and undergo full sentencing as soon
as practicable, preferably within the next few hours. Release is set at ten
hundred tonorrow norning, at which tinme she will be released to your custody,
Qvin Zhang. "

I nodded and sat back down.

"Sanda Tyne," the judge continued, "you shall be judged and | ocked into the body
now possessed by Dylan Kohl. It is further directed that you undergo a process
of psychol ogi cal conditioning at the Borough of Medlans Public Psychol ogy
Section as prescribed by this court, and that you be reduced to the status of
mendi cant. Any enpl oynment you might find is restricted to the nbost nenial of
Class |l occupations, and permanently fixed in the | owest position at the

m ni mum wage prescribed by law. This sentence is to be carried out

expeditiously, and not later than ten hundred tonorrow nmorning. This court is
now adj ourned. Prisoners will report to chanbers for initial judgnent.

The thirteen filed out, and a cop canme up and escorted the two wonmen through a
door to one side of the judge's dais. Neither of them | ooked back in ny

di rection.

I was frankly nore concerned with Dylan than with Sanda. As head of Hroyasail |
could hire her even if | was limted in what | could pay her or do for her, so
she woul dn't face the fate of others in the mendicant class —a free one-way trip
to Monrath. | worried, though, if having her around in that body woul d bot her

Dyl an.
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I waited anxiously in the anteroom of the Minicipal Holding at ten hundred. |
didn't have long to wait. | soon saw both of ny wonen, |ooking very nmuch the
same, wal k out and head toward ne. Both were stopped, asked to sign sonething,
and then given their cards.

Dyl an, now in Sanda's slimsandy haired form was through first and cane up to

me. "Hi," she managed weakly.

"H, yourself," | responded, and kissed her. "Was it bad?"

"Not really. | don't even remenber nobst of it. No, the bad stuffs to cone. |
can't believe the sons of bitches actually gave ne to you!"

"It's not a precedent," | told her, "and not restricted to wonen, either. It's

al so done for Syndicate bosses, it seens, and Laroo. Sone of 'em have private
harens, nale or female. It's based on their first principle—you ow your m nd
but the state owns all our bodies."

"Maybe nostly, but they own a little of ny mind, too. | don't think they m ssed

atrick to humliate me. | can't cause nyself or anyone el se physical harm The
way the psychs adjusted ny mnd, I'Il alnpbst go into heat, like sone aninmal, to
get pregnant right on their schedule. | can't even | eave your side wthout
permssion, and if I'mleft in the apartnment | nust stay there. | can't set foot
on a boat, even if it's docked, perm ssion or no. Al that sort of shit."
"I'"'mso very sorry. I'll make it as easy on you as | can," | soot hed.

She managed a wan smile. "I know you will. Look, | told you |l took the risk
freely. Wt crapped out this time, that's all. Look on the bright side: you won't

have to worry any nore about ny getting killed, and those bastards turned ne
into an adol escent sex fantasy all for you."

"I didn't ask for that."

"I know." She turned. "Here's Sanda."

Qur other wonman | ooked really stricken, filled with guilt, a guilt I knew would
surface not only every tine she | ooked at Dyl an but al so every tine she | ooked
inamrror. She had done her idol in, and that was her true puni shnent.

Dyl an grabbed her and hugged her. "Don't feel so bad! Don't feel so guilty! No

nore babies for you, no nore prisoner! And we're still together!" She turned
back to nme. "You can find a job for her, can't you?"
I nodded, feeling relieved that that was out of the way. "Sure." | | ooked

around. "Let's get out of this place.”

W wal ked out into the sunshine and sea breeze, and | hailed a cab to take us
back to the dock. Wen we got out, Dylan | ooked up at Akeba House, out on the
pronontory. "There is one requirenent they made that | have to observe,

perm ssion or no," she told ne. "I have to go up to the House in the next few
days and, before an assenbly of the wonen there, tell what happened to ne and
recant ny crimes in front of them That'll be the hardest thing."

We entered the old, famliar apartnent. "You can set that up now and get it over
with," | noted, gestcring toward the phone.

She went over, took out her card, put it in the slot, and waited. Nothing
happened. She sighed and turned to ne. "You'll have to dial for ne," she said
wearily. "Wth no credit of any kind I can't even nake a sinple phone call."

| tried to console her. "I'mgoing after Laroo and this whole rotten system
You're gonna be free and on the seas once nore soneday. | swear it."

I was going to try as hard as hell to make her believe that, too.

CHAPTER TVEELVE
Proj ect Phoeni x

Dyl an's luck had gone down the drain, but mne was still holding up. She went up
to the House for her obligatory purging, then stayed around a bit, with my

bl essi ngs, |ooking up sonme old friends, getting some consol ati on and advi ce, and
doi ng sonme general talking. Msery |oves conpany, as Sanda pointed out, and deep
down, nobody was nore niserable than Dylan. Still, when she finally returned, it
was with sone interesting news. Sanda, after all, had been spending her |eave
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with us and had hardly checked in up there at all
"There's a coupl e of wonmen there under Coister,"”
never heard of before. Really gorgeous, too."
"What's O oi ster?"

"I't nmeans they're restricted to the grounds of the House, and they've had their
cards conpletely lifted. They can't | eave the place. It's usually only done by
the Syndi cate as puni shnent for offenses, but they don't seemto be |like that at
all. In fact you'll never guess where they cone from"

| shrugged. "What's the mystery?"

"They're fromLaroo's Island,"” she told me. "They were sonme of his—what?
Courtesans? Haren®? \Watever."

The news piqued ny interest for several reasons. "Wat did they do? Have a
falling out with the old bastard? O did he just get tired of thenP"

"They're not sure. One day—zap! The whol e bunch were picked up and shipped to
Houses up and down the coast under Cloister. They say they think it's because of
sonme big deal that Laroo's using the island for. According to themlots of new
faces and equi prrent were coning in —and have been for the past few nonths."

She shook her head negatively. "But one of them saw a name on a stack of
boxes—ooker boxes."

Better and better. "VWat was the nanme?"

"Project Phoenix."

I punched up the encycl opedia on the roonvision nonitor and checked the word. A
| egendary bird fromancient Earth cultures that was totally reborn by being
conpl etely consunmed i n nanes.

"Can you go back up to the House whenever you want ?"

"As a Syndi cate nenber, sure."

"I want you to do just that. Get to know these wonmen. Find out as discreetly as
possi bl e everything you can about Laroo and his island and this nysterious

she told me. "New peopl e

project."
"As you wish," she responded. "But | should warn you if you have any new schenes
in your head. One of the things they psyched into nme might foul you up. | cannot

tell alie. Not only not to you, not to anybody."

I considered that. "Can you not tell the truth? | mean, if sonebody asks you a
question and you don't want to give the answer, can you withhold it?"

She thought about it. "Yeah, sure. O herw se anybody could punp ne about you,
and that would be illegal."

"Wel |, use your common sense, but if anybody asks you a question the answer to
whi ch woul d cause any problens, tell themyou aren't pernmitted to answer that."
"As you wish," she repeated again in that rote tone,

I looked at her. "Wiat's that 'as you w sh' stuff?"

"Conditioning. Any order or direction you give ne that doesn't violate Syndicate
rules or ny other conditioning | nust obey. Don't | ook so upset—you can't change
the rules. You can't even order me to disregard them because they thought of
that, dam them | have—a—a conpul sion to serve. They have nade ne a totally

passive individual and I will, well, suffer nentally if |'mnot ordered about,
set to tasks—+n a word, dominated. Every tine you give me an order and | respond
| get—well, a feeling of pleasure, of well-being, of inportance. |I'm a human

robot + exist to serve you, and you nust |et nme. You nust—for ne.
I looked at her strangely. Was this the sane Dyl an Kohl who only a day before
had coolly faced down one of the nost horrible nonsters of the sea? Was this the
i ndependent, gutsy schener who got out of the notherhood, worked her way to
captain, and helped rig a conputer? It didn't seem so. They had certainly done
sonmething to her. Something in its own way nore horrible than the | obotonies the
judge said were no longer civilized. In nore than one sense, this was a far

crueler thing to do. | didn't know how to handle it.

"What sort of tasks?" | wanted to know.

"Prepare your neals, clean, run errands. Anything and everything. Qs n, | know
this is hard on you, and you nust knowit's hard on nme, but it's done. | accept

it, and you nust, too. Qtherwi se send ne away to the House and forget ne."
"Never —dnl ess you want it."
"QMn, | no |longer have wants. Wants have been forbidden nme. They stripped the
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wants away and left only a series of needs. | need to serve. | need to do ny
work as a nmother. | want nothing. If you choose to keep ne naked constantly
scrubbing the apartnent, that is what | will do, and what | nust do."

"Dam! There nmust be sone crooked psychs | can pressure into getting this
lifted!™

"No. These conpul sions are so deep-planted that to renove themother than in the
preci se manner that they were applied would destroy ny nmind and nake ne a

per manent veget abl e—and that precise manner is stored in the master conputer

al one. They didn't even have just one tech do it, but many, one at a tine, so it
couldn't be reconstructed; that is the added hold they have. They al one can
restore ne. As long as | ama good exanple to the notherhood of what happens if

you try and change your lot, I will remain this way. | would be this way even at
the House, only subject to the orders of all the wonen of the notherhood."
That nmaster conputer again! | had to crack Wagant Laroo! | just had to!

I pulled all ny strings at Tooker, starting with Sugal, with whom| had a
cordi al |unch.

"You want sonething. You always do when you cone up,"” he told nme, soundi ng not
in the | east put out

"What's Project Phoeni x?"

He started. "Were did you hear that nane?"

"I heard it. | want to know what it is."

His voice |lowered to a whisper and he grew i ncreasingly nervous. "Man! You're
dealing with high explosives here!"

"Still, Turgan, by hook or by crook I wll know about it"
He sighed. "If you heard of it at all, | suppose you will. But not here. In a
public place. I'Il get you the information."

He was as good as his word, although even he really didn't know what was goi ng
on. Nor in fact did | depend entirely on him | pulled every string and call ed
inany |QUs | had, as well as using the ever-fascinating Tooker conputer
network, to which I still had access, to build my own picture. The el enents,
spread out in front of me in ny office, gave a story that would energe only

t hrough deduction and anal ysi s.

Item As | had al ready known, every single conputer expert pulled from Tooker at
the start of the |last quarter had been expert in sone formof organic
conputering. Mdst mmjor organic conputers and work on them had been banned | ong
ago by the Confederacy, after sone of the early creations, centuries ago, becane
nore than human and al nost took over humanity. That bitter, bloody, and costly
war had made such work feared to this day. Those who dabbled in it were w ped
or—sent to Cerberus? From Sugal and other sources | determ ned that we weren't
the only one tapped for such ni nds.

Item A couple, of nonths earlier than this, mmjor construction began on Laroo's
Island, partly to create a place for shuttle |l andings to be nade in safety
there. But a whole hell of a lot nore than that was in progress, to judge from
the crews and raw material s ordered.

Item Interfaces between Tooker's naster conmputer—and other corporations' naster
conput ers—were established on a high and unbreakabl e scranble, rel ayed by
satellite. The relay systemis other end pointed to Laroo's Island, although
officially it was interconnected to the Lord of the D anond's command space
station in orbit around Cerberus. That raised an interesting question: if the
work was so super-secret, why not the space station? It was al nost as |arge as
the island, and if one allowed for the shuttle dock, power plant, and fixed
structures on the island, it was a dam sight bigger in usable space.

Item Interestingly. Hroyasail's own area for trawling had been increased by

al nrost 50 percent shortly before | took over, sonething | never would have
noticed if it hadn't been reflected in the quota plan for the quarter, a
docunent | was only now getting to know ultimately. Seaprince of Coborn, about
the sane di stance south of Laroo's Island as we were north, had an equa
increase. A look at corporation affiliates and a check with the previous
quarter's quota plan showed that an entire Tooker trawl i ng operation, Enyasail
was in the previous quarter's plan but was totally missing now Its area had
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been given to Hroyasail, which was natural, and Seaprince, which was nost
unnatural, since Seaprince was a Conmp-world Corporation subsidiary, not one of
Tooker's. You didn't hand valuable territory to a conpetitor that close
voluntarily, so Conmpworld had to have given sonething really nmajor in return and
nothing like that showed in the books. In fact records showed that Tooker's
skrit harvest since the quarter began was down sharply, indicating a dip into
the reserves by next year. So it wasn't voluntary, and only the governnent could
force such a nove

These facts al one, put together with what only | really knew of anyone likely to
conpile them painted a stark picture.

Item The only fol ks anybody knew about now using uncannily human organic
conmputers were our aliens and their spy robots, robots known to have a
connection with the Warden Di anond. That was why | was here. But the alien
robots were so good that no research project would be really necessary on
them-and even if it was, it wouldn't be carried out here, not on Cerberus or any
ot her Warden world, and certainly not by any of our people, who were definitely
behind the aliens in this area.

And yet the concl usion was inescapable: Wagant Laroo had converted his forner
retreat and resort into an organic conputer |aboratory, staffed with the best of
his own that he could find and supplied by Enyasail's trawl ers. Wiy traw ers and
gunboats and not by air? Well, for one thing it would attract |ess attention and
gi ve the appearance to onl ookers of business as usual in Enyasail's area. Also,
there appeared to be sone paranoia about many aircraft in the vicinity of
Laroo' s 1sl and.

| paced back and forth for several days and also talked the natter over with

Dyl an, who, having | ess background in this sort of thing than | did, cane up
even nore of a blank. However, her nore parochial outlook gave ne the key | was
| ooking for. "Wiy are you assuming the aliens have anything to do with it?" she
asked ne. "Why isn't this just a new schenme by Wagant Laroo?"

That stopped nme cold. Suddenly all the pieces fell into place, and | had at

| east part of the picture. "No," | told her, "the aliens have everything to do
with this—enly they don't knowit!"

"Huh?"

I sat down. "Ckay, we know that these aliens are able to nake facsimles of
peopl e, people with jobs in sensitive places they have to gain access to. W

know t hat these organic robots are so good they fool literally everybody. Not
just the machines that check to see who's who, but everybody. C ose friends.
Lovers. People they've known for years. And they even pass brain scans!" | was

getting excited now. "OF coursel O course! How could | be so blind?"

She | ooked concerned. "Wat do you nean?"

"Ckay, so first your agents pick out the person they want to duplicate. They
find their records, take hol ographic pictures, you nanme it. And fromthat, our
alien friends create an organic robot—growis a nore apt term if | remenber
correctly—that is absolutely physically identical to the target. Absolutely.
Except, of course, being artificial it has whatever additional characteristics
its designers want—eyes that see into infrared and ultraviol et, enornous
strength if need be. Since it's made up of incredibly tough material instead of
cells, with a skin nore or less grafted on top, and powered perhaps by draw ng
energy fromthe fields that surround us—icrowaves, magnetic fields, | don't
know what —+t can survive even a vacuum The one that penetrated Mlitary Systens
Conmand seened to have the power to change its conponents into other designs—t
actually launched itself into space. And yet it fool ed everybody! Bled the right
bl ood when it had to, knew all the right answers, duplicated the personality,
right dowmn to the littlest habit, of the person it was pretending to be. And
there's only one way it could have done that."

"Al'l right, how?"

"It was the person it was pretending to be."

She shook her head in wonder. "You're not nmaeking any sense. Was it a robot or a

person?"
"A robot. An absolutely perfect robot whose conponents could provide it with
what ever it needed, either as a nimc or as a device for fulfilling its mission
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or getting away. An incredible machine made fromtiny unicellular conputers that
can control independently what they are and do—trillions of them perhaps. But
the aliens solved the problemwe never did, and never allowed ourselves the
research tinme to do—they discovered how to preprogramthe things indelibly, so
they'd be free and conplete individuals yet never deviate fromtheir

programm ng, which was to spy on us. So now they build themin our inages,
and—what ? They bring themto Cerberus. No, not Cerberus, probably to the space
station."

Dyl an frowned, puzzled. "You nmean they're around here?"

I shook ny head. "No, what happens next has to be sonething like this. The
target is snatched-—ki dnapped. Probably on vacation. At |east at a tinme when he
or she won't be missed for up to a couple of weeks. The victimis brought to the
station and infected with the Cerberan version of the Warden organi sm and

all oned to season there. Then-Byl an, you remanber that drug you stole to get out
of the notherhood?"

She nodded. "I—+ got it off a shuttle pilot."

"Great! It's com ng together nicely. So, after seasoning, their target is given
sonme of this drug and introduced to the simlarly infected robot facsimle. The
target's mnd and personality goes into the robot's, but the robot is already
preprogramed as an agent."

"As they programmed nme,"” Dyl an said enotionlessly.

I nodded. "Only a far nore sophisticated nethod. A psych nmachine wouldn't do the
job, since they need the conplete person—and only that person's attitude is
changed. No, it's in the original programm ng of the robot when it's nade by the
aliens, of that |'msure."

"But how can this robot return and replace the original ?" she asked. "Wuldn't
the Warden organismdestroy it when it |eft?"

"No, not necessarily. Renenber, there are several itens, several products that
even now can be sterilized. Apparently these robots can too. Basically, all they
do is get out of the system The Wardens die, but so adaptable are the
quasi - cel l ul ar conponents of the robot that they can nake i nmedi ate repairs. The
target returns to work from'vacation,' the absolutely perfect agent-spy. It's
beautiful ."

"I't sounds too much |ike what happened to nme," she noted.

"I"'msorry," | said gently. "I was. adnmiring a finely Gafted gem | don't want
to nmake |ight of the human tragedy involved. Still, considering the size and
complexity of the Confederacy, it'd be alnpbst inpossible to block themall out,
and the mmj or damage has probably al ready been done."

"And Laroo's Project Phoeni x?"

I considered it a nonent. "There's only one possibility | can conme up with, and
it's aterrifying one in sone respects. The aliens have no reason to use the

i sland, and | ess reason to use people who know | ess about their robots than they
do. To put any of their operation directly on a Warden world would eventual |y
tip off the Confederacy anyway, and they know the Wardens are 'hot' for them
right now. No, for the answer you have to think as Wagant Laroo thinks, fromthe
perspective of the Warden D anpond, and the answer becones obvious."

"Not to nme it doesn't," she said.

"Al'l right—all along we've wondered just what the aliens could offer the Four
Lords other than revenge. Well, here's the payoff. Wen they win, the Four

Lords, and those others whomthey choose—maybe even the whol e popul ati on of al
four worlds—wi ||l be given new bodies. Perfect bodies, those of organic robots
You see what the Four Lords were offered? A way out. Escape. The freedomto

| eave. If these agent robots can do it, anybody can. But there's a hitch, one
that necessarily paranoid Lords |ike Laroo would inmedi ately think of."

"I can follow this part. What's to stop these aliens from preprogranm ng the
payoff robots as well, so they have a popul ati on of superhuman sl aves?"

"Very good. High nmarks. So here you're given a way of escape and you dare not
use it. What woul d you do?"

She thought a nmonent. "Study theirs and build ny own."

"All right. But it's unlikely that you could do it wi thout such a massive plant
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that the Confederacy watchers woul dn't take notice. Besides, it mght well

i nvol ve construction materials or support materials not found anywhere in the
Warden Di anond, naybe unknown to anybody on our side at this point. Wuat if you
couldn't build one?"

"Well, | guess you'd order a few you didn't need as agents fromthe aliens, who
have to trust your judgnent in these matters, and use them"

"Ri ght again! But these will conme preprogranmed by a nethod unknown to our
science. To nmake them work you have to find out how they are programred and
elimnate the progranming. No nean trick, since it's probably integrated with
instructions on how the robots function and those you have to keep. The best you
can do is hope. Gather everything you can, and everybody who m ght know

sonet hing about it, lock "emup on the island with the robots, |ab, conputer

i nks, and whatever, and try and find an answer. And that's what Project Phoenix
is all about."

"Laroo's not only getting back at the Confederacy," Dylan said in an al nost awed
tone, "but double-crossing the aliens, too!"

| nodded. "I have to admre the old boy for that, anyway. And it's probably not
just Laroo but all the Four Lords. And | think |I know, at |east, how the robots
are getting in and out, too. It has to be in the shuttle system But aside from
the Dianond they go only one other place—+the noons of Monrath. Qut there

sonepl ace, possibly inside those nmoons' orbits, alien and Warden human neet."

| sat back, feeling satisfied. In one nonent |'d solved at |least half the Warden
puzzle. | didn't know anything about the aliens, true, and | had no idea as to
the nature and scope of their plot, but |I now understood, | felt certain, mnuch
of the Warden connection

"And what good does it do you to know t hese things?" Dylan asked. "You can't do
anyt hi ng about them™"

Good ol d practical Dylan! Her comment was on the nmark. What could | do?

O nore accurately, what did | want to do?

Kill Laroo and topple the system yes—but even if | figured out how, did

really want Project Phoenix to fail?

At the noment | knew only one thing. The biggest deal in Warden history was
happeni ng out there on Laroo's Island—and | wanted in on it.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN
The Easy Way Into an | npregnable Fort

A few days later | had Karel take ne out in her boat and go through all the
routine notions, but this tine we went alnbst as far south as we dared go. |
renenbered Dyl an's comment about chasing a bork to within sight of Laroo's
Island, and | had questioned her on the incident. | felt certain we could get as
far chasing an imagi nary one as she had chasing a real one.

The "island" was really pretty far out in the ocean, far fromany sight of |and
and exactly the kind of dictator would love as a refuge. It was a small stand of
maj or trees, giving an area of perhaps a hundred or so square kilonmeters. Not a
really big place. At sone point this grove had obvi ously been connected to the
mai n body, but sonething had happened, probably ages ago, |eaving only isolated
i slands of trees out here now. There were several dozen in the area, none really
cl ose enough to be within sight of the others; still, they pointed like a
wavering arrow toward our famliar "mainland" bunch

We skirted the island just outside the main conputer defense perineter, an area
clearly visible on electronic scans of the place. It was a nass of orange,
purple, and gold foliage atop the thick, blackish trunks, and even from our

vant age point of alnost fifteen kilometers out, ny spotting scopes reveal ed an
extraordinary building in the center of the mass. deamng silvery in the sun,
sort of like a fantasy castle or sone kind of nodernistic sculpture, it was both
anachronistic and futuristic. The exil ed concubi nes and even Dyl an herself had
gi ven rough descriptions of it, but these pal ed before the actual sight
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Still, thanks to Dylan and contacts throughout the Mt herhood, at other Houses
where Laroo's wonen had been sent, | knew it pretty well. Knew, at |east, the
basic room | ayouts and the locations of the elevators, the key power plant, the
basi ¢ defense systens, and things like that. Fromit all, | concluded that it
was as close to an inpregnable fortress as was possible to build on Cerberus.
The el ectronic screens were not only doneli ke over the place but al so went down
to a depth of nore than two kil oneters—ight down to the ocean floor itself.
Wth a fewnillion units of the right equipnment and a force that would be nore
than obvious, it mght be possible to tunnel under the screens, but even then it
woul d be risky once you were through the initial barrier. There were not only

i nner defense screens but physical ones as well. Both robotic and nmanned
gunboats constantly were patrolling.

Karel, a big, muscular woman with a deep, rich voice, was all too happy to help,
and she at |east suspected what | might be up to. She and Dyl an were very
different to |l ook at, but they shared a | ot deep down and had been close to
partners for nore than three years.

"Suppose we drove borks in there? Lots of thenP" | suggested, thinking of
various pl ans.

She | aughed at the idea. "Sure would be fun, but it wouldn't get you in. There
are ways to attract borks, for sure, but those screens are pretty powerful.
You' d need a regul ar stanpede even to nake a dent, and if two of our boats in
skilled hands can usually finish one, you wouldn't believe what the defenses
there can do, even to a dozen."

