file:/IIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%201%620-%20For%20L ove%6200f%20M other-Not.txt

R Rk I S S R I S b O R S b R

Aut hor : Al an Dean Foster

Title: For Love O Mot her - Not

Original copyright year: 1983

Genre: Sci ence Fiction

Ver si on: 1.0

Date of e-text: 11/ 28/ 00

Sour ce:

Prepared by:

Conment s: Pl ease correct the errors you find in this e-text,

update the version nunber and redistribute

EIE IR R R I R I R R I R I R S R R I R I R R R I I R S R

Chapter One

“Now there's a scrawny, worthless-looking little runt.” Mther Mastiff thought. She cuddl ed the
bag of woodcarvings a little closer to her waist, mating certain it was protected fromthe rain by
a flap of her slickertic. The steady drizzle that characterized Drallar’s autum weather fled from
the water-resistant nateri al

O fworlders were hard pressed to distinguish any difference in the city's seasons. In the sunmmer,
the rain was warmy in autum and winter, it was cooler. Springtine sawit give way to a steady,
cloying fog. So rare was the appearance of the sun through the near-perpetual cloud cover that
when it did peep through, the authorities were wont to call a public holiday.

It was not really a slave narket Mdther Mstiff was trudging past. That was an archaic term

enpl oyed only by cynics. It was nerely the place where |abor-incone adjustnments were formalized.
Drallar was the largest city on the world of Moth, its only true netropolis, and it was not a
particularly wealthy one. By keeping taxes low, it had attracted a good nunmber of offworld

busi nesses and trading concerns to a well-situated b at nostly inhospitable planet. It conpensated
by largely doing away with such annoyi ng comrerci al agravations as tarifis and regul ations. Wile
this resulted in considerable prosperity for sone, it left the city governnment at a | oss for
general revenue.

Anong the nunerous areas that were rarely sel f~apporting was that involving care of the

i npoverished. In cases In which indigence was total and an individual was isol ated by
circunstance, it was deened reasonable to allow a wealthier citizen to take over responsibility
fromthe governnent. This thinned the welfare rolls and kept the bureaucracy content, while
providing better care for the individual involved-or so the officials insisted-than he or she
coul d receive fromunder funded and inpersonal governnment agenci es.

The United Church, spiritual arm of the Conmon-weal fh frowned on such one-sided economic policies.
But The Conmmonwealth did not like to interfere with donestic policies, and Drallarian officials
hastened to assure the occasional visiting padre or counselor that |egal safeguards prevented
abuse, of “adopted” individuals. So it was that Mdther Mstiff found herself I|eaning on tier cane,
clutching the bag of artwork, and staring at the covered di spersenent platformwhile she tried to
catch her breath. One curious attendee noved too close, crowding her. He gl owered when she jabbed
himin the toot with her cane but noved aside, not daring to confront her.

Standi ng notionless on the platformwithin the Crcle of Conpensation was a thin, solem boy of
eight or nine years. His red hair was kicked down fromthe rain and contrasted sharply with his
dark skin. Wde, innocent eyes, so big they seenmed to wap around the sides of his face, stared
out across the rain-danpened assenbly. He kept his hands clasped behind his back. Only those eyes
noved, their gaze flicking like an insect over the upturned faces of the crowmd. The mgjority of
the mlling, would-be purchasers were indifferent to his presence.

To the boy’s right stood a tall, slimrepresentative of the governnent who ran the official sale-
an assignnent of responsibility, they called it-for the welfare bureau. Across fromher a |arge
readout listed the boy's vital statistics, which Mother Mastiff eyed casually.

Hei ght and wei ght matched what she could see. Color of hair, eyes, and skin she had al ready noted.
Living relative, assigned or otherw se-a blank there. Personal history-another blank. A child of
accident and calamity, she thought, thrown Iike so many others on the untender mercies of
government care. Yes, he certainly would be better off under the wing of a private individual, by
the | ooks of him He mght at |east receive sone decent food.

And yet there was sonething nore to him sonething that set himapart fromthe listless precision
of orphans who paraded across that rain-swept platform season after season. Mdther Mstiff sensed
sonet hi ng | urki ng behind those wi de, nournful eyes-a maturity well beyond his years, a greater
intensity to his stare than was to be expected froma child in his position. That stare continued
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to rove over the crowd, probing, searching. There was nore of the hunter about the boy than the
bunt ed.
The rain continued to fall. Wat activity there was anong the watchers was concentrated on the
back right coner of the platform where a nodestly attractive girl of about sixteen was next in
line for consignnent. Mother Mastiff |let out a derisive snort. Governnment assurances or not, yea
couldn’t tell her that those pushing, shoving snots in the front row didn't have sonething on
their mnds be-yond an innocently altruistic concern for the girl’s future. Oh, no!
The ever-shifting cluster of potential benefactors fornmed an island around whi ch eddied the
greater popul ation of the marketplace. The narketplace itself was concentrated into a ring of
stalls and shops and restaurants and dives that encircled the city center. The result was just
nodem enough to function and sufficiently unsophisticated to at’ tract those intrigued by the

myst eri ous.

It held no nysteries for Mother Mastiff. The marketplace of Drallar was her hone. Ninety years she
had spent battling that endless river of humanity and aliens, sone-tinmes being sucked down,
sonmetimes rising above the flow, but never in danger of drowning. Now she had a shop-small, but
her own. She bargai ned for objects d art, traded kni cknacks, electronics, and handicrafts, and
managed to nmake just enough to keep herself clear of such places as the platformon which the boy
was standing. She put herself in his place and shuddered. A ninety-year-old woman woul d not bring
much of a price.
There was an awkwardly patched rip at the neck of her slickertic, and rain was beginning to find
its way through the w dening gap. The pouch of sal ables she clutched to her thin waist wasn't
growi ng any lighter. Mther Mastiff had other business to transact, and she wanted to be back homne
before dark. As the sun of Mdth set, the nurky daylight of Drallar would fade to a slinmy darkness,
and things |ess than courteous would enmerge fromthe sluns that inpinged on the marketplace. Only
the carel ess and the cocky wandered abroad at such tines, and Mot her Mstiff was neither
As the boy's eyes roved over the audience, they eventually reached her own-and stopped. Suddenly,
Mot her Mastiff felt queasy, unsteady. Her hand went to her stomach. Too nuch grease in the
nmor ni ng’ s breakfast, she thought. The eyes had already noved on. Since she had turned eighty-five,
she had had to watch her diet. But, as she had told a friend, “1’'d rather die of indigestion and
on a full stomach than waste away eating pills and concentrates.”
“One side there,” she abruptly found hersel f saying, not sure what she was doing or why. “One
side.” She broke a path through the crowd, poking one observer in the ribs with her cane,

di sturbing an ornithorpe’s ornate arrangenent of tail feathers, and generating a chirp of

i ndi gnation froman overwei ght matron. She worked her way down to the open area directly in front
of the platform The boy took no notice of her; his eyes continued to scan the uncaring crowd.

“Pl ease, | adies and gentle beings,” the official on the platform pleaded, “won’t one of you give
this healthy, honest boy a home? Your government requests it of you; civilization demands it of
you. You have a chance today to do two good turns at once; one for your king and the other for
this unfortunate youth.”

“Id like to give the king a good turn, all right,’
where it would do himthe nost good.”
The of ficial shot the heckler an angry gl are but said nothing.

“What' s the nininum aski ng?” Be that ny voice? Mther Mstiff thought in wondernent.

“Anmere fifty credits, madam to satisfy departnment obligations and the boy is yours. To watch
over and care for.” She hesitated, then added, “If you think you can handl e as active a youngster
as this one.”

“I"ve handl ed plenty of youngsters in ny tine,” Mother Mastiff returned curtly. Know ng hoots
sounded fromthe anused assenbly. She studied the boy, who was | ooking down at her again. The
gueasi ness that had roiled in her stonmach the first tine their eyes had net did not reoccur

G ease, she nused, have to cut down on the cooking grease.

“Fifty credits, then,” she said.

“Sixty.” The deep voice that boormed from sonewhere to the rear of the crowd came as an unexpected
interruption to her thoughts.

“Seventy,” Mdther Mastiff automatically responded. The official on the platformquickly gazed back
into the crowd.

“Ei ghty,” the unseen conpetitor sounded. She hadn’t counted on conpetition. It was one thing to do
a child a good turn at reasonable cost to herself, quite another to saddle herself with an
unconsci onabl e expense.

“Ni nety-curse you,” she said. She turned and tried to | ocate her opponent but could not see over
the heads of the crowd. The voice bidding agai nst her was nale, powerful, piercing. Wat the devi
woul d the owner of such a voice want with a child like this? she thought.

said a voice fromthe mlling crowd, “right
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“Ninety-five,” it countered.

“Thank you, thank you. To you both, the government says.” The official’s tone and expressi on had
bri ghtened perceptibly. The lively and utterly unexpected bidding for the redheaded brat had

al | evi at ed her boredom as well as her concern. She would be able to show her boss a better than
usual daily account sheet. “The bid is against you, nmadam”

“Damm the bid,” Mther Mstiff nuttered. She started to turn away, but sonething held her back
She was as good a judge of people as she was of the stock she sold to them and there was
sonet hi ng particul ar about this boy-though she couldn’t say precisely what, which struck her as
unusual . There was always profit in the unusual. Besides, that nournful stare was preying
unashanedly on a part of her she usually kept buried.

“Ch, hell, one hundred, then, and be damed with it!” She barely nanaged to squeeze the figure
out. Her nmind was in a whirl. Wat was she doing there, neglecting her regular business, getting

t horoughl y soaked and bi ddi ng for an orphaned child? Surely at ninety her maternal instinct wasn't
bei ng aroused. She had never felt the | east maternal instinct in her life, thank goodness.

She waited for the expected ninble of “one hundred and five,” but instead heard a commotion toward
the back of the crowd. She craned her neck, trying to see, cursing the genes that had |l eft her so
short. There were shouts, then yells of outrage and |loud cursing froma dozen different throats.
To the left, past the shielding bulk of the ornithorpe behind her, she could just nmake out the
bright purple flash of unifornmed gendarnmes, their slickertics glaring in the dimlight. This group
seermed to be nmoving with nore than usual energy.

She turned and fought her way forward and to the right, where a series of steps led to the
platform Halfway up the stairs, she squinted back into the crowd. The purple ‘tics were just
merging into the first wall of office and shop conpl exes. Ahead of them a nassive human shape
bobbed and dipped as it retreated fromthe pursuing police.

Mot her Mastiff permitted herself a knowi ng nod. There were those who ni ght want a young boy for

ot her than humani tarian purposes. Sonme of them had crininal dossiers on file that stretched as far
back as her lifeline. Obviously sonmeone in the crowd, a salaried informer, perhaps, had recognized
the individual bidding against her and had notified the authorities, who had responded with
conmendabl e speed.

“One hundred credits, then,” the disappointed official announced fromthe platform “Do | hear any
nmore?” Naturally, she would not, but she played out the gane for appearance’s sake. A nonent
passed in silence. She shrugged, gl anced over to where Mdther Mstiff still stood on the
stairway. “He’'s yours, old wonan.” Not “nadani any |onger, Mther Mastiff thought sardonically.
“Pay up, and mnd the regul ati ons, now.”

“I"ve been dealing with the regul ations of this governnent since |ong before ye were born, woman.”
She mounted the last few steps and, ignoring the official and the boy, strode back toward the
Processing O fice. Inside, a bored clerk glanced up at her, noted the transaction-conplete record
as it was passed to his desktop conputer terminal, and asked matter-of-factly, “Name?”

“Mastiff,” the visitor replied, |eaning on her cane.

“That the | ast name?”

“First and last.”

“Mastiff Mastiff?” The clerk gave her a sour | ook.

“Just Mastiff,” the old worman said.

“The governnent prefers nultiple names.”

“Ye know what the government can do with its preferences.”

The clerk sighed. He tapped the termnal’s keys. “Age?”

“None of your business.” She gave it a nonent’s thought and added, “Put down old.”

The clerk did so, shaking his head dolefully. “lnconme?”

“Sufficient.”

“Now | ook here, you,” the clerk began exasperated, “in such matters as the acquisition of
responsibility for welfared individuals, the city government requires certain specifics.”

“The city government can shove its specifics in after its preferences.” Mther Mastiff gestured
toward the platformw th her cane, a w de, sweeping gesture that the clerk had the presence of

m nd to duck. “The bidding is over. The other bidder has taken his |leave. Hastily. Now | can take
my nmoney and go hone, or | can contribute to the governnent’s bal ance of paynents and to your
salary. Wichis it to be?”

“Ch, all right,” the clerk agreed petulantly. He conpleted his entries and punched a key. A
seeningly endless formspat fromthe printout slot. Folded, it was about half a centineter thick
“Read these.”

Mot her Mastiff hefted the sheaf of forns. “What are they?”

“Regul ati ons regardi ng your new charge. The boy is yours to raise, not to mistreat. Should you
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ever be detected in violation of the instructions and aws therein stated”-he gestured at the wad-
“he can be recovered fromyou with forfeiture of the acquisition fee. In addition, you nust
famliarize yourself with-* He broke off the lecture as the boy in question was escorted into the
room by anot her official

The youngster glanced at the clerk, then up at Mdther Mastiff. Then, as if he'd perforned sinilar
rituals on previous occasions, he wal ked quietly up to her, took her left hand, and put his right
hand in it. The wide, seenmingly guileless eyes of a child gazed up at her face. They were bright
green, she noted absently.

“The clerk was about to continue, then found sonething unexpected |lodged in his throat and turned
his attention instead back to his desk top. “That’s all. The two of you can go.”

Mot her Mastiff harrunphed as if she had won a victory and | ed the boy out onto the streets of
Drallar. They had supplied himwith that one vital piece of clothing, a small blue slickertic of
his own. He pulled the cheap plastic tighter over his head as they reached the first intersection.
“Well, boy, ‘tis done. Devil cone take me and tell ne if | knowwhy | didit, but | expect that
I"mstuck with ye now. And ye, with ne, of course. Do you have anything at the dorm we should go
to recover?”

He shook his head slowy. Quiet sort, she thought. That was all to the good. Maybe he woul dn't be
a quick squaller. She still wondered what had pronpted her sudden and uncharacteristic outburst of
generosity. The boy's hand was warmin her gnarled old palm That pal musually enfol ded a credcard
for processing other people’ s nmoney or artwork to be studied with an eye toward purchase and even
on occasion, a knife enployed for sonething nore radical than the preparation of food, but never
before the hand of a small child. It was a peculiar sensation

They worked their way through crowds hurrying to beat the onset of night, avoiding the drai nage
channel s that ran down the center of each street. Thick aronmas drifted fromthe dozens of food
stalls and restaurants that fringed the avenue they were wal king. Still the boy said not a word.
Finally, tired of the way his face would turn toward any place fromwhich steam and snells rose
Mot her Mastiff halted before one establishment with which she was familiar. They were nearly hone,
anyway.

“You hungry, boy?”

He nodded slowly, just once.

“Stupid of me. I can go all day without food and not give it a second thought. | forget sonetines
that others have not that tolerance in their bellies.” She nodded toward the doorway. “Well, what
are ye waiting for?”

She followed himinto the restaurant, then led the way to a qui et booth set against the wall. A
circular console rose fromthe center of the table. She studied the menu inprinted on its flank
compared it with the stature of the child seated expectantly next to her, then punched severa
buttons set al ongsi de the nenu.

Before too long, the console sank into the table, then reappeared a nonent |ater stacked with
food; a thick, pungent stew dinpled with vegetables, |ong stal ks of sonme beige tuber, and a nmass
of multistriped bread.

“Go ahead,” she said when the boy hesitated, admring his reserve and table nanners. “lI’mnot too
hungry, and | never eat very nuch.”

She wat ched hi m whil e he devoured the food, sonetimes picking at the colorful bread to assuage
what little hunger she felt herself, barely acknow edgi ng the occasional greeting froma passing
acquai ntance or friend. Wen the bottom of the stew bowl had been licked to a fine polish and the

| ast scrap of bread had vani shed, she asked, “Still hungry?”

He hesitated, neasuring her, then gave her a half nod. “I’mnot surprised,” she replied, “but |
don’t want ye to have any nore tonight. You' ve just downed enough to fill a grown man. Any nore on
top of what you’'ve already had and you' d end up wasting it all. Tonorrow norni ng, okay?” He nodded

sl ow y, under st andi ng.
“And one nore thing, boy. Can ye tal k?”
“Yes.” His voice was |ower than anticipated, unafraid and, she thought, tinged w th thankful ness.

“I can talk pretty good,” he added wi thout further pronpting, surprising her. “l’ve been told that
for my age I|'ma very good tal ker.”

“That’s nice. | was starting to worry.” She slid fromher seat, using her cane to hel p her stand,
and took his hand once again. “It’'s not too far now.”

“Not too far to where?”

“To where | live. To where ye will live fromnow on.” They exited the restaurant and were

envel oped by the wet night.
“What ' s your nane?” He spoke wi thout |ooking up at her, preferring instead to study the di m
storefronts and isolated, illum nated shops. The intensity of his inspection seenmed unnatural
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“Mastiff,” she told him then grinned. “ Tis not ny real nane, boy, but one that soneone |aid upon
me many years ago. For better or worse, it’s stuck longer with nme than any man. ‘Tis the name of a
dog of exceptional ferocity and ugliness.”

“I don’t think you're ugly,” the boy replied. “lI think you re beautiful.”

She studied his open, little-boy expression. Dimw tted, di msighted, or maybe just very snart,
she thought.

“Can | call you Mother?” he asked hopefully, further confusing her. “You are nmy nother now, aren’t

you?”

“Sort of, | expect. Don’t ask me why.”

“I won't cause you any trouble.” H's voice was suddenly concerned, alnost frightened. “I’ve never
caused anyone any trouble, honest. | just want to be left alone.”

Now what woul d pronpt a desperate confession |ike that? she wondered. She decided not to pursue
the matter. “I’ve no denmands to nake on ye,” she assured him “lI’ma sinple old woman, and | live
a sinple life. It pleases ne. It had best please ye as well.”

“It sounds nice,” he adnitted agreeably. “I’'Il do ny best to help you any way | can.”

“Devil knows there's plenty to do in the shop. I'"'mnot quite as flexible as | used to be.” She
chuckl ed aloud. “Get tired before m dni ght now. You know, | actually need a full four hours

sl eep? Yes, | think ye can be of service. You' d best be. Ye cost enough.”

“I"'msorry,” he said, abruptly downcast.

“Stop that. I'lIl have none of that in ny hone.”

“I mean, I'msorry that | upset you.”

She let out a wheeze of frustration, knelt and supported herself with both hands | ocked to the
shaft of the cane. It brought her down to his eye level. He stood there and gazed sol etmly back at
her .

“Now ye listen to ne, boy. |I'’mno governnent agent. | don’'t have the vaguest notion what possessed
me to take charge of ye, but ‘tis done. | will not beat you unless you deserve it. I'll see to it
that you're well fed and reasonably warm In return, | demand that ye don’'t go about braying

stupid things like I"'msorry.’” Be that a deal ?”
He didn't have to think it over very long. “It’s a deal - Mther.”
“That’'s settled, then.” She shook his hand. The gesture brought forth a new phenonenon: his first

smile. It made his tiny, lightly freckled face seemto glow, and suddenly the night seenmed |ess
chilly.

“Let’s hurry,” she said, struggling erect again. “lI don't like being out this late, and you' re not
much the body-guard. Never will be, by the | ooks of ye, though that’s no fault of yours.”

“Whay is it so inportant to be hone when it’s dark?” he asked, and then added uncertainly, “lIs that

a stupid question?”

“No, boy.” She sniled down at himas she hobbled up the street. “That’s a smart question. It’'s
important to be safe at honme after dark because the dead tend to nmultiply in direct ratio to the
absence of light. Though if you’'re cautious and never grow overconfident and |learn the ways of it,

you' |l find that the darkness can be your friend as well as your eneny.”

“I thought so,” he said firmy. “lI’"ve thought so for”-his face screwed up as he concentrated hard
on sonething-“for as long as | can renenber.”

“Ch?” She was still snmiling at him “And what nmakes you think that it’'s so besides the fact | just

told it to ye?”

“Because,” he replied, “nobst of the times | can ever remenber being happy were in the dark.”

She pondered that as they turned the coner. The rain had | essened considerably, giving way to the
m st that passed for normal air in the city. It didn't trouble her lungs, but she worried about
the boy. The one thing she didn’t need was a sick child. He had cost her enough already.

Her stall-home was one of many scattered through the seenmi ngly endl ess nmarketpl ace. Stout shutters
protected the nondescript facade, which occupied ten nmeters at the far end of a side street. She
pressed her palmto the door |ock. The sensitized plastic glowed brightly for an instant, beeped
twice, and then the door opened for them

Once inside, she shoved the door shut behind them then automatically turned to inspect her stock
to nmake certain nothing had di sappeared in her absence. “There were racks of copper and silver
wares, rare carved hardwoods for which Mth was justly renowned, well-crafted eating and drinking
utensils, including many clearly designed for non-hunmans, cheap nodels of Moth itself with
interrupted rings of flashy floatglitter, and various itens of uncertain purpose.

Through this farrago of color and shape, the boy wandered. Hi s eyes drank in everything, but he
asked no questions, which she thought unusual

It was in the nature of children to inquire about everything. But then, this was no ordinary
child.
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Toward the rear of the shop front a silver box stood on a dais. Its touch-sensitive controls
connected the shop directly to the central bank of Drallar and enabl ed Mother Mastiff to process
financial transactions for all custoners, whether they came fromup the street or hal fway across

t he Conmonweal th. A universal credcard allowed access to its owner’'s total wealth. Banks stored
infornmation; all hard currency was in general circulation

Past the dais and the door it fronted were four roonms: a small storage chanber, a bathroom a

ki tchen-di ning area, and a bedroom Modther Mastiff studied the arrangement for several ninutes,
then set about clearing the storage room Ancient and |ong-unsold itens were shovel ed out onto the
floor, together with cleaning equi prent, clothing, canned goods, and other itens. Sonehow she
woul d find roomfor them el sewhere.

Propped up against the far wall was a sturdy old cot. She touched a button on its side, and the
device sprang to life, skittering about as it arranged itself on springy |legs. Further excavation

reveal ed a bag of support oil, which she plugged into the mattress. It was full and warmin
m nutes. Finally, she covered the cot with a thin thernosensitive bl anket.
“This'll be your room” she told him “ Tis no palace, but ‘tis yours. | know the inportance of

havi ng sonething ye can call your own. Ye can fix up this bower however ye like.”

The boy eyed her as if she had just bestowed all the treasures of Terra on him “Thank you

Mot her,” he said softly. “It’s wonderful.”

“I sell things,” she said, turning away fromthat radi ant face. She gestured toward the storeroom
out front. “The things ye saw on our way in.”

“l guessed that. Do you make nuch noney?”

“Now ye sound like the governnent agent back there at the platform” She smiled to show him she

was teasing. “I get by. 1'd nuch like to have a larger place than this, but at this point in ny
life”-she | eaned her cane up against her bed as she strolled into the larger room*“it seens not
likely I ever will. It does not bother me. |I’ve had a good, full life and amcontent. You'll soon

di scover that nmy growl s and barks are nmostly show. Though not al ways.
and pointed toward the com pact kitchen

“Wuld ye like sonething hot to drink before we re-tire?”

“Yes, very nmuch.” Carefully, he took off his slickertic, which was dry by then. He hung it on a
wal I hook in his bedroom

“W' || have to get ye sonme new clothes,” she coment-ed, watching himfromthe kitchen

“These are okay.”

“Maybe they are for ye, hut they're not for nme.” She pinched her nose by way of explanation

“Ch. | understand.”

“Now what would ye like to drink?”

Hi s face brightened once again. “Tea. Wat kinds of tea do you have?”

“What kinds of tea do ye like?”

“Al'l Kinds.”

“Then 1’1l choose ye one.” She found the cylinder and depressed the main switch ‘on its side as
she filled it with water fromthe tap. Then she searched her store of food-stuffs.

“This is Anar Black,” she told him “all the way from Rhyinpine. Quite a journey for dead | eaves
to make. | think ‘tis mlder than Anar Wiite, which cones fromthe same world but grows further
down the nountain sides. | have some |ocal honey if ye Iike your drink sweet. Expensive, it is.
Moth's flowers are scarce save where they' re grown in hothouses. This world belongs to the fung
and the trees; the bees, poor things, have a hard time of it, even those who've grown wool ly coats
thi ck enough to keep the danp and cold out. If honey’s too thick for ye, |1’ve other sweeteners.”
Hearing no reply, she turned to find himlying still on the floor, a tawny, curled-up snudge of
red hair and dirty old clothes. H's hands were bunched beneath his cheek, cushioning his head.
She shook her head and pushed the cylinder’'s off but-ton. The pot sighed and ceased boiling.