I nodded. "Yeah, | know. But-sayl Did you say there were ways of attracting

bor ks?"

She nodded. "Certain high-pitched sounds, and certain odors in the water that
simulate a skrit colony. You might draw three or four, if you were lucky, but no
nmore. They aren't as conmon as all that around here. |f they were, there'd be no
way for the skrit to survive and reproduce."

I nodded idly, but | was already thinking. Wen we got back to shore |I'd do a
bit more, and see what could be done. | was sure that given enough tinme—and

had no idea how nmuch tine | had—+ coul d have gotten through those screens, but
that would have gotten nme only to the island—where just about every step
required a brain scan.

No, there had to be sone easier way.

"Dyl an?"

"Yes, Qam n?"

"How do those torpedoes on the boats work? | mean, how do they expl ode?"

"A detonation device screwed in the side, with a mniconputer aboard. You tel

it when to arm and when to expl ode by renote control."

"Uh- huh. And how do you know one fromthe other? | nean, how can you use a
single renpte to trigger the whole bunch?"

"Why, you don't. Each uses the same frequency and all the torpedoes are

uni versal . Each al so cones with a code stanped on it. You just read the code for
each into your transmtter, then fire them by the code nunbers, which is al
they'll answer to. Once you have the nunbers in yours weapons control conputer
you don't really need to know anything el se.”

I nodded. "And who feeds the new nunbers in? Do you take 'em off the invoices or
bills of |ading when new ones arrive, or what?"

"Are you kidding? Wuld you trust your life to a bill of |ading? No, each
captain | oads each torpedo into his or her own boat, then physically reads the
nunbers of f and puts them personally into the weapons control conputer,"”

"Uh- huh. And where's this nunber stanped?"

"On the detonator hatch. A small door that's welded shut after the m ni conputer
for each is placed inside. Go down and see for yourself in the warehouse here."
I did—and |iked what | found. They didn't bother to stanp each nunber on the
door, just stenciled it on. Talking with others, | found that, indeed, sonetines
the nunbers were wong, but there was a test code to check it that would send
back an acknow edgi ng signhal to the weapons control conputer verifying the
nunber. It was a rather sinple test: you just took a nunber |ike, say,

FG7654- 321AA and changed the last Ato a T.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Cerberus%20A%20Wolf%20in%20the%20Fold.txt (75 of 122) [7/1/03 1:26:18 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20-%20FL OD%6202%20-%20Cerberus%20A %20Wol f%20i n%20the%20Fol d.txt

I found the information nost interesting, and asked Dylan a few nore key
questions. "The m niconputers cone preprogrammed and the doors wel ded shut. |
assune, then, that they're shipped live, so to speak?”

She nodded. "There's no danger. A test nmust be run to armthem no code is ever
duplicated or used again, the frequency used is used only for that purpose, and
the transmtters are controlled devices built into the gunboats. Wy this
interest in torpedoes all of a sudden? Are you pl anni ng sonet hi ng?"

"What you don't know can't violate your psych commands,” | told her. "O course
1" m pl anni ng sonet hing."

"Just changing the codes won't work," she noted. "They wouldn't pass the test."
I grinned. "What's the transmitting range on these things?"

"As an additional safety neasure, only three kilometers. That's nore than enough
for a good captain.”

"And nore than enough for nme, ny darling,"” | responded, and kissed her
The next day | dropped by Tooker and checked the shipping section and bills of
| ading. Even if Enyasail was now working only for Laroo, it was still our

conpany and supplied via our transit routes. And of course they needed torpedoes
in case they ran into a bork or two on their way to Laroo's |sland anyway.
Nobody kept a large stock of the things on hand—o matter how safe they were
clainmed to be; they terrified the fire departnent, and even |ocal governnents
didn't like to think of all those explosives in one place. Alittle warehouse
fire and you could wi pe a whole section off the map.

I did have to wait, though, a bit inpatiently, for over ten days until Enyasai
put in another order, and then it was for only twenty. Still, that was enough,
considering that they would at best be replacing used ones in the tubes, not
completely refitting the boats.

A bit of creative routing on the forms nmade sure that these torpedoes woul d cone
first to Hoyasail and little ol' ne.

Dyl an coul d have nothing nore to do with this one. She woul d be prohibited from
assisting in anything that would al nbst certainly cause soneone to cone to harm
Sanda, however, was only too glad to help out.

I had been worried about Dylan's reaction to having Sanda around, but the true
probl em had turned out to be the reverse. Sanda felt trenendous guilt and
renorse and bl aned herself conpletely for what had happened, and she really
didn't want to face nme or, particularly, Dylan any nore than necessary. | had
put her to work as a mmi ntenance worker around the docks, refinishing the wharf,
pai nting the boats, stuff like that, and she seenmed content with her |ot. Now,

however, | had a different sort of painting to do, and it had to be done quickly
and quietly.

The flaw in their torpedo systemwas that, since there was little to be
perverted concerning them they'd standardized it. Thus Sanda and |, working

through the night with Enyasail's new torpedoes, were able to renove the nunbers
and, with some expert stenciling, replace them | had sone admiration for the
manuf act uri ng process: those nunbers were baked on and hard as hell to get off,
but ny trusty conputers at Tooker had conme up with a solvent, and | had no
trouble with a replacenment stencil and paint, although the nunbers would not be
on as solidly as before. Ch, they'd | ook right, but they weren't as permanent.
hoped not hi ng rubbed off during the transshi pnent.

Sanda was puzzled, but there was a slight glow of excitenent in her as she

realized another operation was underway. "I don't see what good swi tching the
nunbers will do," she commented, sounding nore curious than anything else. "I
mean, they just won't test out and they'll be rejected, |like those three over
there of ours."

I grinned. "But they will test out," | told her. "W aren't just changing
nunbers. W are exchangi ng the nunbers. Al the nunbers are still good, just for
the wong torpedoes. Wen they |load these and test them they'|l|l get a response
fromtheir conputers—fromthe torpedoes in the warehouse—but the conputer won't
know that, or at least won't tell. So they'll sail off with a batch of torpedoes

that will test out perfectly, but when they have to use them they won't work."
"Sounds |ike you're gonna blow up the dock instead," she noted.
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"No. It's highly unlikely that any borks will cone within three kil oneters of

| and. The danger zone's out past five kilonmeters. And that's too far. Still, if
there's a really thorough investigation, | can always bl ow the docks—from one of
our boats."

She stared at nme, |ooking slightly shocked. "Ch," she said.

Ri ggi ng the torpedoes was only part of the problem The other was nmaking certain
that there would be an occasion to use them For that, | began a thorough search
for everything that turned borks on

It turned out that the nost reliable and effective nmeans were pretty sinple—sone
sol uble sulfides would draw themif they were anywhere, close and would drive
theminto something of a frenzy (as if that weren't their nornmal state anyway).
But for long-range attraction, | needed sonething nore. Again the solution was
rather sinple. Like nmarine creatures on many worlds, the borks were
supersensitive to ultra-high-frequency sounds and apparently used them for
territorial claims, fights, |ovemaking (hard to inmagine with something Iike
that, but, then again, there were a | ot of borks), and such. The vocabul ary was
not extensive, but it was clearly known, so nuch so that various boat engines
and the like were nade to specific noise standards to avoid any such sounds
within their operating ranges.

On such a sinple idea | didn't go the circuitous route, but sinply got sone
nmodi fi ed UHF broadcasters from tah nyself, then worked with them a circuit

di agram and some easy nodifications of tiny progranmable chips to create a
renote transceiver that | could tune to any sel ective frequency from anywhere
within an area of fifty to a hundred kil oneters. Various shops specializing in
speci al underwat er gear provi ded easy cases that could be adapted to the
transmtters wi thout nuch problem A couple of chemical supply houses sold
various standard conpounds that together would in ny nakeshift kitchen |ab
create one hell of a glue to reinforce the nagnets on the inside of the case. |
didn't want the things falling off under battle stress, as nagnets night

ri sk—and a magnet powerful enough to stay regardl ess woul d be a nagnet powerf ul
enough to be detected by ship's instrunents. Mre electronic nodification and
had a small charge | could also set off by renmpte control —enougb to nelt the
little transmtters into a nondescript goo, but not enough to cause harmto the
hul I .

Al 't hough they were curious, | dared not tell Dylan or the boat captains and
crews what | was doing, since in Dylan's case she might try and stop ne because
of her prohibition against any violence, while the boat people would hardly be
ent husi asti ¢ about ny possibly doing in several of their own. | didn't |ike that
prospect nmuch nyself, but nore was at stake here than a few lives. This was
Laroo | was goi ng agai nst, not some m nor executive or fire departnment enployee.
At least ny way they had a chance and so did |I. Sinply to have sabotaged the
boats m ght not acconplish what | wanted, but would certainly alert Laroo and
his security forces that sonebody nasty was up to sonething

But | would need sonebody to help ne plant the things and that nmeant Sanda—and
wasn't 100 percent certain of her. Up to now she had gone along, it was true,

but before | actually put anything into practice | had to be certain she

woul dn't cross nme up at the wong tinme—not by choice, | knew, but | had no rea

i dea what her psych inhibitors and commands were. So | had to see sonmebody who
could tell ne.

Most doctors were pretty bored on Cerberus; the Warden organi smwas extrenely
efficient at keeping the natives ultra-healthy. Still, sone were around for
energency services and for research, and one group, considering the culture, was
absol utely necessary and al ways busy—the group | was npbst concerned with, the
psychiatrists. Alnost all were exiles, of course, sent here for a variety of
infractions. Most were not adverse to a little under-the-table noney for private
work of a less-than-official nature. A | arge nunber of people, sone otherw se
quite ordinary, recommended Dr. Svarc Dunonia as the ultinmate psych expert who
woul d, do anything for tin extra unit, so it was he | went to see, taking Dyl an
al ong—ot because | felt he could help her, but because it woul d make seeing him
more natural, and the big fee |look legitinmate. Dylan, however, woul d undergo an
extensive series of nostly useless tests while Dunmonia and | had our real little
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chat

He was a thin, wiry, nervous little man who wore hornri mred gl asses, sonething
took particular note of, since everyone on Cerberus had eyesight in the sane
condition as the rest of their bodi es—near perfect. He caught ny gl ance and
shrugged.

"The gl asses. Ch, call theman affectation. I'd like to think | wear 'em+the
panes are perfectly clear, of course —to be nore of an individual, to stand out
in the crowd. Truth was, |'d been getting a tad nearsi ghted back hone and never
seened to have the tinme to have the matter attended to. | just got sone gl asses,
|iked the | ook, and kept wearing them After | got here | felt unnatural w thout
'em
I smled slightly and took a seat in his office. My record of never neeting a
psych who didn't need a psych was holding firm

"Doctor," | began carefully, "I"'mhere so | can understand nore about the
process of psychol ogical conditioning. As you're aware, | live with its results
al nost constantly."

He nodded and flipped through a folder. "Hhmm . . . interesting treatnent, |

must say. Highly creative. The design teamthat worked out your wife's pattern
had to be one of the best. It's a highly skilled profession, you know, and
getting the results you want fromwhat's ordered is often nearly inpossible.
Every tinme you inplant anything beyond, say, a sinple command, as in say,
post - hypnoti c suggestion but nmaking it permanent, you're taking risks with the
entire mnd, the entire personality. Information is filed scattershot throughout
the brain in tiny electrochemi cal bytes, you know. It's put together up front by
the cerebral cortex, which reaches at the speed of |ight for whatever it needs
to create hol ographic menory, personality, whatever. To do sonething this

conpl ex takes —well, not technicians but artisans.”

"Sonme artisans,” | nuttered. "They destroyed her."

"Ch, sorry. Didn't nean to offend, but when you're in the business and you see
it as a mathematical abstract rather than in human terms it's, well, like

admring a skillful heart restoration back hone. If you don't know the person,
you adnmire the work in isolation, even if afterward you find that the person
died."

| accepted that notion, or at |east understood it. "Still, she was changed into
soneone, well, very different. The result seens sonehow nore awful than death or
i mpri sonment . "

"Ch, no! Actually, it's not that way at all. Back hone, where both of us cone

from the procedure is so common you probably net hundreds, even thousands of
people with some psych work and never knew it. In psychiatry, for exanple, we
can actually go in and get at the deep psychoses, do things our forefathers
never dreaned of. There are no nore hopel ess cases in ny profession. And in the
case of your wife, think of the alternatives. You might not agree that she did
anything wong or that the |aw or judges were just, but who does in any society?
Isn't that why we're both here?"

"Well, in your wife's case, fromthe point of view of society, they took someone
who violated the | aw and nade her into a productive nenber of that society who
won't violate any laws. Not the inportant ones, anyway."

"I mportant to whon?"

"To the state, of course. To understand ny job, you have to renenber that our
task is to restore abnornal people to nornmal. Normality isn't an objective
standard, but rather a subjective terminposed by each society on its people by
|l aws and culture. Ancient cultures used to sacrifice people to appease the gods.
In those societies, anybody who objected to that sacrifice or doubted the

exi stence of the gods wasn't normal. The social fabric of the civilized worlds
woul d be horribly abnormal to many of our own ancestors, but it's ours. W were
born into it and accept nost of its values, even if we question or violate one
or two. Cerberan culture is nothing but a nodification of the civilized worlds
own culture adapted to local conditions and limtations. Deep down you can
understand that."

This line of conversation was naking nme slightly unconfortable, and | couldn't
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really figure out why.

"Now, in your wife's case," he continued, "we have sonebody with a coupl e of
problenms fromthe state's point of view that made her abnornmal. First, she
escaped fromthe notherhood, sonething which is culturally forbidden and which
hel d the threat of underm ning a basic underpinning of Cerberan society. But
since everybody here in any position got there by getting away with breaking the
rul es—and she had only bent themslightly—they couldn't do nuch to her at that
poi nt without questioning their basic values and thensel ves. Besi des, she
overconpensated for her previous cloistered |life by taking on a profession nost
Cer ber ans consi der suicidal."

"Over conpensat ed?"

He nodded. "Sure. The unhappy ones in the notherhood are basically of two

ki nds—those really unfit for the role, who are usually given psych treatnents,
and the romantics. Extrenely bright and very limted by her assigned role, Dylan
had only one view of outside, in this case outside her House—that dock and those
advent urous seanmen. She fantasized about what she knew and coul d see, and that
really was Hroyasail. But when she did get out and did attain her dreans, they
weren't all they were cracked up to be. The fantasy was far nore romantic than
the reality. It was either as dull as the notherhood or horribly
|ife-threatening, and when you take risks like that day after day, know ng the
odds, even that becomes unsatisfying. Like nbost people who work on the boats,
she was really past caring. The notherhood was dull and repressive, and her
fantasy was dull and in its own way equally repressive. So she continued going
through the notions w thout nmuch hope for the future, know ng that sooner or

| ater her luck would run out and she'd be killed. Being killed in her work
became her new romantic fantasy."

| was a bit shocked at this. "You nmean she was sui ci dal ?"

He | ooked back down at his charts. "In a sense, yes. Ch, she wouldn't try to
kill herself, but she herself nust have told you that you get to be captain
mostly by attrition. Everybody likes thrills, but with the kind of odds in her
busi ness you have to have a death wish. It shows tip clearly in her profile."

I shook ny head in wonder. "I can't believe that of her."

"Ch, it's true. What in fact her profile suggests she really wanted was to be
what she is—a nother. But a conplete nother, one who not only bears but raises
her children, frontier-style. In fact, for all her rationalization, the addition
of a new factor in her life, when her odds were surely running |low, was the
final trigger for her to take the action she did."

"New fact or?"

He nodded. "You. She fell in love with you. And suddenly she found it nore and
more difficult to go out on her daily hunts. For the first time she started
getting scared because she no | onger was content to die at the helm so to
speak. When you restored her will to live, you shortened her odds of surviving
to atiny fraction. She couldn't consciously face this, but her subconscious
knew, and that's why she decided to give in—+o0 violate the | aw-and take the girl
Sanda al ong that day. She was at her peak, of course, because she had both you
and Sanda to protect, but you have no idea the risk you took that day. Half of
Tier, I"'msure, considered the idea of going down with those she |loved, a tidy
and ronmantic ending. She didn't, because she |oved you too nuch."

"You' re sayi ng she knew she'd get caught?"

"I'"'msaying she wanted to get caught. If she hadn't been caught this time she'd
have done sonething el se. She wanted out so she would no | onger be faced with

i nevitabl e death and separation fromyou."

| felt at once touched, unconfortable, and incredul ous. "But she could have
quit. We'd have created a place for her with the company."”

"No, no. She couldn't consciously face that either. | suspect that the idea
never entered her head, since she also feared | osing you. You admred her
courage, even as you feared for her life. She was afraid that any such nove
woul d be interpreted as cowardi ce on your part and m ght |eave her w thout
you—and that was the only thing that nattered to her. You."

"But that's ridiculous! I wouldn't have—

"You probably wouldn't," he agreed, "but the human nind is nore than a conputer,

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Cerberus%20A%20Wolf%20in%20the%20Fold.txt (79 of 122) [7/1/03 1:26:18 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20-%20FL OD%6202%20-%20Cerberus%20A %20Wol f%20i n%20the%20Fol d.txt

which is why we have psychiatrists at all. We're individualists, with enotions
and a streak of irrational thinking that both makes us humans great and is our
bi ggest weakness."

"I still can't really accept this," | told him

"Ah! Love!" he sighed. "Qur craziest failing. It has al nost been elimnated on
the civilized worlds, and it's pretty dammed rare here on Cerberus, too. But
give it half a chance, give it alittle crack to slip into and it raises its

head nonethl ess. Look, Zhang, | can tell you really don't like Cerberan culture
very much, but next to the frontier the Warden worlds—all of them-all ow one
thing that nakes them | think, better places. Here we still dream we stil

fantasi ze and ronmanticize. On the civilized worlds they' ve eradicated that, and
they know it. That's why the frontier's a continuing operation. It's the only

pl ace where people can still dream Al of hunmankind' s advances—si nce the
precursor of Man came down fromthe trees on ancient prinordial Earth-have
resulted fromdreans, fantasies, inmgination. Dylan broke free of the notherhood
for a dreamshe found a way. But as with the civilized worlds, which were begun
with the nost glorious of dreans in mind, the reality proved | ess than that
Hollow. If you search inside yourself you knowit, too."

| gave a dry, hunorless chuckle. "I can see how you wound up here."

He gave a genuine chuckle in return. "They made a m stake on ne. Sent ne off to
the frontier because they had a shortage of nedical officers for a short tour
When | returned to the civilized worlds | couldn't believe how holl ow and enpty
they were—the sane places | |oved and yearned for only a year before. | becane
convinced that civilization as | knew it would continue of its own nmonentum rmuch
as ot her ancient enpires bad continued, but being hollow, it was also fragile. |
knew that we'd crack agai nst any good assault fromoutside, and [started a]
canpaign to restore sone vigor, sonme nental health." He spread bis arns. "And
here I am And know what? | really haven't been that sorry about it."

"Suit yourself,” | told him "I certainly see your point, even if | don't accept
your conclusions on the civilized worlds or on Dylan."

"An interesting netaphor, one that appeals to ne. Your wife and our old
civilization. Hstory will eventually prove ne right on the civilized worlds,
but | can prove ny point on Dylan easily."

"How coul d you do that? Fromreadi ng psych profiles taken in only one night?"

He grinned |ike a man about to | ower the noose. "No, because | know from your

cover application on her what she told you was done to her. | knewin a mnute
it couldn't have been like that—that sort of conplete turnaround takes weeks,
maybe nmonths, if it can be done at all. So | just got the test results on her,

and they confirmed ny suspicions.”

"Whi ch are?"

"Considering the tine, it was a masterful job, as | said, but it was hardly that
extensive. Dylan believes they did all of it—she is convinced of that. But what
the psychs did was far slighter and nore subtle. They sinply gave her a nudge
here, a tap there, a very subtle working of her subconsci ous desires, ones she
herself was not fully willing to admt to herself. She did the rest to convince
hersel f and you that those things she wanted to do and be were involuntarily

i nposed from above. Look, Zhang, if we could do such a conplete job on sonebody
i ke her overnight, the syndicates would put us all through the ringer and you
know it."

"Are you telling ne that there's no psych command that says she has to obey ny
every wi sh? No psych plant agai nst going out on the boats?"

"I"'msaying there is not. The first, the obedience thing, conmes partly from her
early training and psyche, partly frominner needs, and partly out of her very
real total dependence on you financially. She is convinced there is such a
command, but it cones from her own subconscious—and is no | ess real because it
does. Furthernore, there is absolutely nothing preventing her from goi ng near
the boats except the | aws governing the notherhood, but it's a damm good way of
not having to face up to the fact that she doesn't want to go any nore. You see,
she's taken the things she doesn't want to face and transferred themto a third
party—the psych. That way she can accept it, and that way you have to accept
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her."

I had half risen fromthe chair, but now | sat back down again. "Wat you're
saying is that she's living in a fantasy world conpletely now. One of her own
maki ng. "

"Somewhat ," he agreed. "Now, we can schedule a series of sessions that will
all ow her to accept the truth, but it nay take tine. Wth your help we can bring
her face to face with herself again, so she'll be a whol e person. Nonet hel ess,
she'll be nore the present Dylan than the past one—you understand that?"

I nodded, feeling slightly dazed. "All right. W'Ill schedule it. But

I' mstunned. What psych commands did they put in?"

"Wel |, the prohibition against taking any human life is real and pretty standard
for sentencing," he told nme. "It protects her and you. She's also got a conmand
that prohibits her fromever |eaving the notherhood of her own accord again,

al though that's nostly reinforci ng—under judgnment she can't switch bodies
anyway. The rest, as | said, is all subtle. The brain triggers hornopnes and the
like. Reinforcing her natural drives, so to speak, as defined by that body. This
has the nice by-product of reinforcing her feelings for you, which is damed
clever, since that in turn feeds her psychoses and gives themthe force of
conmands, too."

"From what you're saying, maybe we shouldn't snap her out of it," | noted. "You
cl ai m she's happy."
"No. She'll never be happy until she realizes that this is what she wants and

until she is convinced that what she wants is also all right with you. Not doing
sonet hi ng about these convictions, particularly the second, could in the |ong
run turn her into the very robot she thinks she is. Wich is fine for the state
and the state's psychs, but not for her or for you."

"Ckay, you convinced nme. But what about ny original purpose for com ng?"

"Sanda Tyne. An interesting case, quite unlike Dylan, you know. She's one of
those never really cut out for the notherhood, but she hasn't nearly the
intelligence potential nor the vision to really be sonebody in the outside
wor | d, although she has great dreans. She enjoys thrills and adventure, but only
as a child mght, with no real understandi ng of the dangers to herself or to
others. As with Dylan and with all the best psych work, they sinply took what
was there and used it, although in her case they nore or less froze it. Hard as
it is to believe, Sanda is nore psyched than Dyl an."

"What ! "

He nodded. "She feels no real guilt about what happened to Dylan. Not really. In
fact she's sonewhat disappointed that she didn't replace Dylan in your life; she

still hopes to one day. That's the limit of her anbition and visi on—and now you
under stand why she doesn't call on you both nore often."
"Jeal ousy?"

"Envy, nostly. Her whole |ife has been nothing but envy. The grass is al ways
greener to her. Physically and intellectually she m ght have lived for twenty
years, but enotionally she's sonmewhere around eight or nine. The psychs nerely
danped down whatever anbition was left and much of that active imagination. They
reinforced the envy, but also |lay down prohibitions about doi ng anyhi ng about
it. The way they have her danped and oriented, she'll be perfectly happy

chi ppi ng paint and col |l ecting garbage, secure in the know edge that sonmeday her
pri nce—you—will come to her."