Bendi ng, she got her wiry ‘arnms beneath himand lifted. Somehow she westled himonto the cot

wi t hout waki ng him Her hands pulled the thermal blanket up to his chin. It was progranmmed and
woul d warm hi m qui ckl y.

She stood there awhile, amazed at how nuch pleasure could be gained fromso sinple an activity as

She patted himon the head

wat ching a child sleep. Then, still wondering what had cone over her, she left himand nmade her
way across to her own room slowy renoving her clothes as she wal ked. Before long, the last |ight
in the rear of the little shop winked out, joining its neighbors in nightfall. Then there was only

the light wind and the hiss of noisture evaporating fromwarmwalls to break the silence of the
nm st -shrouded dark.

Chapter Two
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The boy ate as if the previous night’s dinner had been no nore substantial than a distant dream
She cooked himtwo full breakfasts and watched as he finished every bite. Wen the |ast pachnack
was gone, and the final piece of bread wol fed down, she took himinto the shop

He watched intently as she entered the conbination to the netal shutters. As they rose, they
admtted a world entirely different fromthe enpty night. One nonent he was staring at the dully
reflective line of metal strips. “The next brought home to himall the noise, the confusion, and
bustl e and sights and snells of the great Drallarian marketplace; they flooded the stall
overwhelming himwith their diversity and brilliance. Mdther Mastiff was not a | ate sl eeper-which
was good, for the crowmd would rise in tandemw th the hidden sun. Not that the marketplace was
ever conpletely deserted. There were always a few nerchants whose wares benefited fromthe nmask of
ni ght.

The boy could tell it was daytine because it had grown | ess dark. But the sun did not shine; it
illum nated the raindrops. The norning had dawned warm a good sign, and the noisture was stil
more mi st than rain. A good day for business.

Mot her Mastiff showed the boy around the shop, describing various items and reciting their prices
and the reasons behind such pricing. She hoped to soneday entrust the operation of the business to
him That would be better than having to close up every time she needed to rest or trave

el sewhere. The sooner he learned, the better, especially considering the way he ate.

“I"I'l do everything | can, Mther,” he assured her when she had concluded the brief tour

“I know ye will, boy.” She plopped down into her favorite chair, an over uphol stered nonstrosity
covered with genmmae fur. The skins were worn down next to nothing, and the chair retained little
val ue, but it was too confort-able for her to part with. She watched as the boy turned to stare
at the passing cromd. How quiet he is, she thought. Quiet and intense. She |let himstudy the
passers-by for a while before beckoning himcloser

“We’ ve overl ooked several things in the rush of the night, boy. One in particular.”

“What's that?” he asked.

“I can’t keep calling ye ‘boy’. Have ye a name?”

“They call me Flinx.”

“Be that your last nanme or your first?”

He shook his head slowy, his expression unhappy. “Mther, | don't know. It’'s what they called
ne.”

“What ‘they’ called ye. Who be ‘they’ ? Your”-she hesitated-"“nother? Your father?”

Agai n, the slow sad shake of the head, red curls dancing. “I don’t have a nother or a father. It’s
what the people called ne.”
“What peopl e?”

“The peopl e who wat ched over ne and the other children.”
Now t hat was strange. She frowned. “Qther children? Ye have brothers and sisters, then?”

“I don’t”-he strained to remenber-“1 don’t think so. Maybe they were. | don’t know. They were
just the other children. | renenber themfromthe early time. It was a strange tinme.”

“What was so strange about it?”

“I was happy.”

She nodded once, as though she understood. “So. Ye renmenber an early time when you were happy and
there were lots of other children living with you.”

He nodded vigorously. “Boys and girls both. And we had everything we could want, everything we
asked for. Al kinds of good food and toys to play with and . "

A wealthy famly brought to ruin, perhaps. She let himranble on about the early time, the happy
tinme, a while longer. What catastrophe had overtaken the boy in infancy?

“How big was this fam|ly?” she asked. “We'Ill call it your fanmly for now How many other boys and
girls were there?”

“l don’t renenber exactly. Lots.”

“Can you count ?”

“Ch, sure,” he said proudly. “Two, three, four, five, and lots nore than that.”

Sounded like nore than just a famly, though an extend-ed fanmily could not be ruled out, she knew.
“Do ye renenber what happened to them and to you? Ye were all happy, and ye had lots of friends,
and then sonet hi ng happened.”

“The bad peopl e cane,” he whi spered, his expression turning dow. “Very bad people. They broke
into where we lived. The peopl e who watched us and fed us and gave us toys fought the bad people.
There was | ots of noise and guns goi ng off and-and people fell down all around nme. Good people
and bad people both. | stood and cried until sonebody picked nme up and carried ne away. They
carried nme down lots of halls and dark places, and | renmenber getting into sonme kind of a-car?”
She nodded approvingly. “Probably. Go on, boy.”
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“I was noved around a lot. That was the end of the happy tine.”

“What happened after that?” she pronpted him

“I"’mnot sure,” he said slowy. “It’s so hard to renmenber.”

“I know ‘tis painful for ye, Flinx. | need to know all about ye that | can, so | can help ye as
best as |I'mable.”

“I'f I tell you,” he asked uncertainly, “you won't let the bad people come and take nme away?”
“No,” she said, her voice suddenly soft. “No, I won't let themcone and take ye away, Flinx.
won’t | et anyone come and take ye away. Ever. | promise ye that.”

He noved a little nearer and sat down on the extended | eg support of the big chair. He had his
eyes cl osed as he concentrat ed.

“I remenber never staying in one place for very long at a time. The people, the good people who
took care of nme and fed ne, they kept the bad people away. They were al -ways upset about

sonet hing, and they yelled at me a ot nore than before.”

“Were they nmad at ye?”

“l don’t think so. Not really.” He licked his lips. “l think they were scared. Mther. | know
was, but | think they were, also. And then”-a | ook of confusion stole over his face-“l went to
sleep. For along tine. Only, it wasn't really a sleep. It was like | was asleep and yet |ike

wasn’'t.” He opened his eyes and | ooked up at her. “Do you understand that. Mdther? | don't.”

“No, I'"'mnot sure | do, boy.” Her mnd worked. Now who, she wondered, would take the tine and
trouble to sedate a child for a |l ong period of tinme? And why bot her?

“Then some nore bad peopl e suddenly showed up, | think,” he went on. “I didn't see themthis tine.

But sone of the people who watched ne died or went away. Then there was just nme and one nan and
one | ady, and then they were gone, too0.”

“Your nother and father?”

“No, | don't think so,” he told her. “Anyway, they never called thensel ves that. They were just
two of the good people. Then sone other people cane and found nme. People |I’'d never seen before.
They took me away with them”

“Were they good people or bad peopl e?”

“I don’t think they were either,” the boy replied care-fully. “I think they were kind of in-

bet ween people. | think naybe they were sorry for ne. They tried to be nice, but”-he shrugged-
“they were just in-between people. They noved nme around a | ot again, and there were different
pl aces and I ots of new children |I didn't know, and then there was yesterday, and you bought ne.
Ri ght ?”

She put a hand to her mouth and coughed. “1 didn't buy ye, actually. | agreed to take
responsibility for ye.”

“But you paid the government noney for nme, didn't you? | was told that was what was going to
happen to ne.”

“I't was only to pay off the debt the government incurred for taking care of ye,” she explained to

him “l don't actually own ye. | would never do that.”

“Ch,” he said quietly. “That’s nice. I"'mglad.” He waited a nonment, watching her, then added,
“That’s everything | can renenber.”

“Ye did fine.” She | eaned forward and pointed to her right, up the street. The chair groaned. “If

ye wal k six stalls that way, yell find a very small shop run by a nur man. Hi s name be Cheneth. o
up to himand tell himwho ye be and where ye canme from And ye can buy from hini-she thought a
monent, not wi shing to overdo things-“a half credit’s worth of whatever ye see in his shop.”

“What kind of shop is it?” he asked excitedly.

“Candy,” she said, enjoying the Iight that cane into his face. “Ye renmenber what candy is, don't
ye? | can see by the expression on your face that ye do.” She could also tell by the speed with
whi ch he took off up the street. He was back before long, those deep enerald eyes shining fromhis
dark face. “Thank you. Mbther.”

“Go on, go on, nove to one side! You re blocking my-our-view of the custoners. Wander about, |earn
the ins and outs of where ye live now”

He vani shed like a ray of sunshine, his red hair disappearing into the crowd.

Expensi ve, she thought to herself. That boy's going to be expensive to raise. How by the ringaps
did | ever let nyself fall into this? She grunbled silently for another several minutes until a
potential customer appeared.

Flinx | earned rapidly. He was undenonstrative, highly adaptable, and so quiet she hardly knew when
he was around. Soon he was amazing her with his know edge of the | ayout and worki ngs of the

mar ket pl ace and even the greater city beyond. He worked constantly on expanding his store of

i nformati on, badgering shopkeepers with persistent questions, refusing to take “1 don't know' for
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an answer.
Mot her Mastiff put no restrictions on him No one had ever told her it was inproper to give an
eight-year-old the run of a city as wild as Drallar. Never having raised a child before, she could
al ways pl ead i gnorance, and since he returned dutifully every night, unscathed and unharned, she
saw no reason to alter the practice despite the clucking di sapproval of some of her neighbors.

“That’s no way to handle a boy of an age that tender,” they adnonished her. “If you re not
careful, youll lose him One night, he won’t conme honme fromthese solo forays.”
“A boy he is, tender he’s not,” she would reply. “Sharp he be, and not just for his age. | don't

worry about him | haven’t the time, for one thing. No matter what happens to him he’'s better off
than he was under governnent care.”

“He won't be better off if he ends up lying dead in a gutter sonewhere,” they warned her

“He won't,” she would reply confidently.

“You'll be sorry,” they said. “You wait and see.”

“I’”ve been waiting and seeing going on ninety years” was her standard reply, “and | haven’t been
surprised yet. | don’t expect this boy to break that record.”

But she was wrong.

It was mdafternoon. The norning m st had devel oped into a heavy rain. She was debati ng whether or
not to send the boy out for sone food or to wait. Half a dozen peopl e were wandering through the
shop, waiting for the down-pour to | et up-an unusually |arge nunber for any day.

After a while, Flinx wandered over and tugged shyly at her billowi ng skirt. “Mther Mastiff?”
“What is it, boy? Don’t bother nme now. ” She turned back to the custonmer who was inspecting antique

jewelry that graced a | ocked display case near the rear of the stall. It was rare that she sold a
pi ece of the expensive stuff. Wen she did, the profit was considerable.
The boy persisted, and she snapped at him “I told ye, Flinx, not now"”

“I't’s very inportant. Mother.”

She let out a sigh of exasperation and | ooked apol ogetically at the outworlder. “Excuse ne a
monent, good sir. Children, ye know.”

The man sml ed absently, thoroughly engrossed in a necklace that shone with odd pieces of neta

and worn wood.

“What is it, Flinx?" she demanded, upset with him “This better be inportant. You know how | don’t
like to be disturbed when I'min the mddle of-“ He interrupted her by pointing to the far end of
the shop. “See that man over there?”

She | ooked up, past him The man in question was bald and sported a well-trimmed beard and
earrings. Instead of the light slickertic favored by the inhabitants of Mdth, he wore a heavy

of fworl d overcoat of black material. H s features were slighter than his height warranted, and his
mout h was al nost delicate. Gther than the earrings he showed no jewelry. Hs boots further marked
himas an offworld visitor-they were relatively clean.

“I see him What about hin®”

“He’s been stealing jewelry fromthe end case.”

Mot her Mastiff frowned. “Are you sure, boy?” Her tone was anxious. “He’s an of fworlder, and by the
| ooks of him a reasonably substantial one at that. If we accuse himfalsely-*

“I"m positive, nother.”

“You saw hi m steal ?”

“No, | didn't exactly see him”

“Then what the devil”-she wondered in a |ow, accusatory voice-“are ye tal king about?”

“CGo look at the case,” he urged her

She hesitated, then shrugged nentally. “No harmin that, | expect.” Now whatever had gotten into

the boy? She strolled toward the case, affecting an air of unconcern. As she drew near, the
outwor |l der turned and wal ked away, apparently unperturbed by her approach. He hardly acted like a
nervous thief about to be caught in the act.

Then she was bendi ng over the case. Sure enough, the |ock had been professionally picked. At

| east four rings, anpng the nost valuable itens in her nodest stock, were m ssing. She hesitated
only briefly before glancing down at Flinx.

“You're positive it was him ye say?”

He nodded energetically.

Mot her Mastiff put two fingers to her lips and let out a piercing whistle. Alnost instantly, a

hal f - dozen nei ghbori ng shopkeepers appeared. Still the bald nman showed no hint of panic, sinply
stared curiously, along with the others in the store at the abrupt arrivals. The rain continued to
pelt the street. Mdther Mstiff raised a hand, pointed directly at the bald man, and said,
“Restrain that thief!”

The man’s eyes wi dened in surprise, but he made no nove toward retreat. |nmmedi ately, several angry
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shopkeepers had himfirmy by the arns. At |east two of them were arned.

“The bald man stood it for a nonent or two, then angrily shook off his captors. His accent, when
he spoke, marked himas a visitor fromone of the softer worlds, |ike New Riviera or Centaurus B
“Now just a nonent! What is going on here? | warn you, the next person who puts hands on ne wll
suffer for it!”

“Don't threaten us, citizen,” said Al jean, the acconplished clothier whose big shop doninated the
far corner. “W'Il| settle this matter quick, and without the attention of police. W don't much
like police on this street.”

“l synpathize with you there,” the nman said, straightening his overcoat where he had been roughly
handl ed. “I’mnot especially fond of themnyself.” After a pause, he added in shock, “Surely that
wonman does not nmean to inply that | -*

“That’s what she’s inplyin, for sure,” said one of the men flanking him “If you' ve nothin to
fear, then you’ve no reason not to gift us a nonent of your tine.”

“Certainly not. | don’'t see why-“ The outworl der studied their expressions a nonent, then
shrugged. “Onh, well, if it will settle this foolishness.”

“It’Il settle it,” another man said from behind a pistol

“Very well. And 1'I1 thank you to keep that weapon pointed away from ne, please. Surely you don’t

need t he succor of technology in addition to superior nunbers?”

The shopkeeper hesitated and then turned the nuzzle of his gun downward. But he did not put it
away.

Mot her Mastiff stared at the man for a nonent, then | ooked expectantly down at Flinx. “Well? Did
ye see where he put the rings?”

Flinx was gazing steadily at the bald man, those green eyes unwi nking. “No, | didn't, Mdther. But
he took them [|'msure of it.”

“Right, then.” Her attention went back to the offworlder. “Sir, | nmust ask ye to consent to a
brief body search.”

“This is nost undignified,” he conplained. “I shall |odge a conplaint with nmy tourist office.”
“I"’msorry,” she told him “but if you ve nothing to hide, it’s best that we’'re assured of it.”
“Ch, very well. Please hurry and get it over with. | have other places to go today. |I'mon

hol i day, you know.”

Acting uncertainly now, two of the men who had responded to Mdther Mastiff’s whistle searched the
visitor. They did a thorough job of it, working himover with the experience of those who had
dealt with thieves before. They searched everything fromthe lining of his overcoat to the heels
of his boots. When they had finished, they gazed hel pl essly over at Mther Mastiff and shook their
heads.

“Enpty he is,” they assured her. “Nothing on him”

“What' s missing. Mdther?” Aljean asked gently.

“Kill rings,” she explained. “The only four kill rings in ny stock. Took me years to accunul ate
them and | wouldn’t know how to go about replacing them Search himagain.” She nodded at the
bald man. “They’'re not very big and woul d be easy enough to hide.”

They conplied, paying particular attention this tine to the thick netal belt buckle the man wore.
It reveal ed a bi dden conpartnent containing the man's credcard and little else. No rings.

When the second search proved equally fruitless, Mther Mastiff gazed sternly down at her charge
“Well, Flinx, what have ye to say for yourself?”

“He did take them he did,” the boy insisted, alnost crying. “I know he did.” He was still staring
at the bald man. Suddenly, his eyes wi dened. “He swallowed them?”

“Swal | owed-now just a minute,” the visitor began. “This is getting ugly. AmI| to wait here,
accused by a mischievous child?” He shook an angry finger at Flinx, who did not flinch or break
his cold, green stare.

“He took them” the boy repeated, “and swall owed them"”

“Did you see ne take these rings?” the bald man demanded.

“No,” Flinx admitted, “I didn't. But you took them You know you did. They' re inside you.”
“Charm ng, the experiences one has on the slumwrlds,” the man said sarcastically. “Really,

t hough, this exercise has ceased to be entertaining. | nmust go. My tour allots ne only two days in
this -wonderful city, and I wouldn’t want to waste any nore tinme observing quaint |ocal custons.
Qut of the kindness of ny nature, | will not call upon the gendarnes to arrest you all. One side,
pl ease.” He shoved past the uncertain shopkeepers and wal ked easily out into the rain

Mot her Mastiff eyed the man’s retreating back. Her friends and fell ow nerchants wat ched her
expectantly, helplessly. She | ooked down at the boy. Flinx had stopped crying. H's voice was calm
and unenotional as he gazed back up at her.

“He took them nother, and he’'s wal king away with themright now”
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She coul d not explain what notivated her as she calnmy told Aljean, “Call a gendarne, then.”
The bald nan heard that, stopped, and turned back to face themthrough the now gentle rain.
“Really, old woman, if you think I’"'mgoing to wait-*

“Aljean,” Mther Mastiff said, “Cheneth?” The two shopkeepers exchanged a gl ance, then jogged out
to bring the bald man back-if false restraint charges were filed, they woul d be agai nst Mot her
Masti ff and not them

“I"'msorry, sir,” Cheneth, the candy nan, said as he gestured with his pistol, “but we're going to
have to ask you to wait until the authorities arrive.”

“And then what? Are they going to haul a free citizen to the nagi strate because a child demands
it?”

“A sinple body scan should be sufficient,” Mdther Mastiff said as the three re-entered the shop
“Surely you' ve no reason to object to that?”

“OfF course |'d object to it!” the visitor responded. “They have no reason or right to-*

“My, but you’'re suddenly arguing a |lot for soneone with nothing to worry about,” Aljean, the
clothier, ob-served. She was forty-two years old and had run her way through four husbands. She
was very adept at spotting lies, and she was suddenly | ess convinced of this visitor’s innocence
“OfF course, if perhaps you realize now that you ve sonehow nade a bit of m stake and that we
quaint locals aren't quite the sinpletons you believe us to be, and if you' d rather avoid the

i nconveni ence of a scan, not to nention official attention, you'll learn that we're agreeably
forgiving here if you Il just return to Mdther Mstiff what you' ve taken.”

“l haven't taken a damm-“ the bald nman started to say.

“The jails of Drallar are very, very unconfortable,” Aljean continued briskly. “Qur governmnent
resents spendi ng noney on public needs. They especially scrinp when it cones to the confort of
wrongdoers. You being an of fworlder now, | don't think you d take well to half a year of
unfiltered underground danpness. Mold will sprout in your lungs, and your eyelids will mldew”
Al'l of a sudden, the man seened to slunp in on himself. He glared down at Flinx, who stared

qui etly back at him

“l don’t know how the hell you saw ne, boy. | swear, no one saw ne! No one!”

“I"l'l be blessed over,” Cheneth nurnured, his jaw drop-ping as he | ooked fromthe thief to the boy
who had caught him “Then you did take the rings!”

“Ay. Call off the authorities,” he said to Aljean “You've said it would be enough if | gave back
the rings. | agree.”

Mot her Mastiff nodded slowy. “1 agree, also, provided that ye pronise never to show your
reflective crowmn in this part of this marketplace ever again.”

“My word on it, as a professional,” the nman promised quickly. “I did not lie when | said that

was on holiday.” He gave thema twisted snmle. “I like to nmake ny holidays self-supporting.”

Mot her Mastiff did not snile back. She held out a hand. My kill rings, if ye please.”

The man's snile tw sted even further. “Soon enough. But first | will need certain edibles. There
are several fruits which will suffice, or certain standard nedications. | will also need clean
cloths and disinfectant. The boy is right, you see. | did swallow them Provide what | need and in
an hour or so you will have your cursed rings back.”

And forty mnutes |ater she did.

After the thief and the little group of adniring shopkeepers had gone their respective ways.

Mot her Mastiff took her charge aside and confronted himwi th the question no one el se had thought
to ask.

“Now, boy, ye say ye didn’t see himswallow the rings?”

“No, | didn't, Mther.” Now that the crowd had dis-persed and he had been vindi cated, his shyness
returned.

“Then how the ringap did ye know?”

Fl i nx hesitat ed.

“Come now, boy, out with it. Ye can tell me,” she said in a coaxing tone. “l’m your nother now,
remenber. The only one you' ve got. |’ve been fair and straightforward with ye. Now ‘tis your turn
to do the same with nme.”

“You' re sure?” He was fighting with hinself, she saw. “You' re sure you're not just being nice to
me to fool me? You' re not one of the bad peopl e?”

That was a funny thing for himto bring up, she thought. “Of course |I'’m nnot one of them Do | | ook
i ke a bad peopl e?”
“N-n-no,” he admitted. “But it's hard to tell, sonme-tines.”

“You've lived with ne for sonme tinme now, boy. Ye know ne better than that.” Her voice becane,
gentle again. “Come now. Fair is fair. So stop lying to ne by insisting you didn't see himswall ow
those rings.”
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“I didn't,” he said belligerently, “and I'mnot |lying. The nan was-he was starting to wal k away
fromthe case, and he was unconfortable. He was, he felt-what’s the word? He felt guilty.”

“Now how do ye know t hat ?”

“Because,” he murmured, not |ooking at her but staring out at the street where strange people
scurried back and forth in the returning mst, “because |I felt it.” He put his snmall hand to his
forehead and rubbed gently. “Here.”

Geat Ganwrath of the Flood, Mther Mastiff thought sharply. The boy's a Talent. “You nean,” she
asked again, “you read his m nd?”

“No,” he corrected her. “It’s not like that. It's just-it's a feeling | get sonetinmes.”

“Do ye get this feeling whenever ye | ook at soneone who's been guilty?”

“I't’s not only guilty,” he explained, “it’'s all kinds of feelings. People-it’'s like a fire. You
can feel heat froma fire.” She nodded slowy. “Wll, | can feel certain things from people’'s

heads. Happi ness or fear or hate and lots of other things |I'mnot sure about. Like when a man and
a wonan are together.”

“Can ye do this whenever ye wi sh?” she asked

“No. Hardly ever. Lots of times | can’t feel a thing. It's clean then and doesn’'t junp in on ne,
and | can relax. Then there's other times when the feeling will just be there-in here,” he added,
tappi ng his forehead again. “lI was |ooking toward that man, and the guilt and worry poured out of
himlike a fire, especially whenever he | ooked at the jewel case. He was worried, too, about being
di scovered sonehow and bei ng caught, and a | ot of other things, too. He was thinking, was throw ng
out thoughts of l|ots of quick noney. Mney he was going to get unfairly.”

“Enotions,” she nused aloud, “all enpbtions.” She began to chuckle softly. She had heard of such
things before. The boy was an enpathic telepath, though a crude one. He could read other
peopl e’ s enotions, though not their actual thoughts.

“I't’s all right, Flinx,” she assured him She put out a hand and gave his hair a playful tousle.
“Ye did right well. Ye saved ne, saved us both, a lot of nobney.” She |ooked over at the smal

| eat herine purse that now held the four recovered and cleansed rings. They still snelled of

di si nfectant.

“No wonder that thief couldn’t figure out how you d spotted him Ye really didn't see himtake the

rings.”

“No, nother. | wasn’t even sure what he' d taken.”

“Ye just felt the reaction in. his nind?”

“l guess,” he said. “I-1 don’t know how it happens, but | know that npst people can’t do it, can
t hey?”

“No,” she said gently, “nobst other people can’t. And sonetines they becone very upset if they
think there’'s someone around |ike ye who can.”

Fl i nx nodded sol emmly. “Like the bad peopl e?”

“Maybe,” she said, considering that possibility. “Maybe |ike the bad people, yes. Ye can't contro
the power, you’'re sure?”

“I"'msure. 1've tried. Sonetines it’s just there, a burning inside ny head. But nost of the tine
it's not.”

She nodded. “That’'s too bad, too bad. Ye have what’'s called a Talent, Flinx.”

“A Talent.” He considered that a nonment, then asked uncertainly, “lIs it a good thing?”

“I't can be. It can al so be a dangerous thing, Flinx. W nust make a secret of it, your secret and
m ne. Don’t ever tell anyone else about it.”

“1 won’t,” he murnured, then added energetically, “l prom se. Then you re not mad at ne?”

“Mad?” She let out a long, rolling cackle. “Now how could | be nmad with ye, boy? |I’ve regai ned ny
jewelry, and you've gained quite a bit of respect anong our neighbors. In the marketplace, that
can be a tradable comobdity, as ye may di scover soneday. They think you've a sharp eye and a
sharper tongue. The reality be something nore, though | wouldn’t argue ye can cut words with the
best of them Keep your Talent to yourself. Renenber, our secret.”

“Qur secret,” he repeated solemly.

“Can ye do anything el se?” she asked him trying not to sound eager. “Anything besides feeling
what ot hers be feeling?”

“I don’t think so. Though sonetines it feels like-1 don’'t know. It burns, and it makes ne afraid.
I don’t know how it happens to ne, or why.”

“Don’t trouble yourself about it, boy.” She didn't press the matter when she saw how it upset him
“There’s nothing to be afraid of.” She drew himclose, held himnext to her thin, warmfrane.

“Ye utilize your mind and everything else ye owmn. That's what it all’s been given to ye for. A
Talent be no different fromany other ability. If there be anything else ye want to try with
yoursel f, ye go ahead and try it. Tis your body and brain and none other’s.”
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Chapter Three

The couple canme fromBurley. Mther Mstiff could tell that by their rough accents and by the

i nordi nate amount of gleamng netal jewelry they wore. They were handicraft hunting. The
intricately worked burl of black caul derwood in Mdther Mastiff’s shop caught their attention

i Mmediately. It had been finely carved to show a panoram c view of a thoruped col ony, one of nany
that infested Mdth's northern-hem sphere continents. The carving ran the entire width of ‘the
burl, nearly two neters fromend to end. It was a half neter thick and had been polished to a fine
ebony gl ow.

It was a spectacul ar piece of work. Ordinarily, Mther Mstiff would not have considered parting
with it, for it was the kind of showpi ece that brought passers-by into the stall. But this couple
wanted it desperately, and only the inpossibly high price seened to be hol ding them back

Flinx wandered in off the street, picked at a pile of snmall bracelets, and watched while the man
and worman argued. Quite suddenly, they reached a decision: they had to have the piece. It would
conplete their recreation room and they would be the envy of all their friends. Hang the shi pping
cost, the insurance, and the price’ They'd take it. And they did, though the anmbunt on their
credcard barely covered it. Two nmen cane later that afternoon to pick up the object and deliver it
to the hotel where the visitors were staying.

Later that night, after the shop had closed, after supper, Mdther Mstiff said casually, “You
know, boy, that couple who bought the caul derwood carvi ng today?”

“Yes, Mbther?”

“They must have been in and out of the shop half a dozen tines before they nmade up their mnds.”
“That’s interesting,” Flinx said absently. He was seated in a corner studying a chip on his
portable viewer. He was very diligent about that. She never thought of sending himto a fornal
school -rental chi ps had been good enough for her as a child, and they’'d damm wel |l be good enough
for him

“Yes,” she continued. “They barely had the nmoney for it. | pressed them | backed off, | did
everything | could think of to convince themof its worth once | saw that they were really serious
about buying the thing. Every time, no matter what | said, they left the shop and went off arguing
bet ween t hensel ves.

“Then ye put in an appearance and stood there and watched them and | o-de-do-de, sudden-like,
their sales resistance just crunpled up and went aflight. Be that not interesting?”

“Not really,” he replied. “Doesn’t that happen lots of tinmes?”

“Not with an item as expensive as the caul derwood, it doesn’t. It hardly ever happens that way.
Now | don’t sup-pose ye had anything to do with the sudden change of heart on the part of those
two? ‘Tis not likely ye sensed their hesitation and maybe did sonething to hel p them al ong?”

“COfF course not. Mother.” He | ooked away fromhis viewer in surprise. “I can't do anything |ike
that.”

“Ch,” she nurnured, disappointed. “Ye wouldn't be lying to ne now, would ye, boy?”

He shook his head violently. “VWiy would | do a thing like that? I’mjust happy you nade so nuch

money on the sale. I'’malways gl ad when you nmake noney.”
“Well, that be one thing we have in common, anyway,” she said gruffly. “That’s enough view ng for
one night. You'll strain your young eyes. Be to bed, Flinx.”

“Al'l right, Mther.” He wal ked over and bestowed the obligatory peck on her cheek before scurrying
off to his own room “G night.”

“Good ni ght, boy.”

She stayed awake in her own bedroomfor a while, watching one of the rented entertai nnent chips on
her own viewer. The show had been recorded on Evoria and benefited fromthe exotic |ocation and
the presence of thranx performers. It was |ate when she finally shut it off and readied herself
for ‘sleep. A quick shower, half an hour brushing out her hair, and she was able to slide with a
si gh beneath the thermal bl anket.

As she lay in the dark, waiting for sleep, a sudden disquieting thought stole into her nind. Wy
woul d the boy lie to her about such a possible ability?

He might do it, she thought, because if he could convince one couple to nake an unwanted purchase,
he probably could do it to others. And if he could do it to others, what about this past autumm
when she had been hurrying past the government auction platformon her way across town, and
sonet hi ng had brought her to a puzzling halt. Wsn't it possible that the purchase she had made

t hen-t he unwant ed, inexplicable-to-this-day purchase that she had never | ooked at too cl osel y-had
been hel ped along its way by the nmental nudgi ng of the purchased? Why had she bought hi n? None of
her friends could quite under-stand it either
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Di sturbed, she slipped out of the bed and wal ked across the resting and eating space to the boy’'s
room A glance inside reveal ed himsl eepi ng soundly beneath his cover, as innocent-|looking a child
as one could hope to set eyes upon. But now sonething el se was there, too, sonething unseen and
unpredi ctabl e that she could never be certain about. Never again would she be able to relax
completely in the boy's presence.

Al ready she had forgotten her initial regrets and had begun to extend to himthe | ove she had
never before been able to give to his like. He was an endearing little twit and had been nore than
hel pful around the shop. It was good to have such conpany in her old age. But for a while now,

just for a while, she would pat and reassure himw th one hand and keep the other close by a
weapon. At least until she could be sure in her own mind that it still was her own m nd she coul d
be sure of.

Silly old fool, she thought as she turned back toward her own room You ve praised himfor having
a Talent, and now you' re worried about it. You can't have it both ways. Besides, what need to fear
a Talent its owner could not control? That confession of the boy’ s seened truthful enough, to
judge by his distress and bew | dernment.

She was feeling easier by the tine she slipped into her bed the second tinme. No, there was no
reason to worry. It was interesting, his Talent, but if he couldn’t control it, well, no need to
be concerned.

Clearly, anyone unable to master such an ability would never anount to nuch, anyway.

“Hai t hness, Cruachan, cone here!”

The wonan seated before the computer screen had spent still another norning poring through reans
of abstract data. She was trying to put together a chenical puzzle of considerable conmplexity. But
that norning, as happens on rare occasions, an especially vital piece of the puzzle had
unexpectedly fallen into place. Instead of a norass of figures and undisciplined graphics, the
screen now beaned out an image of perfect symetry.

The man who hurried over fromthe center of the roomto glance over her shoul der was tall, the
lines striping his face inpressive. The dark-haired woman who joined himin staring at the screen
was equal |y inposing.

The chanber in which the three of them worked was situated in a small, nondescript office building
| ocated in an uninportant city on a backwater world. For all that the equi prent they hovered over
had a cobbl ed-toget her appearance, nost of it was still of a type requiring enornmous expertise to

operate and great expense to fund.

Bot h the know edge and the noney canme from scattered, seemngly unrelated |ocations throughout the
Common-weal th. To the men and wonmen who practically lived in the room isolation was their honored
burden, obscurity their nost potent weapon. For they were menbers of a uniquely despised and
persecuted minority, at war with the tenets of civilized society. Truly were their hearts pure and
their purposes of noble men-it was just their methodology that the rest of civilization
questi oned.
The three staring intently at the conputer screen certainly did not |ook |Iike candidates for such
special attention. The tall man, Cruachan, had the | ook of a kindly grandfather; the oriental |ady
seat ed before the consol e woul d have seenmed nore at hone in an ancient era, clad in flow ng silks
and wooden shoes. Only the tall black wonan standi ng opposite Cruachan showed some of her inner
hardness in her face.
That hardness and cold. resolve lived in each of them however, fostered and intensified by two
decades of persecution. They saw thensel ves as nen and wonen apart fromthe comobn herd. Their aim
was nothing |less than the inprovenment of mankind in spite of itself. That their nethods m ght
result in danage to the innocent was sone-thing they had known from the begi nning. They had put
that and other conventionally noral beliefs aside, believing that such sacrifices were necessary
that the majority mght benefit. They called their group the Meliorare Society, an innocent-
soundi ng nane drawn to mask the intention of inproving humanity via the artificial manipulation of
genetic materi al
Their troubl es began when several of their |ess successful experiments came to |ight, whereupon
the outcry over the revel ations had been enornous. Now they were conpelled to work in scattered
out posts instead of in a single research installation, always barely a junp ahead of pursuing
government authorities. They were | ooked down upon and viewed with horror by the general popul ace.
Many of their associates had al ready vani shed, having been discovered and taken into custody by
the relentless mnions of an ignorant officialdom martyrs to science, the survivors knew i nhuman
nonsters, according to the nmedia reports.

O course, the aims of the Meliorare Society were dangerous! |nprovenent-change-was al ways
vi ewed as dangerous by the shortsighted. The nenbers had steel ed thensel ves to that way of
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thinking, and it no | onger affected them Wat nmattered were results, not the opinions of the

i gnor ant masses.

So they did not fear dying, did not fear the even nore horrible punishment of selective m ndw pe,
because they believed in the rightness of their cause. If only one of their experinents turned out
successfully, it would vindicate the work propounded on Terra sone forty years earlier by the

Soci ety’s founder. Then they would be able to re-enmerge into the scientific comunity that had

di sowned them They would be able to point with pride to a mature, noticeably inproved hunman

bei ng.

The air of excitenment that pervaded the roomwas re-strained but clearly felt as they gathered
around t he conputer screen.

“This had better live up to its readout, Nyassa-lee,” Cruachan warned. “l have half a vol une of
information to process fromthe Cannachanna system and as you know, we're likely going to have to
abandon this place and nove on within the nonth. That neans reset, breakdown of equipnent, and al
the difficulties noving entails.”

“You know ne better than that, Cruachan,” said the woman seated in the chair. “There was no

feeling of triunph in what she had just done; they had progressed beyond such trivialities. “I’ve
been feeding and cross-correlating records on dispersal and individual subject characteristics for
months now. It's finally paid off. I've |ocated Nunber Twelve.”

The tall black wonan | eaned closer to the screen. “Number Twelve-that sticks in the nmind. Mle,
wasn’'t it?”

Nyassa-| ee nodded and indicated the screen. “Here, |I'lIl run the relevants back for you.”

They refamliarized thenselves with the details of the case in question. It had been eight years
since case interdiction. In the eight years since, they had encountered a nunber of other

subj ects. Mst of them had grown into nornal chil dhood. A few had even displayed tiny flashes of
promi se, but nothing worth a full-scale foll ow up

Then there had been those whose m nds and bodi es had been horribly distorted and tw sted by the
original surgical manipulations, for which they each shared the blane. Un-fortunate failures such
as those had been made public by the governnent and had rai sed such an enotional outcry anong the
scientifically unsophisticated public that the government had been able to legalize its witch hunt
agai nst the Society.

Most of the subject children had been recovered by the governnent, raised in special hones, and
restored to normality. Were possible, the genetic alterations perforned by the Society’ s surgeons
had been corrected to enable all the children to live a normal life.

If we cannot inprove upon the normal, thought Haithness, then we do not deserve to explore and
mast er the universe. Nature hel ps those who hel p thensel ves. Wiy shoul d we not enpl oy our |earning
and knowl edge to give evolution a boost?

Fromthe far corner of the darkened room a nman called out. “Brora reports that a governnent
shuttl e has | anded at Cal aroom shuttleport.”

“Coul d be the usual |oad of agricultural specialists,” Cruachan said thoughtfully.

“Possi bl e,” agreed the individual manning the comruni cati ons console, “but can we afford that
risk?”

“l hate to order evacuation on such slimevidence. Any word on how nany passengers?”’

“Hard to say,” the man ventured, listening intently to his receiver. “Brora says at |east a dozen
he doesn’t recognize.”

“That’s a lot of agricultural specialists, Cruachan,” Haithness pointed out.

“It is.” He called across to the conmunications specialist. “Tell Brora to pull back and prepare
for departure. W can’t take chances. Push evac tinme froma nonth to tonight.”

“Toni ght?” The voi ce of the conmunicator had a dubious ring. “I won’t have half the equi prent

br oken down by then.”

“New conmuni cati ons equi prent we can buy,
not avail able.”

The man at the corn consol e nodded and turned back to his station, speaking softly and hurriedly
into the pickup. Cruachan returned his attention to the conputer screen

I nformati on energed. NUMBER TWELVE. MALE. PHYSI CALLY UNDI STI NGUI SED AS A CHI LD. Next were
descriptions of cerebral index and figures for cortical energy displacenent.

Oh, yes; Cruachan renenbered now. Unpredictable, that Nunber Twelve. Patterns in brain activity
suggesting paranornmal activity but nothing concrete. Particularly fascinating had been the anount
of activity energing fromthe left side of the cerebrum usually detected only in femal es. That by
itself was not reason enough for excitenent, but there was al so continuous signs of functioning in
at least two sections of brain that were not nornally active, the “dead” areas of the mind. That
activity, like the child himself, had al so been unpredictabl e.

Cruachan remnmi nded him “Repl acenents for ourselves are
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And yet, despite such encouragi ng evidence, the case history of Number Twel ve was devoid of the
usual promi sing devel oprents. No hint of tel epathy, psycho-kinesis, pyrokinesis, dual

di spl acenment, or any of the other nmultitude of abilities the Society had hoped to bring to ful
flower in its experinental children.

Still, Nunmber Twelve at | east exhibited a possible sone-thing.

“Well, this one certainly shows nore pronise than the | ast dozen or so,” Haithness had to adnit.
“I't’s been so long since we had contact with him 1'd nearly forgotten those activity readi ngs. W
need to get to this one as quickly as possible. Were' s he situated?”

Nyassa-| ee tapped keys bel ow the readout, bringing forth answers. “Wiere in the Commonwealth is
that ?” Hait hness grunbl ed.

“Tradi ng world,” Cruachan put in, thinking hard. “Centrally | ocated but uninportant in and of
itself. A stopover world, lowin native popul ation.”

“You won't mind going there once you' ve seen this,” Nyassa-lee assured them both. Her fingers
moved delicately over the keyboard a second tine, and fresh in-formation gl owed on screen. “This
is recent, fromthe | ocal operative who relocated the subject. It appears that the child has
definitely displayed one Tal ent, possibly two. Furthernore, he has done so in public and
apparently w thout any specialized training.”

“Wthout training,” Cruachan whi spered. “Renmarkable, if true.”

Nyassa-| ee tapped the screen. “This operative has been reliable in the past and particularly
noteworthy for the ac-curacy of his observations. The Talent in question is a telepathic variant
of some sort. The operative is not a scientifically trained observer, of course, and he is even
|l ess certain of the second one, though its potential value may be even greater.”

“What is it?” Haithness asked.

“I"ve been hard put to find a nane for it. Basically, it seens that the child may be an

enmol terator.”

The ot her woman | ooked confused. “1 don’t remenmber that on the list of possible Talents.”
“I't wasn’'t there. It’s an original. Original with this child, it seenms,” Cruachan said. Nyassa-lee
nodded. “It means that he may be able to influence the actions of others. Not mind control

not hing as strong as that. It would be nore subtle. One possessing such an ability would have to
utilize it Very carefully. If this report is true . " His voice and thoughts drifted for a
nmoment as he studied the readout.

“I't seens the child s Talents have gone unnoticed by the authorities and that he has devel oped
naturally. Al without even the nost rudinentary training. The signs certainly point to powerfu
potentials waiting to be unl ocked.”

“Either the child has grown up unaware of these Talents,” Nyassa-lee said, studying new
infornmation as it appeared on the screen, “or else he is precociously clever.”

“I't may be just natural caution,” Haithness put in. “It will be interesting to find out which is
the case.”
“VWhich we will do,” Cruachan said firmy. “It’s been a long tine since we’ve had a subject as

prom sing as this one conme back to us. He could be the one we’ve searched for all these years.”
“I't had better not be a repeat of the last tine we |located a subject with these figures,”

Hai t hness cautioned, then indicated the new figures materializing on the screen. “Look at those
neur ol ogi cal potentials. Renenber the only other child who showed nunbers |ike that?”
“Of course, | renenber,” Cruachan said irritably. “We won’t lose this one the way we | ost that

girl-what the devil was the little nonster’s nanme?”
“Mahnahm ,” Nyassa-lee renm nded him “Yes, if this boy’s anything like that one, we're going to

have to be extrenely careful. | couldn’t take a repeat of that experience.”

“Neither could I, frankly,” Cruachan admtted. “Qur mstake was in trying to regain control over
her directly. End result: the girl vanishes again, and two nore of the society go to a premature
end. And we’'re still not sure how she acconplished it.”

“We' || run across her again someday, when our nethods are inproved,” Haithness said coolly. “Then
we'll deal with her properly.”

“I"’'mnot sure |I'd want to chance it.” Nyassa-|ee | ooked back at the screen. “Meanwhile, it would
be good to keep in nmind the fact that the potential of this Nunmber Twelve theoretically exceeds
even that of the girl.”

“True,” Cruachan admitted, studying the figures, “but it's clear that his devel opnent has been
much sl ower. We should have plenty of time to cope with any maturing Tal ent and nake certain it is
safely contained, for the child s benefit as well as our own, of course.”

“COfF course,” Haithness agreed calmy. “lI amcurious to know how you propose to acconplish that.
You know how volatile a Talent can becone if stressed.”

“Yes, the girl gave us an inpressive denonstration of that, didn't she?” Nyassa-lee's fingers
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brought forth fresh informati on fromthe consol e.

Anot her call sounded from across the room “Brora says he’'s now convinced that the new arrivals at
the port have nothing to do with the agricultural station. They have not stopped by the Agri
section of government house; they are gathering instead in the subterranean quarter.”

“Tell Brora to speed things up,” Cmhachan replied. “I definitely want the installation broken down
by mi dnight.”
“Yes, sir,” the conmuni cator responded briskly.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Haithness rem nded the tail man. “How are we going to handle this
one? If we try direct control as we did with the girl, we risk the sane consequences. There is no
way of predicting how a subject nmay react.”

“Remenber that the girl was still in infancy when we encountered her. W wongly m stook her age
for harm essness. There was no reason to appeal to in her case-she was too young. | never expected
that to work agai nst us.”

“I't doesn’t matter. The inportant thing is that he is still unskilled in the use of his Talent.

That is al so what nakes hi m dangerous.” Haithness indicated the figures on the screen. “Look at
those. Undisciplined or not, we nust handle this Nunber Twelve with extrene caution. W need a
check of sone kind, sonething strong enough to nmute any juvenile enotional reactions.”

Nyassa-| ee gl anced back and up at her coll eague. “But we cannot wait.”

“I agree with you there. This may be our |last chance to gain control and direction over a subject
with such potential. W don’t want to waste our chance.”

“I am aware of the considerations and risks,” Cruachan assured themboth. “I do not intend that we
should try, as we did with the girl, to gain control directly. Instead, we will try to obtain
control over soneone who exercises control over the subject. |Is there anyone who fits the

requi site pattern?”

Nyassa-| ee turned back to her keyboard. There was a pause before she replied, “One. It appears
that the subject was purchased from governnent control by an elderly woman. She has raised the boy
as her own.”

“Surrogate nother,” Haithness murnmured. “That’s good. It is virtually nmade to order. W could not
hope for a stronger enotional bond.”

There was no warnth in the voice of Haithness. Only one thing mattered to her: the success of the
experi ment .

Time was running out for the Society, she knew, they had no way of know ng when the authorities

m ght close in on themforever. They needed a success now, and this boy mght be their |ast
chance.

“l see one possible drawback,” Cruachan said while pondering the information glow ng on the
screen. “The wonan in question, the surrogate nother, is of an advanced age, though apparently
heal thy.” He nudged Nyassa-lee, who obediently made room for himon the edge of the chair.
Cruachan fingered controls and frowned when the in-formation he sought did not appear on the
screen. “No detailed nedical information on her. It could be difficult.”

Hai t hness shrugged indifferently. “lIt does not matter what her condition is. W have to proceed
regardl ess.”
“I know, | know,” Cruachan replied inpatiently. “Qur course is set, then. W will not go from here

to Loser’s Wirld in hopes of relocating subject Nunber Fifty-six. Instead, we will establish
standard nobil e operations aboard the ship. Once we are certain we have escaped pursuit, we wll
pl ot course for this Mdth. Then we shoul d have enough time to proceed as pl anned.”

“I't will be necessary to isolate the subject fromthe nother.” Haithness was thinking out |oud.
“Gven the nature of the subject’s observed Talents, if our infornation is accurate, it nmay be
that within a linmted geographical area he mght be able to trace our activities. W wll
naturally need an uninterrupted period with the surrogate,” she hesitated only briefly, *
persuade her to co-operate with us.” Athin smle did little to alter her expression
Cruachan nodded. “That should not be difficult to arrange. Fortunately for us, Moth is lightly
popul ated. Technol ogy is not unknown, but the |evel varies wi dely according to |ocation. W should
be able to establish our-selves and the necessary equi pnent at a sufficient distance fromthe
metropol i s where the subject and his parent are living to ensure our privacy and standard
security.”

The conmuni cator turned fromhis instrumentation and interrupted them wi thout hesitation. “Brora
reports that at least half of the newy arrived agricultural experts are armed.”

“That’s that, then,” Cruachan rmurnured with a resigned sigh. Another hurried nove, another dash to
still another strange world.

“Nyassa-1ee, nmake certain that this information is transferred to ship storage. Haithness, you-*

“I know what needs to be done, Cruachan.” She turned fromhimand calmy began transferring data

to
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frommain storage to a portacube.

The conmuni cator | eaned back in his chair and frowned at his instrunents. “I won’t have tinme to
break down much and nove it out to the shuttle.”

“I't doesn’t matter, Osteen,” Cruachan assured him “W have sone duplicate equi pnment already
aboard. | don't |ike abandoning nore than we have to any nore than you do.” He indicated the
expensi ve el ectronics with which the room had been panel ed. “But we don't have a choice now.
Regar dl ess, sonething promising, truly promising, has cone to our notice. After all these years,
it appears that we have rel ocated one of the nost promising of all the subject children.”
“That’s good news indeed, sir.” Osteen was one of the few young nmen in the Meliorare Society.
Cruachan woul d have prefered a man with nore vision as prime conmuni cator, but such individuals
were scarce. Osteen at |least was loyal and efficient. It was not his fault that he was
intellectually inferior to the Society's original menbership. But then, such a collection of
visionary mnds was not likely to join together again in Cruachan’s lifetinme, he knew.

Unless ... unless the Society could put forth a shining testanent to their noble ideals in the
person of a single successful subject. This boy, perhaps, mght be their vindication. They had to
get to himaquickly. During the past several years, they had had less and less tinme in which to
work as the Commonweal th closed in on the remants of the Society. Their survival rate did not
bode well for the future: natural attrition was beginning to danage the cause as much as
governnment interference.

The three of them along with the sharp-eyed Brora, who had sounded the | atest warning,
represented the largest surviving group fromthe original menbership. The trust of all who had
peri shed devol ved upon them Cruachan thought. They must not fail with this boy.

And he must not fail them

Chapt er Four

Lonel i ness had never bothered Flinx before. He knew what it was, of course-the condition had been
with himall his short life. In the past, he’'d always been able to distance hinself fromits pain,
but this feeling-this enpty al oneness-was different fromany | oneliness he'd ever experienced
before. It was a physical reality, stabbing at him creating an ache in a nysterious, new part of
his brain. It was different not only fromhis own |oneliness but fromthe al oneness he’'d
occasionally sensed in others via his unpredictable Tal ent.

In fact, the experience was so radically new that he had nothing to conpare it with. Yet it was

| onel i ness; of that he was certain. Loneliness and sonething el se equally intense and

recogni zabl e: hunger. A gnaw ng, persistent desire for food.