"What about that business concerning harmto self or others? You said it was

st andar d?"

"True, but there's only so nuch you can do in a few hours, and they did a |ot.
Much the same thing was acconplished by the other conditioning, as | nentioned.
She isn't going to hurt Dyl an because that might alienate you. Besides, she's

sure you' |l dunp Dyl an sooner or |ater and cone down and see the errors of your
ways. She isn't going to hurt you because she's patient, as |ong as she's near
you. And secure in the know edge that she'll win in the end, she's hardly going

to do anything to herself. That being the case, no prohibition was necessary. In
fact | can foresee only one way in which she could harm anybody for the rest of
her judgnent, and only one, so you're safe."

"Ch? What's that?"
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"If you asked her to. She'll do anything to denonstrate to you the m stake she

t hi nks you nade. "

I grinned, feeling a bit nore confortable. "No chance of that, of course."

"Of course," Dunpnia agreed

The torpedoes had been rerouted to Enyasail, where they were supposed to be al
al ong, and ny devices were ready. Confident now of Sanda's conpl ete cooperation,
we went down one evening to scout out the place and found it simlar in |ayout
to Hroyasail. It would be, | told nyself, considering it was built by the sane
parent corporation at the sane tine for the sane purposes.

O course there were guards all over the place, and all sorts of electronic
security as well, but it was oriented toward the warehouses.

Sanda, |ike all Cerberans, knew how to swim Wen you lived in giant trees with
an eternal ocean always underneath, that was one thing you absolutely | earned
fromthe start

We were using just basic wet suits and snorkels. | wanted no gi veaways shoul d
there be underwater devices for picking up sounds |ike nechanical rebreathers or
an underwater cycle. As a check, we donned the suits and, starting fromnore
than two hundred nmeters beyond the docks, actually swamup to and under the
boats, checking out the lay of the land. W found sonme small sensors along the
docks thensel ves, but not only was there nothing to keep us fromthe bottom of
the boats but the area was floodlit so they were nicely sil houetted.

But then why should Laroo suspect sabotage? What woul d be gained? It was sure to
be discovered. But even if it wasn't, it would just slow himdown slightly—he
could get boats fromother places, if need be. The only irreplaceable stuff, the
organi ¢ robots, would cone in fromspace to his new | andi ng pad. Anybody el se
woul d be nore interested in the warehouses, which were heavily guarded, than in
t he boats—since, any good security officer would reason, why woul d anybody
attack then? Not only expendable, but you' d | ose the cargo to the depths.
Not hi ng to gain.

They were w ong.

The next night Sanda and | returned, this tinme with the bag of little goodies
had made up from ah's materials and other sources. W easily and silently
af fi xed the devices not only to the gunboats but to several of the biggest

tram ers as wel |

The work went so easily, in fact, that Sanda was noie than a little

di sappointed. It was exhausting, yes, but not thrilling. It was in fact as easy
as witing a letter

The devices triggered at different points, and | arranged for themto be
triggered fromour boats when we came within range during routine operations.
Nobody on our boats knew, of course, that they were doing anything like that,
but that didn't matter. The one thing I couldn't control was when those
defective torpedoes woul d be | oaded and used. | could only give them an
intermttently bad bork problemthat woul d cause torpedoes to be used up at a
fearful rate. Oherwise, all | could do was go about ny nornmal routine and wait
it out. I wouldn't even hear the horror stories. | just hoped that the aftermath
of their troubles would, otherw se unbidden, wash right over ne. It was the
easiest, if least certain, way. The best way of doing what you want to do, of
course, is to create a situation wherein your eneny invites you, even conmands
you, to do precisely what you wanted to do in the first place-which was the pl ot
here. If that worked out, then the solution of howto get into Laroo's fortress
woul d work out, too. The easiest way into an inpregnable fortress is to be
invited in by the owner.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Facts About Myself, Some Psych Work, and Fruition

During the waiting period, Dylan began her sessions with Dunoni a—and so did |
si nce convincing her that | |oved her no natter what incarnation was at the
heart of the whole thing. It was true. | did love her, and if frontier wife was
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her new goal, then that was fine with me. | wanted her to be happy, and as Dr.
Dunoni a had noted, under the present circunstances she was not. Wat was

i ntended was to give her a sense of security-which in its own way was sonewhat
ironic. | was arranging to kill Wagant Laroo and at the sanme tinme trying to nmake
Dyl an secure.

What was really interesting about the process was that during a few sessions
sonme of her visions of me and ny earlier caper slipped out, as inevitably they
woul d. Al though | was paying Dunoni a enough to ensure he kept his medical ethics
about him | was nore than slightly anused when | discovered that he totally

m sread this one as another of Dylan's ronmantic fantasies in which | had sonehow
becane invol ved. That conputer fraud schene had been so nutty and unbelievabl e
that even her psych refused to believe it. That, of course, had been precisely
why | had done it the way | had.

Natural ly, during the process, | had to undergo a bit nyself, but | wasn't
really worried. My early training and conditioning automatically switched in
under such probes, giving the psychs whatever information | wanted themto have.
My probing al so wasn't deep, but was only directed toward ny feelings about
Dylan and so | was on relatively safe ground. At the end of the second session
with the psych and his machi nes, however, | got one shock.

"Did you know you have two surface-planted conmand i npul ses?" He asked nme. "Been
to a psych before?"

"No," | answered, slightly worried, "I know of one that should be there. Basic
data about Cerberus. It was a, new process they were trying with me to help
peopl e get acclinmated."

He nodded. "W got that. Sonme of it, anyway. Qite thorough. But there's

anot her."

I frowned and | eaned forward. "Another?"

He nodded. "Actually, as | said, two. Two commands, in addition to the
briefing."

| was beginning to get worried, not only because | didn't know what these
were—al |l my agent conditioning woul d be beyond these machi nes—but al so because
they mght betray ne and who | really was. "Do you know what they are?"

"One is treasonous," he replied, sounding as objective as he did when di scussing
mundane matters. "It appears to be a command to kill Wagant Laroo if you can.
Actual ly nmore of a reinforcenent—designed to nake you detest himenough to kil
him Very nice job, really. | wonder if every newexile is being sent in with
this sort of conditioning? Still, | wouldn't worry about it. The readouts state
that you're really not violent or self-destructive. Though this inpulse is
enough to ensure that you're never going to love the state and its glorious

| eader, it's no stronger than your comon inpul ses, which would be to danp down
the actuality. W'd all like to kill sonebody at one tine or another, but few of
us do. The inpulse is no stronger than that. Unless you have a specific

pre- Cerberan reason for wanting to do himin? Revenge?"

"No," | responded snoothly. "Nothing like that. | never net the nan, never even
heard of himuntil | was told | was being sent here."

"Al'l right. But that makes the second one all the nore puzzling."

"Huh?"

"Basically it boils down to an instruction to call your office every so often
when the opportunity's offered you, then forget all about doing so. Do you
under st and t hat ?"

Instantly | did understand, but the trouble was finding a way to explain it

away, all the while nmentally kicking nmyself for not thinking of this before. The
sons of bitches! O course! How could they track me, know what | was doi ng on
Cer berus? The organic transmitter woul d cease functioning the nonent | switched
bodi es. The answer was sinple and staring ne in the face, but |1'd been too cocky
to think of it before.

There were other agents here somewhere. Probably |ocal people, perhaps with
sonet hing they wanted from outside, or perhaps exiles with close friends,

famly, something to | ose back hone. Blackmailable, to a degree. How nany tines
had one of these come to ne, perhaps when | was wal ki ng al one or on the road,
and told me to call the office? Lead ne, then, to a transceiver of sone sort so
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I could send ny doings up to nmy other self, sitting there off the Warden system
Done it, then pronptly forgot it

"I think | understand,” | told him "M/—ah, previous activities, well, they

i nvol ved sone conpl ex deal i ngs and sone people in high places. These peopl e need
certai n—eodes, basically, to continue to enjoy what | no |longer can. This, |
think, is a formof blackmail."

He smiled blandly at ne. "You're a plant, aren't you? A Confederacy agent. Oh,
don't look startled. You're not the first, nor the last. Don't worry, | won't
rat on you. In fact it wouldn't matter much if | did, all things considered.
Your profile indicates you are highly independent, and that Cerberus, and
particularly Dyl an, has changed you, as sonething al ways does. They keep trying
t hough. "

| sat back and sighed. "How did you know?"

"Fromthe start—wi n Zhang. Wnan's nane. Wnan's body, when you came down. But
you're no wonman. You' ve never been one, except for that brief and quite
brilliant cover entrance. There are differences in the brain scans between nal es
and fermal es. Not ones you'd really notice, but not only aml an expert, |I'malso
on a world where such swapping goes on all the tine, so | see all sorts of

swi tches. Renenber the physiol ogical differences between the sexes. The brain
governs them and while new patterns mght energe, there are always traces of

the old. Not in your case, though. So from your appearance here, | infer that
the Confederacy's finally figured out how to do what we can do naturally."
"Not exactly," | told him "The attrition rate's high. But they're working on
it."

"Fascinating. They'll have to suppress the know edge, you know, except perhaps
for the | eadership and essential people. They'll have to—such swi tching woul d
di srupt their society enornously, perhaps beyond repair." He smled at the
thought. "Well, it's no big thing, since the Confederacy still has the

unsol vabl e probl em Anybody capabl e enough to really cause damage as an agent
that they send to a Warden worl d changes into one of the Warden D anond's best
and nost dangerous citizens. Tell nme, do you really intend to kill Laroo?"

"I should kill you," | noted icily. "You' re the nbst dangerous man on this

pl anet to ne. More than Laroo."

"But you won't," he responded confidently. "For one thing, that would add |ots
of conplications to whatever you're doing now. For another, it would draw
attention to you, even if you got away with it, since you'd be linked to ne by
your scheduled visits. | doubt if a man |ike you could stand being under a

m croscope right now And finally, | think you realize that | couldn't care |less
if you bunp off Laroo, or settle down and enjoy life, or take over the whole
dammed place. If you did, it'd be a change, anyway. You nust believe ne, Zhang,
when | tell you that you're the seventh agent |'ve net and | haven't turned one
in yet. You surely nmust realize by nowthat nmy own fatal psychological flawis
that I|"'ma romantic revolutionary anarchist with no guts, but with a taste for
the good life. If you weren't sure | would stay bought, you wouldn't have cone
tonme inthe first place."

I relaxed, in spite of ny old instincts. He was right, of course—and it was
unlikely that | could do anything but trust him This was a smart man who'd
protect hinself.

"Can you renove that 'call the office' command? At |east the part about
forgetting | did it?"

"Sadly, no. Not with what | have. However, both comands are sinpl e enough that
they could be canceled out."

"Huh? What do you nean?"

"Well, using the level and intensity of the patterns | have here, | could lay on
a new set of commands of absolutely equal strength. For exanple, | could lay on
one that said you liked Wagant Laroo and had good feelings whenever his nane was
mentioned. This would negate the other. If | phrased the command exactly right,
you'd wind up in a love-hate relationship that would cancel. As for the
other—well, | could give an equal command that you will not use a transceiver
for of f-planet conmmunication. Sane effect. You'd still go when called, but you
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woul dn't tell 'em anything."

"I"'mnot too concerned about those," | told him "At |east not now Later

m ght want to have that call command negated; right nowit mght be useful,

al though I'mnot sure how. But | want to remenber doing it, and what | did. Any
tricks there?"

"After the fact, perhaps. After all, it's all there, in your nenory. You're just
barred from consciously recollecting it. | suspect that with a very strong
neutral field under a psych converter, together with a hypnotic series, for
exanpl e, we night be able to get the information out of you and recorded. Wen

you awoke you still wouldn't be able to renenber it, but you could then exam ne
the recording and get the data no natter what"

"Al'l right," I told him "Let's do it."

The trick worked, after a fashion. |I really don't know what is being transmtted

even now, you bastards, but | now know how it's done and by whom And how
damabl y obvi ous the whol e thing was once the truth was out.

Who better to have such a spatial link with you than old fat, friendly Gtah? An
el ectroni cs shop with bl ack-market connections. No wonder Gtah could get

what ever he needed in the way of bootleg gear! That's how you pay him right?
Very clever. | should have thought of it as soon as | figured out that you had
sonmething to do with nmy being sent to Medlam so close to Laroo's Island, in the
first place. Medlam and associated with Tooker, a corporation well suited to ny
talents. And waiting there, where you knew |'d eventually go, was Ot ah

Vll, it didn't matter now In fact it hel ped. Now at |east | knew who—and when
Three weeks had passed since ny dirty deeds at Enyasail, and | was beginning to
feel nervous. Sonething, | felt sure, should have happened by now. | began to
turn ny mind to nore direct, |ess devious, but nore risky alternatives.

The one bright spot was Dyl an, whose treatnent was really helping. 1'll say this
for Dunonia: although he is crazy as a loon and nore anoral and cynical than |
am he really knows his stuff. | began to believe that in his ow field he was
one of the most brilliant nen | had ever known. This is not to say that Dyl an
was anything |like back to normal, but she was nore confortable with herself and
with me, nore like a real human being, and she seened happi er. Dunoni a expl ai ned
that he could do a lot, but the key breakthrough eluded him the point of her
own insecurity regarding nme. It was a wall he couldn't get past, a wall erected
of her deep-rooted conviction that without the pity angle I would not |ike her
as she wanted to be and would tire of her and | eave. She was very w ong, of
course, but her fear was deeply rooted in her understanding of the culture from
which | came and the culture of Cerberus in which she had been rai sed—cultures
m nim zi ng cl ose personal attachments and enotional factors. In the Cerberan
culture you held your power and position by the favors owed you or by bl acknai l
or by sonme other hook. So the idea of such things not being necessary was a
cultural gap that seened inpossible to bridge. In reversed circunstances,

coul d see nyself having the sane hang- ups.

"If she weren't under judgnent, there are things that might be used," Dunbnia
told me. "Unorthodox, maybe dangerous things, but quite effective. But as |ong
as she's trapped in that body we're stuck."

That thought depressed nme a bit, since | nost wanted the old Dyl an back, a
partner | could deal with as an equal, alnobst the part of nme |'d gotten used to
having. It was peculiar that |, the consummate |oner, born and bred to be above
such things and never before touched by them should suddenly have this need,

al nost a craving, for soneone else. | instinctively knew that it was ny
Achilles' heel. Still, the fact that | had these weaknesses, didn't matter to me
as much as it had, and there was al so the corner of nmy mind that said that
everyone, even nme at nmy old top form had flaws and weaknesses anyway. Nobody
was i mmune. The inportant thing was to recogni ze your own and get to know t hem
so that perhaps they could al so work for you

A few days later, when |'d just about given up, nmy scampaid off. | was visited
in mdnmorning at ny Hroyasail office by a big, burly man whose dark eyes

i ndicated an intelligence his general appearance beli ed.

"I'"m Hurl Bogen," he introduced hinself, offering his hand, which | shook, then
gestured for himto have a seat.
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"What can | do for you, M. Bogen?"

"I"'mthe security coordinator for Chairman Laroo," he told me, and ny heart
al nost stopped. This was either very good or bad news. "You know he has an
i sland resort south of here?"

I nodded. "I'mafraid |'ve even taken a vicarious |look at it fromone of our
boats,” | told himhonestly. If he didn't already know that he shoul d have.
"Just out of curiosity."

He grinned. "Yeah, lots of folks do. | don't blanme "emand | don't worry about

it. Basically, though, we've run into a big problemw th a project we're working
on over there and we need your help. W' ve contracted with Enyasail to keep

st eady supplies comng and going to and fromthe island, and it's worked out
fine until a couple of weeks ago. W got just creaned by borks—never saw so nmany
of "eminny life. W got nost of "em but they did a pretty good job on
Enyasail's fleet. W're down to a dozen trawers, all smaller types, and just
one gunboat."

| feigned shock. "But hell, how many borks could you have? Those were good
crews, and we haven't had any problens of that sort. Matter of fact, we've been
pretty damed peaceful around here the | ast few weeks, with only one or two
reported and only one actual engagenent™

He nodded ruefully. "No wonder. They were all down our way. The bio boys say
that sonething attracted them down there, possibly a run of sonme chemical in
subsurface currents. Rotten luck."

I held ny breath. "How many people were | ost?"

"W were pretty lucky there, although we did | ose a dozen or so. Luck of the
job, really. You should know that. But the main thing is, we no |onger have
enough boats to neet our supply needs. We've |inped along with what we had for a
whil e, using sonme air supply for the energency stuff, but we really need sone
boats. Not traw ers—we're commandeering sonme big freighters nowbut gunboats. W
need a full four to nake it out to the island okay."

"l can understand that," | replied, "but |1've only got the four here nyself."
"W need one of 'em™" he told ne matter-of-factly. "We're also pulling one each
fromtwo other conpani es along the coast here. You'll have to nake do with
three." It wasn't a request but a command.

| sighed. "All right. But |I'mresponsible for those boats and crews and | don't
like the idea of a high-risk bork area being worked by four crews unused to each

other." | pretended to think for a nonent. "Look, for your safety as well as
ours, why not do this instead? Pull all four of ny boats and crews off—that is,
| et Hroyasail take over entirely fromEnyasail. W'IlIl use your surviving
Enyasail boat and the other two to fill in here. The Enyasail skipper knows the

territory around here, and putting three crews fromthree spots into a routine
trawling and protection operation is a |lot safer than cargo."

He consi dered ny suggestion. "Mikes sense," he admtted. "In fact I'll recommend
it if you and your crews check out okay."

My eyebrows went up. "Check out? Cone on, M. Bogen. You're a security man.

You' ve al ready checked us out."

He smled and gave a slight shrug. "Well, yes. Your boats and crews check out
nicely, | admt. You, however, are a question mark to ne, M. Zhang. You don't
fit. You don't quite add up to nme. Your psychol ogical profile feels funny.

have the funny feeling | should take the rest of Hroyasail and not you."

"What! | don't understand."

"Don't ask ne why. It's just a gut feeling. Still, ny gut feelings are often
correct. Besides, we don't really need you, you know. "

This guy was good. | hadn't quite counted on this and | had to nmake sone
split-second decisions on himbased on risky and i nconpl ete data.

"Look," | said. "What do you think I an? A Confederacy spy or sonething? You

have ny old records.”

"Yes, we do. And nore conpletely than you can believe. W find your whol e
personality and profile too nuch at variance from Qi n Zhang's to dism ss." Then
he thought for a nmoment, as if westling with hinself, while | suppressed ny
rising tension. Damm Security for that sex switch! First Dunonia, nowthe
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infinitely nore dangerous Bogen, snelled a rat because of it.

"Tell you what," he said at last. "I don't know your ganme, Zhang, nor whet her
you're who or what you say you are. But I'll admt |'m curious—and nore than
curious, I"'minterested. So I'mgoing to take a mld risk and | et you cone

al ong. What throws ne is that your current profiles indicate a strong, al nost
overriding attachnent to your wife, and she to you. That's enough of a lever for
now. "

I relaxed, pleased that | hadn't had to play any trunp cards at this point and
take sonme real risks. "Wen do you want us to nove down?"

"Day after tonorrow," he told ne. "Brief your crews, then switch over your

conmputer nets." He stood up and again shook my hand. "I don't know why, but I
have the feeling this is going to be very, very interesting."

I nodded. "Somehow | think so, too, M. Bogen. Now, if you'll excuse me, | have
a lot of work to do. | want to brief ny crews this afternoon and nmake the

adj ustnents with Tooker."

"The day after tonorrow, then, at Enyasail." And he was gone.

| sighed, and didn't like the vibrations | got from Bogen at all. | think | knew
the final step he'd taken in deciding to invite me along, and it was another one
of those gut feelings. We had stared into each other's eyes—and seen each other
there. One good pro al ways deserves another. That would nmean that he'd be out to
get ne, perhaps out to give me enough rope.

One agai nst one, Bogen, | thought, feeling better than | should. Wth the best
man W nni ng.

Movi ng down was no real problem since we were taking only the gunboats and the
adm nistrative staff. The layout was similar to the one we had, except the
upstairs offices weren't in very good shape and hadn't been used for nore than
storage for sone tine. Dylan threw herself into getting the place into at |east
reasonabl e shape, although for the first week we felt nore as if we were canping
out than being in famliar surroundings, cooking over a small portable stove and
sl eeping on a mattress on the floor. "I offered to get her some help, but she
was determned to do everything herself and seenmed to really enjoy it

One mmj or change was the | arge nunber of scanning nmachines you had to pass
through to go just about anywhere. We all had to have new inprints taken for the
benefit of the security system | had no intention of trying that security
system | was in the big | eagues here, and the schenes that had brought nme to
this point were no |onger valid. Bogen would have nme under a m croscope, and

had no intention of giving himan opening unless it was on ny terns. A dozen

lives had already been spent getting ne here; |I felt a strong sense of
responsibility to those innocents to do what | had been sent here to do. | owed
them at | east that.

Dyl an suspected | had sonmehow engi neered ny way here. Hell, she nore than

suspect ed—she had worked with ne before and had given ne the initial information
about it. Only her feeling that | would not deliberately cause the deaths of any

i nnocents kept the peace. | had no intention of ever telling her differently.

One of the first things | had to do, though, was check the torpedoes still in
t he weapons war ehouse against my little Iist of serial nunbers. None of ny old
nunbers were still there, but since we'd come down with a full |oad of our own

in our boats | felt safe.

The stuff we ferried out to the island varied fromthe usual stuff-—+ood, genera
el ectroni ¢ and mai ntenance supplies, that sort of thing—+to mgjor communications
and conputer links and lots of biolab stuff. The fact that so nuch was stil
going out, along with an occasional new face fromone of the corporations, told
me that Laroo wasn't having a | ot of success with Project Phoenix. Still, though
| was allowed to ride the boats out to the island and back, | had not been
permitted off the island dock and was closely watched at all times when | went
over. The strange, futuristic structure in the center appeared even nore

i mposi ng close up, but that was as near as | could get.

| kept going through everything | knew or had surnised or deduced and what | was
seeing, though, and | understood the dead end | was at. Merely having access to
the island dock wasn't enough, but even if | nanaged to sneak in |'d be caught
in short order, as would anybody el se | might send.
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"I"'mfrustrated,”" | admtted to Dylan one day. "I'mat a dead end, and | can't
figure out any way to proceed. |'ve been here a year now and |'ve acconplished a
great deal -but now I' m stuck. The nost frustrating thing is to be this close to
all of it and not be able to nove."

"You're still bent on killing Laroo, aren't you?" she responded. "I wish | could
hel p you, but | couldn't and woul dn't. You know | can't be a party to taking a
human life."

I nodded and squeezed her hand. "I know. Still, killing isn't ny ngjor
objective. | want to find out about those robots. | don't like the idea of a

| egi on of those things, all under Laroo and Bogen and perhaps the others of the
Four Lords, unleashed on the Confederacy. Those things are so perfect they scare
the hell out of ne. If they could negate the obedi ence programm ng, that would
in and of itself create a new formof |ife, human-1ooking but not at all human.

I magi ne such people able to think with the speed of a super-conputer, literally
able to control every 'cell' of their bodies, to give them whatever they

want —the ability to fly, to survive in a vacuum and all the rest. People |ike
that nentally reduced to great super-conputers in human formw th only one
drive, their own ultimte drive—power. They'd be nearly imortal, too—and if
they ever did have problens or wanted a new shape or nass, they woul d just
return here and take on a new one."