The feelings were so bright and unconplicated that Flinx couldn’t help but wonder at their source.
They beat insistently on his mind, refusing to fade away. Never before had such enotions been so
open to him so clear and strong. Nornmally, they would begin to fade, but these grew not weaker
but stronger-and he did not have to strain to hold them at bay. They kept hammering at hi munti
his mind finally gave in and woke hi mup

Flinx rubbed at his eyes. It was pouring outside the shop, and the narrow wi ndow over the bed
adnmitted the dimlight of Moth's nultiple noons, which somehow seeped through the nearly unbroken
cloud cover. Flinx had rarely seen the bright rust-red noon called Flane or its snaller

conpani ons, but he'd spent his years of study well, and he knew where the Iight cane from
Slipping silently fromthe bed, he stood up and pulled on pants and shirt. A glow |ight bathed the
kitchen and dining area in soft yellow Across the way, ragged snores cane fromthe vicinity of
Mot her Mastiff’'s bedroom The |oneliness he sensed was not hers.

The feeling persisted i nto wakeful ness. Not a dream then, which had been his first thought. The
back of his head hurt with the strength of it, but though the actual pain was beginning to fade,

the enotion was still as strong as it had been in sleep
He did not wake Mother Mastiff as he inspected the rest of the kitchen area, the bathroom and the
single narrow closet. Quietly, he opened the front door and slipped out into the stall. The

shutters were | ocked tight, keeping out weather and intruders alike. The famliar snoring provided
a conforting background to his prow ing.

Flinx had grown into a |lithe young nman of slightly |less than average height and mildly attractive
appearance. His hair was red as ever, but his dark skill now hid any suggestion of freckles. He
moved with a graceful ness and silence that many of the ol der, nore experienced marketpl ace thieves
m ght have envi ed. Indeed, he could wal k across a room paved with broken glass and netal w thout
maki ng a sound. It was a technique he had picked up fromsone of Drallar’s | ess reputable
citizens, nmuch to Mother Mastiff’'s chagrin. Al a part of his education, he had assured her. The
thieves had a word for it: “skeoding,” meaning to walk |ike a shadow. Only Flinx's brighter than
normal hair made the professional purloiners cluck their tongues in disapproval. They woul d have
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wel coned himinto their conmpany, had he been of a nmind to nake thievery his profession. But Flinx
woul d steal only if absolutely necessary, and then only fromthose who could afford it.

“l1 only want to use ny ability to supplenment ny in-cone,” he had told the old master who had

i nquired about his future intentions, “and Mother Mastiff’'s, of course.”

The master had | aughed, show ng broken teeth. “I understand, boy. |’'ve been supplenentin’ ny
incone in that manner goin’ on fifty years now.” He and his coll eagues could not believe that one
who showed such skill at relieving others of their possessions would not desire to make a career
of it, especially since the youth’s other prospects appeared dim

“Yer goin’ into the Church, | suppose?” one of the other thieves had taunted him “t’ becone a
Counsel or First?”

“I don’t think the spiritual life is for me,” Flinx had replied. They all had a good | augh at

t hat .

As he quietly opened the |lock on the outside door, he thought back to what he had | earned those
past few years. A wise nman did not nmove around Drallar late at night, particularly on so wet and
dark a one. But he couldn’t go back to sleep without | ocating the source of the feelings that
battered at him Loneliness and hunger, hunger and loneliness, filled his mind with restlessness.
Who coul d possi bly be broadcasting twi n deprivations of such power?

The open doorway revealed a wall of rain. The angled street carried the water away to Drallar’s
efficient under-ground drai nage system Flinx stood in the gap for a | ong nonent, watching.
Suddenly an intense burst of enptiness nmade hi mw nce. That decided him He could no nore ignore
that hot pleading than he could | eave an unstanped credcard |ying orphaned in the street.

“That curiosity of yours will get ye into real trouble Soneday, boy,” Mther Mastiff had told him
on nore than one occasion. “Mark ne word.”

Well, he had nmarked her word. Marked it and filed it. He turned away fromthe door and skeoded
back to his little room It was early sumer, and the rain outside was relatively warm D sdaining
an underjacket, he took a slickertic fromits wall hook and donned it; thus suitably shielded from
the rain, he nmade his way back to the stall, out into the street, and closed the main door softly
behi nd him

A few lights like hibernating will-0'-the-w sps glowed faintly from behind unshuttered shop fronts
on the main avenue where the idling wealthy night-cavorted in relative safety. On the side street
where Mot her Mastiff plied her trade, only a rare flicker of illum nation energed from be-hind

| ocked shutters and w ndows.

As water cascaded off his shoulders, Flinx stood there and searched his m nd. Sonething sent him
off to his right. There was a narrow gap between Mdther Mastiff’s shop and that of old |ady

Mar qui n, who was on vacation in the south, and by turning sideways, he could just squeeze through
Then he was standing in the service alleyway that ran behind the shops and a |l arge office

buil ding. H s eyes roved over a |unar |andscape of uncollected garbage and refuse: old plastic
packi ng crates, netal storage barrels, honeyconb containers for breakables, and other
indifferently disposed of detritus. A couple of fleurnms scurried away from his boots. Flinx

wat ched themwarily. He was not squeamn sh where the omni present fleurns were concerned, but he had
a healthy respect for them The critters were covered in a thick, silvery fur, and their little
mout hs were full of fine teeth. Each animal was as big around as Flinx’s thumb and as long as his
forearm They were not really wornms but |egless manmals that did very well in the refuse piles and
conposting garbage that filled the alleys of Drallar to overflowi ng. He had heard horror stories
of old nen and wormren who had fallen into a drunken stupor in such places-only their exposed bones
remai ned for the finding.

Fl i nx, however, was not drunk. The fleurns could inflict nasty bites, but they were shy creatures,
nearly blind, and greatly preferred to relinquish the right of way when given the choice.

If it was dark on the street in front of the shop, it was positively stygian in the alley. To the
east, far up the strai ghtaway, he could make out a light and hear internmittent |aughter. An odd
night for a party. But the glow gave hima reference point, even if it was too far off to shed any
l'ight on his search

The continuing surge of loneliness that he felt did not cone fromthat distant cel ebration, nor
didit rise fromthe heavily shuttered and barred doorways that opened onto the alley. The

enoti ons Flinx was absorbing came from sonewhere very near

He noved forward, picking his way between the piles of debris, talking his tine so as to give the
fleurms and the red-blue carrion bugs tinme to scurry fromhis path.

Al at once sonething struck with unexpected force at his receptive mnd. The nental blow sent him
to his knees. Sonewhere a man was beating his wife. No unique circunstance, that, but Flinx felt
it fromthe other side of the city. The woman was frightened and angry. She was reaching for the
tiny dart gun she kept hidden in her bed-room dresser and was pointing its mnuscule barrel at the
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man. Then it was the husband’s turn to be frightened. He was pleading with her, not in words that
Flinx coul d hear but via an enotional aval anche that ended in an abrupt, nonverbal scream of
shock. Then canme the enptiness that Flinx had grown to recogni ze as death.

He heard | aughter, not fromthe party up the alley but fromone of the lofty crystal towers that
reared above the wealthy inurbs where the traders and transspatial nerhants nade their hones. And
there was plotting afoot; soneone was going to be cheat ed.

Far beyond the city boundaries in the forest to the west: happi ness and rejoicing, acconpani ed by
a new |liquid sensation of enmergence. A baby was born

Very near, perhaps in one of the shops on Mother Mastiff’s own street, an argunent was raging. It
i nvol ved accounts and fal sification, waves of acrinoni ous resentnent passing between short-term
partners. Then the private grunblings of soneone unknown and far away across the city center
soneone plotting to kill, and kill nore than one time, but plotting only-the kind of fantasizing
that fills spare nonents of every human brain, be it healthy or sick.

Then all the sensations were gone, all of them the joyful and the dooned, the debaters and | overs
and ineffectual dreanmers. There was only the rain.

Bl i nkng, he staggered to his feet and stood swaying un-steadily on the slope of the alley. Rain
spattered off his slickertic, wove its way down the walls of the shops and the office building, to
gurgle down the central drains. Flinx found hinself staring blankly up the alley toward the

di stant point of light that marked the location of the party. Abruptly, the enotions of everyone
at the party were sharp in his mnd; only now he felt no pain. There was only a calmclarity and
assurance.

He could see this wonan anxiously yet uncertainly trying to tenpt that man, see another
criticizing the furniture, still another wondering how he could possibly live through the next
day, feel laughter, fear, pleasure, lust, adnmiration, envy: the whole ganmut of human enotions.
They began to surge toward himlike the stormhe had just weathered, threatening the pain again
threatening to over-whelmhimSTOP I T, he ordered hinsel f.

Stop it-easy.

By careful manipulation of a piece of his mnd he hadn’t even been aware exi sted before, he

di scovered he was able to control the intensity of the enotions that threatened to drown hi m not
all of which had been hu-man, either. He had felt at |least two that were bizarre, yet recognizable
enough for himto identify. They were the feelings of a mated pair of ornithorpes. It was the
first time he had sensed anything froma nonhuman.

Slowy, he found he was able to regulate the assault, to danp it down to where he could nanage it,
sort out the individual feelings, choose, analyze-and then they were gone as suddenly as they had
struck, along with all the rest of the blaze of enotion he had sucked in fromaround the city.
Hesitantly, he tried to focus his mnd and bring back the sensations. It was as before. Try as he
nm ght, his mind stayed enpty of any feelings save his own. Hi s own-and one other. The |oneliness
was still there, nagging at him The feeling was | ess demandi ng now, al nmost hesitant. The hunger
was there, too

Flinx took a step forward, another, a third-and sonething alive quickly scuttled out of his path,
shovi ng aside enpty containers and cans, plastic and netal clinking in the danp alley. He strained
to see through the di mess, wi shing now that he had had the presence of mnd to bring a portable
light fromthe shop. He took a cautious step toward the pile, ready to junp up and cl ear should
the fleurns or whatever prove unexpectedly aggressive.

It was not a fleurm For one thing, it was too long: nearly a nmeter. It was thicker, too, though
not by much. He thought of the snakelike creatures that roamed the tenperate forests to the south
of Drallar. Sone of them were poisonous. Qccasionally, they and other forest predators nmade their
way into the city under cover of rain and darkness to hunt out the small creatures that infested
the urban trash heaps. It was rare, but not unheard of, that a citizen encountered such an

i ntruder.

Flinx | eaned close to the pile, and as he did so the hunger faded. Sinultaneously, the feeling of
loneliness intensi-fied; the strength of it alnost sent himreeling back against the shop wall. He
was certain it came fromthe snakeli ke unknown.

The bunp of curiosity-which Mther Mastiff was at such pains to warn hi mabout-quickly overcane
his natural caution. Al be felt was anazenent that such powerful mental projections could arise
fromso lowmy a creature. Furthernore, there was no anger in the animal, no rudi nentary danger
signals. Only that persistent |oneliness and the fleeting sense of hunger.

The creature noved again. He could see the bright, flashing red eyes even in the alley’'s faint
light. Not a true reptile, he was sure. A col d-bl ooded creature would have been reduced to

| ethargy by the cool night air. This thing noved too rapidly.

Flinx took a step back, away fromthe pile. The creature was energing. It slithered onto the wet
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pavenent and then did sonmething he did not expect. Snakes were not supposed to fly.

The pl eated wi ngs were blue and pink, bright enough for himto identify even in the darkness. No,
the snake-thing certainly was not lethargic, for its wings noved in a blur, giving the creature
the sound and appearance of a gigantic bee. It found a place on his shoulder in a single, darting
movenment. Flinx felt thin, nuscular coils settle al-nost familiarly around his shoul der. The whol e
t hi ng had happened too fast for himto dodge.

But the creature’s intent was not to harm It sinply sat, resting against his warnth, and rmade no
move to attack. The speed of the approach had paral yzed Flinx, but only for a noment. For as soon
as it bad settled against him all that vast |oneliness, every iota of that burning need had fled
fromthe snake. At the sane tinme, Flinx experienced a clarity within his own mnd that he had
never felt before. Watever the creature was, wherever it had cone from it not only had the
ability to make itself at home, it seenmed to make its new host feel confortable as well.

A new sensation entered Flinx’s mind, rising fromthe snake. It was the first time he had ever
experienced a nental purr. He sensed no intelligence in the creature, but there was sonething
else. Inits own way, the enpathic conmunication was as clear as speech, the enotional equival ent
of an anci ent Chi nese ideograph-a whol e series of conplex thoughts expressed as a single
projection. Sinple, yet efficient.

The snal | arrowhead-shaped head lifted fromFlinx's shoulder, its bright little eyes regarding him
intently. The pleated wings were folded flat against the side of the body, giving the creature a
nor mal snakel i ke appearance. Flinx stared back, letting his own feelings pour fromhim

Slowy, the creature relaxed. “The single long coiled nuscle of itself, which had been squeezing

Flinx’s shoulder with instinctive strength, relaxed, too, until it was only nmaintaining a gentle
grip, just enough to hold its position. Pins and needles started to run down Flinx’'s arm He
i gnored them The aninmal’s head |owered until it noved up against Flinx's neck

The snake was sound asl eep.

Flinx stood there for what felt like an eternity, though surely it was not even half that |ong.
The strange apparition that the night had brought slept on his shoulder, its small head nestled in
the holl ow of shoul der bone and neck tendon. The aninmal shivered once. Flinx knew it could not be
drawing full warnth fromhis body because the slictertic formed a | ayer between them Better to
get the poor thing inside, he thought, suddenly aware of how | ong he had been standing there in
the rain. H s new conmpani on needed rest as well as warnth. How he knew that, he could not have
expl ai ned; but he knew it as clearly as he recogni zed his own exhausti on.

Flinx did not for a nmonent debate the snake's future. |Its presence on his shoulder as well as in
his mind was too natural for himto consider parting with it-unless, of course, some owner
appeared to claimit. Cearly, this was no wild aninal. Also, Flinx was well-read, and if this
creature was native to the Drallarian vicinity, it was news to him He had never seen or heard of
such an aninmal be-fore. If it was sone kind of valuable pet, its owner would surely come | ooking
for it, and soon. For now, though, the snake was clearly as nuch an orphan as Flinx hinmself had
once been. Flinx had experienced too nuch suffering in his own life to ignhore it in anything el se,
even in a lowy snake. For a while, it was his charge, nmuch as he was Mther Mastiff’s.

She had wanted to know his name on that first day | ong ago. “Wat do | call you?” he wondered

al oud. The sl eepi ng snake did not respond.

There were thousands of books available to Flinx via the library chips he rented from Centra
Education. He had only read a conparative few, but anbng them was one with which he had
particularly identified. It was pre-Conmonweal th-precivilization, really-but that hadn't nitigated
its inpact on him Those characters with the funny nanes; one of them was call ed-what? Pip, he

, renenbered. He gl anced back down at the sleeping snake. That'll be your nane unless we |earn

ot herwi se one day.

As he started back for the shop, he tried to tell hinself that he would worry about that
proverbial “one day” if and when it presented itself, but he could not. He was already worried
about it, because although he had only had contact with the creature for less than an hour, it
seened a part of him “The thought of returning the snake to sone indifferent, offworld owner was
suddenly nore than he could bear. Since he had been an infant, he couldn't recall becomi ng so
deeply attached to another living creature. Not even Mdther Mastiff had such a | ock on his
feel i ngs.

Feelings. This creature, this snake-thing, it understood what he was feeling, understood what it
meant to have the enotions of strangers flood unbidden into one’s mind, interrupting one’s life
and maki ng every waki ng nonent a potential abnormality. That was what nmade it special. He knewit,
and the snake knew it, too. No |longer were they individuals; they had beconme two conmponents of a

| arger whol e.

I will not give you up, he decided then and there in the cold nmorning rain. Not even if sone
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weal t hy, fatuous of fworlder appears to lay claimto you. You belong with nme. The snake dozed on
seem ngly oblivious to any deci sions the human mi ght make.

The street fronting the shop was still deserted. The lock yielded to his palm and he slipped
inside, glad to be out of the weather. Carefully, he rel ocked the door. Then he was back in the
dining area where the glow light still shone softly. Using both hands, he unravel ed the snake. It

did not resist as he slid the coils fromhis shoulder. Fromthe bedroomto his right came Mt her
Mastiff's steady snores, a drone that matched the patter of rain on the roof.

Gently, he set the snake down on the single table. In the glow lanp’s brighter |light h& could see
its true colors for the first time. A bright pink and bl ue di anondback pattern ran the | ength of

t he snake’s body, matching the pleated wings. The belly was a dull gol den, hue and the head
eneral d green.

“Exqui site,” he murnmured to the snake. “You're exquisite.”

The creature’s eyes-no, he corrected hinself, Pip's eyes-opened in lazy half sleep. It seenmed to
smle at him Mental projection, Flinx thought as he slipped out of the slickertic and hung it on
its hook.

“Now where can | keep you?” he whispered to hinself as he glanced around the small living area.
The stall out front was out of the question. Mdther Mastiff surely had customers suffering from
snake phobi as, and they m ght not take kindly to Pip s presence-besides, the stall was unheated.
By the sane token, he didn't think Mother Mastiff would react with understanding if the snake

pl ayfully sprang out at her fromone of the kitchen storage cabinets while .she was trying to
prepare a neal

H s own room was Spartan: There was only the small conputer terminal and chip readout, the single
clothes closet he had rigged hinself, and the bed. The closet would have to do. Carrying the snake
into his room Flinx set it down on the foot of the bed. Then he made a pile of sone dirty clothes
on the closet floor. Pip | ooked clean enough; nobst scaled creatures were dirt-shedders, not
collectors. He lifted the snake and set it down gently in the clothes, careful not to bruise the
delicate wings. It recoiled itself there, seemingly content. Flinx snled at it. He didn't smle
of t en.

“Now you stay there. Pip,” he whispered, “and in the norning we'll see about scroungi ng sonething
for you to eat.” He watched the snake for several ninutes before fatigue returned with a rush.
Yawni ng, he pushed his own clothes off the bed, set his boots on the drypad, and clinbed back into
bed. A few droplets of water had craw ed under the edge of the slickertic. He brushed them from
his hair, sighed deeply, and | apsed into a rich, undisturbed sl eep

Once the flow of nental energy fromthe human in the bed had snoot hed out and the snake was
certain its new synhiote was not about to enter a disturbing REM period, it quietly uncoiled
itself and slithered out of the closet. Silently, it worked its way up one of the bed | egs,
emerging next to the single battered pill ow

The animal rested there for a |l ong nonment, gazing through double |idded eyes at the unconscious

bi ped. In-side itself, the snake was warm and confortable. The hunger was still there, but it had
received an indication of sorts that it would soon be fed.

“The bed was very warm both the thernmal blanket and the synbiote’'s mass exudi ng confortable, dry
heat. The snake slithered across the pillow until it was resting against the back of the human’'s
head. It stretched itself once, the wings flexing and retracting. Then it coiled itself tightly
into the conveni ent pocket forned by the synbiote’s neck and shoulder. Soon its own brain waves
mat ched those of the human as it drifted into its own variety of sleep

Chapter Five

Mot her Mastiff was careful not to wake the boy as she slowy began backing out of his room Her
eyes, alert and fearful, remamined fixed on the alien thing curled up against his head. There was
no telling what it might do if startled into wakeful ness.

How t he invader had penetrated her tight little home, she had no idea. No time to worry about that
now. Her thoughts went to the little gun, the delicate, |adylike needier she kept under her
pillow No, too chancy-the snake was nmuch too close to the boy’ s head, and she was not as good a
shot as she had been twenty years ago.

There was al so the possibility the invader m ght not even be dangerous. She certainly did not
recognize it. In the ninety plus years she had spent on Mdth, she had seen nothing like it. For
one thing, there was no hint of fur any-where on its body. Only scales. That i mediately
identified it as a non-native. Wl l, maybe. Mdth was home to a few creatures-deep-di gging
burrowers-that did not sport fur. This didn’t look like a burrower to her, but she was no

zool ogi st, nor had she ever traveled far outside the city limts.
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Yet she felt certain it came fromoffworld. Sonething she couldn’'t put a mental finger on marked
the beast as alien, but that didn’t matter. What did was that it had sonmehow penetrated to the
boy’s room and she had better do something about it before it woke up and decided the natter for
her.

Get it away fromhim she told herself. Away fromhis head, at least. Get it away, keep it
occupi ed, then wake the boy and have himnake a run for the gun under her pillow.
The broom she hefted had a light netal handle and wire bristles. Taking it out of storage, she re-
entered Flinx’s roomand reached past his head with the broom s business end. The netal bristles
prodded the invader.
The snake stirred at the touch, opened its eyes, and stared at her. She jabbed at it again, harder
this time, trying to work the bristles between the snake’s head and the boy’'s exposed neck. It
opened its nouth, and she instinctively Jerked back, but it was only a yawn. Still sleepy, then
she thought. Good, its reactions would be slowed. Leaning forward again, she reached down and
shoved hard on the broom Several of the snake’s coils went rolling over to the side of the bed,
and for the first time she had a glinpse of its brilliant coloring.
Agai n, she shoved with the broom but the snake was no | onger on the bed. It hovered in mdair
its wings noving so rapidly they were no nore than a blue-pink blur. They generated a rich
vi brant humming sound in the small room Aghast and uncertain how to attack this new threat,

Mot her Mastiff backed away, hol ding the broom defensively in front of her. Awakened by the [ ast
shove of the broom the boy blinked sleepily at her. “Mdther? Wat is it?”

“Hush, be quiet!” she warned him “I don’t know how this thing got into your room but-*

Flinx sat up quickly. He glanced up at the hovering snake, admiring it for the first tine in
dayl i ght, and bestowed a reassuring grin on Mdther Mstiff.

“Ch, that. That's just Pip.”
The broom di pped slightly, and she stared narrowWy at her charge. “Ye nean, ye know what it be?”

“Sure,” he said cheerfully. “1, uh, heard sonmething; last night, so | went outside to
investigate.” He gestured with a thunb at the snake. “It was back in the garbage, cold and hungry.
Hey, | bet he's still hungry, and-

“I"l'l bet it is, too,” she snapped, “and Il not have sonme scaly, gluttonous carrion eater

crawl i ng about ny house. Get out!” she yelled at it. “Shoo!” She swung the broom at the snake
once, twice, athird tine, forcing Flinx to duck the flying bristles. Each tinme, the snake dodged
ninbly in the air, displaying unexpected aerial agility. Once it darted straight to its left, then
backward, then toward the ceiling.

“Don’t!” Flinx shouted, suddenly alarnmed. “It mght think you' re trying to hurt ne.
“A guardi an angel with beady eyes and scal es? Mocknmush, boy, it knows well what |’m sw nging at!”
In fact, the snake was well aware the new hunman had no intention of banning its symbiote, for it
could feel the honest affection and warnth flow ng between them It did not worry on that score.
Conversely, no love flowed toward it fromthe new person, and the shiny thing that was being

thrust at it was hard to avoid in the small, enclosed space.

“Pl ease, Mother,” Flinx pleaded anxiously, scranbling out of bed and dragging the bl anket with
him “stop it. | don't know howit'll react.”

“W're going to find out, boy,” she told himgrimy. The broom struck, m ssed, bounced off the far
wal | . She cocked her arns for another sw ng.

The snake bad been patient, very patient. It understood the bond between the two humans. But the
broom had backed it into a coner, and the hard bristles prom sed danger if they connected solidly
with the snake’s wings. It opened its nouth. There was a barely perceptible squirting sound. A
thin, tight streamof clear liquid shot forward. It sparkled in the light and inpacted on the
broomas it was swi nging forward. As Mdther Mastiff recovered and brought the broom back for yet
anot her strike, she heard a faint but definite hissing that did not cone fromthe snake. She
hesitated, frowning, then realized the noise was coming fromthe broom A glance showed that
approxi mately half of the netal bristles had nelted away. Something was foaming and sizzling as it
nmethodically ate its way down the broom

She dropped the weapon as if the metal handl e had abruptly becone red hot, her expression fearful
The liquid continued to sputter and hiss as it ate away the netal. Soon it had worked its way
through the I ast stubble and was beginning to eat holes in the netal handle itself.

“Boy, get out of the roomwhile ye have the chance,” she called huskily, staring w de-eyed at the
snake while continuing to back toward her own bedroom “If it can do that to nmetal, there’s no
telling what-*

Flinx | aughed, then hurriedly put a hand to his nouth and forced hinself to be understanding. “I’m
sorry, Modther,” he said apologetically. “lIt’s just that Pip would never hurt ne. And he’'s just
proved that he wouldn’t hurt anyone close to ne, either.”
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“How do ye know that?” she sputtered.

“You know,” he replied, sounding puzzled, “I don’t know how | knowit. But it’'s true. Here, see?”
He extended his left arm

Still keeping a wary eye on the worman, who continued to block the exit, the snake zi pped down to
| and on the proffered perch. 1In an instant, it had nultiple coils wapped around the human’s
shoul der. Then the snake rel axed, the pleated wings folding up to lie flat against the gl ean ng
body.