"Surely the Confederacy could track them down and destroy them"

"Maybe. | keep renenbering that one of themgot into the nost absolutely secure
area of the Confederacy, survived all the traps and both hunan and robot
security personnel, and was caught and destroyed in the end only because its
programm ng demanded that it report back to the Warden Dianond. It was basically
a senior clerk! Put the best, the crookedest, the nastiest mnds of the Warden
Di anond in those forms and—wel |, Dr. Dunbnia suggested that the Confederacy was
fragile, continuing to be a success nostly because it had never net a rea
challenge to it These people alone would be a challenge. Put themtogether with
a sophisticated alien culture and it could very well be the end of all we know.
I"ve got to stop him Dylan."

"You're sure he can do it, then? Did you ever think that nmaybe these aliens are
advanced enough so that the tools sinply aren't available here to get around
their creations?"

I thought it over. "The Four Lords' reach goes far beyond the Warden Di anond.

Al t hough trapped here thensel ves, they have powerful people all over the
Confederacy in their pockets."

"But would they dare it? | nean, they know the Confederacy knows about their
robots, right? And Laroo can't risk tipping the aliens off, either, to what he's
doing. Doesn't the fact that he's doing the research here rather than having it
carried on outside show that he doesn't want to risk getting anybody outside

i nvol ved?"

"I think you may be right," | told her. "Okay, let's nmake a few assunptions
based on what we know. First, the work's being done here. Second, despite
unlimted Cerberan—and naybe D anond—resources, and the best scientific mnds
around, he hasn't been able to crack it yet. The Four Lords are also in a bind:
they risk the intervention of the Confederacy, and they also are risking

relations with their allies." | |eaned over and kissed her. "Maybe you're right.
Maybe they can't solve their problemw thout outside help, and they can't get
that help."

We sat there silent for a while as | considered all ny options and all ny
possibilities. What did | know, and what didn't | know?

I wanted to get on the island and into the project. If in fact it was a project
of the Four Lords rather than just Laroo's, as seened |likely, knocking off Laroo
wouldn't matter a bit in the long run. Bogen or sonebody else in this highly
organi zed society would sinply slip in and keep things going.

So what, then, did | really want to acconplish? | wanted the project abandoned,
at least for now. | wanted to be in a position to change this rotten world a
little, make it nore human, while at the sane tine protecting what was inportant
to ne. Most inportant, | wanted to wind up a good guy to the Cerberans, to the
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Four Lords, and to the Confederacy all at the same tine.

The idea floated in and | grabbed it, turned it first this way, then that, then
decided it was so crazy it couldn't possibly work—ust |ike the first one.
woul d have to be right on a lot of close, perhaps uncallable calls, 100 percent
of the way. If | was wong just once in this whole thing | was a dead duck

"Dyl an?"

"Yes, Qam n?"

" Suppose—now j ust suppose—that there was a way to put a stop to this, at |east
for now Put a stop to it, cause a mnor revolution that woul d change Cerberus
to a nore open and hunmane society, and put us on top of it?"

"You're getting crazy again. | can see it"

| nodded. "But suppose all that was possible—and if everything worked, we would
kill no one, not even Wagant Laroo?"

She | aughed. "Are the odds as bad as the Tooker operation?"

"Wrse. | would estimate that right up to the end, to the very last second, the

odds woul d be five to one for discovery, double-cross, or even death. The odds
of the whole thing coming off mght be a hundred to one, or a thousand to one,
or even worse. Depending on where and when things go wong, it could nean

anyt hing from packing up and forgetting all about it through a really nasty
judgrment to death or Monrath, which is nuch the same thing. The risks start the
monent | put the plan into operation, and after that it might not be stoppable."
She | ooked at me with that puzzled fascination she'd shown in the past, a flash

of the old Dylan indeed. "I know you want to do it anyway. Wat's stopping you?"
| drew her to nme. "You don't know?"

She sighed. "The alternatives, | guess, should be considered. If you don't do
it, you'll wonder about it for all time, and if anything really terrible |like
what you were saying qomes to pass, you'll never forgive yourself. |I'mnot sure
I could, either. | don't know nuch about your Confederacy or what it's like

outside or even on other Warden worlds, but sonetines | think we're the last two
really true human bei ngs around."

"But what about you?" | responded gently. "It night be the end of all this."
"Then it's the end. If we continue the way we are, our relationship will be
hol I ow anyway. |'Ill have kids and they' ||l be taken away, as always. And they
aren't very likely to lift ny judgnment, so in twenty years or so |I'll be ready
for Monrath or whatever it is they do to the expendables. Wat kind of life is
that ?" She stared seriously into ny eyes. "You go ahead—and if ny psych bl ocks
won't interfere, include nme in. You understand? If anything goes wong, and it
probably will, | don't want to keep going. One big ganble for the two of us.
Everyt hi ng we want—er we go out together."

| grabbed her and pulled her to ne and kissed her |ong and hard, and we nade
love as if it might be the last time we would ever have the chance.

The final, the ultimte scam was about to begin.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN
Laroo's Isl and

I wal ked into the dockside security office with a sense of doom yet also with a
feeling of intense excitement, as if ny whole life had prepared me for this
monent . Enough of the idea was necessarily left to inprovisation, and know ng
was goi ng up against the best the planet had to offer added to the chall enge of
it all

The security officer was surprised to see me, since we had no shipnents today,
but he just nodded and | ooked curiously at ne.

"I want you to get in touch with Security Coordi nator Bogen," | told him "I
want to see himas soon as possible."

"Bogen's on the island,"” the man responded. "Besides, anything about security
concerning you is nore nmy problemthan his."

"No offense, but you're too small. Besides, it's not a breach. You're a good
cop, Hanak, but this is out of your |eague."
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That nettled him "What the hell are you spouting off about, Zhang?"

"Radi o Bogen and tell himl want to talk to himright away. Just do it, Hanak,
will you? It won't cost you anything."

"He won't see you," he sneered back at ne. "He has nore inportant things to do."

"If you send this nessage just the way | dictate it, | guarantee you I'll not
only see him but he'll break the galactic record to get to ne."

"So what's this big, inportant nessage?"

"Tell him. . ." Here goes. "Tell himthat he'll never solve the deprogramm ng

probl em no matter how nuch tinme, noney, and effort he puts in Project Phoeni x.
Tell himl can do it."

Hanak stared at nme. "You ain't supposed to know about that."

"Just send it. And |l et me know when he wants the neeting. | have work to do back
inny office." And with that | turned and wal ked out the door and back to the
admi ni strative conplex. | had no doubt that Bogen would take the bait. None at
all. | figured |I'd hear the explosion fromthe office, and I wasn't far wong.
Just a fewninutes after 1'd settled back down to try and get sonme work done,
Hanak rushed in to see ne.

"Well, big shot,” he said, "I sent it out to the island and they threw a
hal f-dozen shit fits. Bogen's up on the satellite but he's coning back down,
personal, just like you wanted. You're to neet himin ninety mnutes."

I nodded and grinned at him "Were?"

"In his office in the Castle."

"On the island?"

"What other castle is there?" He paused a nonent, |ooking at ne strangely. "You
know, Zhang, you're either the dunbest guy | ever net or the nerviest. Wich are
you?"

I gave hima wide, toothy grin. "CGuess!"

It was harder to get up a crew on this day-off than I'd figured, but with backup
and energency services | was able to nuster a gunboat crew in about half an
hour, | eave a note for Dylan reading sinply, "It's started," and head for the

i sl and.

Bogen, although comi ng fromthe space station, would probably arrive before or
at least at the sane time as | did, assuning he left right after sending his
reply. In point of fact, his "ninety minutes" was unrealistic for me to nake,
short of flying over, which security really wasn't prepared for. Even at top
speed of sonething around seventy kil onmeters an hour, the boat woul d take al npst
ninety mnutes just to reach the island, and we'd had a hal f-hour delay in
starting. That was just fine with ne. | liked to keep people waiting and fum ng
a bit—knocks them of f bal ance and nakes them somewhat enotional in a situation
where |'mperfectly rational and as calmas | can be given ny training.

Still, it seemed like an eternity crossing that stretch of ocean. | kept having
ni ght mar es about being attacked by a bork on the way over and havi ng the whol e
thing end right there.

The crossing, though, was uneventful, and soon the shining tower of the Castle
hove into view, rising eerily up out of the trees. The sky was darkeni ng, and
could feel a slight chill that told me that rain was due. It hardly bothered ne.
The executioner might care what sort of day it was, but not his victim

We pulled up to the island dock and secured quickly. | wal ked off and up to the
security building in back.

"Zhang," | told the duty officer. "Here to see Bogen."

She checked a screen and nodded. "You're cleared to his office and no other
areas. Pick up your escort at the security gate."

"Escort, huh? Well, well!" | turned and wal ked out, then over to the gate I'd
never gone through before. | had to put on a scanner to enter. Finally it
confirnmed that | was nme and slid open, allowing ne to step into a second
chanmber, where the procedure was repeated. Finally a far gate opened, and

wal ked through, neeting two khaki-clad and very serious nmenbers of the Nationa
Police, both very large nmen and both heavily arned.

"Wal k between us and don't deviate fromour path," one of themordered. |
gestured for himto |l ead the way. As we wal ked al ong the tree-lined paths

coul dnt help but notice the special security systens all over the place and the
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fact that just about every step we took was being closely watched by sonebody.
Still, we were alnost to the Castle when we had to get through yet another
doubl e gate with scan, and fromthere we wal ked on into the inner courtyard.

I was inpressed. Although artificially surfaced |like the docks and | andi ng
areas, and made fromcareful cutting of the trees, the area around the Castle
was sonething | hadn't seen since | eaving the Confederacy. They had i nported sod
from sonmewhere—probably Lilith, since that was supposedly the garden pl anet—-and
there was a huge, brilliant green | awn conplete with exotic plants and fl owers.

I was inpressed a little nore with Laroo; this was the sort of thing | would
have done in his position, but few others woul d have.

After another scan at the Castle entrance as we approached, we were inside
doubl e sliding doors. | had to admt, despite the tales fromthe concubines, |
wasn't prepared for what | saw. We wal ked t hrough huge open areas with

i ncredi bly opul ent furnishings. Beautiful rugs and carpeting blended into
furlike couches, chairs, and recliners. On the walls were beautiful works of

ori gi nal + supposed—artwork that matched the nood of the roons. The only jarring
note was the policenen standing guard just about everywhere, that plus the

know edge that caneras were foll ow ng us everywhere and seei ng everything.

I never saw any stairways, although they might well be sonewhere if only for
safety reasons. W went up in a large elevator that was basically a glass tube
wr apped conpl etely around its supporting pole. Very neat, | thought. They
control access to and egress fromthe el evators, can see you at all tines, and
make sure you go only where you're supposed to.

We got off on what | thought was either the fourth or fifth floor, wal ked across
to the main building on a small ranp—which had energed when we stopped there and
pul l ed back into the wall once we were clear, another nice touch—and down

anot her corridor. This floor was filled with roons resenbling national nuseuns,
conplete with display cases and |ighting. Wapons, corns, and gens from nmany
worl ds were all there in their respective places. | was nore than inpressed.
knew, too, that this stuff wasn't Wagant Laroo's—t was just put in his charge.
Everything here was a type of object that could survive Warden sterilization
fromthe Cerberan organism and all of it belonged to sonebody el se, put here
for safekeeping until its owner needed it or was in a position to enjoy it. |
began to appreciate just what Bogen secured nost of the tine.

Finally we reached the end of the hall and a door slid back to reveal a nodern
office waiting room conplete with receptionist but lacking, |I noticed, anything
to read or | ook at.

My two guards flanked ne while | presented nyself. The receptioni st nodded at ny
nane. "Go right in. Director Bogen is waiting for you."

"I'1l bet," | nmuttered and wal ked to the inner office door, then turned and

| ooked back at ny guards. "Not com ng?"

They said nothing, so | opened the door and stepped inside.

It was a small, cranped office, one that |ooked really lived in—all sorts of
books, nmgazines, print-cuts, you nane it—-were scattered over the place,
practically obscuring an L-style office desk with conputer access termnals on
one side and a pile of papers and other stuff, even a dictawiter, on the other
Bogen, dressed in casual work clothes, needed a shower and shave. Clearly he
wasn't prepared for this, and his eyes had an angry | ook

"Clear that junk away and sit down," he snapped, gesturing to a chair. | did so
and just |ooked at him

"Wel I ?" he shot. "Just what kind of shit are you trying to pull on me, Zhang, or
what ever your nane really is?"

"I wanted to prove a point about your operation, and | think |I proved it to your
satisfaction,” | told him controlling heart rate, blood pressure, and
everything else, to keep as cal mand rel axed as was humanly possi bl e.

"That ny security stinks? Is that it? Look, it's easy for you to have picked up
that Project Phoenix nanme just fromsome of the stuff around the docks, and
maybe to guess a little that we're doing sone kind of biological experinments out
here. But you put your finger on the heart of the research, and that just isn't
possi ble. Aside fromthe Chairman, nme, and six or seven ot her people on
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Cer berus—and the other three Lords—there's nobody, and | mean nobody, who knows

what we're doing who ever gets off this island. | want to know how you know, and
I want to know why you told ne you knew, before | have you killed."

"Charming," | responded dryly. "I'Il bet that line is a big hit with all the
girls."

"Cut the clown act, Zhang! I'min no nood for it."

"Whul d you believe | deduced it?"
"Ha! From what? You'd have to know nore than al nost anybody on this planet to do
that."

"I do," | replied coolly. "I"'mnot fromthis planet. And to judge from your
accent, neither are you originally. | know about the aliens, Bogen. The aliens
and their fancy robots."

"How coul d you know? Or are you admitting you' re a Confederacy agent, like |

t hought ?"

"I"'man agent," | admitted. "My old enployer was the Assassi nation Bureau of

Security. They took ne and using a process that seens to have been devel oped
based on what happens here on Cerberus, they put ne in Qi n Zhang's body and
sent nme here."

"For what specific purpose?”

"Basically because they already suspected how the robots were so perfectly
programmed,"” | told him |ying profusely and knowi ng that | was bei ng nonitored
by lie-detection gear of the first [water]. That was all right. |I had been
trained to fool the best of them

"That's bullshit and you know it!" he shot back. "If they knew that they'd be on
us like a ton of bricks, connections or no connections."

"They know," | assured him "And |I'm alnmost certainly not the only one here,

al though | don't personally know of any others. Sure, they could knock down your
fancy space station, maybe fry this island with a deep beam-but what woul d t hat
get 'en? They want tne aliens, Bogen, and Cerberus is the only place so far
where they have a direct link to them They'll fry us, naybe the whol e damed

pl anet, one of these days, that's for sure—but not as long as they can gain as
much or nmore than they |ose."

Bogen chuckled. "Well, they'll have a long wait for that. | don't think even
Laroo's ever net one. |If any of the Four Lords have, it's probably Kreegan of
Lilith. This whole thing was his idea, anyway."

"It's to our advantage not to | et anybody know that—+to our advantage, really.
don't want to be fried, Bogen."

"I't won't nake any difference to you, anyway,

he noted. "You're a dead man

right now "

"I doubt it," | responded, sounding |less than upset by his threats. "Now, |'m
going to make a point, and | think you're intelligent enough to realize that
it's the truth. | could have just reported ny findings on Project Phoenix to the
Confederacy and |l et themtake drastic action. | didn't. Instead | reported them
to you."

"Go on."

"You know the old problemw th agents sent to the Wardens. We're trapped here,
same as you."

"They nust have been pretty sure of you, since they could hardly keep any kind
of trace on you frombody to body," he noted.

"They were—and with good reason. | was born and bred for a job like this. It is
the sole reason for ny existence, what | live, eat, sleep, and breathe for. Once
the objective's acconplished, there's no further reason for living. You ve heard
of the assassins before."

He nodded. "Met a couple, and | agree. Fanatics. | think old man Kreegan used to
be one, in fact. So | know what you are and what you're like. |I know out of your
own nouth you're the nost dangerous man on Cerberus to nme and ny boss."

"But they screwed up," | told him "Believe nme, it surprised ne as nmuch or nore
than it's gonna surprise them but they slipped up. This place—well, it changed
me, too. | have sonmething to live for beyond the nission—er rather, soneone."
Bogen seened to relax a bit. | saw, though, that one eye kept gl ancing down at

sonet hing beyond ny field of vision. The |lie-detector screen, probably. "So now
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you want in and you're trying to bargain with us, right? But you've got no
cards. "

"I think I do," | responded carefully. "The fact is, they were so sneaky they
put in a deep psych command for nme to report and forget | reported. | didn't
even know that until | put ny wife and nyself under Dunpnia up in Medlam"

Bogen tensed. "Then you m ght already have reported.™

I shook ny head fromside to side. "No, not this nuch, anyway. My |last report
was nore than two nonths ago, and | haven't been near the agent who can trigger
the command. But | know who he is now, so they don't own ne any nore."

"Who?"

"Does it matter? If you nab him they' Il just establish a dozen nore, ones we
don't know. No, fromthe point at which | learned of all this stuff, |I started
getting ideas of ny own. First, | definitely wanted in. | don't |ike being a
prisoner any nore than you or any of the rest of us, and | don't like living
under the Confederacy's gun. Wiether | succeeded or failed, | was a dead nman—and

| don't want to be dead, Bogen, and | don't want the kind of stasis ny life's
now in, which was the other alternative. So that got nme to thinking about you
and Laroo and Project Phoenix. It occurred to me that you're dealing with a
product of alien technol ogy using people who have no experience even in our end
of things. Organic conmputing's on the proscribed list, as you know, so there are
few experts in it, and those who are, are basically industrially oriented,
toward the parts the Confederacy does use. You don't have the people or the
years of research and devel opnent to solve the problem and | think you know
it."

"All right. I'mnot about to grant that, but I'll admt progress has been al nost
nil. We know what, but there's just no way to take the programm ng out

sel ectively—and if you take it all out, you destroy it, since |life support and
all the other nornmal functions are part of the programm ng nol ecul es within each
tiny cell. Basically you need a full-blown organic conputer to do the job, and
we haven't been allowed to get near those things in hundreds of years, not since
the war."

I nodded. "There's only one place other than the aliens where the kind of
expertise you need exists at all. You knowit and | knowit. |I'msure you' ve
sicced sone of your robots on it, but the data are too diffuse to get at. It

m ght take years to put it all together, even assum ng you can break the codes.

| don't think you fed like you have years to spare.”

"Go on."

"Security. Confederacy Security. They could easily tap the data, put it
together, and send it to as conplex a conputing network as necessary to sol ve
the problem They use organic conputers, you know. Not |ike these—not at all
like these. But they do use themin their ships and nodul es. They coul d sol ve
your problemfor you."

He | aughed. "And just like that—you ask 'emand they conply, right? Don't be
ridicul ous!"

I relaxed a little. "Not at all. | told you I knew who the communi cati ons agent
was. If I walk in there and force himto put ne through, there'll be no force,
no coercion, and no forgetting. Now, just suppose | call upstairs and tell them
I"ve got a crack at stealing one of the alien robots?"

"What ! "

"Uh-huh. And | tell themhow |I'mgoing to do it. I'"'mgoing to clear it of al
prior-programm ng, then take control nyself. Let ny mind go into it and bring
it—and ne—eut of Cerberus."

"They won't swallowit."

"I think they will. Renenber, they don't have any way to check on the truth of
what |'m saying, and the nere fact that 1'll be coming to themwth this wll
prove an unbroken line. I'ma pretty good hypnotic subject when | want to be.
Let's say | tell 'em sone of the robot programming is being done on this

i sl and—they al ready know al nost as much anyway—and that |'ve wornmed nmy way into
the project through ny Tooker associations. Sone of the experts working on the
project don't like the idea of working for unknown aliens, and |'ve got sone
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under ground hel p—f | can get a robot out. And the only way to ensure that is to
wal kK out as one. They'll buy it. It sounds just like ne." He thought it over
"Too risky."

"There's no risk, if you think about it. They already know t hat the Cerberans
are involved in the programm ng, and it doesn't take a nmaster detective to
figure that it has to be the space station and the island. |I'mgiving thema
convi nci ng scenario that neshes with nmy previous reports and al so with what they
al ready know. They thensel ves then have the choice. Either they okay the plan
and give the solution to me—+f they can solve it—er they turn me down as too
much of a risk for that kind of information. | think | know them As |long as
they know they have the power to destroy this whole planet, they'll okay it. The
temptation, the bait, will be too great."

"Supposi ng they do? What happens to Cerberus when you don't deliver?"

"W have the key, and that solves the problem Beyond that—well, | would assune
protection for ny wife and nyself, perhaps eventually cleared robot bodi es of
our owmn. And if the Confederacy makes a nove to atonize Cerberus, we'll have a

| ot of advance warning. You just can't mmke that kind of decision easily, so
we' |l have th opportunity to call on those aliens for help."

"And if they won't?"

"Then at | east we get away."

He thought it over some nore. "Well, what you say is true—dp to a point. My only
concern is that, unbeknownst even to you, this is a subtle Confederacy plot."
"Huh? What could | do to you?"

"Ch, not you. But suppose they use all this to get a authorization for planetary
destruction? Suppose that's what they really want—direct cause they can get
through the Councils? Their primary, naybe only, objective is to bring these

ali ens out of the woodwork. Maybe the authorized destruction of Cerberus is the
way they're planning to do that-—and we have no guarantees the aliens will
protect us, or be able to. It seens to nme that if they could defeat the
Confederacy mlitarily they wouldn't have needed us in the first place."

It was a glumthought, one | hadn't really considered. As sneaky as ny bosses
had been, was this, then, their goal? Certainly it would be the ultinmate goal

to smoke themout. | didn't like to think of the idea that they expected it al

al ong, though, from ne.

"I't's a possibility. Arisk. Abig risk, |I adnmit. But which is the bigger risk?
Not to try it, not to crack this progranm ng code, and still be sitting here
when they eventually do get around to excising us? It's going to happen. You
know it and I knowit. If they go along, at |east we have a chance—all of us."
Bogen si ghed and shook his head, but all his belligerence was gone. "This is too
big a decision for nme to nake, you know. |I'm going to have to buck this to
Laroo. You, too, probably."

"Suits nme fine."

| sent back word with the boat crew that | would be renaining at |east

overni ght, and gave Dyl an some encouragi ng news, in the sinplest form of code.
didn't really care if Bogen's people figured it out or not; if he didn't have
some foreknow edge of ne and ny nature he didn't deserve to be in the business.
Then | waited for Bogen to call his boss, and finally he returned. "Ckay," he
said, "He's coming in tonorrow afternoon. Earliest he can get away. You're to
stay here as his guest until he hears you out and makes a final decision."

"What about nmy wi fe?" | asked, somewhat concerned. "She has no credit,
remenber . "

"She'll be all right through tonorrow. My people will be there if she needs
anything. After that, well, we'll see. Remenmber, your future and hers are
hangi ng by a thread right now "

Didn't | knowit! Still, | was comitted now. "Well, since |'meither in or

dead, mind letting ne see one of these wonders of the universe?"

He thought it over. "Sure. Wiy not. Cone on."

W rode down in one of the transparent elevators, far beyond the ground fl oor
and into the vast trunk of the main support tree itself.

The lab facilities down there were quite nodern and inpressive. Al ong the way |
ran into several old Tooker enpl oyees who saw and greeted nme, but Bogen wasn't
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in the nood to et nme renew ol d friendshi ps.

The center of all this activity was an eerie lab in tw parts, with a nonitoring
and control panel of unfam|iar design on one side and a series of small booths
along an entire wall. A young and very attractive woman with long bl ack hair
trailing down over her traditional |ab coat was checking a series of readings on
one of the machines as. we entered. She gl anced up, saw Bogen, and rose to neet
us.

"Here's the best nmind on Cerberus, and one of the best in the whol e gal axy,"
Bogen beaned.