“See?” Flinx |l owered his armand gently rubbed the back of the snake’s head. “He’s just naturally
friendly.”

“Naturally ugly, ye nean,” Mother Mstiff snorted. Bending, she picked up the remant of the
broom and inspected it. Al the bristles were gone, along with several centineters of handle. A

weak crackling still canme fromthe raw edges of the tube where the netal had dissol ved, though the
extraordinarily corrosive liquid seenmed to have |largely spent itself.
She showed the remains of the broomto Flinx, still nervous about getting too near the thing

wr apped around his shoul der. “See that? |Imagine what it. would do to your skin.”

“Ch, Mother, can't you see?” Flinx spoke with all the exasperation of the young for the aged. “He
was protecting hinself, but because he senses that you' re inportant to ne, he was careful not to
spit any of it on you.”

“Lucky thing for it,” she said, sone of her normal bravado returning. “Well, it can’t stay here.”
“Yes, it can,” Flinx argued.

“No, it can’t. | can’t have some lethal varnmint like that fluttering and crawling all over the

pl ace, frightening off the customers.”

“He’' Il stay with nme all the tine,” Flinx assured her soothingly. His hand continued to caress the
shake's head. |Its eyes closed contentedly. “See? He's Just |ike any other house pet. He responds

to warnth and affection.
i ntended af fect.

“Well, it won't get any warnth or affection fromme,” Mther Mstiff grunbled, “but if you're
determned to keep it LT

“I think,” Flinx added, throwing fuel on the fire, “he would becone very upset if soneone tried to
separate us.”

Mot her Mastiff threw up her hands, sinultaneously signifying acqui escence and acceptance. “Ch,
Deity, why couldn’'t ye stunble over a nornal pet, like a cat or a saniff? What does the little
nonster eat, anyways?”’

“l don’t know,” Flinx admitted, renmenbering the hunger he had sensed the night before and

resol ving to do sonething about it soon. He had been hungry hinself and knew nore of the neaning
of that word than nost people. “Aren’t npbst snakes carni vorous?”

“This one certainly looks like it,” she said.

Reachi ng down, Flinx gently ran a forefinger along the edge of the snake’s nouth until he could
pry it open. The snake opened one eye and | ooked at himcuriously but did not raise any objection
to the intrusion. Mther Mstiff held her breath.

Flinx | eaned close, inspecting. “The teeth are so snall | can't tell for sure.”

“Probably swallows its food whole,” Mther Mastiff told him “I hear that's the wav of it with
snakes, through this be no normal snake and | wouldn't care to nake no predictions about it, much
| ess about its diet.”

“I"1'l find out,” Flinx assured her. “If you don't need nme to help in the shop today-*

“Hel p, hahl No, go where ye will. Just nake sure that creature goes with ye.”

“I"’mgoing to take himaround the marketplace,” Flinx said excitedly, “and see if anyone

recogni zes him There's sure to be soneone who will.”

“Don’t bet your blood on it, boy,” she warned him “lIt’s likely an offworld visitor.”

“l thought so, too,” he told her. “Wuldn't that be interesting? | wonder how it got here?”
“Someone with a grudge against me brought it, probably,” she nmuttered softly. Then, |ouder, she
said, “There be no telling. If ‘tis an escaped pet and a rare one, ye can be sure its owner wll
be stunbling about here soonest in search of it.”

Fl i nx brought forth his nost nmournful, pleading expression. It had the

“W' Il see.” Flinx knew the snake bel onged right where it was, riding his shoulder. It felt right.
He could all but feel the wave of contentnment it was generating.
“And while I'mfinding out what he is,” he added briskly, “I"Il find out what he eats, too.”

“Ye do that,” she told him “Fact be, why not spend the night at it? |’ve sone inportant buyers
com ng around suppertime. They were referred to ne through the Shopkeeper’s Association and seem

especial interested in sone of the larger itens we have, like the nuriwod table. So ye take that
awf ul whatever-it-be,” and she threw a shaky finger in the direction of the snake, “and stay ye
out ‘til well after tenth hour. Then I’'Il think about letting the both of ye back into my house.”
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“Yes, Mother, thank you,” He ran up to give her a kiss. She backed off.

“Don’t cone near me, boy. Not with that nonster sleeping on your arm”

“He wouldn’t hurt you. Mother. Really.”

“I"d feel nore confident if | had the snake’s word on it as well as yours, boy. Now go on, get

out, be off with the both of ye. If we're fortunate, perhaps it will have sone hom ng instinct and
fly off when you' re not |ooking.”

But Pip did not fly off. It gave no sign of wi shing to be anywhere in the Commonweal th save on the
shoul der of a certain redheaded young man.

As Flinx strolled through the marketpl ace, he was startled to discover that his ability to receive
the enotions and feelings of others had intensified, though none of the isolated bursts of
reception matched in fury that first over-powering deluge of the night before. Hi s receptivity bad
increased in frequency and lucidity, though it still seenmed as unpredictable as ever. Flinx
suspected that his new pet might have sonething to do with his intensified abilities, but he had
no i dea how that worked, anynore than he knew how his Tal ent operated at the best of tines.

If only he could find soneone to identify the snake! He could al ways work through his term na

back hone, but requests for information were automatically nonitored at Central, and he was afraid
that a query for information on so rare a creature mght trigger alarmon the part of curious
authorities. Flinx preferred not to go through official channels. He had acquired Mother Mastiff’'s
opi ni on of governmental bueaucracy, which placed it sonewhere between slime nold .and the fleurns
that infested the all eys.

By now, he knew a great many inhabitants of the marketplace. Werever he stopped, he inquired
about the identity and origin of his pet. Some regarded the snake with curiosity, some with fear

a fewwith indifference. But none recognized it.

“Why don't you ask Makepeace?” one of the vendors eventually suggested. “He’'s travel ed of fworl d.
Maybe he’d know. ”

Flinx found the old soldier sitting on a street corner with several equally ancient cronies. Al

of them were pensioneers. Mst were inmgrants who had chosen Mbth for their final resting place
out of love for its nmoist clinate and because it was a conparatively cheap world to |live on, not
to nention the laxity of its police force. On Mdth, no one was likely to question the source of
one’ s pension noney. For several of Mkepeace’'s conrades, this was the prine consideration

The other aged nen and wonen studi ed the snake with nothing nore than casual interest, but
Makepeace reacted far nore enthusiastically. “Bless ny remaining soul,” he nuttered as he | eaned
cl ose-but not too close, Flinx noted-for a better look. Pip raised his head curiously, as if
sensi ng sonet hing beyond the normin this wthered biped.

“You know what he is?” Flinx asked hopefully.

“Aye, boy. Those are wings bulging its flanks, are they not?” Flinx nodded. “Then it’'s surely an
Al aspi ni an miniature dragon.”

Flinx grinned at the old man, then down at Pip. “So that’s what you are.” The snake | ooked up at
himas if to say. I'mwell aware of what | am and do you always find the obvious so renarkabl e?
“1 thought dragons were nythical creatures,” he said to Makepeace.

“So they are. It's only a nanme given fromresenbl ance, Flinx.”

“l suppose you know,” Flinx went on, “that he spits out a corrosive fluid.”

“Corrosive!” The old man | eaned back and roared w th | aughter, slapping his |egs and gl anci ng
knowi ngly at his attentive cronies. “Corrosive, he says!” He | ooked back at Flinx.

“The minidrag’s toxin is, ny boy, a venonous acid known by a long string of chem cal syllables

which this old head can’'t renenber. | was a sol di er-engi neer. Biochem stry was never one of ny
favorite subjects. I'mnore confortable with nathematical terns than biol ogical ones. But | can
tell you this nuch, though | never visited Alas-pin nyself.” He pointed at the snake, which drew

its head back uncertainly. “If that there thing was to spit in your eye, you'd be a kicking,

qui vering ness on the ground inside a mnute-and dead in not rmuch nore than that.

| also remenber that there’s no known antidote for several of the Al aspinian toxins, of which that
m nidrag of yours w elds the nbost potent. A corrosive, neurol ogical poison-aye, who woul dn’t
renenber hearing about that? You say you know it’s corrosive?”

Flinx had an i nage of the dissolved end of the broonstick, the netal nelted away i ke cheese before
a hot bl ade. He nodded.

“Just make sure you never get to know of it personally, lad. |’'ve heard tell of such creatures
bei ng kept as pets, but it’s a rare thing. See, the associational decision’s all made by the
snake. The woul d- be owner has no choice in the matter. You can’t tanme ‘em They pick and choose
for thenselves.” He gestured toward Flinx's shoulder. “Looks |ike that one’s sure settled on you.”
“He’s nmore than welcone,” Flinx said affectionately. “He feels natural there.”

“Each to his own,” an elderly wonan observed with a slight shudder. Affirmative nods canme from
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others in the group
“And there’'s sonething else, too.” The old soldier was frowning, struggling to renenber |ong-
dormant know edge. “What you just said about it feeling ‘natural’ there renmi nded me. They say those

flying snakes have funny nental quirks all their own. Now ne, | wouldn’t be able to say for
certain if that’'s so-1"monly relating hearsay, didn't read it off no chip. But the stories
persist.”

“What kind of stories?” Flinx asked, trying not to appear overanxi ous.

“Ch, that the snakes are enpathic. You know, telepathic on the enotional |evel.” He scratched his

head. “There’s nmore to it than that, but I'’mdamed if | can renenber the rest of it.”

“That's certainly interesting,” Flinx said evenly, “but pretty unlikely.”

“Yeah, | always thought so nysel f,” Makepeace agreed.“You woul dn’t have noticed anything |ike that
since being around this one, of course.”

“Not a thing.” Flinx was an expert at projecting an aura of innocence; in this case, it glowed
fromhis face, not his nmnd. “Thanks a lot for your time, M. Mkepeace, sir.”

“You' re nmore than welcone to it, boy. O d know edge dies unl ess sonebody nakes use of it. You
wat ch yourself around that thing. It’'s no saniff, and it mght could turn on you.”

“I"ll be careful,” Flinx assured himbrightly. He turned and hurried away fromthe gaggl e of
attentive ol dsters. Makepeace was rubbing his chin and staring after the youngster as he vani shed
into the swirling crowd. “Funny. Wonder where the little flying devil cane fron? This is one hel
of a long way from Al aspin. That reminds nme of the tine ...”

Fl i nx gl anced down at his shoulder. “So you' re poi sonous, hub? Well, anyone could have guessed
that fromthe little denonstrati on you gave with Mdther’'s broomthis nmorning. If you spit in ny
eye, |I'Il spit in yours.”

The snake did not take himup on the offer. It stared at hima nonment, then turned its head away
and studied the street ahead, evidently nore interested in its surroundings than in its master’s

i ndeci pher abl e words.

Maybe mini ature dragons don’t have much of a sense of humor, Flinx mused. Probably he woul d have
anpl e opportunity to find out. But at |east he knew what his pet was. d ancing up beyond the
fringe of the slickertic hood, he wondered where the snake’s hone world lay. Al aspin, old
Makepeace had called it, and said it was far away.

The nmorning nist noistened his upturned face. The cloud cover seenmed |lighter than usual. If he was
| ucky, the gl oomwould part sonetime that night and he woul d have a view of Mdth's fragnented ice
rings, of the moon Flame, and beyond that, of the stars.

Soneday, he thought, soneday I'll travel to far places as Makepeace and the ot hers have. Soneday
I"1l get off this mnor wet world and go vagabonding. I1'Il be a free adult, with nothing to tie ne
down and no responsibilities. I'Il lead a relaxed, unconplicated Iife of sinple pleasures. He

gl anced down at his new found conpani on. Maybe sonmeday they woul d even travel to the snake’s hone
worl d of Al aspin, wherever it mght be.

Sure you will, he thought bitterly. Better be realistic, |like Mther Mastiff says. You re stuck
here forever. Mth' s your hone, and Moth’s where you' Il spend the rest of your days. Count
yoursel f fortunate. You've a concerned nother, a warm hone, food ....

Food. Surely the flying snake was hungrier than ever. “W’d better get you sonmething to eat,” he
told Pip, who gazed up at himwith fresh interest.

He checked his credcard. Not nmuch noney there. Not that there ever was. Well, he could nanage.
Troubl e was, he had no idea what Al aspinian minidrags liked to eat. “I wonder what you'd settle
for,” he murnured. The snake did not respond. “If it’s live food only, then | don't think there's

much | can do to help you. Not on a regular basis, anyway. Let's try here, first.”

They entered a stall well known to Flinx. Mst of the booths and tables were unoccupi ed, since it
was between nealtinmes. As it devel oped, finding suitable food for the nminidrag turned out to be

| ess of a problemthan he had feared. Much to Flinx's surprise, the flying snake was ommi vorous.

It woul d eat al nost anything he set in front of it, but raw meat seenmed to be a special favorite.
Flinx cut the neat into small chunks, which the snake gul ped down whole. Flinx helped hinself to
an occasional bite. Wien tinmes were bad, he and Mbther Mastiff had existed on far |ess savory
itens.

Pip was fond of any kind of fruit or berry, though it shied away from vegetabl es. Sonething el se
they had in, conmon. Flinx thought. Gddly enough, the snake would even lap up milk. Flinx was sure
he coul d supply enough variety to keep his pet both happy and alive. Maybe it would even eat table
scraps. Perhaps that woul d weaken Mdther Mastiff’s antagonism As be experinented further, he

di scovered that the snake was particularly fond of anything with a high iron content, such as

rai sins or flakes of guarfish. Had he been a biochem st equipped with a field |aboratory, he m ght
have | earned that the minidrag’ s blood contained an extraordinary amount of henoglobin, vital to
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transport the oxygen necessary to sustain the snake's humm ngbirdlike flight.

When Pip had swollen to twice his normal diameter, Flinx stopped trying new foods on his pet. He
rel axed in the booth, sipping mulled wine and watching the lights of the city wink to life. It
woul dn’t be too bad to live out his life on Mth, he admtted to hinself. Drallar was never dull
and now he had a special conpanion with whomto share its excitenent.

Yes, the flying snake had filled a definite void in his life as well as in sone nysterious, deeper
part of hinself. But he still longed for the stars and the nagical, unvisited worlds that circled
t hem

Be realistic, he ordered hinself.

He waved to sone acquai ntances as they strolled past the restaurant. O der nen and wonen.
Sonetinmes Mother Mastiff worried that he preferred the conpany of adults to youngsters his own
age. He couldn’'t help it. It wasn't that he was antisocial, nmerely that he chose his friends
carefully. It was the immaturity of those his own age that drove himinto the conmpany of adults.

A fleeting enotion fromone of those to whom he had waved reached back to himas the group rounded
a corner, laughing and joking in easy camaraderie. Flinx snatched at it, but it was gone. He sat

back in his booth, the wine nmaking hi mnoody. Better to have no Talent at all, he thought, than
an unmanageable one that only teases.
He paid the nodest bill, slipping his card into the table's central pylon. Qutside, the evening

rain had begun. Pip rode confortably on his shoul der beneath the slickertic, only its head
exposed. It was sated, content. Qught to be after all you ate, Flinx thought as he gazed fondly
down at his pet.

Rain transfornmed the brilliant scales of the snake’s head into tiny jewels. The npisture did not
seemto bother the snake. | wonder, Flinx thought. Is Alaspin a wet world, also? | should have
asked ol d Makepeace. He’d probably have known. People |ucky enough to travel |earn every-thing
sooner or |ater.

Suddenly a stinging, serrated burst of enotion-hanmer blow, unexpected, raw doubled himover with
its force. It was |like a soundless screamng inside his head. Flinx was feeling the naked enption
behind a screaminstead of hearing the screamitself. He had never experienced anything like it
before, and despite that, it felt sickeningly famliar

A bundl ed-up passer-by halted and bent solicitously over the crunpled youngster. “Are you al

right, son? You-“ He noticed sonething and quickly backed off.

“I-1"mokay, | think,” Flinx nmanaged to gasp. He saw what had nade the man flinch. Pip had been
all but asleep on his master’s shoulder only a noment before. Now the snake was w de awake, head
and neck protruding like a scaly periscope as it seened to search the night air for sonething
unseen.

Then the | ast vestiges of that desperate, wailing cry vanished, |leaving Flinx' s head xxxachi ng and
infuriatingly enpty.Yet it had |lingered | ong enough for himto sort it out, to identify it.
“Listen, son, if you need help, |I can-“ the stranger started to say, but Flinx did not wait to
listen to the kind offer. He was al ready hal fway down the street, running at full speed over the
pavenent. His slickertic fanned out |ike a cape behind him and his boots sent water flying over
shop fronts and pedestrians alike. He did not pause to apol ogize, the curses sliding off himas
unnoticed as the rain

Then he was skidding into a famliar side street. H s heart pounded, and his |lungs heaved. The
street appeared untouched, unaltered, yet something here had been violated, and the noment of it
had touched Flinx's mind. Most of the shops were already shuttered agai nst the night. There was no
sign of human beings in that danp stone canyon.

“Mother!” he shouted. “Mdther Mastiff!” He pounded on the lock plate with his palm The door
hunmed but did not open-it was | ocked fromi nside.

“Mot her Mastiff, open up. It's me, Flinx!” No reply fromthe other side.

Pi p danced on his shoulder, half airborne and half coiled tight to its master. Flinx noved a dozen
steps away fromthe door, then charged it, throwing hinself into the air sideways and kicking with
one | eg as Makepeace had once shown him The door gave, flying inward. It had only been bolted,

not | ockseal ed.

He crouched there, his eyes darting quickly around the stall. Pip settled back onto his shoul der
but its head noved agitatedly fromside to side, as if it shared its naster’s nervousness and
concern.

The stall | ooked undisturbed. Flinx noved forward and tried the inner door. It opened at a touch.
The interior of the living area was a shanbles. Pots and pans and food had been overturned in the
kitchen. Cdothing and other personal articles lay strewn across floor and furniture. He noved from
the kitchen-dining area to his owmn room last-ly to Mother Mastiff’'s, know ng but dreadi ng what he
woul d fi nd.
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The destruction was worse in her room The bed |ooked as if it had been the scene of attenpted
murder or an uncontrolled orgy. Across the bed, hidden from casual view, a small curved door

bl ended neatly into the wall paneling. Few visitors would be sharp-eyed enough to notice it. It
was just wi de enough for a man to crawl through

It stood ajar. A cold breeze drifted in from outside.

Flinx dropped to his knees and started through, not car ing what he m ght encounter on the other
side. He energed fromthe slip-nme-out into the alley and clinbed to his feet. The rain had turned
to mist. There was no hint that anything unusual had occurred here. Al the chaos was behind him

i nsi de.

Turning, he ran two or three steps to the north, then stopped hinself. He stood there, panting. He
had run long and hard fromthe street where the screamhad struck him but he was too late. There
was no sign that anyone had even been in the alley.

Slowy, dejectedly, he returned to the shop. Wiy? he cried to hinself. Wiy has this happened to
me? Who woul d want to kidnap a harm ess old wonman |ike Mother Mastiff? The | onger he thought about
it, the I ess sense it made.

He forced hinself to take an inventory out front. There was no sign of anything m ssing. The
shop’s stock seened to be intact. Not thieves, then, surprised in the act of burglary. Then what?
If not for the anple evidence that there had been a struggle, he would not even have suspected
that anythi ng was ami ss.

No, he rem nded hinsel f, not quite true. The | ockseal on the front door was dead. It would have
taken half the thieves in Drallar to drag Mother Mastiff fromher shop while it stood unseal ed. He
t hought of thieves a second tine, knowi ng he would not be staying here long. Hs mnd full of dark
and conflicting thoughts, he set about repairing the |ock.

Chapter Six

"Pssst! Boy! Flinx-boy!”

FI i nx nmoved the door aside slightly and gazed out into the darkness. The man speaking fromthe
shadows operated a little shop two stalls up the side street fromMther Mstiff’'s, where he made
househol d itens fromthe hard-woods that Moth grew in abundance. Flinx knew himwell, and stepped
out to confront him

“Hell o, Arrapkha.” He tried to search the nan’s face, but it was nostly hidden by the overhanging
rimof his slickertic. He could feel nothing fromthe other man’s mind. A fine and wondrous

Tal ent, he thought sarcastically to hinself.

“What happened here? Did you see anythi ng?”

“l shouldn’t be out like this.” Arrapkha turned to glance worriedly up the street to where it

i ntersected the busy main avenue. “You know what people say in Drallar, Flinx-boy. The best

busi ness is mnding one’s own.”

“No homilies now, friend,” Flinx said inpatiently. “You ve been neighbor to ny nother for many
years, and you' ve watched nme grow up. Wiere is she?”

“I don’t know.” Arrapkha paused to gather his thoughts.Flinx held back his anxiety and tried to be
patient with the man-Arrapkha was a little slow upstairs but a good soul

“I was working at ny lathe, feeling good with nyself. 1'd only just sold a pair of stools to a
programmer fromthe Welter Inurb and was counting nmy good fortune when | thought | heard noises
fromyour house.” He smiled faintly. “At first, | thought nothing of it. You know your nother. She

can fly into a rage at anytime over nothing in particular and nake enough noise to bring
conplaints fromthe avenue stores.

“Anyhow, | finished turning a broya post-it will be a fine one, Flinx-boy, fashioned of nunber-six
har pberry wood-*

“Yes, I'"'msure,” Flinx said inpatiently. “I"'msure it will be a fine display stand, as all your
work is, but what about Mdther Mastiff?”

“I"'mgetting to that, Flinx-boy,” Arrapkha said petulantly. “As | said, | finished the post, and

since the noise continued, | grew curious. It seamed to be going on a long tinme even for your
mother. So | put down my work for a monent and thought to cone see what was going on. | nediate
for your nother sonetines.

“When | was about hal fway fromny shop to yours, the noise stopped alnost entirely. | was about to
return home when | saw sonmething. At least, | think | did.” He gestured toward the narrow gap that
separated Mther Mastiff’s shop fromthe vacant shop adjoi ning hers.

“Through there |I thought | saw figures moving quickly up the alley behind your hone. | couldn't be
certain. The opening is small, it was raining at the time, and it’'s dark back there. But I'm

pretty sure | saw several figures.”
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“How many?” Flinx demanded. “Two, three?”

“For sure, | couldn't say,” Arrapkha confessed sadly. “l couldn't even for certain tell if they
were human or not.Mre than two, surely. Yet not a great number, though | could have mi ssed seeing
them al | .

“Well, | canme up to the door quickly then and buzzed. There was no answer, and it was qui et

i nside, and the door was | ocked, so | thought little nore of it. There was no reason to connect
shapes in the alleyway with your nother’s arguing. Remenber, | only heard noise fromthe shop
“As it grew dark | started to worry, and still the shop stayed closed. It’'s not |ike Mot her
Mastiff to stay closed up all day. Still, her digestion is not what it used to be, and sonetines
her liver gives her trouble. Too nmuch bile.She coul d have been cursing her own insides.”

“I know,” Flinx said. “I've had to listen to her conplaints |lots of tines.”

“So | thought best not to interfere. But | have known both of you for a long tine, Flinx-boy, just
as you say, so | thought, when |I saw you novi ng about, that | ought to cone and tell you what |'d
seen. It's clear to ne now that | should have probed deeper.” He struck his own head.“l’m sorry.
You know that Frn not the cleverest man in the narketplace.”

“I't’s all right, Arrapkha. There's no blanme for you in this matter.’
for a long nonent, silent and thinking hard.

Arrapkha hesitantly broke in on his contenplation. “So sorry | am Flinx-boy. If there’ s anything
I can do to help, if you need a place to sleep tonight, ay, even with the devil thing on your

shoul der, you are wel cone to share ny hone.”

“I’ve spent many a night out on ny own, sir,” Flinx told him “but the offer’s appreciated. Thank
you for your help. At least now | have a better idea of what happened, though not for the life of
me why. Could you see if Mother Mstiff was anmong those running down the alley?She’s not here.”
“So | guessed fromyour | ook and words. No, | cannot say she was one of them | saw only shapes
that seermed to be human, or at |east upright. But they seened to run with difficulty.”

“Maybe they were carrying her.”

“I't may be, Flinx-boy, it may be. Surely she would not go off on her own with strangers w thout

| eaving you so nuch as a nessage.”

“No, she wouldn’t,” Flinx agreed, “and if she went with the people you saw, it wasn't because they
were her friends. The inside of the house is all torn up. She didn’t go with themquietly.”

“Then surely for some reason she’'s been ki dnaped,” Arrapkha concurred. “Fifty years ago, | m ght
could give a reason for such a thing. She was a beauty then. Mther Mstiff, though she has not
aged gracefully. Grace was not a part of her, not even then. A hard wonan al ways, but attractive.
But for this to happen now“ He shook his head. “A true puzzle. Did she have access to nuch

Flinx stood there in the m st

noney?”
FI i nx shook his head rapidly.
“Un. | thought not. Well, then, did she owe anyone any dangerous amounts?”

“She owed a | ot of people, but no great sums,” Flinx replied. “At |east, nothing that she ever
spoke to ne about and nothing | ever overheard talk of.”

“l do not understand it, then,” Arrapkha said solemly.

“Nor do I, friend.”

“Per haps,” Arrapkha suggested, “soneone wi shed a private conversation with her and will bring her
back in the norning?”

Fl i nx shook his head a second time. “l think that since she didn't go with themvoluntarily, she
won’t be allowed to cone back voluntarily. Regardl ess, one thing she always told ne was not to sit
around and stare blankly at the inexplicable but always to try and find answers. If she does cone
wal king freely hone tonorrow, then | can at least try to neet her comng.”

“Then you're deternmined to go out after her?” Arrapkha |ifted bushy bl ack eyebrows.

“What el se can | do?”

“You could wait. You're a nice young fellow, Flinx-boy.” He waved toward the distant avenue. “Mbst
every-one in the marketplace who knows you thinks so, also.You won't lack for a place to stay or
food to eat if you decide to wait for her. Your problemis that you re too young, and the young
are al ways overanxi ous.”

“Sorry, Arrapkha. | know you nean well for ne, but | just can’t sit around here and wait. | think
I"d be wasting nmy time and, worse, maybe hers as well. Mther Mastiff doesn’'t have nuch tine |eft
to her.”

“And what if her time, excuse me, has already fled?” Arrapkha asked forcefully. Subtlety was not a
strong trait of the marketplace’s inhabitants. “WII you involve your-self then in sonething
danger ous whi ch has chosen to spare you?”

“l have to know. | have to go after her and see if | can help.”

“I don’t understand,” Arrapkha said sadly. “You're a snart young nman, nuch smarter than 1. Wy
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ri sk your-sel f? She wouldn’t want you to, you know. She's not really your nother.”
“Mot her or nother-not,” Flinx replied, “she’s the only nother |’ve ever known. There's nore to it
than sinmpl e biol ogy, Arrapkha. The years have taught ne that nuch.”

The ol der man nodded. “1 thought you might say sonething like that, Flinx-boy. Well, | can at
| east wish you luck. It's all | have to give you. Do you have credit?”

“Alittle, on ny card.”

“I'f you need nore, | can transfer.” Arrapkha started to pull out his own card.

“No, not now, anyway. | may need such help later.” He broke into a broad snile. “You re a good
friend, Arrapkha. Your friendship is as solid as your woodwork.” He turned. “Did you see which
direction these figures took?”

“That's little to start on.” He pointed to the north. “That way, up the alley. They could have
turned off any time. And in the weather”-he indicated the clouds hanging |linply overhead-“they’||
have left no trail for you to follow”

“Perhaps not,” Flinx admtted. “We'll see.”

“1 expect you will, Flinx-boy, since you feel so strongly about this. Al | can do, then, is w sh
luck to you.” He turned and strode back up the street toward his shop, keeping the slickertic
tight around his head and neck.

Flinx waited until the rain had swall owed up the ol der nan before goi ng back inside and cl osing

t he door behind him He wandered norosely around the living area, salvaging this or that fromthe
mess and returning things to their proper places. Before |ong, he found hinself in Mther
Mastiff’s room He sat down on the bed and stared at the ajar slip-nme-out that led to the alley.
“What do you think, Pip? Were did she go, and who took her, and why? And how am 1 going to find
her? | don’t even know how to start.”

He shut his eyes, strained, tried to sense the kinds of enotions he knew she nust be generating,
wher ever she had been taken. There was nothi ng. Nothing from Mther

Mastiff, nothing from anyone el se. His Talent nocked him He started fixing up the bedroom hoping
that contact with famliar objects might trigger some kind of reaction in his nmind. Sonething,
anyt hing, that would give hima start on tracking her down. Pip slipped off his shoul der and
slithered across the bed, playing with covers and pill ows.

There were gaps-missing clothing-in the single closet, Flinx noted. Woever had abducted her
evidently intended to keep her for a while. The sight cheered hi mbecause they woul d not have
troubled to take along clothing for sonmeone they intended to kill inmediately.

Pip had worked its way across the bed to the night table and was winding its sinuous way anong the
bottles and containers there. “Back off that, Pip, before you break something. There' s been enough
damage done here today.” The irritation in his voice arose nore out of personal upset than any
real concern. The minidrag had yet to knock over anything.

Pip reacted, though not to his naster’s adnonition. The snake spread | um nous wings and fluttered
fromthe tabletop to the slip-me-out. It hovered there, watching him Wile Flinx gaped at his
pet, it flew back to the night table, humed over a bottle, then darted back to the opening.
Flinx’s nonentary paralysis left him and he rushed to the end table. The thin plasticine bottle
that had attracted Pip was uncapped. It normally held a tenth liter of a particularly powerfu
cheap perfune of which Mdther Mastiff was inordinately fond. Now he saw that the bottle was enpty.
If Mother Mastiff had retai ned enough presence of nind to renmenber that the Drallarian gendarnery
occasi onal |y enpl oyed the services of tracking animals-for the first time hope crowded despair
fromFlinx's thoughts. Those animals could track odors even through Mth’s perpetual danpness.

If an Al aspinian mnidrag possessed the sane ability ... Was he conpletely msinterpreting the
flying snake's actions? “Pip?”

The flying snake seemed to accept the mention of its name as significant, for it pronptly spun in
nmdair and darted through the slip-me-out. Flinx dropped to his hands and knees and crawl ed after
In seconds, he was in the alley again. As he clinbed to his feet, he searched for his pet. It was
movi ng eastward, al nbst out of sight.

“Pip, wait!” The snake obediently halted, hovering in place until its master had caught up. Then
it took off up the alley again.

Flinx settled into a steady run. He was an excellent runner and in superb condition, on which he
had al ways prided hinself. He resolved to follow the flying snake until one or the other of them
dr opped.

Any nmonent he expected the snake to pause outside one of the innumerable faceless structures that
peppered the commercial sections of Drallar. But while the mnidrag twi sted and whirl ed down

all eys and up streets, not once did it hesitate in its steady flight. Soon Flinx found his w nd
beginning to fail him Each tine he stopped, the snake would wait inpatiently until its naster
caught up again.
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Drallar was the largest city on Moth, but it was a village conpared to the great cities of Terra
or the under-ground conpl exes of H vehom and Evoria, so Flinx was not surprised that when Pip
finally began to slow, they had reached the northwestern outskirts of the netropolis. Here the
bui |l di ngs no |longer had to be built close to one another. Small storage structures were scattered
about, and individual homes of bl ocked wood and plastic began to blend into the first phal anx of
evergreen forest. Pip hesitated before the trees, zooming in anxious circles, soaring to scan the
treetops. It ignored Flinx's entreaties and calls until finally satisfied, whereupon the snake
turned and dropped down to settle once again on the familiar perch of his master’s shoul der
Turning a slowcircle, Flinx fought to pick up even a fragnent of |ingering enotion. Once again
his efforts net with failure. It seened clear that whoever had carried off Mther Mstiff had
taken her into the forest and that the olfactory trail that had led Pip so far had finally

di ssipated in the steady onslaught of mist and rain. On a drier world or in one of Mdth's few
deserts, things might have been different, but here Pip had cone to a dead end.

After a moment’s thought, Flinx started away fromthe trees. In addition to the storage buil di ngs
and homes, several small industrial conplexes were visible nearby, including two of the ubiquitous
sawril|s that ringed the city and processed Mdth's nost prolific crop. Plinx wandered anong t hem
until he located a public corn station on a service street. He stepped inside and slid the spanda-
wood door shut behind him Even after curing, spanda retained ‘a significant coefficient of
expansi on. When he closed the door, it sealed itself against the elenents, and only the
ventilation nmenbranes would keep him from suffocating. He took out his battered credcard and slid
it into the receptacle on the unit, then punched the keyboard. A pleasant-|ooking m ddl e-aged
wonman appeared on the small viewscreen. “Yes, sir. Wiat can | do for you?”

“I's there a Mssing Persons Bureau in the Drallar Minicipal Strata?”

“Just a nonent, please.” There was a pause while she glanced at sonething out of range of the

pi ckup.

“Hurmman or alien?”

“Human, pl ease.”

“Native or visitor?”

“Native.”

“You wi sh connection?”

“Thank you, yes.” The wonman continued to stare at himfor a nmonent, and Flinx decided she was
fascinated by the coil ed shape riding his shoulder. The screen finally flashed once and then

cl ear ed.

This time, the individual staring back at himwas nale, bald, and bored. H s age was

indeterminate, his attitude barely civil. Flinx had never |iked bureaucrats. “Yes, what is it?
“Last night,” he declared, “or early this nmorning”-in his rush through the city streets he'd
completely lost track of the time-“1-ny nother disappeared. A neighbor saw some peopl e running
away down an alley, and our house was all torn apart. | don't know how to start |ooking for her. |
thi nk she’s been taken out of the city via the north-west quadrant, but | can’t be sure.”

The man perked up slightly, though his voice sounded doubtful. “I see. This sounds nore |ike a
matter for the police than for M ssing Persons.”

“Not necessarily,” Flinx said, “if you follow ny nmeaning.”

“Ch.” The man sniled understandingly. “Just a monent. 1’|l check for you.” He worked a keyboard

out of

Flinx’s view “Yes, there was a nunmber of arrests nade |ast night, several of themincluding
wonen. How old is your nother?”

“Close to a hundred,” Flinx said, “but quite lively.”

“Not lively enough to be in with the group I was thinking of,” the clerk responded. “Nanme?”

Flinx hesitated. “l always just called her Mther Mastiff.”

The man frowned, then studied his unseen readout. “ls Mastiff a first name or last name? |I'm
assuming the ‘Mther’ is an honorific.”

Flinx found hinself staring dunbly at the clerk. Suddenly, he was aware of the enornous gaps that

made up nmuch of his life. “I-I don't know, for sure.”

The bureaucrat’s attitude turned stony. “lIs this sonme kind of joke, young nman?”

“No, sir,” Flinx hastened to assure him “it’s no joke. I'mtelling you the truth when | say that
| don’t know. See, she’s not mny natural nother.”

“Ah,” the clerk murrmured discreetly. “Well, then, what’s your |ast name?”

“1-* To his great anmamzenent, Flinx discovered that he was starting to cry. It was a uni que
phenonenon that he had avoi ded for sone tine; now, when he |east needed it, it afflicted him
The tears did have an effect on the clerk, though. “Look, young man, | didn't nean to upset you.
All 1 can tell you is that no woman of that advanced an age is OQ last night's arrest recording.
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For that matter, no one that old has been reported in custody by any other official source. Does
that help you at all?”

Fl i nx nodded slowy. It hel ped, but not in the way he’ d hoped. “Th-thank you very nuch, sir.”
“Wait, young man! If you'll give ne your nane, nmaybe | can have a gendarne sent out with-“ The
image died as Flinx flicked the disconnect button. H's credcard popped fromits slot.
Slowy, wiping at his eyes, he put it back inside his shirt. Wuld the clerk bother to trace the
call? Flinx decided not. For an instant, the bureaucrat had thought the call was fromsonme kid
pulling a joke on him After a noment’s reflection, he would probably think so again

No one of Mother Mastiff’s age arrested or reported in. Not at Mssing Persons, which was bad, but
al so not at the norgue, which was good because that reinforced his first thoughts: Mther Mastiff
had been carried of f by unknown persons whose notives renmi ned as nysterious as did their
identity. He gazed out the little booth’s window at the |ooming, alien forest into which it seened
she and her captors had vani shed, and exhaustion washed over him It was toasty warmin the corn
boot h.

The booth’s chair was purposely unconfortable, but the floor was heated and no harder. For a
change, he relished his nodest size as he worked hinself into a hal fway confortable position on
the floor. There was little roomfor Pip in the cranped space, so the flying snake reluctantly
found itself a perch on the corn unit. Anyone entering the booth to nake a call would be in for a
nasty shock.

It was well into norning when Flinx finally awoke, stiff and cranped but nmentally rested. Ri sing
and stretching, he pushed aside the door and |l eft the corn booth. To the north lay the first ranks
of the seemingly endless forest, which ran from Mth s | ower tenperate zone to its arctic.To the
south lay the city, friendly, famliar. It would be hard to turn his back on it.

Pip fluttered above him did a slowcircle in the air, then rose and started nort hwestward. In

m nutes, the mnidrag was back. In its wordless way, it was reaffirmng its feelings of the night
before: Mdther Mastiff had passed that way. Flinx thought a nonent. Perhaps her captors, in order
to confuse even the nost unlikely pursuit, had carried her out into the forest, only to circle
back into the city again.

How was he to know for certain? The governnent couldn’t help himfurther. Al right, then. He had
al ways been good at prying infornmation fromstrangers. They seemed to trust himinstinctively,
seeing in hima physically uninposing, seemngly not-too-bright youngster. He could probe as
facilely here as in the markepl ace.

Leavi ng the booth and the sawri || bl ock, he began his investigation by questioning the occupants
of the smaller businesses and homes. He found npobst houses deserted, their inhabitants having | ong
since gone off to work, but the industrial sites and busi nesses were comng alive as the city’'s
commer ci al bl oodstream began to circulate. Flinx confronted the workers as they entered through
doors and gates, as they parked their occasional individual transports, and as they stepped off
public vehicles.

Qutside the entrance to a small firmthat manufactured wooden fittings for kitchen units, he
encount ered sonmeone not going to work but |eaving. “Excuse ne, sir,” he said for what seened |ike
the hundred thousandth tine, “did you by any chance see a group of people pass through this part
of town last night? “They would have had an upset old lady with them perhaps restrained sonehow. ”
“Now that’s funny of you to nmention,” the man said unexpectedly. “See, |I'mthe night guard at
Koyunl u over there.” He gestured at the small building that was filling up with workers. “I didn't
see no old woman, but there was sonething of a commotion |ate |ast night over that way.” He
pointed at the road which cane to a dead end agai nst the nearby trees.

“There was a | ot of shouting and yelling and cursing. | took a look with ny nightsight-that’s ny

j ob, you knowand | saw a bunch of people getting out of a rented city transport. They were

swi tching over to a nudder.”

The wat chnan appeared synpathetic. “They weren't potential thieves or young vandals, so | didn't

wat ch themfor long. | don't know if they were the people you' re | ooking for.”

Fl i nx thought a nonent, then asked, “You say that you heard cursing. Could you tell if any of it
was froma woman?”

The man grinned. “l see what you thinking, son. No, they were too far away. But | tell you this:

soneone in that bunch could swear |ike any dozen sewer riders.”

Flinx could barely contain his excitement. “That’'s them that’'s her! That’'s got to be her!”

“In fact,” the watchman continued, “that’s really what made it stick in me mind. Not that you
don’t see people switching transports at night-you do, even way out here. It’s Just a bad time to
go nmudding into the woods, and when it is done, it’s usually done quietly. No need that | can see
for all that yelling and shouting.”

“I't was them all right,” Flinx nurnured decisively. “It was her swearing-or her Kkidnappers
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swearing at her.”

“Ki dnap-“ The man seened to notice Flinx's youth for the first tinme. “Say, soa, maybe you’d better
come along with ne.”

“No, | can't.” Flinx. started to hack up, snmling apologetically. “I have to go after them | have
to find her.”

“Just hold on a second there, son,” the watchman said. “Ill give a call to the police. W can use
the conpany corns. You want to do this right and proper so’s-*

“They won’t do anything,” Flinx said angrily. “lI know them” On an intimte basis, he could have
added, since he'd been arrested for petty theft on nore than one occasion. He was probably on
their question-list right now They would hold himand keep himfromgoing after Mdther Mastiff.
“You wait, son,” the watchman insisted. “I’mnot going to be part of sonething-“ As he spoke, he
reached out a big hand. Sonething bright blue-green-pink hissed threateningly. A triangular head
darted nenacingly at the clutching hand. The man hastily drew it back

“Dam,” he said, “that’s alive!”

“Very alive,” Flinx said, continuing to back away. “Thanks for your help, sir.” He turned and
dashed toward the city.

“Boy, just a mnute!” The watchman stared after the retreating figure. Then he shrugged. He was
tired. It had been a long, dull night save for that one noisy bunch he’d seen, and he was anxious
to be home and asleep. He sure as hell didn't need trouble hinself with the antics of sonme kid.
Pushing the entire incident fromhis thoughts, he headed toward the company transport stop

Once he was sure he was out of sight of the watchman, Flinx paused to catch his breath. At |east
he knew with sone certainty that Mdther Mastiff had been ki dnapped and taken out of the city. Wy
she had been carried off into the great northern forest he could not inmagine.

In addition to the hurt at the back of his mind, a new ache had begun to nmake itself felt. He had
had nothing to eat since the previous night. He could hardly go charging off into Moth's vast
evergreen w | derness on an enpty stomach

Prepare yourself properly, then proceed. That's what Mther Mastiff had always taught him Il go
home, he told hinself. Back to the shop, back to the narketplace. The ki dnapers had switched to a
nmudder. Such a vehicle was out of Flinx's financial reach, but he knew where he could rent a
stupava running bird. That would give himflexibility as well as speed.

H's legs still throbbed fromthe seeningly endl ess run across the city the previous day, so he
used public transport to return home. Time was nore inmportant than credits. The transport chose a
mai n spoke avenue and in mnutes deposited himin the narketpl ace.

Fromthe drop-off, it was but a short sprint to the shop. He found hinmself half expecting to see
Mot her Mastiff standing in the entrance, nopping the stoop and waiting to baw himout for being
gone for so long. But the shop was quiet, the living space still disarranged and forlorn. None-the
less, Flinx checked it carefully. There were several itens whose positions he had nmenorized
before | eaving; they were undi sturbed.

He began to collect a small pile of things to take with him Sone hasty trading in the market
produced a small backpack and as nmuch concentrated food as he could craminto it. Despite the
speed of his bargaining, he received full value for those itens he traded off from Mt her
Mastiff's stock. Wth Pip riding his shoul der, few thought to cheat him Wen anyone tried, the
nmnidrag's reactions instantly alerted its nmaster and Flinx sinply took his trade el sewhere.
Flinx switched his city boots for |ess gaudy but nore durable forest nodels. His slickertic would
serve just as well anong the trees as anong the city's towers. The outright sale of several itens
gave his credcard bal ance a healthy boost. Then it was back to the shop for a |ast | ook around.
Enpty. So enpty without her. He made certain the shutters were | ocked, then did the sane to the
front door. Before |eaving, he stopped at a stall up the street.

“You' re out of your mnd, Flinx-boy.” Arrapkha said fromthe entrance to his stall, shaking his
head dol efully. The shop snelled of wood dust and varnish. “Do you know what the forest is |like?
It runs fromhere to the North Pole. Three thousand, four thousand kiloneters as the tarpac flies
and not a decent-sized city to be found.

“There’s nmud up there so deep it could swallow all of Drallar, not to nention things that eat and
thi ngs that poi son. Nobody goes into the north forest except explorers and herders, hunters and
sportsmen-crazy folk fromoffworld who |like that sort of nowhere | and. Biologists and botani sts-
not normal folk |like you and ne.”

“Normal folk didn't carry off my nother,” Flinx replied.

Since he couldn’t discourage the youngster, Arrapkha tried to make |light of the situation. “Wrse
for themthat they did. | don't think they know what they’ ve gotten thenselves into.”

Flinx smled politely. “Thanks, Arrapkha. If it wasn't for your help, | wouldn't have known where
to begin.”
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“Almost | wish I'd said nothing last night,” he nuttered sadly. “Well, luck to you, Flinx-boy.
11l remenber you.”

“You' Il see nme again,” Flinx assured himwith nore confidence than he truly felt. “Both of us.”
“l hope so. Wthout your Mdther Mastiff, the marketplace will be a duller place.”

“Dul l er and enpti er,
choi ce.”

“I'f you insist. Go, then.”

Flinx favored the woodworker with a last snmile, then spun and marched rapidly toward the main
avenue. Arrapkha watched until the youngster was swall owed up by the crowd, then retreated to his
own stall. He had business to attend to, and that, after all, was the first rule of life in the
mar ket pl ace.

Flinx hadn't gone far before the snells of the narket were replaced by the odors, heavy and nusky,
of locally popular native transport animals. They were usually slower and | ess efficient then
mechani zed transport, but they had other advantages: they could not be traced via their enissions,
and they were cheap to rent and to use.

In a licensed barn, Flinx picked out a heal thy-looking stupava. The tall running bird was a good
forager and could live off the land. It stood two and a half neters at its bright orange crest and
closely resenbled its far nore intelligent cousins, the omthorpes, who did not object to the use
of ignorant relatives as beasts of burden. Flinx haggled with the barn manager for a while,
finally settling on a fair price. The woman brought the bird out of its stall and saddled it for
the youngster. “You re not going to do anything funny with this bird, now?”

“Just going for a little vacation,” Flinx answered her blithely. “l1"ve finished nmy studies for the
year and owe nyself the time off.”

“Wel |, Garuyie here will take you anywhere you might want to go. He's a fine, strong bird.” She
stroked the tall bird s feathers.

“I know.” Flinx put his right foot in the first stirrup, his left in the second, and threw his

Flinx agreed. “lI have to go after her, friend Arrapkha. | really have no

body into the saddle. “lI can see that fromhis legs.”
The wonman nodded, feeling a little nore rel axed. Evidently, her youthful custoner knew what he was
doi ng.

She handed hi mthe reins.

“Al'l right, then. Have a -pl easant journey.”

Fl i nx had indeed ridden such birds before, but only within the city limts and not for any |ength
of time. He snapped the reins, then gave the bird a serious whistle. It booted back and started
off, its long legs noving easily. Guiding it with gentle tugs of the reins and sharp whistles,
Fli nx soon had the stupava noving at a respectable rate up the first spoke avenue, jostling aside
irritated pedestrians and avoi ding faster public vehicles. The stupava seened undi sturbed by Pip's
presence, a good sign. It would not do to bead into the great forest on an easily spooked nount.
In a gratifyingly short time, Flinx found they had retraced his frenzied marathon of the night

before. A sawni |l passed by on his left, the corn booth that had sheltered hi msomewhere behind
it. Then only the forest |oonmed ahead. Trees, a hundred nmeters tall and hi gher soared above
scattered snaller trees and bushes. Wiere the pavenent vani shed there was only a nuddy trail. The

stupava wouldn’t mind that-its splayed, partially webbed feet would carry them over the bogs and
sunps with ease

“Hei gh there!” he shouted softly at the bird, following the command with a crisp whistle. The
stupava cawed once, jerked its head sharply against the bridle, and dashed off into the woods. The
regular flap-flap frombeneath its feet gave away to an irregul ar whacki ng sound broken by

occasi onal splashes as it spanned a deeper puddle. Sonetinmes they touched thick noss or fungi and
there was no sound at all. In no time, the imense trees fornmed a solid wall of bark and green
behind Flinx, and the city that was his honme was for the first tine conpletely out of his sight.

Chapt er Seven

Joppe the Thief thought sure he had found hinself a couple of fleurns. The nan and worman he was
stalking so intently | ooked to be in their nmidthirties. Their dress was casual, so casual that one
not interested in it mght not have identified themas offworlders. Their presence in that part of
Drallar’s marketplace |ate at night proved one of two things to Joppe: either they had a great

deal of confidence in their ability to pass unnoticed, or they were sinply ignorant. Joppe guessed
they were searching for a little excitenent.

That was fine with Toppe. He woul d happily provide themw th sonme excitenent, something really
menorable to relate to the nei ghbors back home on sone softer world |ike Terra or New Riviera

They did not look |ike the kind who would be awkward about it. If they were, then they m ght have
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nore than nerely an interesting encounter to tal k about.

Joppe was hungry. He had not made a strike in over a week. He regarded the strolling, chatting
couple with the eye of a covetous farner examning a pair of his prize neat aninals.

As it was still conparatively early, not: all the |lights had been extinguished in that part of the
mar ket pl ace, but enough of the shops had closed to give Joppe hope. The nature of his work
required privacy. He did not rush hinself. Joppe had an instinctive feel for his work. He had to
bal ance waiting for nore shopkeepers to retire against the possibility of the couple’ s realizing
their error and turning back toward the nmore brightly lit sections of the market.

The couple did not seeminclined to do that. Joppe’s hopes continued to rise. He could hear them
clearly, talking about sone sight seen earlier in the day. Joppe’s hand cl osed around the handl e
of the little needier in his pocket, and he started forward, closing the distance between hinself
and his prey.By now the couple had reached the end of the cul -de-sac and had stopped in front of
the last shop, which was shuttered and dark. They seened to be debating sonething. Then the nan
bent to the shop’s door and took several objects fromhis pockets. He started mani pul ati ng
somet hi ng out of Joppe’ s view.