She smled and put out a hand. "Zyra Merton," she introduced herself.

I was startled even as | shook the thin, delicate hand. "QsM n Zhang. Did you say
Merton?" She | aughed pleasantly. "Yes. You've heard the name?"

"l sure have. Sonehow, though, ny vision was always of sonme little old man with
wild hair and a beard."

"Well, | ampretty old,"” she replied good-hunoredly. "In fact, I'mclose to a
hundred and eighty. The reason why | cane here, alnbst ninety years ago, was not
only to study the Warden processes on Cerberus but al so because it was at the
time the only way to save ny |life. However, | assure you that | am and have

al ways been a worman, and |'ve never once had a beard.”

I laughed back. She was charming, and a surprising answer to the question of
just who Merton really was.

"But tell nme, where did you hear ny nane?" she asked.

"I"'ma product of what the Confederacy calls the Merton Process,” | told her
She seened very interested. "You nean they solved the problens? It cost too many
lives and too many people's sanity ever to be very practical, | thought. |

abandoned that research when | turned entirely to researchi ng Cerberan
processes. That was—tet ne see—fifty years or so ago."

"Well, they solved sonme of it," |I told- her. "Not the attrition rate, though."
She | ooked di sappointed and a bit angry. "Damm them Damm nme! My biggest regret
has al ways been that | devel oped the thing to begin with and sent out the data

in so inconplete a form Still, in those days there were few people here, and
not nuch technol ogy or governnental structure, and | was dependent on outside
support to get anywhere. Still, I'd like to give you a conpl ete psych scan
sonmetine, just to find out how far they did go with it. It's a dead end beyond
what you say, | fear."

| decided not to tell her how rmuch of a success the Confederacy thought it was.
Qut of respect for ny counterparts on Lilith, Medusa, and Charon, | didn't want
to bl ow too nmuch right now.

"I'"ll be glad to—sonetine," | told her sincerely. If I could trust anybody on
this crazy ball it was probably her, if only for her scientific detachnent.

"Zhang's interested in our friends,
denonstration?"

She nodded. "G ad to. Got one that's just about ripe."

"Ri pe?"

"Fi ni shed. Conplete. Ready to go." She went back to her instruments and punched
in a series of instructions. A slight buzzer sounded over one of the booths, and
a red light cane on. After a nmonent the red |ight went out and was repl aced by
an anber standby, then a green

She | eft her panel, went over, and opened the door to one of the booths. The
sight revealed startled nme. It was the body of a tall, nuscular man to civilized
worl ds' norm He | ooked recently dead.

"Two one two six seven—awake and step out," she instructed.

The cadaver stirred, opened its eyes, and | ooked around, and into its whol e body
cane an eerie sense of life, of full animation. It wal ked out of the box,
suddenl y appearing very natural

I went over and | ooked at him Doing so nade ne a little unconfortabl e, because
suddenly it was a person and not a thing | was eyeing as | would a piece of

scul pture

"The nost amazing marriage of organic chem stry, conputer, and nol ecul ar bi ol ogy
I have ever seen or known," Merton told ne.

Bogen told her. "Can you give us a bit of a
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"This is a robot?"

She nodded. "They don't come packaged exactly like this, | should tell you. They
arrive in a roughly human-ol d shape and with the sane mass, but that's about

all. Fromcell sanples supplied us, we're able to graft an entire skin onto it
so perfectly that it is an exact duplicate of whoever's cell we use. The
material we use for it is simlar to the stuff used on the entire device, but
it's capable of follow ng and using the genetic code of the original. Wen we
have the original subject handy, it can add in noments any scars, blenishes, or
oddities to nake itself a conplete duplicate.”

"How the hell can you nake something like this?" | gasped.

"W don't, and can't. The Confederacy could if it wanted to. Even then, the
design woul d be different. It takes very little time in close exanmination to see
these devices are the product of a society and culture that is extrenely alien
to our own. Not that scientific |aws are violated—they aren't. But the whole
evol ution of science up to this point cane froma far different series of
steps.”

"Where do they cone from then?"

She shrugged. "W have only a few here, partly for seasoning and partly for
experinmental purposes. They don't let us have too nmany, and only when we have a
specific individual in mnd. They're pretty careful."

"But the whole thing is done here? Al the m nd-changi ng?"

"Ch, no. It can be done anywhere in the Warden systemout to a point roughly one
hundred and sixty mllion kiloneters beyond the orbit of Mnrath. Just as |ong
as it's done in an atnosphere containing only Cerberan Wardens. | don't know the
details."

"And this doesn't disturb you? That we're using these to spy on the

Conf eder acy?"

"Not really. Wiy should it? Everything that governnment does turns to dust or
ashes, including the people. W have an entirely new, fresh technol ogy here from

an entirely nonhuman evolution, and that's far nore interesting. | can hardly
bl ame them for not announcing thenselves to the Confederacy. Every alien race
we' ve ever touched we've nurdered, literally or culturally."

"You sound |ike you woul d have gotten sentenced here if you hadn't cone
voluntarily," | noted.

"Probably," she laughed. "W'Il|l never know. But it worked out, anyway."

| stared at her, thinking hard. "And you haven't been able to solve the
programm ng riddle? If you can't, can anybody?"

She | ooked questioningly at Bogen, who nodded, and then she turned back to ne.
"It's not all that sinple. Here, let's go over to the scope."

We wal ked over to the instrunent cluster. "I don't recognize any of this,"
told her. "Wose is it? Your own design?"

"No. It's supplied by the nakers, too. That's part of the problem Here. Look in
the screen.”

| | ooked, and saw a close-up of a cell. No, not a cell. Some sort of unicellular
animal, it seened, |ike the anpeba.

"That's a cellular unit fromone of the robots," she told ne. "It really isn't a
cell, although it acts like one. It's a conplete self-contai ned nicroconputer

usi ng organi c nol ecul es and an organic structure." She fiddled with a dial and
the tiny thing was gone, replaced by a horde of tiny things swinmming in a clear
river.

"The nol ecul ar chenmistry itself's a nightmare," she told ne. "It's not that

we' re seeing anything unusual. No special elenents we've never seen before,
nothing like that. But they're put together in a way | couldn't even inagine.
There is in fact no way | know to build or grow sonething |ike that, conposed of
all those elenments and conpounds, and nake it work. For exanple, | can take
carbon chai ns and sul fur and zinc, potassium nagnesium and a hundred ot her
conmpounds and el enents and put them together—but never would | get sonething
like that." She shifted the focus to the cellular wall and blew it up al nost

i npossibly large. "See those tiny little hairlike things? They're the electrica
connectors to the surrounding cells. Like nerves, yet not |like them Connected
up, they form consci ous comruni cati ons systemfromcell to cell. The brain can
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tell any cell, or any cell group, what it wants the little bugger to do, |ook
|ike—you nane it, and it can do it. Mmc al nbost anything. Even functiona
things. Inpossible. Inconceivable. Even in our best bad old days of the robot
war we had nothing that could do that. W m ght have had, though, had they not
banned further research and devel opnent."

"I get the point. What you're telling ne is that even the Confederacy coul dn't
reprogram or deprogramthe things."

"Not hing of the sort! G ven one of these, they probably could. But we-we're at a
dead end. W are able to see howit's done, but we can't do it—er undo
it—eurselves. And nost inportant, we can't tell the necessary programmng from
the unnecessary stuff. See?"

I did see. "But you think the Confederacy coul d?"

"Only because they have bigger, faster, quasi-organic devices thenselves. |
doubt if they could duplicate this, but they could probably tell it what to do.
That's why each cell has a self-destruct switch. If it's incapacitated or in
danger of capture, it sinply nelts down. Al of it"

"Seen enough?" Bogen asked inpatiently.

I nodded. "For now, anyway. |'minpressed, | have to say that." | was nore than
i npressed. The dammed things scared ne to death.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN
Wagant Lar oo

| spent an extrenmely confortable night in one of the guest roons, surrounded by
old nasters and sleeping in the kind of conmputer-controlled luxury I'd al nost
forgotten existed. | slept late, knowing | mght need all ny wits about nme, and
had a sunptuous brunch; then, with the pernission of the National Police, and
under their extrenely watchful eyes, | toured the collections upstairs. Al in
all it was a fascinating day as well as providing solutions to enough unsol ved
spectacul ar thefts to earn any cop a seat in the hall of fane, if they have one.
In the late afternoon a flier approached and | anded on the front lawn | stil
found so nice. Qut stepped five nen, each carrying a briefcase. There was

not hing particularly unusual about any of them so | could only stare out the
wi ndow and wonder whi ch was Lar oo.

That, it seenmed, was the real trick

"You never know which one of the party is him" Bogen warned ne. "He has about
two dozen people that are so good at acting that they actually represent him at
various functions, and he usually travels with a group. He can be any one of
themand you're never sure if you're talking to the real one or not."

That nmade ne a little nervous. "So the real one m ght not be here at all."

"Ch, one of "emis him | guarantee. This is that kind of decision. The best way
is just to treat any of "emas if he were Laroo. The real one'll get
everything. "

| nodded uneasily, and we went down to the Lord of the Dianpond' s el aborate
office. The idea that Laroo played such tricks nade nme a bit uneasy. Another

thing that could go wong, | thought nervously.
I was ushered in and introduced to a tall, handsonme nman with prematurely white
hair that gave himthe | ook of a distinguished politician. | |ooked over at the

others. One of themwas short and fat and |ooked a little Iike Otah, but hardly
anything like | imagined the Lord of Cerberus should look. 1'd pick that one, |
noted to nysel f. Nobody could ever take sonebody who | ooked |ike that seriously
as a dictator. | |ooked around at the others sitting there, relaxed, eyes on ne.
I wondered if they knew who was who right now.

I went up to the Laroo indicated, stopped, and bowed slightly.

He put out his hand and flashed a politician's smile. "You don't have to go
through that shit,"” he told nme pleasantly. "W're all businessnmen here. Here,
have a seat and nake yourself confortable."

I did as instructed. He just sat there a nonment, |ooking ne over. "So you're a
First-C ass Assassin," he finally said.
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"Was," | responded, relaxing a bit "I'mno longer interested in that part of the
wor k. "

"I'"ve viewed the tape of your conversation with Bogen yesterday and checked the
instrunment readings. It seenms we have a truly valuable and interesting man in

you, Zhang. |'mcurious, though. |If you volunteered for all this, why did you
turn yoursel f around?"
"I didn't volunteer," | told himtruthfully. "I was nom nated, elected, put to

sl eep, briefed, and woke up on the prison ship."

He | aughed at that. "Sounds like "em all right. And now you're in business for
yourself. Well, | have a few nore questions of a nore practical nature."

"Fire away."

"First, assuning we |let you go ahead with this, what guarantees do we have that
you won't doubl e-cross us?"

It was ny turn to | augh. "Doubl e-cross you? Al by nyself? Look, turn it around.
Once |'ve done it, what guarantee do | have that you won't then decide just to

term nate nme?"

"Fair enough. So we're starting on the basis of nutual trust. A good foundation
You know what we expect to gain. Wat about you? What do you want out of this?"

"Wl |, before we go anywhere with this, I'd like my wife's judgnment set aside.
She's got sone nental problens and the judgnent stands in the way of solving
them That cones before anything—as a gesture of trust. Also, |'mgoing to need

her, since she's the only check | have that the Confederacy's agents won't pul

a fast one on ne."

Wagant Laroo seened nore than a little anused, as did the others. | noted with
sone disconfort that their reactions to ny statements were virtually

si mul t aneous—and i denti cal

"You know, | like you, Zhang, or whatever your name really is. Here you are, a
prisoner on ny island, and with a flick of a finger | could sweep you away as if
you' d never been. Considering this, you start demandi ng terns and advance

paynent! | really do like that."

"If you accept nmy idea, then it's perfectly reasonable,” | told him "If you
don't, then |I'm gone anyway."

He nodded, liking the answer. "That's true. You already know |' minterested, or

I wouldn't have interrupted ny very busy schedule to get here. More, there's an
extra feeling of urgency on nmy part to acconplish sonething, purely for ny own
protection. Marek Kreegan, Lord of Lilith, was assassinated yesterday."

"What!" | felt a rise of excitement within me that | could not suppress.
He nodded gravely. "Actually, it was sonething of a fluke, I"'mtold, but it was
a direct result of the Confederacy putting sonebody there to do it. |, and the

ot her planetary |eaders, nmust assune that there are Confederacy assassins out to
get all of us, a clever and backhanded way to strike at us. Tell ne, wasn't that
really your assignnent?"

Honesty was the best policy. Besides, they probably had already burglarized

Dunoni a's office and records anyway. "Yes, it was. Deep down there's still a
psych command to that effect in nmy brain, but if you'll check with Dr. Dunonia
he'Il tell you it isn't an inperative in any way—and | have already changed ny
game plan. | would have anyway after discovering that. | don't |ike people, even

those people, nessing with ny mnd,"

"I think | believe you," he told me. "But that doesn't alter the fact that
you' re probably not the only one."

"Alnmost certainly not," | agreed, feeding his paranoia with the truth. "They
told nme at the time that there m ght be others."

"Exactly. That means Project Phoenix is even nore urgent in ny case. You know, |
was gi ving your proposal mnmuch thought, and | got to wondering why | shoul dn't
just have a robot nade of you. That would nobst certainly assure your |loyalty,
honesty, and cooperation."

| felt a tinge of panic. That was a line |I'd thought of as one of the ngjor
ri sks—and one | had no real counter for

"I't won't work," | lied as smoothly and convincingly as | could. "The kind of
mental training | had for ny entire life would be placed into direct conflict
with the robotic programming. An internal war would ensue, and at best,
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insanity."

He thought it over. "Maybe. Maybe not. | don't know. W' ve never had sonmeone of
your unique training and upbringing before. Still, | can see the logic init,
and 1'll check it out with a psych. Go get sone di nner now-Bogen w |l show you

where—whil e we discuss this and while | check out that particular point."
The interview was over, but | didn't feel too good about it nor did | feel mnuch
| i ke eating. Bogen, who stuck with nme, seened quite satisfied with hinself, so

knew i medi ately where the idea had cone from After killing sone after-dinner
time, we were summoned back into the five presences, this tine with even | ess
cer enony.

"Al'l right," Laroo began, "you win this round. W contacted five of the top
psychs in the area, including your own, and two out of five agreed with you
while the other three weren't sure. Al things considered, | can't take the
chance on you right now | also toyed with the idea of replacing your wife—a
very sinple procedure, really."

| tensed, but said nothing.

"However," he continued, "Dunpnia said that doing so would eventually turn you
into a suicidal assassin of the first rank, which would nmean killing you
imediately. It's still an attractive idea—and you m ght consider that you won't

know i f and when | decide to do it—but |I won't for now The fact is, your kind
of mind cones along all too seldom around here, and your type is one | find
fascinating and useful ."

"Aside fromthe fact that if you replaced Dylan I'd know the first tinme we
swapped m nds, assuming | survived the swap."

He sighed. "Yes, that is the conpelling reason. See what | nmean? You think
right. And because you think right, I'minclined to give you a chance. |'m
inclined to let you try."

I relaxed. Second big hurdle crossed. "Wen?"

"As soon as possible,” he told ne. "Odinarily I'd take this up at the

sem annual neeting of the Lords of the Dianond, which is the day after tonorrow,
but with Kreegan gone | can no |onger afford the |uxury of conmmttee decisions.

He usually made them anyway. | will, however, bring the natter up at the tinme."
He rose, as if to dismss ne.
"My wife," | rem nded him "The down paynent."

He hesitated, then sighed. "Very well. Call Dunpnia when you get back to shore.
I"l'l arrange things through him Get it done quickly. But the psych commands and
network remain. You understand that? And the credit dependency. If she tries to
get out of the notherhood again, I'll fix it so she'll beg for nercy—-and you,
too. Also, her life as well as yours is in your hands as of now. One cross, one
little slip by either of you, one thing going even slightly off—even if it's
sonet hi ng beyond your doing or control —and both of you won't be dead, but you'l
wi sh you were. You understand?"

I nodded seriously, noting the vicious undertone in his voice. It was an edge, a

very slight chilling undertone, that had been absent before. | realized suddenly
that | was facing the real Wagant Laroo, although | hadn't the first tine, and
felt the odds tilt very slightly back to nme. | could recognize himif | was

careful. Could pick himout in his roomfull of doubles. Those others, that
first one, were damed good actors, but the kind of enotional undertone here had

to be, | felt, unique to the real one.

Bogen suddenly paled as a worthy opponent' in ny eyes. | could see himshrink
into insignificance in ny mnd, a mnor-|eague security chief. Wagant Laroo was
the nost chillingly dangerous hunan being | had ever net. | never doubted for a

second his threat, or his ability to make good on it.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Creative Psych and Proposition Tine

"I still can't believe you nanaged it," Dylan told ne on the way over to
Dunonia's. "My God, Quan! In one year you' ve cone here, framed a big shot,
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becone a conpany president, worned your way into a high-level security project,
and now you' ve even nmanaged to get a judgnment reversed—a judgnent not too nany
mont hs ol d!'"

I nodded and sniled, but that dark edge that cane in when things were underway
and out of control was irrepressible, "Still, we're only hal fway home. The
trickiest parts are yet to cone, and this guy Laroo really bothers ne. Dyl an,

| ooked at himand | knew real fear, real danger. These Four Lords are the best
of their kind, an ultinmate evolutionary type. The whol e Warden Di anond concept
was the dunmbest thing the Confederacy ever acconplished. | see that now They
put the absolute best, nobst brilliant crinminal psychopaths together on one spot.
The survivor of such struggles has to be the perfection of their kind—thoroughly
brilliant, totally anoral, totally ruthless. He thought of every way to screw ne
up just while | was sitting there, and | think he knows, or at |east suspects,
what |"'mup to."

"But you tal ked yourself out of his traps,
with you. If he's that good, why did he?"
"I think I know. Consider his position. H s biggest weakness is his fear that at
any nonent his enornous and growi ng power rmay be snuffed out. It was already a
fear before, but now that one of the Four Lords is gone, it has becone an
obsession. He has the best mnds on Cerberus working on his ultinmate

sol uti on—ncl udi ng Merton, who may be one of the best nminds in that area,
period. And they can't crack it. He needs Project Phoeni x. So even figuring on a
doubl e-cross of sone kind, he's willing to |l et me go ahead anyway. He has no
choice. The only thing he can do is let ne go all the way, using Merton and the
others to uncover ny tricks, in the hopes that I'll still solve the problemfor
him It's the ultinmate challenge, Dylan. He's betting his ego against m ne that
he can outfox nme before I can outfox him™"

"You're sure he knows you're planning sonething?"

I nodded. "He knows. Like Bogen said, you get a gut feeling, pro to pro. Like
the gut feelings you relied on nost heavily in the bork hunts. He knows sinply
because of the bottomline. Once | deliver, he has everything to fear from ne
and nothing to gain by keeping nme around. W both understand that. He knows |'1|
have to pull sonething, and he is betting he can figure it out. That's why the
free leash right now, the giving in to ny conditions. It doesn't matter—as |ong
as | deliver the goods."

She | ooked at ne. "Can you deliver?"

I shrugged. "I haven't the slightest idea. That'll be up to Gtah and my brot her
and Krega and those above him In the end, | have to bet on their being able to
come up with the solution to the problem™

She just nodded and turned and | ooked back out the wi ndow of the helicab

Soon we arrived at Dunpnia's offices and were quickly ushered in. Laroo had
wasted no tinme in setting all this up, since he saw assassins in every corner

He was probably right.

Dunoni a, too, seenmed inpressed. Wile Dylan was off with the thirteen judges
assenbl ed on Laroo's orders just for this purpose, we sat, relaxed, and tal ked.
I liked Dunonia, although | didn't trust him

"Well, so you blewthe lid off your cover," he noted casually.

I nodded. "Wy not? It was al ways shaky anyway. And frankly, if you knew, it'd
eventually get out in any event."

He winced. "Am | that disreputable?"

"For all | know, you're exactly what you seemto be. O you could be Wagant
Laroo hinself. On this world, who can tell?"

He found the idea anmusing. "That's the nbst comon problem we face, you know,
here on Cerberus. Paranoia. Fear of who's who. It's the thing that keeps the
people in line. W have a really nasty elenment in our population, courtesy of
the Confederacy, but it takes sonething Iike that to keep us as peaceful and
relatively crime-free as we are. That and the threat of a judgnent, or death, if
caught. | suspect that that's why | |ove this place so much. Think of the

busi ness!"

I had thought a | ot about Svarc Dunonia over the past several weeks, and had
been extra careful even in choosing him The man was a total contradiction—a

she pointed out, "and he went al ong
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totally anmoral, cynical person with crimnal tendencies in the mass and abstract
sense, yet totally devoted to hel ping and curing his individual patients.

"Just your idea that | might be Laroo is a good exanple," he said. "Total
paranoia reigns. But I'mnot Laroo. | couldn't ever be Laroo, for the very
sinple reason that | hate governnents. | hate all institutions, fromthe

Conf ederacy to the Cerberan government to the |ocal nedical society. Oganized
anthills, all of '"em Designed to stifle and straitjacket the individual human
spirit, and doing a dammed good job as well. Religions are just as bad, maybe
worse. Dogma. You have to believe this; you have to behave like that. Run around
wasting time in silly rituals instead of being productive. You know we have a
hundred and seventy different faiths in Medl am al one? Everything fromthe

Cat holic Church and Ot hodox Judai sm-eonsider the problens with sex changing,
circuntision, and the rest they face in our changeable world—to local nut cults
that believe the gods are sleeping inside Cerberus and will awaken to take us to
the M I I ennium soneday. "

"You're an anarchist, then."

"Ch, | suppose. A confortable, upper-class anarchist, a sort, wearing tailored
suits and having a seaside resort hone | can get to in ny private flier. That's
where the ol d phil osophers went wong, you know. Anarchismisn't the way for the
masses. Hell, they want to be led, or they wouldn't keep tolerating and creating
all these new bureaucratic institutions to tell themwhat to think. It's an

i ndi vi dual phil osophy. You conprom se, becom ng as nuch of an anarchist as you
can w thout worrying about man in the collective. The only thing you can do in
the collective sense is to shake themup periodically, give 'ema revol utionary
kick in the pants. It never |asts—t creates its own dogmas and bureaucraci es.
But theshake-up is healthy. Wen the Confederacy got so institutionalized that
even a little revolt here and there was inpossible, that's when dry rot set in."
I began to see where he was heading. "And you think I'ma | ocal revolutionary?"

"Ch, you'll probably get your fool head bl own off, but maybe you'll give 'ema
kick. Eventually you'll becone what you destroy even if you succeed, but then
sone new snmart ass will cone along and do the sane to you. It'll keep the juices
flowing for the long run."

| accepted that. | |iked Dunonia, although not necessarily all that he said or
believed. | certainly couldn't see nyself as another Laroo and said so.

"But you are," he responded. "You told nme you felt real apprehension and fear
when you nmet him Know why? Because you | ooked at Laroo and knew, deep down,
that you were | ooking at yourself. Knew that you were |ooking straight into the
eyes of sonebody whose mind worked just |ike yours."

"l don't worship power."

"Because you've never had that degree of power, so you can't really inmagi ne what
it mght do to you. But you do love it. Every tine you took on an opponent, a
system sonething, and won, you exerci sed power and denonstrated your nmastery
over those people, that system"”

"I hope not. | sincerely hope you' re wong. But tell you what. In the incredibly
unlikely event that | ever get to be Lord of Cerberus, |I'Il continue to see you
often just to have you kick nme in the rear. How s that?"

He didn't laugh. "No, you won't. You won't like, or will choose not to believe,

what | tell you, and you'll eventually grow sick of it. | know You see, twenty
years ago | had alnpbst this identical conversation wth Wagant Laroo."

"What ! "

He nodded. "I've seen 'emcone and go. | helped put himin, and I'Il help put

you in if | can, but nothing will change."

"How do you stay alive, Doc?"

He grinned. "My little secret. But remenber, everybody now running this place
has at one tine or another been a patient of mne."

"Including ne," | nuttered, nore to nyself than him | suddenly realized that
here in this office was truly the smartest, nost devi ous man on Cerberus—and
oddly, not one to be feared, at |east yet. Dunonia could have been Lord any tine
he wanted, but he didn't want it. Running a place was against his religion
"Well, let's get on to nore direct matters," | suggested, feeling nore and nore
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unconfortable. "You said that if Dylan were out of judgnment you m ght effect a
conplete cure. Well, that's going to be the case. Now, what needs to be done?"
He assuned a nore professional tone. "Frankly, the easiest thing to dois to
stop here and let it ride. The safest, too. She's quite a bit better now. She
knows who she is and what she is and understands herself pretty well. Mst of
her ol d personality is back, and sone of the confidence, too. The renaining

bl ock is that she's scared deep down of losing you. If not now, then years down
the pipe. Not by violence, which seens |ikely—she could accept that, | think
She lived with friends and co-workers dying for five years. But, well, losing
your heart, so to speak. There's really only one way to show her it's a

groundl ess fear, and it involves trenmendous risk to both of you."

“I'mrolling for all the marbles now, Doc," | told him "Wat's a little nore
risk at this stage?"

He sat back, thinking. "Al right. You' ve heard of Cerberan-induced

schi zophreni a? A nisnoner, by the way, since it not only has nothing to do with
schi zophrenia, it doesn't even have any related synptons."

"I"'mnot really sure,” | told himhonestly.

"Well, in very rare, freak instances during the personality transfer process, we
wind up with one of two very strange conditions. |If we can control the
transference between two nminds and interrupt it at a precise spot, the data from
both mnds will be present equally in both brains, so to speak. W have nore

t han enough roomin there, you know. The two primary results are either eventua
merging of the two into one new personality after a period of acute identity,
crisis, or winding up with two conplete, distinct personalities in each body,
alternating. Timng, nmental and physical setup, and the like, is crucial and not
guar ant eed. "

"I think | remenber hearing sonething about it. Early on, in the briefings after
| came."

He nodded. "Very rare—but we can do it in the lab. The problemis that every

i ndividual is physically different, and the tine tolerances are incredibly fine
to get any result, let alone the desired one. And there's very little margin for
error. We've occasionally been able to get the splits to nerge, but that's about
it. The process is irreversible and pernanent."

"And just what does this have to do with Dyl an?"

"Well, barring the discovery of nental telepathy in practical form the only way
to reassure her totally—f you really are sincere and her fears are

groundl ess—+s to try sonmething akin to this process. Control it, and stop the
transference just short of the induced split. This will put a strong inprint

fromthe other person in each mind. It'll be as if you could read each other's
i nnernost t houghts and secrets—which is why al nbost nobody has the guts to try
it. No nore secrets, period. None. But if tined correctly, it'll fade over a

peri od of weeks, leaving only the original personality and the ultinmate nenory
of knowing the other. If we could do this with the two of you, she would know,
woul d have been inside your head so to speak, and there would be no nore
doubting you—f you really don't, deep down, give cause for the doubt. For a
brief time, a few days at |east, she would have total access to your m nd,
menories, and personalities inside her owmn head—and you, hers."

I whistled. "That's a pretty nasty load. Do | even know nyself what | really
want or feel ?"

"Yes. You see the risk. And there's the additional one. To be really effective,
the timng is crucial, and as | said, individual factors not all quantifiable
conme into play, making it an educated guess. Split or merger is a very rea
possibility."

"l see. And what are the odds of sonething going wong |ike that?"
"Fifty-fifty, frankly."

| sighed. "I see. And, just on the off-chance | still wanted this, and Dyl an was
willing too, how nmuch prep tine would you need? How nuch notice?"

"At least a day. Several weeks would be better, since |I'd have to cancel a |ot
of ny appointnents, but it'll be worth it. |I haven't done anything like this in
a long, long tinme."

"How many tinmes have you done it in your twenty or thirty years of practice?"
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He thought a nonent. "Four, | think."
"And how nany tines did it succeed?"
"Well, that's relative. Two worked, and two caused the induced state

mentioned. O the two that worked, one couple becane the closest duo |I'd ever
known, and seened to al nbst reach nirvana."
"And the other?"

"Wund up hating each other's guts. That was partly ny fault. | really didn't
di g deep enough into one of "em"
"We' Il have to think about this,” |I told him "It's a big step. And right now I

can't afford to have anything less than a clear head. It's a pretty drastic
step.”

He nodded. "That's understandable. But | mght nention sonething that m ght cone
i n handy, maybe not. The brain-scan devices have a preset pattern they | ook for,
allowing for variances if bodies have been switched in the electrical and

chemi cal requirenments of the new body. It's a points-of-simlarity thing, |ike
partial fingerprints. If it gets twenty points of simlarity with what's
recorded, it says it's you. Under any of the induced states, at least for a
peri od of days, the scan machi nes woul d recogni ze those points in either m nd.
I'"ve been playing with that idea for years, but never had a use for it. Mybe
you will."

I looked at himstrangely, then had to | augh. "You ol d anarchist bastard!"
"Things are so bright and clear again,"” Dylan told ne as we sped away fromthe
office. "You don't realize how nuch you see and hear the Warden organisns

bet ween peopl e and things until you're deprived of that contact for the first
time in your life. It's |like being blind and then suddenly being able to see
again."

I could only partly understand that. True, | was aware of the things, and you
could feel "emand hear "emif you concentrated, but they'd becone just

sonet hing that was, sonething you danped out and never gave a thought to. And
that of course may have been what she really neant. You don't notice the noises
of the sea, but if they stopped, you sure woul d.

"You've got to watch yourself now, though," she warned. "You can wake up
automatically inducted into the notherhood sone norning."

I laughed and ki ssed her. "Don't worry about it. |I can always get ny body back
if I want to."

We went on to talk about a lot of things, including Dunonia's radical ideas.
"You'd be willing to do that?" she asked. "For nme?"

"If that was what you wanted and needed," | assured her. "That is, if we survive
the next few days."

She hugged nme. "Then we don't have to. Just knowi ng that you would is nore than
enough for ne. Partner."

"Lover," | retorted, and hugged her back.

O ah's shop hadn't changed at all, nor had Gtah hinself. He hadn't seen ne in
sonme time, though, and | ooked surprised and pleased to see ne, although |ess so
at the sight of Dylan. Still, he pulled hinmself up as straight as he could and
came over to us

"QM n! How delightful! 1'd given you up for dead!"

"Il bet," | responded dryly, then gestured with ny head to Dylan. "This is ny
wi fe, Dylan Kohl."

"Your wi—Well, I'Il be dammed! And to think you two first net here!"

"We didn't," Dylan told him "That was sonebody el se, sane body."

That news befuddled hima bit, which | took as a good sign. That nmeant that Oah
had no idea, what | had transmtted, or he'd have known of Dylan, Sanda, and the
rest. He didn't listen—er couldn't.

"Well, what can | do for you two this lovely day?" he asked pleasantly, and
could see that behind that fat face his mnd was trying to figure out howto
separate the two of us so he could force a report.

"You can can the act, QGtah," | responded, a slight edge in ny voice. "I know
about the transm ssions. | know you get your black-nmarket electronics fromthe
Conf ederacy sonehow in exchange for triggering folks like nme."
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He | aughed nervously. "Wy, Qs nl That's insane!"

"No, it's true—and you know it, | know it, even Dylan knows it. Qtah, this has
grown bi gger than you, bigger than the bootleg stuff. | need to call in. | need
to call in now, consciously, and with full know edge and nenory of the call. You

under st and?"
"I don't have the slightest idea what you're tal king about!"

"No nore ganes!" | snapped, "If you want to keep this shamup, fine. There are
ot her sources. But you'll be long gone to Monrath for inconveniencing ne, |
promi se you. ah, I'min the mddl e of Wagant Laroo's own circle, including the

man hi nmsel f. One word about your off-planet bootlegging activities and you know
what wi |l happen."

He sputtered and swal | owed hard. "You wouldn't."

"In a mnute. Now, let's stop this old school uniformstuff, huh? W got to be
friends because that was how you got your payoffs. You used ne, and that neans |

can now use you—er discard you. Which will it be?"

He swal | owed hard, shook his head, and sighed. "Come on, it was nothing
personal, Qs n. You gotta believe that. | always |iked you. It was just—well,
busi ness. "

"The transceiver, Otah. Let's get this over with. | can only pronise you that if

you go along, with no funny business, no one will ever know. But we're stuck for
time. We're being followed, and | had to get a doctor to renove a coupl e of

smal | tracking devices placed under our skins w thout our know edge. W' re going
on a real shopping spree and cel ebration today, hitting all our old haunts, and
you' re one. But if we take too long here, they'll know "

He | ooked around nervously. "Cone on in the back, he turned and we foll owed.
The workshop was the usual mess, out of which he dug a hel netlike device and
plugged it into what |ooked |ike a test bench console, then turned on the juice.
"Looks sonething |ike the brain-scan things—the big stuff," Dylan noted, and
nodded.

"I't probably is sonething like that. Qah, w thout saying the nagic words, how s
it work?"

He shrugged. "I dunno. The transm ssion just goes out through the antenna on the
roof | use for routine conmunications. | guess it's scranmbled and picked up
sonewhere el se on Cerberus, then beaned to satellite, and then to who knows
where. Al | knowis you cone in, we talk, | wait until we're alone and
say—wel |, the key words—and you and | wal k back, turn the thing on, plug it in.

Then you put it on and go into a trance for a couple of mnutes. Afterwards you
take it off and conme back out, and | spot you and nake sone inane comrent and
you pick up the conversation fromthere, just as if you never left."

| nodded. "Okay, good. Go on back out to the shop until | need you. Dylan can
stand watch."

"Suits me," he responded nervously, and |eft

I looked over the helnet. "It's a sinplified version of a readout used by the
Security dinic," | told her. "It is sonething |ike a scan device, only it
transmts the information."

"I thought that was inpossible," she responded. "Nobody but you would be able to
receive it."

"That's pretty much correct. Now, don't get alarned if | go into that trance.
Just let it go. Make a brief appearance out front if you want to—+ want no
interruptions. When |I'mthrough, we'll see what's what."

"QM n, who's on the other end of that thing?"

| sighed. "A conputer, probably. Quasi-organic type. And eventually ne."

And so that's where we stand to date. | hope you will evaluate this informtion
and pass it on to the Operator at this point, rather than waiting for a fina
report which I will nmake—f |'m able.

There is a mld pause, like a break in the static. Suddenly a voi ce—n0, not a
voice, really, just an inpression of one, forns in ny mnd.

"I will informhimthat the report should be read," the conputer says, "but not
of its inconplete nature. He will make his own decision."

"Fair enough,"” | tell the conputer. "How | ong?"

"Unknown. He is distraught over the Lilith report and has refused i nmedi ate
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readi ng of this one. Perhaps a day."

"How, then, will | get bach into contact? i can't draw attention to here."

"W will contact you. Do not worry."

That's easy for you to say. You're only a machine, and you aren't down here with
your neck in a noose.

END TRANSM SSI ON. READ OUT, HOLD FOR FURTHER | NSTRUCTI ONS

The observer renpved the hel met and sank back in the chair, |ooking and feeling
exhausted. He just sat there for several mnutes staring at nothing, as if
unabl e to focus his thoughts or get hold of hinself.

"You are upset again," the conputer said.

He pointed at nothing. "lIs that nme down there? Is that really ne? Is that ne so
romantically linked, so crazy and so anbitious?"

"It is you. The verifications and patterns showit so."

He chuckled dryly. "Yeah. Quantitative analysis. Boil everything down to nice,
neat little nunbers and synbols. It nust be nice to be a conputer, not to give a
damm that everything you ever thought, ever believed, about yourself and your
society is being ripped apart bit by bit, piece by piece."

"Both of us are the sum of our respective progranmi ng,"” the conputer noted.
"Not hi ng nore—er |ess."

"Programm ng! Aw, what's the use? You're incapable of understanding this.

wonder if anybody is. Nobody's ever been put through this before—and shoul dn't
be, again."

"Nonet hel ess, we have | earned nuch. |If the Cerberan unit were to be term nated
right now, we would be far ahead. W know now how the robots are programmed. W
know that the point of contact between alien and Dianond is inside the orbit of
the noons of Monmrath. W also are in a position to strike a bl ow agai nst those
robots, even if we have not yet solved the puzzle."

"I"'mnot going to recomend frying Cerberus!"” he snapped. "Not now, anyway."
"The station and Laroo's Island would be sufficient, don't you think, to put
nmore of a crinp in the operation than even killing one of the Lords, or even al
four ?"

"Yeah, you may be right. But if | report this, they're going to recommend taking
the whol e pl anet out anyway. As Laroo, | think, pointed out, that m ght provoke
a confrontation—and it would elimnate the robot threat. Wthout Cerberus, they
couldn't programthe things with real mnds."

"Wy do you hesitate? --Ordinarily you would think nothing of such a step.”
"Why— He paused, sitting back down. "Yeah, why do I?" he asked hinself al oud.
"What's it to ne?" That was his training and experience tal king, but that was
only his intellectual side. There was another side of him one he had never
suspected, that had now revealed itself not once but twice. Wth Lilith he'd
finally convinced hinself that it had been an aberration. He was a technol ogi ca
agent, and in a nontechnol ogical society he'd had to change and conprom se. But
Cer berus? The excuse was gone in that situation. And yet, and yet—had only his
twi ns down there changed?

Still, there was only one thing to do, and he knew it.

"If it makes your decision any easier," the conputer put in, "the elimnation of
Cer berus woul d not stop the robot operation, only set it back. As long as any of
the Cerberan variant of the Warden organismrenained in alien hands it could be
used anywhere in-system W had the indication that it already was being so
used. Nor is it yet the time to provoke a confrontation. W have insufficient
data yet to get such a resolution through Council for the sector's elimnation
Al we mght acconplish at this point is a refusal to defend by the eneny, the
elimnation of the Warden systemor its neutralization, and we would then | ose
all links with the eneny."

He considered that, and it nmade sense. "All right. Transnmit the proposal and
problenms to Security Central and get an eval uati on and recomrendations."”

"Bei ng done," the conputer responded.

CHAPTER El GHTEEN
R&D-And a Split Decision
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I notified Bogen that | had initiated the contact and could only wait for
results. It would be a nervous tine, | knew. The only bright spot was that Dyl an
was so nmuch fresher, so nuch nore alive, her old self again in spades. If it
hadn't been for the noose, those next three days woul d have been anobng the

happi est and nost satisfying of all ny time on Cerberus.

At the end of the third day, though, | received a call from soneone | didn't
know and froma place | couldn't guess. | knew Bogen had t he phone bugged and
traces all over the place, but sonehow | doubted his ability to

do much about this.

There was no visual, only audio. "Qw n Zhang?"

"Yes?"

"Your proposal has nerit, but nothing can be done wi thout a physical sanple.”

I held ny breath. "How nmuch of a sanpl e?"

"About fifty cubic centineters of brain tissue and another fifty of other random
ti ssue should suffice. Is this possible?"

"Il see," | told whoever or whatever it was. "How do | let you know?"
"We'll be in touch." The line was dead.

Dyl an cane in. "W was that?"

"You know who," | responded. "Tine to call Bogen fromthe security shack."

Bogen insisted on talking to ne directly, so | got on the I|ine.

"They contacted ne. They need two tissue sanples."”

He nodded. "Figures. W anticipated that. Just out of curiosity, though—how did
they do it? You haven't been out all day and you haven't received any phone
calls or nessages."

"They called. On ny phone. Surely you tapped it."

He | ooked nore than a little nervous. "W sure did. And your quarters, too. 1'lI
check it out, but nobody called ne fromthe nonitors |ike they were supposed to.
| don't like this at all. They shouldn't have power |ike that—ot here."

He switched off, but | understood his concern and waited at the shack for a
reply, which wasn't long in com ng.

"Did you check the phone?" | asked him

He nodded worriedly. "Sure did. No calls of any kind. And we ran the recording
of our bugs in your place, too. You wouldn't be kidding us, would you, Zhang?
There's nothing on that tape but normal noises. No conversation on the phone at

all, although we do hear your wife cone in and ask 'Wio was that?' and you
reply."

I whistled. | was inpressed, and so was Bogen—al though not in the same way. "So
what's the answer?"

"You'll get your tissue."

"Shall | pick up or do you deliver?"

"Very funny. No, it should be picked up, if only because | want to see how they
collect the sanple.”

"I'"ll get a boat started up,”" | told him

"No. As a precautionary neasure, Chairnan Laroo has ordered that you never set
foot on the island again, and security will fry you if you try."

"That wasn't part of the deal!" | protested, feeling a sinking sensation in ny
stomach. If Security went along, | had to be there.

"W changed it. You're are an adm tted assassin, Zhang, and we don't minimze
your skills. W can't afford to take the chance."

"But I'Il have to come in if they give ne anything."
"Nope. If anything physical is required that we can't handle, you will send your
wi fe. Between the psych inplant against killing and the fact that she's native

here, we feel nore secure."

"I don't want to involve her! The deal's off!"

He | aughed evilly. "Well, that's okay, but if it ends here, so do the both of
you. You knew that when you started this. Qur ternms, or forget it. Now, send her
over in tw hours exactly.'

"Al right," | sighed. "W'll play it your way—for now. But wait a mnute. She's
of the notherhood. She's prohibited fromocean travel."
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"By whon®? By authority of Chairman Laroo she's been waived of that requirenent.
Anybody gives you trouble onit, tell "emto call ne."

"But | thought she had a psych inplant against it."

"We had Dunonia renove it. It wasn't nmuch anyway. Go ahead. W're wasting tine."
I switched off, feeling | ess than confident now This change in the ground rules
was hairy indeed

Dyl an, however, didn't mind at all. "W're in this together, renmenber."

I nodded, and could do nothing but see her down to the docks and off. She was
excited to be on a boat again, for she really did | ove the sea. She was gone
about five hours, a tine in which | becane increasingly worried and nervous.
When she finally returned | was still apprehensive.

"They didn't do anything to you, did they?" | asked her

She | aughed. "No. Mostly | took the wheel and had a little fun. That's a
gorgeous place inside there, though. They only let ne on the nmain floor, handed
me the sealed, refrigerated case here, and marched ne back."

I looked at her nervously. Whuld | know if they'd replaced her with a robot?
Wuld | knowif they'd pulled a fast one with the psych nachi nes?

Well, 1'd know the robot situation if we swapped during the night, and | felt
reasonably confident that at this stage they wouldn't risk it. For the other,
I'd need Dunoni a—+f | could trust him

Suddenly | stopped short. "That son of a bitchl" | nuttered. "That crafty old
anarchist!"

She | ooked at ne, puzzled. "Wat? Wo?"

"Dunoni a. He's ahead of both Laroo and me. He knew this all along, set ne up for
it."

Points of simlarity indeed. He knew damed well what he was saying when he told
me that.

We just brought the case into the apartnment and then waited for nore
instructions, which didn't cone. Finally, we got tired of waiting, caught up on
some routine paperwork, and went to bed.

In the norning the case was gone. | reported the theft to Bogen, who sounded
none too thrilled about it all. He'd had | enses, agents, and a full security
systemtrai ned on the place, and nobody had seen a thing. Wrse, at least five
separate tracing devi ces had been placed inside the case, all of which had
functioned perfectly, apparently. At least they still were—they said the case
was still in the apartnment. The trouble was, no anmount of detection and
searching could reveal it, although they finally came up with a tiny recording
modul e, sonething like a tiny battery, wedged inside the floorboards.

Sure enough, it nicely broadcast exactly all five tracing signals.

Bogen was both furious and unnerved by it all. | knetw dammed well|l that a far

di fferent account would reach Laroo, one in which Bogen didn't | ook so bad.

I had to admire the Confederacy's ftther agent in this area, who seened head and
shoul ders above even nme, at least in audacity. In fact | was so inpressed that
when he call ed and nade an appointnent for us to go and see him | could hardly
wai t .

The sanpl es had been gone nine days, and during that time little of interest
happened in any direction, except Bogen was becoming nore inpatient and
threatening toward us. Both Dylan and | started becoming a little fidgety.
Finally, though, the call |'d been expecting cane, and off we went, al nost
certainly unsuspected by Bogen and his other people.

"l always wondered how and why you thought you could talk so freely in here,"
told the agent.

Dr. Dunpnia snmiled and nodded to the two of us. "Ch, it's a couple of nodern
wonders, really. The fact is, the place is bugged and Bogen's people are right
now hearing us talk. They're just hearing something quite different. It's so

pl easant to work in a technol ogical environnent that's a few decades behi nd
what's current."

"You and your anti-Confederacy anarchism | knew there was sonething funny about
you, alnost fromthe first, but | missed which side you were on."

"I"'mon ny side, of course. So are you two—en your side, that is. I'mnot a
fraud, and everything | told you is true. | detest the Confederacy. If | could
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be sure these aliens of ours wouldn't elimnate our whole race I'd cheer 'em on
as they attacked. There would be no better shot in the armfor humanity than a

good old war, as long as the race survived to build and grow. |I'ma psychiatri st
and | like ny creature conforts and ny profession, too."

"Then why—why work for then?" Dyl an asked, puzzl ed.

"Ch, | don't work for them exactly. On Cerberus, | just about amthe

Conf ederacy, which | consider a delicious joke on all of them It has to do with
the way | look at history and society. QM n here mght tell you nore about that.
I don't really feel like philosophical chats right now, there's too nuch to be

done. Let's just say that | use them and they use ne, and we both profit. |

al so use Laroo and his people and system Al to the end of living exactly the
life I want, doing what | npbst |ove to do."

"l don't understand why they sent nme at all,” | told himhonestly, and with the
respect one professional offers another. "You could have done everything easier
and with less risk yourself."

"Well, that's not true. If | got anywhere near Laroo, or particularly his island
and his projects, |I'd put nyself in severe and i medi ate danger, and |'mjust
not willing to do that. As | said, ny activities are designed to keep ne in ny
own personal nirvana as long as possible. Indefinitely, | hope. So I'mnot the
active sort. Laroo wouldn't trust nme near himor his babies sinply because
know t oo nuch about him know himtoo well." He grinned. "He thinks | had a
partial mndw pe about that, which is the only reason I'"'mstill here. But on a
secondary level, 1'"'mtoo close to the problem |'ve been here too nmany years,
know t oo many people. My objectivity is askew. A fresh analytical mnd was
needed to filter the information. Besides, this way it's your neck, not mne."
"But you said you didn't care if the aliens attacked," Dylan noted, still trying
to figure himout. "Then why help against this thing at all?"

He becane very serious. "The ultimate threat is those creatures out there.
Perfect organisns, superior in every way. Honb excelsus. And all totally
programuabl e. Totally. Everybody's progranmmed, of course, by what we cal
heredity and environnent. But we have the ability to transcend nmuch of that, to
becone what the programm ng never intended. That's why no totalitarian society,
no matter how absolute, in the whole history of mankind has been able to

eradi cate the individual human spirit These—+robots—are the first true threat to
that. They can't outgrow their progranm ng. Speaking euphenistically, | have to
say they scare the shit out of ne."