The thief slowed, the needier only hal fway out of his holster pocket, and stared in confusion
What were they up to? He noved a little nearer, still clinging to the shadows. He was cl ose enough
to see that the door was sealed with a pal mlock, which required the inmprint of all five of the
shop owner’s fingers, in proper sequence, to release. The little black disk that the tourist had
attached to the pal mlock was a very expensive, sophisticated device for decodi ng and sol vi ng such
| ocks. The man’s fingers roved over the keys, and he exami ned the readout with the attitude of
sormeone who not only knew exactly what he was doi ng but who had done it frequently.

Wil e the man worked at the door, his conpani on stood watching him hands on hips, obviously

i ntent on what he was doing. Abruptly, she glanced away from her husband, and Joppe found hinsel f
staring straight at her

The matronly giggle she had affected all evening was abruptly gone from her voice. Suddenly,
not hi ng about her seened soft. The unexpected transformation, acconplished solely by a change in
posture and tone, was shocking. “I’msorry we had to waste your evening, friend, but we needed a
good screen to keep away the rest of the rabble. Thanks for that. Now turn around, call it a bad
day, and | ook el sewhere. W don’t have tinme for you right now. Oh, and | eave that gun where it
won’'t do you or anyone el se any harm okay?” Then she smiled pleasantly.

Too startled to react, Joppe just stood there, his hand still <clutching the needier. He could
take this one, he thought nonentarily. However, sonething in her stance held himback. The
proximty of a weapon was clearly inplied, as was the intent to use it. Her conpani on had paused
in his work and crouched before the doorway in a waiting position

This was all very wong, Joppe thought. He was not an especially imaginative individual, but he
was an intent observer, and he was good at putting things together

Here stood an offworld couple dressed for an evening out, calmy working a | ock decoder on an
unpr epossessing stall doorway at the end of a side street on a dark and danp night. That, plus the
way the woman had spoken to him did not add up

Joppe let go the needier and took his hand fromhis pocket. Slowy, his fingers spread so that
they coul d see he held nothing in them He nodded once, snmled a tw sted,

fleeting snmile at the wonman, and backed away. She returned his snile. He backed away until the

shadows engul fed hi monce again and he stood behind a protective stone wall. He sucked in a deep
breath and let it out. H s pulse was racing. Unable to restrain his curiosity, he turned and just
peeked around the edge of the wall. The woman had not budged, and was still staring after him The

man had returned to his work.

Joppe was well out of his depth, and he knew it. Wth-out another backward gl ance, he turned and
jogged off toward the main avenue, disappointed with his luck and still hungry for a strike. As to
the purpose of the peculiar couple, he gave it not another thought. Such folk operated on a | eve
far above that of Joppe and his ilk and were better forgotten.

“Sensi bl e, that one,” the worman said thoughtfully. She turned her attention fromthe distant

street to her conpanion’s work. “l thought he mght give us trouble.”

“Better that he didn’t,” her conpanion agreed. “W don’t need to fool with such silliness. Not
now.” His fingertips danced lightly over the keys set into the black disk

“How you coni ng?” the woman asked, peering over his shoul der

“How does it look like I'm com ng?”

“No need to be sarcastic,” she said easily.

“It’s an updated twenty-six,” he infornmed her. “I didn't expect anyone in this slumwould take the
troubl e and expense to keep updating sonething like this. Soneone sure likes his privacy.”

“Don’t you?”
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“Very funny.” Suddenly, the disk emitted a soft beep, and the nunbers on the readout froze.
“That’s got it.” The man’s tone was rel axed, nethodical. There was no pleasure in his
announcenent, only a cool, professional satisfaction. He touched buttons set at five points spaced
evenly around the black disk. It beeped again, twice. The illum nated nunbers vani shed fromthe
readout. Unsealing the disk, he slid it back inside his coat. There were a nunber of pockets
inside that coat, all filled with the kinds of things that would raise the hackles of any police
chief. The man put a hand on the door and pushed. It noved aside easily. After a last, cursory

gl ance up the narrow street, the two of them stepped inside.

The center section of the man's ornate belt buckle pronptly cane to |life, throwing a narrow but
power ful beamof light. It was matched a nonent later by a simlar beamprojected fromhis
conpani on’s brooch. They wandered around the stall, noting the goods on display and occasionally
sniffing disdainfully at various overpriced itens.Inspection led themto an inner door and its

si npl er | ocki ng mechani sm

Both stood just inside the second doorway and gazed around the living area. “Someone put up a hel
of fight,” the nman conmented softly.

“The boy-or his adoptive nother, do you think?” “The wonman noved in, stooping to exam ne an
overturned end table and the little silver vase that had tunbled fromit. The vase was enpty. She
carefully replaced it where it had fallen

“Maybe both of them” Her conpani on was already inspecting the larger of the two bedroons. They
went through the area nmethodically: kitchen, bedroonms, even the hygiene facilities.

When they had finished-and it did not take them very |ong-and when fingerprinted sanples of air
and dust and tiny bits of hopefully significant detritus had been relegated to the safety of tiny
storage vials, the man asked his conpani on, “Wat do you think? Wait for them here?”

The wonan shook her head as she gl anced around the kitchen-dining area. “They obviously |eft under
duress-and you know what that suggests.”

“Sure, that’'s occurred to ne. No way it couldn't. But there’'s no guarantee.”

She | aughed, once. “Yeah, there’s no guarantee, but what do you think?

“The sane as you. |I’'mjust saying we shouldn’t junp to concl usions.”

“I know, | know. Isn’t it odd, though, that both of themare m ssing? That surely suggests
sonet hi ng other than a comon break-in.”

“I said | concurred.” The nman’s tone was a nite testy. “What now?”

“The shopkeeper up the street who watched us break in,” she said. He nodded agreenent.

They retraced their steps, |eaving nothing disturbed save the air and the dust. The pal mlock
snapped tight behind them as they stepped back out into the street, giving no hint that it had
been foiled. The couple strolled back up the little side street until they stood before Arrapkha’s
doorway. They thumbed the buzzer several tines.

After the third try, the man |leaned close to the little speaker set above the buzzer. “It’s been a
I ong, hard day for us, sir, and we're both very tired. W mean you no harm but we are enpowered
to take whatever steps we think advisable to carry out our assignment. Those steps will include
meki ng our own entrance if you don't let us in

“W saw you watching us as we |let ourselves into the old wonan’s shop. | pronise you we can | et
ourselves into your place just as easily. You nmght also |ike to know that we have an aut onbn
trained on the alley behind your shop. If you have a slip-ne-out in your back wall, it won't do

you a bit of good. So why not be pleasant about this”-he smled in case the shopkeeper had a video
pi ckup hi dden sonewhere-“and come on out? If you prefer, we can chat here on the street, in ful
vi ew of your other neighbors.”

They waited a suitable tine. The wonman | ooked at her conpani on, shrugged, and withdrew a snall

t hi nbl e- shaped obj ect froman inside breast pocket. The door opened i mediately. The nman nodded,
then smled. The worman put the thinble-thing anay and noved back

Arrapkha stepped outside, closing the door behind him and | ooked hesitantly fromone visitor to
the other. “What can | do for you, lady and sir, this night? Your insistence noved me to concern
despite the fact that | am closed now for nore than-“

“Skip the banter,” the man said crisply. “W know you were watching us. You know that we're not
here to buy”-he glanced at the sign above the doorway-“wood-work. O do you deny havi ng wat ched
us?”

“Well, no,” Arrapkha began, “but I-*

“And you didn't call the police,” the man continued easily, “because the police often ask
questions you' d rather not answer, right?”

“Sir, | assure you that |-*
“W're looking for the old wonan and the boy who live in that shop.” The nan gl anced briefly back
toward Mother Mstiffs stall. “You wouldn't happen to know where they are, would you?”
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Arrapkha shook his head, his expression blank. “No, sir, | would not.”

“There are signs of a struggle inside. This is a small street. You didn't hear anything, see
anyt hi ng?”

“A struggl e? Dear ne,” Arrapbka nuttered, showi ng signs of distress. “Wll, you know, even though
this is a small street, it can still be very noisy here, even at night. W don’t always pay cl ose
attention.”

“I"I'l bet,” the woman nuttered. “Just like you didn’'t pay attention to all the noise we weren’'t
maki ng while we were letting ourselves into your neighbor’s shop?”

Arrapkha favored her with a wan smile.

“W haven't tinme for these ganes,” the man said inpatiently, reaching into his pants pocket.
“Please, sir and lady.” A |ook of genuine concern cane over Arrapkha' s face. “You said that you
woul dn’t do anyt hi ng-*“

“W won’t.” The man’s hand paused a nonent as he saw t he shopkeeper’s nervous stare. “Even if we
have to, we probably won’t.” He slowy withdrew his hand to bring out a small folder. Arrapkha |et
out a relieved sigh, and studied the contents of the folder. H s eyes wi dened.

The visitor slipped the little case back into his pocket. “Now, then,” he said pleasantly, “I tel
you agai n that we nmean you no harm nor have we any intention of banning the old wonman and her
boy. Quite the contrary. If they' ve been the victins of violence, as seens probable, we need to
know everything you know, so that if they're still alive, we can help them Regardless of what you
may think of us personally and what we stand for, you nust realize that if they' ve met with il
fortune, they' re bound to be better off in our care than in the hands of whoever carried them
away. You can see that, surely.”

“Besides,” his conmpanion added matter-of-factly, “if you don't tell us what you know, we'll escort
you to a place in city center where you'll be strapped into a nachine, and you'll end up telling
us, anyway. It won’t hurt you, but it will waste our tinme. | don't like wasted tinme.” She stared

into his eyes. “Understand?”
Arrapkha nodded sl owy.

“The old wonman you seek-Mther Mastiff?” The nman nodded encouragingly. “lI think | saw her carried
of f by several figures. | couldn't even tell you if they were human or alien. It was dark and
msty.”

“I'sn’t it always here?” the man nuttered. “Go on.”

“That’s all | know, all | saw. ” Arrapkha shrugged. “Truly.” He pointed down the street toward the
gap that separated Mdther Mastiff’s shop fromthe one next to hers. “Through there | saw
struggling shapes in the alley. It still confuses ne. She is a very old woman, quite harm ess.”

“How | ong ago was this?” the nan asked him Arrapkha told him “And the boy? Wat of the boy?”
“He returned hone that sanme night. He often goes off by hinmself until quite late. At |east he's
been doing so for as long as I've known him which is nost of his life.”

“Long sol o wal ks through this city? At his age?” the wonan asked. Arrapkha tried not to show his
surprise at the wonan’s seeningly casual remark. These people knew a great deal in spite of how
far they had conme from

“He’s not your average youth,” Arrapkha infornmed them seeing no harmin doing so. “He’'s grown up
largely on his own here.” He waved toward the brighter lights and the noise that drifted in from
the main avenue. “If you let it, Drallar will mature you quickly.”

“I"'msure.” The man nodded. “You were sayi ng about the boy?”

“He came back that night, saw what had happened, and was very upset. He's an enotional type,

though he fights not to showit, | think. Mother Mastiff is all he has.”
Still the couple did not respond, remaining nmaddeni ngly uninfornative. Arrapkha went on. “He vowed
to find her.

| don’t think he has much chance.”

“He went after her, then?” the wonan asked eagerly. “How | ong ago?”

Arrapkha told her. She nuttered in sone | anguage that Arrapkha did not recognize, then added in
the nore famliar Commonwealth lingua franca to her conpanion, “Only a couple of days. W m ssed
them by a | ousy couple of days.”

“I't’s happened before,” the man rem nded her, seemi ng unperturbed. H s attention returned to
Arrapkha. “Which way did the boy intend to go?”

“l have no idea,” the shopkeeper said.

“You know,” the man said pleasantly, “maybe we just ought to all take that little jaunt downtown
and visit the machine.”

“Please, sir, | tell you truly everything. You have believed ny words until now. Wy should it be
di fferent because the facts no | onger please you? That is not ny fault.Wat reason would | have
for suddenly lying to you?”
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“I don’t know,” the man said in a nore conversational tone. “What reason would you?”

“No reason.” Arrapkha felt his fewwits deserting him “Please, | don’t understand what’s
happeni ng here. It's all very confusing to ne. Wat is all this interest suddenly in poor old

Mot her Mastiff and this Flinx-boy?”

“W'd only confuse you further by telling you, wouldn’t we?” the nan said. “So you have no idea
how t he boy intended to begin his search?”

“None at all because that is all that he told nme,” Arrapkha confessed. “He said only that he was
determined to find her. Then he left.”

“Well, that’s wonderful. That’'s just wonderful,” the nan declared sardonically. “All that work
all that research, and we get them narrowed down to one nodest-size city. Now we get to start al
over again with a whole damm world to cover.”

“I't’s not that bad,” the woman soothed. “The native population is thin outside the city.”

“I't’s not that which worries ne.” The man sounded tired. “lIt’s our happy conpetitors.”

“I think we’ll run into them simltaneously.” The woman gestured at Arrapkha as if he weren't
there. “W’ ve learned all we can fromthis one.”

“Yes. One nore thing, though.” He turned to Arrapkha and handed hima small blue netal box. A
single button marred its otherw se snooth, vitreous surface. “This is a seal ed-beam high-
intensity, |ow power transmitter,” he explained to the shopkeeper. “If either the worman or the boy
shoul d return here, all you have to do is push that button once. That will summon hel p, both for
them and for you. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Arrapkha said slowy. He accepted the netal box, then turned it over in his hand and

i nspected it.

“There is a reward-a considerable reward,” the woman added, “for anyone who assists us in bringing
this matter to a speedy and successful resolution.” She |ooked past him into the little
woodwor ki ng shop. “I don’t know what kind of a life you nake for yourself here, but it can't be
much. This isn't exactly the high-rent district. The reward would anount to nore, nuch nore, than
you're likely to clear in an entire year.”

“It sounds nice,” Arrapkha admtted slowy. “It would be very nice to make a | ot of noney.”
“All right, then,” the man said. “Renenber, the people who' |l show up here in response to a signa
fromthe cube won't necessarily include us, but they' |l be people famliar with our mission. W'l

follow as quickly as we're able. You're certain you understand all this, now?”

“l understand.”

“Fine.” The man did not offer to shake Arrapkha s hand. “Your help is appreciated, and |I'’msorry
if we upset you.”

Arrapkha shrugged. “Life is full of tiny upsets.”

“So it is,” the man agreed. He turned to his conpanion.“Let’s go.
avenue, |eaving Arrapkha standing in front of his shop.

After several hours, Arrapkha put away his woodworking tools, cleaned hinmself, and prepared to
retire. The blue netal cube sat on the stand next to his bed. Arrapkha studied it for a nonent.
Then he picked it up and wal ked into the bathroom Wthout cerenony or hesitation, he dropped it
into the waste-disposal unit and thunbed the “flush” control. He wondered how it would affect the
cube, if it would send any kind of signal, and if those on the receiving end of such a signa
woul d interpret it properly.

Feeling much better, he slipped into bed and went to sl eep

They ran back toward the main

Chapt er Ei ght

The forest was full of revelations for the thoroughly urbanized Flinx. The first few nights were
hard. The silence hit himw th unexpected force, and he found sleeping difficult. Pip spent those
nights in uneasy rest, sensing its nmaster’'s disconfort. Only the stupava, its head bobbing

met hodically with its soft snores, was content.

By the fourth night, Flinx slept soundly, and by the fifth, he was actually enjoying the silence
|’ ve been deceived by circunstances and fate, he thought. This is nuch better than city life.

True, he missed the color, the excitenent, the ever-shifting | andscape of beings from dozens of
wor | ds paradi ng through the narketplace and the wealthy inurbs, the snmells of different foods and
the sounds of sinister bargains being consunmated. Nor did the forest offer himany opportunity to
practice his skills: there wasn't anything to steal. The woods gave freely of their bounty. It was
all too easy, sonehow.

He had al nost rel axed when the squook surprised him It shot out of its hole in the ground,
startling the stupava and nearly causing it to buck Flinx off. The squook was, like its near-
relative the canish, a hyperactive grounddwel ling carnivore. It was somewhat | arger, boasting
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claws the length of Flinx's own fingers. The slim brown-and-black-striped body was built lowto
the ground. It spent the majority of its life burrow ng, searching out other, herbivorous
burrowers, but it occasionally would erupt fromits hole in an attenpt to snag and drag down sone
| arger prey.

The critter had evidently mistaken the conparatively |ight footsteps of the stupava for those of a
much smaller aninmal. The bird squawked and wenched at its reins while Flinx fought to bring it
under control. At its master's surge of alarm Pip had instantly |eaped clear and now hovered
menaci ngly over the occupi ed burrow.

The squook favored the minidrag with an inpressive snarl but could only glare at its airborne
nenesis. Though the riding bird was clearly afraid of it, the squook still had a healthy respect
for the bird s long, powerfully nuscled legs. Still, if it could just get its teeth around one of
those legs, it could bring the large nmeal to the ground.

But it wasn't so sure about the human perched on the bird' s back. Though uncommon t hereabouts,
humans were not unknown to the inhabitants of that part of the great forest. A squook could kill a
human, but the reverse was also true. And then there was that peculiar and utterly unfaniliar

hunm ng thing that darted through the air overhead. That nmade three opponents, one alien and
unpredi ctabl e, the other two potentially dangerous. Letting out a last, disgruntled snarl, the
squook backed into its burrow and expanded to fill the opening. Wth only its nuzzle showing, it
sat there and set up a steady warni ng bark

Flinx finally got the stupava back under control and urged it forward. The angry calls of the
squook receded slowly behind him

There had been no real danger, he thought. On the other hand, if he had lost his saddle and fallen
off-he recalled clearly the long, toothy snout of the carnivore and watched the forest with nore
respect.

Not hi ng el se energed to nenace them They encountered nothing larger than the many soaring rodents
whi ch Inhabited that part of the forest. Pip anused itself by flying circles around them for they
were natural gliders rather than true fliers. They could do nothing but squeak angrily at the
intruder as it executed intricate aerial maneuvers in their mdst. Those that chattered and
conpl ai ned the | oudest, the flying snake selected for |unch

"That's enough. Pip," Flinx called out to the gallivanting m nidrag one day. "Leave them al one and
get down here." Responding to the urgency of its master's nmind, the flying snake stopped
tornenting the flying rodents and zi pped down to wap itself gently around Flinx's neck

The inn they were approachi ng was one of hundreds that forned an i nformal backwoods network in the
uni nhabited parts of the vast forests. Such establishnents provided tenporary home to hardwood
merchants and cutters, sightseers, fishernmen and hunters, prospectors, and other nonadic types.
There were nore inns than a casual observer mght expect to find because there were nore nomads.
They liked the endl ess forest. The trees conceal ed many people and a conparable quantity of sin
Flinx tethered the stupava in the ani mal conpound, next to a pair of nuccax. The inn door sensed
his presence and slid aside, admitting him Snoke rose froma central chimey, but the stone
fireplace was nore for atnosphere than for heating. The latter was handl ed by thernmal coils
runni ng beneath the inn floors. Many of the structures dotting the forest were rustic only in
appearance, their innards as nodemin design and construction as the shuttleport outside Drallar.
The of fworl der tourists who canme to Moth to sanple the delights of its wilderness generally liked
their rough accommodati ons the same as their liquor: neat.

"Hell o." The innkeeper was only a few years older than Flinx. "You're out by yourself?" He
glanc'ed at Pip. "That's an interesting pet you have."

"Thanks," Flinx said absently, ignoring the first comment. "Wat tinme do you serve nidday neal ?"
He | ooked |l ongingly toward the nearby dining room calculating what remained on his credcard. At
the present rate, he would starve before he could catch up to his quarry.

"You don't want a room then?"

"No, thanks." He would sleep in a tube tent in the forest, as usual. Exhaustion made him sl eep as
soundly these days as any soft bed.

"What about your ani mal ?" The i nnkeeper gestured toward the ani mal conpound outsi de.

"He'll be all right."

The young innkeeper |ooked indifferent. A pleasant enough sort, Flinx thought, but sheltered-Iike
so many of

his potential friends back in Drallar.

"You can get a neal here anytime. W're all autoserve here. This isn't a fancy place. W can't
afford a live kitchen."

"The machines will be fine for nme," Flinx told him He wal ked through the entry area and on into
the dining room Oher people were already seated about, enjoying their food. There was a young
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touring couple and one solitary

man far back in a corner. After the usual curious glance at Pip, they ignored the newconer.

Fl i nx wal ked over to the autochef, his nmouth watering. Living off the land was fine for the
stupava, but occasionally he needed sonething neither stale nor dehydrated. He nade his selections
fromthe extensive list, inserted his card, and waited while it processed the request. Two m nutes
| ater he picked up his neal, chose a table, and dug into the roast, fried tuber, and crisp green
vegetable. Two tall cups of domestic coffee-substitute washed it down.

The innkeeper strolled in. He chatted a nonent with the couple, then sauntered over to Flinx's
tabl e. Despite his desire for solitude, Flinx didn't feel nuch like arguing, so he said nothing
when the ' keeper pulled over a chair and sat down near by.

"Excuse ne," the young nman said cheerfully. "I don't see nany people nmy own age here, |let alone
anyone younger traveling on his own-certainly never with so interesting a conpanion." He pointed
to Pip.

The flying snake had slithered down fromFlinx's neck and was sprawl ed across the table, gulping
down green seeds. They conplenented a steady diet of arboreal rodents. The seeds really weren't
necessary, but the mnidrag was not one to pass up a neal that couldn't fight back

"What are you doing out here all by yourself?"

A real diplomat, this one, Flinx thought to himself. "I"'mlooking for a friend," he expl ai ned,
chewi ng anot her chunk of roast.

"No one's left any nmessages for you here if that's what you' re wondering," the innkeeper said.
"The friends I'mlooking for don't like to | eave nessages,"” Flinx said between nouthfuls. "Maybe
you' ve seen them " he asked wi thout nuch hope. "A very old worman is traveling with them"

"W don't get many very old people out this way," the innkeeper confessed. "They stay closer to
the city. That's what's so funny." Flinx stopped in mdchew "There was a group in here just
recently that might be the friends you' re |ooking for."

Flinx swallowed carefully. "This old woman is short, a good deal shorter than nme. She's close to a
hundred. "

"Except for her nmouth, which, is a |ot younger?"

"You' ve seen her!" The neal was suddenly forgotten

"Five days ago," the innkeeper said. Flinx's heart sank. The di stance between them was i ncreasing,
not grow ng shorter

"Did you happen to see which way they went?"

"Their nudder took off al nost due north. | thought that was odd, too, because the line of inns
nmost tourists follow runs pretty nuch northwest fromhere, not north. There are a few | odges due
north, of course, up in the Lakes District, but not nmany. They were a funny bunch, and not just
because the old woman was with them They didn't |ook |ike sightseers or fishermen."

Trying not to show too nuch anxiety, Flinx forced hinmself to finish the rest of his neal. It
wasn't that he didn't appreciate the help, but the tal kative youth seenmed just the type to blab to
anyone who might be curious about a visiting stranger, including the forest patrol. Flinx did not
want anyone slowi ng his pursuit with awkward questi ons-especially since he intended to increase
his speed as soon as feasible and |like as not by nethods the police would frown upon. Nor had he
forgotten the watchman in Drallar whose hel pful ness had nearly turned to interference.

"You' ve been a big help," he told the other

"What's all this about?" the innkeeper persisted as Flinx finished the last of his food and | et
Pip slide up his proffered armand onto his shoul der. "Wat's going on?"

Flinx thought frantically. What could he say to keep this | oudnouthed i nnocent fromcalling up the
patrol ?

"They're on vacation-ny great-grandnother and sone other relatives. They argue a lot." The

i nnkeeper nodded knowingly. "I wasn't supposed to be able to go along," Flinx continued with a
wink. "But | slipped away fromny studies, and |'ve sort of been playing at trailing them You
know. Wen they get to the | odge where they'Il be spending the rest of the nonth, |I'm going to pop
in and surprise them Once | land in their |laps, they can hardly send nme hone, can they?"

"I get it." The innkeeper snmled. "I won't tell anyone."

"Thanks." Flinx rose. "Food's good." He gathered up Pip and headed for the door

"Hey," the innkeeper called out at a sudden thought, "what |odge are your relatives headed for?"
But Flinx was already gone.

Qut side, he hurriedly nounted his stupava and turned it into the woods. Five days, he thought
worriedly. Two nore at this pace and they woul d be ten ahead of him The stupava was doing its
best, but that was not going to be good enough. Sonehow he had to increase his speed. He reined in
and let the bird catch its breath as he extracted a ten-centineter-square sheet of plastic from
hi s backpack. It was half a centinmeter thick and had cost himplenty back in the marketplace, but
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he could hardly have risked this journey without it. A series of contact switches ran down the
left side of the plastic. He touched the uppernost one, and the sheet pronptly lit up. Additional
mani pul ation of the controls produced a map of the forest, and further adjustnents zoonmed in on a
bl omup of his i mediate surroundings.