We bot h nodded. "So where do we go from here?" | asked him

"Al'l right. W' ve analyzed and di ssected and played with all those sanples. |l
tell you the truth: Dr. Merton is correct. W have no idea how to duplicate that
stuft, howto nake it ourselves. It's beyond us. Wiich is all to the good,
think. I wouldn't want [ulwi n] that business, either, although Lord knows
they'll try. That's the bad news, sort of. The good news is that though we can't
make it or quite understand how it works, we know how to work it, if that makes
sense. "

"Not a bit," I told him
"Well, | don't know how to nmake a pencil, but | know how to use one. Even if I'd
never seen one before, | could still figure it out. The operation, that is. W

have an infinitely Conplex variation of that sane idea here. Now, if the basic
obedi ence programming were in the very chem cal nakeup of the thing, we'd be up
the creek. No way to deprogram wi thout dissolving it. Fortunately, it's not.
There is a progranm ng device inside each quasicell, and it's quite conplex and
we don't understand it at all. However, know ng that, we can add progranm ng
informati on and be sure that the information is transnmitted and stored via the
Wardens the same way as we swap here. There's an interesting inplication that
the thing is designed with Wardens in mnd and m ght not work w thout them

whi ch may nmean that these things were devel oped by our aliens specifically for
us here and now on Cerberus, rather than just being a variation of sonething
common in their culture."

"So? What does this all nean?" Dyl an asked inpatiently.

"Wel |, half the sanples went el sewhere and the other half stayed here, where ny
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| ab handl ed the practical stuff. Wardens were essential, which we have in
abundance here. It became a fascinating exercise, really. Using an organi smwe
can't understand at all to influence another we can't build or duplicate. But
with the aid of conputers Qutside and nmy |lab here, we finally nmanaged to get a
readout. The chenical coding |anguage is quite conplex and not at all hunan, and
that's what took the tinme, but we finally got it. Fortunately, the basic

obedi ence stuff is duplicated in every cell. In fact all the cells, whether
brain or tissue, are pretty nuch the same and can sinply becone what they need
to be. The programming is rather basic, as it would have to be, since it's
serving as a single base for all the different robot agents being sent back to
all sorts of different worlds, jobs, and conditions."

"Then you can get rid of it?" | pressed.

"Nope. But we can do the sane thing | suggested as regards psych inplants. The
aliens have made it inpossible to separate the basics w thout |ousing up the
cell and triggering this neltdown process. But the cells are progranmabl e,
renmenber. They have to be. So we can add programming to override these initial
steps. Cancel it out conpletely, |eaving an unencunbered nmind in a super body."
"Surely Merton would have thought of that," | pointed out

"Undoubt edly she has," he agreed, "but she hasn't the conputer capacity and
resources to get a conplete readout of the codes, let alone actually break the

| anguage used. That's what stuck them You wouldn't believe how nmuch tinme had to
be devoted to this. Laroo was right: not every string he could pull could
conmandeer that nuch computer tinme for that |ong without drawing Security like a
magnet . "

"So we can give himwhat he wants," Dyl an sighed. "How does that gain us
anyt hi ng?"

"Well, for starters, we'll need to give you sone absolute protection. That can
be acconplished sinply by making it a conpl ex psych inplant using the Security
system Laroo can't break it. Nobody here could break it—er if they can, we've
already lost the war. In other words, you can't give the information to 'em

unl ess you want to, which is the only time you' Il know it—and you'll just know
what to do, not what you're doing. And it'll have to be done one at a tine, one
robot at a crack."

"But he's only allowing nme on the island," Dylan pointed out. "Doesn't that mean
he' Il just make a robot out of ne and have it any tine he wants it, block or no
bl ock?"

"No, and there's an easy way to handle that. Very easy. W add anot her bl ock,
simlar to the dozens Security's placed in QM n's brain over the years, as

i nsurance. There is no human who cannot be tortured, or chenmically or

mechani cally nmade to spill his or her guts. None. So we use the sane nethods to
make sure that such operations will be fruitless. It's what stopped Laroo from
going the robot route with QM n here right fromthe start. |I'msure he has sone
inmplants like this hinmself. It's really sinple, and one they'l|l understand and
accept right off because they all know the type. Basically, it's a psych conmand
that erases other information if any sort of coercion is used, and can even be
triggered voluntarily if need be. He won't dare try anything with you. He'l

need you totally—and he can use his own psych staff to verify the existence of
the erase commands. It protects you—and it protects us."

Dyl an | ooked puzzled by that, but | understood himexactly. "He's telling us
that not only can it be triggered voluntarily or involuntarily to erase, but it
can be triggered externally, as by a Confederacy agent. Similar to what the good
doctor here nust have used on Laroo to ensure his own well-being."

Dunoni a sni |l ed and nodded.

"But you're still going to give himthe answer he wants!" Dyl an protested.
Dunoni a kept sniling.
"Think about it, Dylan," | urged her. "You' ve seen the way we think |ong enough

Renenber the cells are progranmable.”
She consi dered what he said, and | was beginning to think we were going to have

to spell it out. Then suddenly | saw her nouth shape into an oval. "QOooh .
Ch, my!"
"My only regret is that Dylan's going to have to do this all alone," | grunbled.
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"I hate missing out on the clinax of the big scam After all, it was ny idea."
"There's a way, you know," Dunonia rem nded us softly, but | could see that
eager gleamin his eyes. "I set things up in case you wanted to do so."

Dyl an | ooked at him then ne. "I +"mnot sure | want to," she told us. "I'ma

little scared of it."

"I told you there was a big risk," the psych admtted. "And | understand the
cautions. First, you could split. No big deal there, as long as you wanted to
stay together forever, and that's a long tine. You could nerge into one new
personality. O you could find out that deep down neither of you really like the
other. That's particularly the case in Quin's nmnd, since he was a very

unpl easant person until he came here and found his humanity."

She nodded. "I know. That scares ne the nost, | guess. | love himthe way he is
now, but | don't think I would Iike the old Qv n very nuch at all. He sounds too
much |i ke Wagant Laroo."

| | ooked at her strangely. Her, too?

"There's another possibility," he suggested, sounding slightly disappointed at
her reluctance. | think he really wanted to pull off that merger or whatever,
strictly for professional curiosity or maybe just for fun. "I could manipul ate
the psych plants so that it would require both of you to conplete the
programm ng operation.”

I looked up at himaccusingly. "That's what they recommended right al ong, wasn't
it? To nake sure that neither of us could be held hostage to the other's
cooperation."

He coughed apol ogetically, then shrugged and gave a wan smle. "So would | be a
good doctor if | didn't point out all the interesting alternatives?"

"Then we go together, whether they like it or not," Dylan said firmy. "That's
good." She hesitated. "But won't this operation point an arrow straight back to
you? Win't they know who had to be the one to give us the information?"

"If it works, it's academic,"” he told us. "If it doesn't, or if anything goes
wong, well, | have contingency plans. Don't worry about ne. | cover nyself
pretty well."

"I''"ll bet you do," | said dryly. "Well, let's get on with it"

As | predicted, Bogen didn't |ike the revised plan, not one bit.

"What could I do?" | asked himinnocently. "Here we were going down the el evator

fromDunonia's office and suddenly, bang, out go the lights for both of us. W
wake up half an hour |ater hal fway across town, with the briefing identically
planted in our mnds and the blocks in place. You know your men |ost us."

He didn't nmuch like that, either, but could only gl ower.

"Well, you got it, though?"

"We got it." | had already explained the terns and conditions, spelling out the
protections in pretty absolute terns.

"The boss isn't gonna like this," he growl ed. "Too nuch to go wong. Tell you
what, though. Both of you cone out to the island this afternoon. Bring your
things—+t might be a long stay."

I nodded and switched of f.

"You really think Laroo will buy it?" Dylan asked worriedly. "After all, he's
putting hinself in the Confederacy's hands."
"He'l'l buy it," | assured her, "although cautiously. He doesn't have any choice,

as you know who assured us."

"I magi ne. The nost powerful man on Cerberus, one of the four nobst powerful in
the Dianond, and nmaybe one of the nobst powerful nmen around today, period—and
he's scared to death."

"Oro/ it," | responded. "Let's go pack."

CHAPTER NI NETEEN
The Final Scam

Dunoni a and his psych conmputers had built a trenendously inpressive
psychol ogi cal profile of Wagant Laroo over the years, back fromwhen he first

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Cerberus%20A%20Wolf%20in%20the%20Fold.txt (110 of 122) [7/1/03 1:26:18 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20-%20FL OD%6202%20-%20Cerberus%20A %20Wol f%20i n%20the%20Fol d.txt

appeared on Cerberus. Like all the world's npst powerful men throughout history,
his one fear was assassination or even accidental death. This fear had actually
been conpounded, on Cerberus, where one had the potential of eternal |ife—-and
that was the kicker. By now Laroo felt al nost omipotent, but to feel like a god
and know you were potentially nortal was unthinkable. The robot was the cl osest
thing to total security he could ever hope to achieve. Even nore, it would allow
himto | eave the Warden Di anond—and return—at will, thus making himcertainly
the nost powerful man our spacefaring race had ever known. Surrounded by a snall
army of the nore obedient sort of organic robots, he would be virtually

i nvul nerable. Freed fromall wants and needs of the flesh, and armed with a m nd
that could operate with the swiftness and sureness of a top conputer, he would
be a nonster such as manki nd had never known.

He knew this, and knowing this, his psych charts said, he had to take the risk
Add to that the knowl edge that one Lord had al ready been done in, a Lord he

obvi ously respected and feared—and you had the clincher

I couldn't help but think that Dunmpnia had had a ot to do with ny decisions.
I'd been seeing himand he'd made sure it woul d be hi mabout Sanda and Dyl an
before | ever made the Project Phoenix nove, and then |I'd done nothing unti

just the right psychological tinme—for Laroo. Then and only then had | been
willing to take the ultinate risk and had done so practically without

hesitation, and with Dylan's full support. | couldn't help wondering how many
little pushes and suggestions |'d gotten fromhi meven before | ever heard of
hi m

It really didn't matter now, though. Now everything would cone together—er it
woul d all cone apart. Either way, | had no doubt he was protected. And

suspected that if we did fail there was a crui ser even now prepared to conme in
close to Cerberus and fry Laroo's Island to a crisp and us with it.

Dyl an and | spent alnmobst a full week in the Castle, nostly enjoying oursel ves,

al t hough al ways under the watchful eyes of guards and scanners. She was
fascinated by the broad, green |awn, sonething she frankly had never even

concei ved of before, and by the nuseuns of stolen goods, many of which | could
take pleasure in explaining both the history and sonething about the culture
they cane from

When we first arrived we were taken to Dr. Merton, who ran sone tests to verify
our psych conmrands and bl ocks, as expected, and had done so. Unlike the first
time I'd conme to the Castle, | wasn't bluffing now, and they confirnmed it.

We al so reveal ed, without really knowi ng or understanding what it was we were
describing, the type of equipnent necessary for the deprogrami ng process.
Merton checked the information over with interest; obviously understanding it,
and assured us that it could be assenbled quickly.

Finally, though, and w thout any real warning, a big transport |anded on the
front awn. Qut stepped five people as before, only these were far different.
Dyl an surveyed them curiously fromthe wi ndow. A teenage boy and girl. A

t ough- I ooki ng woman pushing forty, with short gray-brown hair. A short, wiry man
of very dark complexion. And finally, a young executive type in full dress suit
and bl ack goat ee.

"He has quite a collection," | said approvingly. "Nobody there | recognize, from
|last tine or any other tine."

"They wal k alike," Dylan noted. "Even the wonen wal k just |ike the nmen."

"l see what you nean. They're good actors. Dammed good."

"How wi Il we know which one is the real Laroo? O if any of them are?"

"That's sinple," | replied. "The real one will be the one left alive and ki cking
at the end."

W were summoned by National Police to the downstairs |ab conplex, and |eft
imediately. Al five of the newconers, plus Merton and Bogen, awaited us in the
| ab, where seats had been provi ded—five seats.

"They even cross their legs the sanme," Dyl an whispered, and | had to suppress a

| augh.
We stopped. The goat eed busi nessnan proved the spokesnan this tine.
"Well, well. Qwin Zhang, | hadn't intended that we neet a second tine, but you

made it unavoi dabl e."
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"Il make it worth your while," | prom sed him

"You better," he growed. "I don't |ike people who nmake thensel ves

i ndi spensabl e. You shoul d understand that."

I nodded. "You have a choice. W can call this off and all go hone."

He ignored the coment and | ooked over at Dylan. "A pleasure. | trust all is
satisfactory with you now?"

"Extrenely," she responded with that old confidence. | could al nost read her
mnd, and | |oved her for it. Wagant Laroo would be a pantywai st in a bork hunt.
"You understand there'll be sone, ah, tests first?"

We bot h nodded. "We're ready when you are,"” Dylan told him "The truth is, we no
nmore understand this than you do." She | ooked themall over. "Wo goes first?"
"None of us. Yet." He nodded at Bogen, and the security man went out. Two
technicians wheeled in a device that was pretty nuch what we'd descri bed severa
days before to Merton. It was a hybrid, and obviously had been knocked together,
but if Merton thought the thing would work, well, | was willing to trust the
expert.

The machi ne | ooked essentially like three hair driers on long, thick gooseneck
poles leading into a rear electronic console. They brought it in, and with
Merlon's help fitted it against the instrunent cluster that was a pernmanent part
of the | ab. Cabl es—+tots of themwere taken fromthe top rear of the console part
and plugged into the instrunentation, and switches were thrown. Mrton checked
the whole thing out, then nodded. "It's ready."

I looked at the gadget and couldn't shake the feeling that | was about to be

el ectrocuted. According to Merton, it was a variation of the basic psych nmachine
itself, although without a |lot of the electronics and analytical circuits. In
effect, it would allow Dylan and nme, if we concentrated, to send inpul ses from
our own mnds to a third. Wat we were going to do could have been done by
conmputer, of course, but then they wouldn't have needed us. Chairs were brought
in and pl aced under the gadget, and the hel nets or whatever were adjusted to
hover just over each one.

"Now what ?" Lar oo denmanded.

"W need a robot," | told him "First we feed the signal into the robot, then
you slide a mind in there any good old Cerberan way."

"Merton?" he said expectantly.

The doctor wal ked over to one of those booths and opened it, obviously prepared
for this. The robot inside didn't |look |like a cadaver this time, but was fully
propped and aninmated. Still, it had a totally vacant | ook that would be

i mpossi ble for a human being to duplicate.

Dyl an and | both gasped the sane tine. "Sanda!" she breat hed.

No, it wasn't Sanda, but it was a perfect facsinile of Sanda's current, and

Dyl an's ol d body.

"l see | haven't underestimated the old boy," | nuttered. "What a rotten trick."
Laroo—al |l the Laroos—+tooked at us with snug satisfaction. "I thought that if you
were going to try any funny business, you' d be less likely with somebody you
both know and like," he told us.

"You're going to kill her after this works!" Dylan accused. "You know | can't be
a party to that. | won't be."

One of the Laroos stopped, thought a noment, and | thought | could see his eyes
divert to his side. For a nonment none of the others noved. Then, interestingly,

| saw the teenage girl very naturally reach up and scratch her nose. Goatee
paused a nonent, then pretended to consider things while glancing idly at the
ceiling. Finally he said, "All right. But for reasons you obviously understand,
you're nmaking a test very difficult—and I will not proceed w thout one."

| shrugged. "Don't |l ook at nme. I'mnot the one who insisted that the psych
inhibitors remain on."

"I't wouldn't matter. | wouldn't do that kind of thing anyway," Dyl an snapped.
Laroo sighed, and thought, again. Finally he said, "Leave us for a mnute, both
of you. Just wait outside."

"Stuck you, didn't I?" Dylan stated snmugly. | nudged her to keep her from
baiting himfurther. Paranoia, psych profile, or not, Laroo was psychotic enough
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to call the whole thing off if we pushed himfar enough. W left and stood
out si de.

"Don't bait him" | warned her. "There are sone things nore inportant to him
even than this."

She just nodded and squeezed ny hand. W didn't have long to wait, and were soon
called back in by Dr. Merton.

"Al'l right," Laroo said, "let's start one step at a tinme. First we'll just try
and clear a neutral body, so to speak. Then | want Merton to check it over, see
what can be done, what we can learn. WIIl you go that far with me?"

We | ooked around and found that the robot Sanda had been replaced in its booth.
I | ooked over at Dyl an and shrugged. She sighed. "Wat choice do we have? Al
right.”

The robot body produced was inpressive. A huge bronze giant of a man with great,
bul gi ng muscles. If any one of them | ooked the part of a superior human being,
this nmal e body did.

It too was as bl ank as you could conceive, and had to be helped to the chair by
Merton and two assistants.

"l gather they don't have nmuch basic progranm ng when they arrive," | conmented.
"Activate, deactivate, wal k forward, wal k back, stand, and sit—that's about it,"
Dr. Merton told us. "They don't need much el se, although in a pinch | can feed
in some basic additional comands. When you're putting a conplex human nmind in
there, you don't need nuch."

I could see her point. | took the seat next to the thing and Dyl an sat next to
me as Merton pointed out which hel met was which

This point was the nobst nerve-racking to nme personally, since |I knew Laroo was
as close to totally evil as anyone | had ever net and | hardly trusted hima
nonent .

The hel mets cane down and | felt clanps and probes fit into place.

"All right," Dr. Merton said. "You're all set, just like you told ne. Do

what ever it is you do."

I relaxed, took a couple of deep breaths, heard Dyl an doing nuch the same, then
concentrated—o, wlled—the transfer

| felt a momentary dizziness, or disorientation, and then it was over. So quick
I could hardly believe it.

"That's it," | told them "Dylan?"

"l guess so. If that funny feeling was it."

The assistants nicked switches retracting the probe helnmets and gently lifted
them of f our heads—all three of us. | got up, as did Dylan, and we stared again
at our giant. He | ooked as bl ank as ever

Laroo | ooked over at Merton. "Anything?"

"Well, we recorded sonething," she told him "Wo knows what ?"

Real i zati on canme suddenly. Counternove, | thought. Laroo's nove, really. Merton
had created the Merton Process, by which | was here—and in four other places,
too. A process that didn't transfer but recorded and duplicated information in
the brain | If she had the key from both our minds, then Laroo no | onger needed
us at all. It had been a najor mistake on ny part. | fervently hoped that this
hadn't been overl ooked by Dunobnia or Security.

Two assistants cane up with a crazy-Ilooking vertical hand truck, and as we

wat ched, the giant was told to stand, then tilted forward, the platformslipped
expertly under, then tilted back so it could carry the thing, which renained
rigid. They wheeled himout a side door as we watched, Merton foll ow ng.

"Where are they going?" | asked curiously.

"First we'll hook himup to sone anal ytical equipnment to see if the change
took—er if it did, whether or not we can see it at all." Laroo told us.
"After—well, one step at a tine."

Several nervous minutes passed, after which Merton reappeared. "Nothing | can
measure has changed in the slightest,” she told us. "As far as | can see,
everything's the sane."

Laroo sighed. "Al'l right, then. W have to try a live test. |Is Sanash prepared?"
She nodded, went to a wall intercom and called sonewhere. | could recognize
Bogen' s voice, and the surprise when she said Sanash. But in less than a ninute
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an unconsci ous figure was wheeled into the | ab, one that | ooked nothing like the
giant In fact he was the oldest man |I'd ever seen on Cerberus, although he was
probably no nore than in his mddle fifties.

"Samash is a technician here on the island,” Laroo told us. "He's very |loyal and
not very bright, but he's handy. And you can see, he's nore than overdue for a

new body."
"Sonme new body," Dyl an not ed.
"Well, now he'll look the part."

"I's he—drugged?"

"Kabash | eaves, a substance about which, if | renenber, you al so know

sonet hing. "

"oh "

I got the picture. This was the stuff that forced a transfer if anybody else in
the area had it or was receptive. Samash was wheeled into the other room and
soon Merton and the techs all energed. "Gve him say, an hour," she said
confidently. "I'Il call you."

And with that, we were dism ssed. As before, we were fed, and very nicely, too.
"I"'mstill worried about all this," Dylan conmmented.

"Want nore?" | told her about ny fears of Merton

She sighed. "Well, we did our best, right?"

"We'll see. It isn't over yet."

An hour or so later we were called back and found.the |l ab the sanme except that
now the great giant seened to be sleeping on the table in the center. O the old
body | saw nothing, and guessed it had died fromlack of interest.

Even though the giant robot was sl eeping, there was no doubt that there was a
person inside it now It |ooked natural and normal; sonehow even its sl eeping
face was filled with an indefinable sonething that had not been there before.
"Wake hi mup," Laroo ordered.

Dr. Merton and the two assistants stood back, and there was a sudden, al nost
deaf ening cynbal -li ke sound all around. It subsided quickly, and Merton call ed,
"Samash! Wake upl "

The body stirred, and we stepped back to the wall and held our breath. Even the
Laroos seened extrenely tense.

Sanash's eyes opened, and the face took on a puzzled | ook. He groaned, a deep
bass, shook his head, and sat up on the cart and | ooked around. "Wa—what
happened?" he managed.

"Look at yourself, Samash," Laroo told him "See what you've becone! See what |
have gi ven you!"

Sanmash | ooked and gasped, but seened to realize instantly what had happened. He
junped off the cart, stretched, smiled, and | ooked around, a slight snmile on his
face. | didn't like the |ooks of that smle.

"Samash, | am Wagant Laroo. Activation Code AJ360."

The giant hesitated a nonent as if puzzled, then started to |augh

"Samash, Activation Code AJ360!" Lartte repeated uneasily.

Sanmash stopped | aughing and started | ooking nean and irritated. He turned and
pointed to goatee. "I don't take orders fromyou," he sneered. "Not any nore.
don't take orders from nobody! You don't know what you did, Laroo! Sure, | know
what Activation Code AJ360 neans. But it don't nmean nothin' to nme. Not nme. You
fouled up this tinme, Laroo." He turned, ignoring us all, and said to hinself,

al oud, "You don't know the feeling! The power! Like a god!" He turned back to
goatee. "Greater than you'll ever know, Laroo, whichever one of you you really
are. You're through now" Wth that he lunged for the five Laroos.

"Protect ne!" screaned the teenage girl we'd rightly fingered, real panic in her
voi ce—and to our shock the other four, plus Merton and the two assistants, al

| eaped upon the giant with al nost bundi ng speed. In seconds they had pinned him
to the floor.

"Ch, ny God!" Dylan breathed. "They're all robots!"

The girl —taroo, the real one—stepped nervously to the far wall and tripped the
intercom "This is Laroo. Security on the double!"

On the double was right: we were suddenly flooded with National Police as well
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as Bogen, arns drawn.

"Stand away from him" Bogen shouted. "Let himup!"

As quickly as they were on him they were off. Then it took only a split second
for Samash hinself, in one notion, to get to his feet and charge Bogen and the
NPs.

He never had a chance. As |ightning-fast as he was, they were even faster. Beans
shot out, covering the giant's body. It was an incredible display, since any one
of those beans would slice steel in two and burn, nelt, or disintegrate al nost
anyt hing we knew-and all they did was stop Samash. No, not even stop him
exactly—just slowed himto a crawl. He was al nbst at them but they kept firing
and stood their ground—and suddenly you could see the beans finally taking
ef f ect

There was a sudden, acrid snell. Samash stopped, | ooked surprised and nore
confused than anything, and then, with a bright flash that al nmost blinded us,
ignited and nelted down into a horrid little puddl e of goo. At the nonment of
ignition, all weapons stopped firing at the sane nonent, so no beam went
astray—an incredible display.

"Al'l of them" Dylan was saying. "Even Merton and Bogen and the cops. Al of

t hem "

"Except her," | noted, pointing to the still frightened face of the teenaged
girl. "That's Wagant Laroo for today."

Laroo regai ned some of hi s—her—eonposure

"Yes, that's right. Al the inportant people on the island are robots," she
admitted. "Nornally only two of ny party are, but | didn't want to take any
chances this time. You can see why."

| nodded. "But you took one anyway. He al nobst got you, even after taking enough
blast to nelt the Castle."

She nodded nervously. "We'll have better precautions next tinme. | really didn't
qui te expect that"

"Wel | ? What did you expect?" Dylan asked caustically. "You're not exactly the
nmost popul ar person on Cerberus, you know, and you suddenly gave the old guy
trenendous power and a real shot at you."

"Enough for now " Laroo snapped. "Get out of here, you two! Go back upstairs

until | call for you again."
If you need us again, you nean, | thought grunpily.
"Well, at least we proved the systemworks, | think," | noted, and both of us

exited at that line, carefully stepping around the NPs, Bogen, and the stil

snol dering pile of goo.

"How did they stop hin?" Dylan wondered | ater that evening.

"l suspect they trained a bunch of different weapons at different settings on
him" | told her. "H s cells kept conpensating for one kind of charge and he was
finally faced with too many contradictory conditions to fight at one tine. One
got through, damaged sonething vital, and triggered the self-destruct in the
cell units."

She shivered. "It was horrible."

"I don't think we'd have |iked Samash, either," | pointed out.

"No, not that. The fact that they're all robots. Even that nice Dr. Merton."

"I know. Even | didn't think of that, which shows how paranoid he really is. And
damm it, they're so stinking real! Bogen, Merton—they were real people. Natural,
Under st andabl e. They | ooked, tal ked, acted just |ike normal people." | shivered
a bit. "My God! No wonder they haven't found a defense agai nst these things!"
"So now what do we do?" she asked

| sighed. "W relax, get sonme sleep, and find out if we still wake up in the
nor ni ng. "

W did wake up and were served an excellent breakfast to boot. It was a good
sign. After we ate, dressed, and cleaned up a bit we were sumoned back down to
the |l ab. Laroo had not changed bodi es and was al one now, except for Merton,
Bogen, and a figure we both recogni zed.

"Sanda?" Dyl an call ed.

She saw us and smiled. "Dylan! Qv n! They told me you were here! What's this al
about? | don't remenber anything since | went to sleep last night back in
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Medl am "

Dyl an and | both suddenly froze, the sane idea in our heads, and Sanda, sensing
sonet hing wong, stopped too, her face falling and looking a little puzzl ed.
"What's the matter?"

| turned to Laroo. "You did it anyway."

She shrugged. "She was here, prepped and available. W decided to see if Dr.
Merton's process would work fromwhat we took off of you."

"I gather it didn't, or we wouldn't still be here," | noted.

Sanda | ooked genui nely bewi | dered. "QnM n? Dyl an? What's all this about? What are
you tal ki ng about ?"

"That's quite enough, Sanda," Laroo told her wearily. "Go report to housekeeping
on the third level."

Suddenly Sanda's manner changed. She forgot about us and her bew | dernent,
turned to Laroo and bowed. "As you wish, ny lord," she said, then wal ked out.
Qur eyes followed her in stunned amazenent.

"How does it work, Laroo?" | asked. "I mean, what does the programm ng we're
cancel i ng say?"

"You don't know? Basically it states that you | ove, admre, worship, or whatever
whoever gives you the activation code, and that you wish to serve only the

wi shes of that person or that person's designated agents. It's sort of an
enotional hook, but it's unbreakable. They genuinely |ove ne."

"Surely you don't activate all of themyourself!"

"Ch, no. But if one of my own robots is the activator, it works out to the sane
thing, you see. Conplicated, though. Takes a conputer to renenber who | oves
whom "

"Well, | gather your process doesn't work in recording, anyway," | said,
relieved, then turned to Dylan. "Don't worry about Sanda. She's still all there.
She's just finally in love with sonebody el se.”

Laroo sighed. "Well, we've done what we could. Merton assures ne that the

| anguage is still gibberish. There's no reason why it shouldn't record and
work—but it doesn't. Wt tried it out not only on Sanda but on three others,
varying various factors. It didn't work with any of them | sadly have to adm't
that | need you,"

Back to ny nove, | thought, and thank you, Dr. Dunonia or whoever
"Ready now to take the plunge yoursel f?" Dyl an asked Lar oo.
She nodded. "But I'll need a half-hour or so in prep. However, | want to warn

you—bot h of you. Any funny business, anything wong with ny progranm ng, even
acci dent al | y—anyt hi ng—and you won't live a nonent. My robots will tear you to
pi eces, slowy."

"There won't be any doubl e-cross,"” | assured her. "W have sone stake in this
oursel ves, renenber. W're the only two people who can't becone those robots—and
as such, we need you for new bodies at the proper tine. It's an even trade."
"It better be." It was that little girl's voice, but that sane threatening tone
was t here.

We waited anxiously for the prep.

To our surprise, the body Laroo had chosen was rather nondescript. Average in
al nrost all respects—eivilized world standard, male, nothing exceptional,

woul dn't stand out in a crowmd. "

"Still, it makes sense,” | told Dylan. "The last thing he wants is to attract
attention to himself."

"It's not too bad," Dylan said critically. "Looks a little like you, really."
"Thanks a lot."

In a short tine the girl's body was wheel ed in by Bogen and the two attendants,
and off into the back room W wasted no tine at all giving the jolt to the

sel ected body on the hel net machi ne, and wat ched that body get the sane
hand-truck treatnent to the back.

| spent the tinme |ooking around the | ab, asking Merton a few nmane and usel ess
questions and taking in what | could. Sonething bothered me. Laroo had given in
too easily, even considering the stress. Particularly after |ast night.
Sonething just felt wong. It was a while, though, before | figured out what it
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was and whi spered to Dylan. "Another trick. Don't fall for it"

She frowned and whi spered back so low | could barely hear, "How do you know?"
"Those were caneras up there yesterday, |I'msure. Now they're |aser cannons."
"You sure they weren't there before?"

"Sure. O herw se they'd have used them on gol den boy. They can track anything in
the | ab on those canera mounts."

"So he switched during the night."

"Uh- huh. d ever bastard, but hold tight. W got him" Hi s nove. No counternove.
Alittle over an hour |ater they wheel ed the body back out and went through the
wakeup routine again. At least this time we held our ears when the cynbals

cl anged. The man on the table went through nuch the same experience as Sanash
had the day before, and when he junped to the floor, he | ooked around
wonderingly. "Well, I'll be damed!"

Merton went up to him "Activation Code AJ360," she said to him

The man paused, sniled, and shook his head. "Nope. There's a little tingle when
you say it, like sonething inside wants to be let out, but it's suppressed, al
right." He sighed. "I can see now what Samash nmust have felt. Like a godl" He
turned back to Merton. "You have no idea what it's |ike—oh, of course you do. |
forget. It's—unbelievable!" He turned to us.

"Well," he said, "it works. It really works! You have no idea of the power |
feel. It's alnpst a strain to slow nmyself down to your speed just to converse
with you. Every cell in ny body's olivet. Alive and sentient! Sentient—-and

obedi ent! The power in each is phenonenal! Even | had no idea until now just how
powerful and versatile these bodies were. And no pain! Every single body has
sonme pain at all points after they're born. We live in it. The rush of
freedom+to be totally imune to it—s al nbst awesone!"

"I wonder, though—f these aliens are so smart, why did they allow this |oophole
to slip by?" | commented. It was a genuine question that really bothered ne.

He shrugged. "I don't know. That bothered ne, too—but not now. Nothing," he
added darkly, "will ever bother ne again. Nothing and no one." He | ooked back at
us. "Now, tell ne. Gve me one reason why | should allow either of you to live
one nonent |onger."

Dyl an | ooked up at me questioningly, as if to ask, are you sure this isn't

Lar 00?

"Trust me," | whispered beneath ny breath, then turned to Laroo once nore—the
fake Laroo, | was convinced. "lnsurance," | told himaloud, hoping his superior
hearing woul d ni stake her glance and nmy coment for reassurance and not hi ng nore
sinister. "Renmenber Sanash. And that robot they caught in Mlitary Systens
Conmand. Hard to kill—yes. Superior? Yes. But immortal ? No. Not only that, but I
think I know, or can at |east guess, the alien's insurance policy."

Both Merton and "Laroo" |ooked startled. "Go on," he urged.

"They—these robot bodies. They'll wear out. They have to, no nmatter how good
they are. What's to prevent a little bit of that programm ng we dared not touch,
the autonomic systenm's, say, from suddenly stopping at sonme predeterm ned point
intime?"

He | ooked nervously at Merton. "Is this possible?"

She nodded. "But not insurmountable. Remenber, | have recorded your and other
people's inprints. As long as you update them periodically, as they do in
Confederation Intelligence, you can die over and over again —and still live
again."

That expl anation satisfied him and also ne. "M ght | point out, though, that if
sonebody's not there to clear the next robotic programm ng, you'll have to go

back into a human body again."

"Never!" he snapped. "Once you've been in one of these you can never go back
Not for an instant! Never!" He realized the inplications of what he was sayi ng.
"Yes, all right. You re right. But you will remain here on the island as ny

per manent guests. For all tine, and from body to body. You say you want to keep
your children, raise themyourselves. Very well, do so here, in the m dst of

| uxury."

"Luxury prison, you nean," Dyl an responded.

He shrugged. "As you wish. But it's velvet-lined and gold-plated. You'll want
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for nothing here. It's the best | can do. You and | both know t he Confederacy
wi Il quickly know that you played false with them They'Il want you at al
costs, to erase that information which is probably easily done with a sinple
verbal trigger—so | can afford you no contact except with ny own."

"And if they fry the island?" Dyl an asked pointedly.

"They won't," he responded confidently. "Not until they're sure. And we'll give
them corpses to look at and a really convincing story, not to nmention obviously
di smantling Project Phoenix. Everything back to normal. They'll believe

sonet hing went wong, all right—but it'll be convincing. Believe ne."

| sighed and shrugged. "Wat choi ce have we got?"

"None," he responded snugly. At that point | noticed he was alone in the center
of the room The | aser cannon opened up, and after an incredible tinme he too was
melted. | | ooked over at the brownish patch left from Samash, still there
despite a strong cleanup effort. My nove—success. And check

Dyl an gasped and whi spered, "You were right!" Then she hesitated. "How will we
know the real one?"

"W won't," | told her. "Just trust nme."
We went through three nore acts, each one as or nore convincing than the first.
Each tinme the robot was suddenly nelted. | kept wondering if they'd all be so

confident if Laroo told them what had happened to their predecessors.

The fourth one, though, another civilized worlds standard |like the others and
equal Iy nondescript, was different at the end. He finally sm|ed when we
finished the interm nabl e wondernent conversation and sighed. "All right, that's
it. Enough fun and games. |'mconvinced." He turned, gestured, and we foll owed
nervously, avoiding the puddl es and eyei ng those cannon suspiciously. But, this
time, we all wal ked out of the |ab.

Bogen awaited us, and bowed. "Did all go well, ny lord?"

"Perfectly. Hard as it is for ne to believe, it seens as if our friends here
really delivered. Take good care of them Bogen. G ve them anything they

want —except conmmuni cation with the outside world. Understand?"

"As you wish, ny lord," he responded respectfully.

We all began wal king down the corridor and | started singing, softly and
lightly, a ditty |I neither understood nor had known before, but one | knew the
function of quite well.

" "Twos brillig, and the slithy toves Did gyre and ginble in the wabe; A
mrnsy were the borogoves, And none roths outgrabe ..."

Laroo stopped and turned, curious. "Wuat's that?"

"Just a little light song fromny childhood,” | told him "I1've been under a
hell of a lot of tension the past few weeks, renenber, and it's gone now. "

He shook his head in wonder. "Unph. Crazy business."

"We'll see you again, won't we?" Dylan asked hi minnocently.
"Ch, yes, certainly. | have no intention of |eaving just yet"
"Maybe a nonth fromnow," | suggested helpfully. "At |east then we could talk

about our lives here."

"Why, yes, certainly. In a notith." And with that we went up to the quarters

| evel while he and Bogen went el sewhere.

Freed at |last of the constant guard, we wal ked out onto the lawn and sat in the
m ddl e of it, basking in the sunlight and warnth, stripping down and |ying next
to each other. For a while we said nothing. Finally Dylan spoke. "Did we
actually just take control of the Lord of Cerberus?" she asked, wonderingly.

"I'"'mnot sure. Well know in a nonth, certainly," | replied. "If he lives to get
off this island, he's the real one. If not, we'll just do it again and again
until we get it right But | think he was the right one."

She giggled. "In a nonth. W have a whole nonth. Just us, here, with every w sh
catered to. It'll be arelief. And then..."

"It's all ours, honey. Al Cerberus is ours. Good old Dr. Dunonia."

She | ooked startled. "Wo?"

"Dr. Du—ow why did | bring himup?"

She shrugged. "I don't know. We sure won't be needing a psych any nore. Except
maybe to get that inplant to report out of your head."

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%20...0-%20Cerberus%20A%20Wolf%20in%20the%20Fold.txt (118 of 122) [7/1/03 1:26:18 AM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20-%20FL OD%6202%20-%20Cerberus%20A %20Wol f%20i n%20the%20Fol d.txt

"Yeah, but | suppose that Dr. Merton could do that as well. | hope so."

She turned to nme. "You know why | |ove you? You did it all yourself! Wthout any
outside help! You're incredible!"

"Wl |, the Confederacy had to go along with the plan, you know "

"Pooh. You knew it all along. Every single one of your crazy, mad, nonsensica
schenes worked. In a little nore than a year you went fromexile to true Lord of
the Di anond. "

"And you're the Lady of the Dianond, renenber."

She lay idly for a nonent, then said, "I wonder if we'd shock anybody if we made
| ove out here?"
"Only robots, probably,"” | responded, "and we know what they're worth."

She | aughed. "Shocking. You know, though—+enenber when they suggested we put
ourselves in each other's ninds? Wo was that, anyway?"

| shook ny' head. "Too long ago. | can't renmenber. Not inportant, anyway. But why
do you bring that up?"

She | aughed. "It wasn't necessary. |'ma part of you anyway now. And you, ne, |
believe. At least | can't get you out of ny head."

END REPORT. REFER TO EVALUATI ON. STOP TRANSM SSI ON STOP STOP.

Epi | ogue

The observer | eaned back, renpved the hel met, and sighed. He | ooked weary, worn,
and even a little old beyond his years, and he knew it.

"You are still disturbed," the conmputer noted. "I fail to see why you shoul d be
upset. It was a splendid victory, perhaps a key one for us. W will henceforth
have our own spy in the ranks of the Four Lords."

He didn't reply imediately. The conputer irritated him and he couldn't quite
explain that either. Conputers and agents were well nmatched to each other, and
bef ore he had al ways sonewhat identified with the machine. Two of a kind. Cold,
enotionless, logical, a perfect analytical working team Was he in fact
irritated at the conmputer, he wondered, or was it that the nachi ne was such a
reflection of. his own previous ego and self-inage that he couldn't bear the
mrror it presented? He wasn't sure, but his mnd did seize for a nonent on the
word previous. A curious word. Wiy had he used it? Had he changed that nuch?

I haven't changed! he told hinself, banging a clenched fist down on the arnrest.
They changed. Not ne!

But they are you, his mind accused.

What was so different about their mssions, anyway? The planets, to be sure,
Were far nore exotic than the mpjority of plastic and steel worlds he was used
to, but not as different as a few on the frontier. Never before had that changed
hi m Wat had—down there?

Perhaps it was the fact that they—his other selves—knew that they were down
there for life. No check back in, debrief, and lay off until the next m ssion
No return to the good life and the best the Confederacy could offer. A last

m ssion. No nore responsibilities to the Confederacy, no nore working for anyone
except yourself.

Al his life he'd been trained to think in the collective sense. The greatest
good for the greatest nunber. The preservation of the civilized worlds from
internal forces that threatened it. As long as humanity in the nmass was
bettered, they'd taught him it hardly mattered that a few had to die, innocent
or not, or even an entire planet Bettered. Protected. Saved.

Did he really believe that any nore? he asked hinsel f.

Plastic worlds. Did they, then, breed plastic people? Was Dunonia right? Was the
alien threat nore of a threat because of the way we'd renade oursel ves?

And yet the civilized worlds were happy places. There was no poverty, few

di seases, no hunger or other forns of human misery that had plagued man through
the ages. Not even the frontier, with its vast technol ogi cal support, was as

m serabl e or threatening as past frontiers had been. He was raised in that
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culture and, seeing the historical record, believed init. It was better than
anyt hi ng man had ever had before. That was the trouble. The basic puzzle that
haunted him It was neither bad nor evil. It was a good society full of happy,
heal t hy, well-adjusted people, on the whole.

That thought cheered himslightly. Dunpnia was wong, too, in believing that the
sparks of human greatness were extinguished in such a system They hadn't been
extingui shed—they nerely lay dormant until needed. The Warden Di anond proved

t hat .

Humanity's strength and hope lay in that dormancy. In the fact that under tria
the reserve was there to adapt, to change, to neet new chal |l enges. Dormant but
not extinct.

That thought brightened his nmobod sonewhat, although not conpletely. That was
fine for the collective, but not for the individual. Not for one particul ar

i ndividual in five bodies.

Twi ce now he'd foll owed hinself on dangerous ground. Twi ce he had seen hinself
change, in sonme ways radically, putting aside his self-inage, his devotion to
duty and ideal s—even the ideals thenselves. In all cases he'd violated, once and
for all, his personal standards, his own sense of hinmself as a bedrock, the
ultimate | oner who uses but does not need. These, too, were dormant inside him
and cane out when—well, when the | eash was cut. The |eash that bound himto the
Conf ederacy, its authority, principles, and ideals. He had willingly been

| eashed, and the cut had not been of his own nmeking, but still it was there.
What di sturbed himnost of all was that he was still on that |eash. That very

t hought was horrible, a violation of all he'd ever stood for or believed in, but
it was a truth that had to be faced. Those nen down there—they thought

t hensel ves trapped, and himthe free nan. They were wong. And as they envied
him so he too was envying them

But, still, there was a mission, a problem One that even they had continued to
serve. He could at |east address that.
"Eval uation?"

"Correlations with Lilith are fascinating,
certain totally irrational comon grounds."

He nodded. "I saw them"

"We'll need to get soneone out to Monratn, of course, but that may have been
done for us fromthe data sifting in. We will also have to intensify patrols

t hroughout the Warden system since there are points of contact between alien
and human here sonewhere.”

"W should tighten up on vacation resorts back in the civilized worlds, too," he
noted. "Obviously that's the key place fromwhich they kidnap their targets.
They woul d have to be nissing for at |east a week to ten days."

"That can be done only to a point," the conmputer pointed out. "It would be

hel pful to know who selects those targets. So far the grand design, the pattern,
el udes nme, nostly because we do not have enough identified robot agents to
correlate their positions. It seens obvious, though, that the aliens are quite
subtle."

"W knew that fromthe start. Who the hell would ever imagine an eneny alien
force hiring the chief crimnal elenments to do all its advance work?"

"I worry that it is nore than advance work. Let us postul ate one or two
conditions that seemreasonable fromthe facts, bearing in nind that we are
dealing with alien minds devel oped in an unknown evol utionary pattern that m ght
not follow our logic."

"Go on."

"W assune that they are either nunerically inferior to our own forces or
unwilling to take the casualty rates a direct attack mght bring."

"That may be a wong assunption," he pointed out "After all, if they can nake
super-robots like this, they could do their fighting entirely with surrogates."
"Perhaps. But | tend to believe that the processes involved in perfecting these
devices is too long, involved, |aborious, and costly for such mass production
Instead, | suggest that their plot may be entirely on the subtle side. W have
been | ooking too hard at the direct nilitary option."

"Huh? What do you nean?"

the conputer told him "There are
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"Suppose their plot is to bore fromw thin? To weaken and di srupt key services,
key facilities, the bedrock of our econom c and social systen? A carefully
chosen and pl aced organic robot could do nore harm for |onger periods than any
direct attack by planet killers. | need only |ook at your own psychol ogi ca
reactions to the Warden to see how easily and subtly we can be turned. The hunman
race and its culture is such that it would destroy itself rather than be
conquered fromoutside. There are parallels anong the early independent planets
and even earlier, in the age of nations on a single planet W have often cone
very, very close to self-destruction rather than total capitulation. A direct
attacker, then, would have nothing to win."

"So you think the choice of the Four Lords was nore than just a clever

expedi ency? Hmm . . . Laroo indicated that Kreegan was the original nasterm nd;
and Kreegan, to be sure, had a penchant for nasty and sneaky plots and
behavior." He sat back. "Now, let nme get this straight. You're suggesting that
the aliens never intend to attack us directly. That the war they chose is the
war they are now fighting. That they aimfor internal disruption and coll apse by
expl oi ti ng our weaknesses, rather than conquest."”

"I't makes the npbst sense."

He nodded. "And it's the least costly of the alternatives. None of their people
are exposed or jeopardized. The Di anond, and through it the robots, do the dirty
work. It's even cost-effective. Assumi ng you're right—analysis?"

"If the Four Lords are directing things in this manner, and choose properly and
correctly, it will work. Not quickly. We m ght not even know or realize the
extent of their success until it's too late. And with the proni se of those robot
bodi es and the chance to escape, the end could cone not by kidnapping key people
and replacing them but by nobilizing the best crimnal mnds of the |last seventy
years in such bodies and | oosing themon an al ready weakened and infiltrated
Conf ederacy. "

The prospect appalled him "But wait a noment. Only Cerberan crininals could be
used. Those on the other three worlds have ot her Warden variants that won't step
aside to allow a Cerberan m nd-swtch."

"Have you forgotten the Mertorn Process?"

He whistled and shook his head. "Then finding the aliens, bringing themout into
the open, is our only hope. And we have no guarantees that there are any of them
anywhere hear the Warden system It could all be handl ed by robots and third
parties hired by the Four Lords."

"Perhaps one of the remaining two will tell us for sure," the conputer suggested
hopefully. "Or if not, perhaps our in-systempatrols will get |ucky."

"Correlate and transmt what we've got," he ordered. "W just have to wait and
see."

"Done. "

The man wal ked back to the living quarters of the nodul e on the great picket
ship, poured hinself a drink, and sat down on his bed. Al that the conputer had

suggested di sturbed him but still he couldn't bring his mnd to focus for |ong
on the |l arger problemand plot.
Cal Trenon ... Qv n Zhang ... Dylan Kohl.

Li ke sonme song that gets stuck in your m nd and you keep hearing it over and
over whether you want to or not.
| can't get you out of ny head.

About the Author

Jack L. chal ker was born in Norfolk, Virginia, on Decenber 17, 1944, but was

rai sed and has spent nmost of his life in Baltinore, Maryland. He | earned to read
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switch to teaching. He hol ds bachel or degrees in hi ory and English, and an
ML.A fromthe Johns Hopkins University. He taught history and geography in the
Bal ti more public schools between 1966 and 1978, and now nakes his living as a
freelance witer. Additionally, out of the amateur journals he founded a
publ i shing house, The Mrage Press, Ltd., devoted to nonfiction and

bi bl i ographi ¢ works on science fiction and fantasy. This conpany has produced
nmore than twenty, books in the Iast nine years. Hi s hobbies include esoteric
audi o, travel, working on science-fiction convention comittees, and guest

|l ecturing on SF to institutions such as the Smithsonian. He is an active
conservationi st and National Parks supporter, and he has an intensive | ove of
ferryboats, with the avowed goal of riding every ferry in the world. In fact, in
1978 he was married to Eva Wiitley on an ancient ferryboat in md-river They
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