He entered the nane of the inn where he had had his hasty neal. Instantly, the map shifted
position. It was as if he were flying above an abstract |andscape. Wen the i nage settled, he
wi dened the field of view, expanding the map until it included several other inns and a snall town

that he had unknowi ngly skirted the previous day. He touched controls, and the map zooned in on
the town. On its fringe was a small wood-processing plant, several mnor commercial structures, a
forest service station, and a communi cati ons supply-and-repair termnal. He thought about trying
the forest service station first, then decided that of all the structures it was the one nost
likely to be nmanned around the clock. That |eft the communi cations depot. He turned off the map
replaced it carefully in his pack, and chucked the reins. The bird whistled and started forward.
Ni ght was falling, and soon the sun would have settled conpl etely behind the shielding clouds. One
thing he could count on was the absence of npon-even Fl ane's maroon gl ow coul d not penetrate the
cl oud cover that night.

Though he had conpletely missed the town, it was not far off. The buil dings were scattered across
alittle knoll the driest |and around-and renai ned hi dden by trees until he was right on top of
them Mst of the hones and apartments were |l ocated across the knoll. To his left was a | ow,
ranbling structure in which a few lights shone behi nd doubl e-gl azed wi ndows: the forest station.
The conmuni cati ons depot was 'directly ahead of him He slid easily off the back of the stupava,
tied it to a nearby log, and waited for nidnight.

A single, three-neter-high fence ran around the depot, enclosing the servicing yard. Flinx could
make out the sil houettes of several |arge vehicles designed for traveling through the dense forest
with a full conplenent of crew and equipnent. Flinx wasn't interested in them They were too big,
too awkward for his needs. Surely there had to be sonething better suited to his purpose parked

i nsi de the machi ne-shod beyond. There had better be. He doubted that the sawmill or smaller
comerci al buil dings woul d have anyt hing better to offer.

He nade certain the stupava's bonds were |loose. If he failed, he would need the riding bird in a
hurry, and if he succeeded, the stupava would grow restl ess before too | ong and woul d break free
to find its way back to Drallar and its barn. That was another reason Flinx had chosen the riding
bird over the toadlike rmuccax: a nmuccax had no hom ng instinct

Wth Pip coiled firmy around his left shoul der, he nmade his way down through the night mst. The
yard was not paved, but the ground there had been packed to a conparative dryness and he was able
to nove silently along the fence. He carefully nade a conplete circuit of both yard and buil di ngs.
No Iights were visible, nor did he see any suggestion of alarm beans. Though he had circunvented
antitheft equi pnent before, this would be the first tine he had tried to break into a governnent-
owned facility.

The fence arched outward at the top, a design that woul d make clinbing over it difficult, and he
could clearly see transnmitter points positioned atop each post, ready to set off the alarmif
anything interrupted their circuit. Flinx |lowered his gaze to the back gate. The catch there
appeared to be purely nmechanical, alnost too sinple. He could open it wi thout any special tools.
The catch to the catch was a duplicate of the units that ran along the crest of the fence. He
coul d not open the latch without interrupting the beamand setting off the alarm

Cutting through the mesh of the fence itself was out of the question. The neal was sensitized:
any nonprogranmed disruption of its structure would sound the alarmas surely as if he had tried
to knock a section over with a dozer

Nudgi ng Pip aside, Flinx slipped off his backpack and hunted through it. In addition to the
concentrated foods and basic nedical supplies, he carried equi pment that would have shocked the

i nnkeeper who had chatted with himearlier that day. He didn't need long to find what he was

| ooking for. Fromthe pack he extracted one of several odd lengths of wire. A single contact
switch was spliced to its center. Making certain the switch was open, he | ooped one end of the
wire carefully around the tiny transmtter point on the left side of the gate latch. Gently, he
fornmed the wire into an arch and brought it across the long latch to loop it over the transmitter
on the opposite side. A minuscule LED on the wire's switch glowed a satisfying green

Then out of the backpack Flinx took a small, oddly formed piece of dull netal, inserted it into
the gate lock, and turned it a couple of times. In the heat fromhis hand, the nmetal softened and
fl owed obediently. The latch clicked.. Holding the netal tool with only two fingers, Flinx

| owered the heat it was absorbing until it resolidified, and then turned it. He heard asecond,

softer click fromthe latch. He pulled it free, put a hand on the gate, and pushed. It noved two
meters inward, swaying slightly on its supports. He hesitated. No audi ble alarmran through the
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ni ght. He hoped that a rural cumunity would have no need of silent alarnms. Still, he gathered up
his tools and backpack and retreated hastily to the forest.

He waited until half an hour had passed w thout anyone's appearing to check the gate or the yard,
then he crept back to the fence. The gate still sat ajar. The glass fiber, looped fromtermnal to
termnal, pernitted the alarmbeamto flow uninterrupted, but there would be a probl em when he had
to open the gate farther than the Iength of the wire all owed.

He slipped easily into the maintenance yard. Pip flew over the fence and hovered just above its
master's tousled hair

Flinx searched the yard. There was still no hint that his intrusion had been detected. The
machi ne shed lay directly in front of him doorless and open to the night. He used the huge repair
vehicles for cover as he nmade his way into the shed. Anpong the equi pnment and supplies were a pair
of two-passenger nmudders. His heart beat a little faster. The conpact vehicles bad flared
under si des and encl osed cabs to protect pilot and passenger in side-by-side confort.

He tried them both. Junping the sinmple electric engines was easy enough. He grew anxi ous when the
fuel gauge on the first machine didn't react, indicating an enpty storage cell, but the second
nmudder showed a ni nety-five-percent charge. That was better than good; it was critical, because he
doubt ed he woul d have access to recharge stations where he was goi ng.

Since the depot remai ned peaceful, Flinx ganbled his success thus far to resolve one additiona
difficulty: the nudder's government marldngs. In a storage cabinet, he found dozens of cans of
catal ytic bonding paint. He chose a couple of cans of brown. After a nmoment's thought, he went
back to the cabinet and sel ected an additional canister of red. He had never had a persona
transport of his own-as long as he was going to add a little art, he mght as well put sonme flash
into it. Besides, that would be nore in keeping with the character of a sixteen-year old boy. The
trees would still conceal it well.

When he had finished spraying the nudder, he clinbed into the pilot's seat. Pip settled into the
enpty one al ong-side. The controls were sinple and straightforward, as he'd expected. His right
hand went to the little steering wheel, his left to the junp he had installed beneath the dash.
The engine cane to life, its steady humlittle |Iouder than Pip's. A nudge on the accel erator sent
the nmudder forward. The single, w de-beam searchlight nounted on its nose renmi ned dark. It would
stay that way until he was sure he was safe.

He drove into the yard, and still there was no sign of concern fromthe nearby buildings. At the
gate, he left the craft on hover and junped out. Patching his remaining passfibers onto the first,
he was able to open the gate wi de enough for the nudder to pass through. He was so fearful of
bei ng spotted that he nearly forgot to duck as he drove through the gap-the fibers that served to
fool the alarm system al nost decapitated him

Then he was out through the gate, on the snoboth surface bordering the depot. In nonments, he was
conceal ed by the forest. A touch on a dash control |ocked the transparent plastic done over his
head, shutting out the nmist. Another control set the craft's heater to thrumming. For the first
time since he had left Drallar, he was warm

He held the nudder's speed down until he was well away fromthe town. Then he felt safe in turning
on the searchlight. The hi gh-power beam pi erced the darkness and reveal ed pat hs between the trees.
Now he was able to accel erate, and soon the nudder was skipping al ong over the nmoist earth. Too
fast, perhaps, for night-driving, but Flinx wanted to nake up time on his quarry. And he was a
little drunk with success.

It wouldn't have been that easy in Drallar, he told hinself. Qut here, where there wasn't nuch to
steal, he had succeeded because thieves were scarce.

The undersi de of the nudder was coated with a special hydrophobic polyresin that allowed it to
slide across a noist but solid surface with alnost no friction, propelled by the single electric
jet located in the vehicle's stem It also nade very little noise; not that he could detect any
sign of pursuit. The nudder's conpass control kept him beaded north.

It was midnmomi ng before Flinx finally felt the need to stop. He used daylight and the canister of
red paint to decorate the brown vehicle, adding decorative stripes to side and front. It took his
m nd off his problens for a little while. Then he was traveling again, in a craft no casual
observer woul d ever have ni staken for a sober governnment vehicle.

The night before there had been a touch of a nental tingle of alnost painful famliarity. As
usual , it vanished the instant he sought to concentrate on it, but he felt sure that that touch
had reached out to himfrom sonewhere to the north.

Confi dent and confortable, he soared along with the done retracted. Suddenly, the air turned gray
with thousands of furry bodies no bigger than his little finger. They swarned about himon tiny
menbr anous wi ngs, and he swatted at themwith his free hand as he slowed the car to a craw . They
were so dense he couldn't see clearly.
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Pip was delighted, both with the opportunities for play and for dining. Soon the storm of
mniature fliers becane so thick that Plinx had to bring the nmudder to a conplete halt for fear of
runni ng i nto sonething ahead. At |east now he could use both hands to beat at them

He hesitated to close the protective done for fear of panicking the dozens that would inevitably
be trapped inside. Besides, except for blocking his view, they weren't bothering him Their square
little teeth were designed for cracking the hulls of nuts and seeds, and they showed no interest
inlive flesh. They had |l arge bright-yellow eyes, and two thin |legs suitable for grasping
branches. Flinx wondered at them as well as how long it would be before they noved on and he
could resune his journey.

Suddenly, the air was full of whooshing sounds. The earth erupted head-sized round shapes. Flinx
saw long thin snouts full of needlelike teeth and multiple arms projecting fromnarrow bodi es. The
whooshi ng noi se was conposed of a long series of explosive popping sounds.

He squinted through the mass of fliers and saw one creature after another energe fromvertica
burrows. The poppers were bl ack-bodied with yell ow and orange variolitic colorings. They becane
airborne by inflating a pair of sausage-shaped air sacs attached to their spines-by regulating the
anount of air in the sacs, the animals could control not only their altitude but their direction.
They lit into the swarmof fliers, utilizing long, thin snouts to snatch one after another from
the air. Once a popper had nade several catches, it would deflate its air sacs and settle
parachutelike to the ground. They al ways seenmed to land directly above their respective burrows,
down which they would pronptly vani sh

When neither the cloud of fliers nor attacking poppers showed any signs of thinning, Flinx made
the decision to nove forward. He traveled slowy, picking his way through the trees. He had
travel ed nearly a kiloneter before the swarns started to di sperse, and eventually he passed into
open forest once again. A backward gl ance showed a solid wall of gray, black, and yell ow orange
shifting |ike snoke among the trees. It took a moment before he realized something was m ssing
fromthe nudder.

"Pi p?" The minidrag was not coiled on the passenger seat, nor was it drifting on the air currents
above the nudder.

It took Flinx several worried mnutes before he |located his pet Iying on its belly in the storage
conpartnent behind the seats, swollen to three times its usual dianeter. It had thoroughly gorged
itself on the tasty little gray fliers. Flinx was convinced that his currently imuobile conpanion
did not |look at all well.

"That' |l teach you to make a durq of yourself," he told his pet. The mnidrag noved once, slowy,
before giving up totally on the effort. It would be a while before it flew again, even to its
master's shoul der.

Flinx continued northward, hardly pausing to sleep. Two days had passed since he had appropriated
the mudder. Gven the likely laxity of rural bureaucratic types, it might be sonme tinme before its
absence was remarked upon. By the time soneone figured out that a real theft had been pulled off,
Flinx woul d be two hundred kil oneters away, and the |local authorities would have no way of know ng

whi ch direction he had taken. Skimm ng al ong just above the surface, a nudder left no trail. Its
sinple electric jet emtted practically no waste heat to be detected fromthe air. But Flinx did
not expect any kind of elaborate pursuit, not for a single, small, conparatively inexpensive
vehi cl e.

He continued to wonder about all the effort and expense someone was going through to abduct a
harm ess old woman. The inplausibility of the whole situation served only to heighten his anxiety
and did nothing to danpen his anger or determ nation.

Several days went by before he detected the change in the air. It was an alien feeling, sonething
he coul dn't place. The ommi present danpness renai ned, but it had beconme sharper, nore direct in
his nostrils. "Now what do you suppose that is, Pip?" he nmurnured al oud. The flying snake woul d

not have answered had it been able. Al its efforts and energies were still directed to the task
of digesting fur, neat, and bone.
The nudder noved up a slight hill. At its crest a gap in the trees reveal ed a scene that took

Flinx's breath away. At first, he thought he had sonehow stunbled onto the ocean. No, he knew that
couldn't be. No ocean lay -north fromDrallar, not until one reached the frozen pole or unless one
travel ed east or west for thousands of kiloneters.

Though the body of water |ooked Iike an ocean, he recognized it for what it was: a | ake, one of
the hundreds that occupied the territory fromhis present position northward to the arctic. No
sunlight shone directly on it, for the clouds were as thick here as they were in distant Drallar
but enough light filtered through to create a glare-a glare that exploded off that vast sheet of
water to reflect fromthe cloud cover overhead and bounced again fromthe water.

The- Bl ue- That - Bl i nded, Flinx thought. He knew enough of Mdth's geography to recognize the first of
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the | akes which bore that collective description. The | ake itself he could not put a name to, not
wi thout his map. It was only one of hundreds of similarly inpressive bodies of fresh water whose
nanmes he had had no need to nenorize during his readings, for he had never expected to visit that
part of the world.

The glare inprisoned between surface and clouds brought tears to his eyes as he headed t he nudder
toward the water's edge. The | ake bl ocked his path northward. He needed to know whether to skirt
it to the east or the west or to attenpt a crossing. He had no way of figuring out what his quarry
had done.

The weather was calm Only a nodest chop broke the otherw se snboth expanse before him A nudder
could travel over water as well as land, provided its charge held out; if not, the vehicle would
si nk qui ckly.

Flinx decided that the first thing he needed was sone advice. So he turned to his map, which
showed a single, isolated | odge just to the east. He headed for it.

The building canme into view ten mnutes later, a large ranbling structure of native stone and
wood. Boats were tied up to the single pier out back. Several |and vehicles were parked near the
front. Flinx tensed nonentarily, then rel axed. None of the craft displayed governnent markings.
Surely his theft had been discovered by now, but it was likely that the search would tend nore in
the direction of populated areas to the south-toward Drallar-rather than into the trackl ess north.

Nevert hel ess, he took a nmonment to inspect the assenbl ed vehicles carefully. Al four were
deserted. Two of them were tracked-strictly land transportation. The others were nudders, |arger
and fancier than his own, boasting thickly uphol stered | ounges and sel f-darkening protective
donmes. Private transport, he knew. More confortable than his own craft but certainly no nore
durabl e. There was no sign of riding animals. Probably anyone who could afford to travel this far
north could afford nechani zed transportation

Fl i nx brought the nudder to a stop al ongside the other vehicles and took the precaution of

di sconnecting the ignition junper. It wouldn't do to have a curious passer-by spy the obviously
illegal nodification. The nudder settledto the ground, and he stepped out over the nudguard onto
the surface

The parking area had not been pounded hard and snmooth, and his boots picked up plenty of nuck as
he wal ked up to the wooden steps | eading inside. Suction hoses cleaned off nost of the nud. The
steps led onto a covered porch popul ated by the kind of rustic wooden furniture so popular with
tourists who liked to feel they were roughing it. Beyond was a narrow hall paneled with peel ed,
glistening tree trunks, stained dark

Flinx thought the inn a likely place to obtain infornmation about |ake conditions, but before that,
sonet hing equal |y i nportant demanded his attention. Food. He could snell it somewhere cl ose by,
and he owed hinmself a break fromthe concentrates that had been fueling himfor many days. Hi s
credcard still showed a positive balance, and there was no telling when he woul d be fortunate
enough to encounter honest cooking again. Nor would he have to worry about curious stares from

ot her patrons-Pip, still unable to eat, would not be dining with himthis tinme. He inhal ed deeply.
It alnost snelled as if the food were being prepared by a |ive chef instead of a nmmchine.

Flinx found his way to the broad, exposed-beamdining room The far wall had a fire blazing in a
rock fireplace. To the left lay the source of the wonderful aroma: a real kitchen. A couple of
furry shapes snored peacefully nearby. An ol der couple sat near the entrance. They were absorbed
in their meal and didn't even turn to ook up at him Two younger couples ate and chatted cl ose by
the fireplace. In the back comer was a group of oldsters, all clad in heavy north-country attire.
He started down the few steps into the dining room intending to question soneone in the kitchen
about the possibility of a neal. Suddenly, sonething hit his mind so hard he had to | ean agai nst
the nearby wall for support.

Two younger nen had entered the dining roomfroma far, outside door. They were talking to the
group of diners in the far corner. No one had | ooked toward Flinx; no one had said a word to him
He tottered away fromthe wall, caught and bal anced hinself at the old couple's table. The man

| ooked up fromhis plate at the uninvited visitor and frowned.

"You feeling poorly, son?"

Flinx didn't answer, but continued to stare across the room Faces-he couldn't nake out faces
beneath all that heavy clothing. They remained hidden from his sight-but not from sonething el se
He spoke sharply, unthinkingly.

" Mot her ?"

Chapter N ne
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One of the bundled figures spun in its chair to gape at him Her eyes were wide with surprise as
well as with a warning Flinx ignhored. She started to rise from her seat.

The rest of the group gazed at the young man standi ng across the room One of the younger nen put
a hand on Mother Mastiff's shoul der and forced her back into her chair. She pronmptly bit him The
man' s conpani on pul |l ed sonmet hing out of a coat pocket and started toward Flinx. The group's
stunned expressions, brought on by Flinx's unexpected appearance, had turned grim

FI i nx searched the floor and walls nearby, found the switch he was hunting for, and stabbed at it.
The lights in the dining roomwent out, |eaving only the dimdaylight fromthe far w ndows to
illumnate the room

What a fantastic Tal ent he possessed, he thought as he dove for cover. It had reacted sharply to
Mot her Mastiff's presence-after he had all but tripped over her

The roomfilled with screans fromthe regul ar guests, mixed with the curses of those Flinx had
surprised. He did not try to nake his way toward the table where Mother Mastiff was being held; he
had been through too many street fights for that. Keeping the layout of the dining roomin his
mnd, he retreated and dropped to a crawl, taking the Iong way around the roomtoward the table in
an attenpt to sneak behind her captors. Three had been seated at the table with her, plus the two
who had arrived later. Five opponents.

"Where is he-sonebody get sonme lights!" Very helpful of them Flinx nused, to let himknow their

| ocation. He would have to nake use of the information quickly, he knew. Soon one of the guests,
or a | odge enployee, would have the lights back on, robbing himof his only advantage.

A sharp crackling richocheted around the room acconpanied by a brief flash of Ilight. One of the
ot her guests screanmed a warning. Flinx smled to hinself. Wth every-one bugging the floor, that
ought to keep the lights off a little |onger

A second bolt split the air at table | evel, passing close enough to set his skin twtching.

Paral ysis beam Though Flinx took some confort fromthis denonstrati on of his opponent's intent
not to shoot to kill, he did not stop to think why they m ght take such care. The ki dnappers
continued to fire blindly through the darkness. Wth those nerve-petrifying beans filling the
room no enployee was likely to take a stab at a light switch

Grateful once nore for his small size, Flinx kept noving on his belly until he reached the far
wall. At the sane time, the randomfiring ceased. |nmagining one of his opponents feeling along the
wall's in search of a light switch, Flinx readied hinself for a hurried crawl past the glow of the
fireplace. Then someone let out a violent curse, and he heard the sound of chair and table going
over very close by. Flinx's hand went to his boot. He rose to a crouching position, waiting.
Agai n, he heard the sound of stunbling, |ouder and just ahead. He put his hand on a nearby chair
and shoved it into the darkness. A man appeared in the glow fromthe fireplace, and a flash

envel oped the chair. Flinx darted in behind the man and used the stiletto as ol d Makepeace had
instructed him The man was twice Flinx's size, but his flesh was no tougher than anyone el se's.
He exhal ed once, a sharp wheeze, before collapsing in a heap. Flinx darted forward, out of the
illuminating glare of the fire.

"Erin," a voice called uncertainly, "you okay?" Several new flashes filled the air, striking the
stone around the fireplace where Flinx had stood nonents earlier. If the intent of those shots was
to catch Flinx unaware, they failed; on the other hand, they did force himto hug the floor again.
Moments later, the |lights wi nked back on, shockingly bright. Flinx tensed beneath the table that
sheltered him but he needn't have worried. The party of travelers had fled, along with the
remai ni ng paral ysi s-beam wi el der and Mdther Mastiff.

Flinx clinmbed to his feet. The other guests renmi ned cowering on the floor. There was no hint of
what had brought the lights back to |life, and he had no tine to think about it.

The door at the far end of the roomwas ajar. It led out onto a curving porch. He hurried to it
but paused just inside to throw a chair out ahead of him Wen no one fired on it, he took a deep
breath and junped out, rolling across the porch and springing out of the roll into a fighting
crouch.

There was no eneny waiting to confront himthe porch was deserted. The beach off to the left was
not. Two nudders were parked on the shore. As Flinx watched hel plessly, the travelers he had
sought for so long piled into the two crafts. Heedl ess now of his own safety, he charged down the
steps onto the slight slope |eading toward the | ake shore. The first nmudder was al ready cruising
across the wave tops. By the tine he reached the water's edge and sank exhausted to his knees, the
usel ess knife held linply in his right hand, both craft were already well out on the | ake surface
itself.

Fighting for breath, Flinx forced hinself erect and started back up the sl ope. He would have to go
after themquickly. If he lost sight of themon the vast |ake, he would have no way of know ng on
whi ch far shore they woul d energe. He staggered around the front of the | odge and grabbed at the
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entrance to his nudder. A supine and unsettled shape stared back at him Pip | ooked distinctly
unhappy. It flittered once, then coll apsed back onto the seat.

"Fine help you were," Flinx snapped at his pet. The mnidrag, if possible, nanaged to | ook even
nore niserable. Clearly, it had sensed danger to Flinx and had tried to go to his aid, but sinply
couldn't nmanage to get airborne.

Flinx started to clinb into the cab when a voice and a hand on his shoul der restrained him "Just

a mnute." Flinx tensed, but a glance at Pip showed that the flying snake was not reacting
def ensi vel y.
"l can't," he started to say as he turned. Wen he saw who was confronting him he found hinsel f

able only to stare.
She seened to tower over him though in reality she was no nore than a couple of centineters

taller. Black hair fell in tight ringlets to her shoul ders. Her bush jacket was tucked into pants
that were tucked into | ow boots. She was slimbut not skinny. The mouth and nose were child-sized,
t he cheekbones hi gh beneath huge, ow -1like brown eyes. Her skin was nearly as dark as Flinx's, but

it was a product of the glare fromthe nearby | ake and not heredity. She was the nobst strikingly
beauti ful woman he had ever seen

He tracked down his voice and nunbl ed, "I have to go after them" The hand renai ned on his

shoul der. He night have thrown it off, and mi ght not.

"My nanme's Lauren Wal der," she said. "I'mthe general nanager at Granite Shallows." Her voice was
full of barely controlled fury as she used her head to gesture toward the |ake. Ringlets flew
"What have you to do with those idiots?"

"They' ve ki dnapped ny nother, the woman who adopted ne," he explained. "I don't know why, and
don't much care right now. | just want to get her back."

"You're a little out-nunbered, aren't you?"

"I"'mused to that." He pointed toward the dining-roomw ndows and the still-open porch doorway.
"I't's not ne lying dead on your floor in there."

She frowned at him draw ng her brows together. "How do you know the man's dead?"

"Because | killed him"

"I see," she said, studying himin a new light. "Wth what ?"

"My stiletto," he said.

"I don't see any stiletto.

She | ooked hi mup and down.

"You' re not supposed to. Look, I've got to go. If | get too far behind them"
"Take it easy," she said, trying to soothe him "I've got something |I have to show you."
"You don't seemto understand,” he said insistently. "lI've no way to track them | won't know

where they touch [ and and-"
"Don't worry about it. You won't |ose them"™
"How do you know?"

"Because we'll run themdown in a little while. Let themrelax and think they've escaped." Her
fingers tightened on his shoulder. "I promse you we'll catch them"

"Well ..." He spared another glance for Pip. Maybe in a little while the flying snake woul d be
ready to take to the air. That could nmake a significant difference in any fight to cone. "If

you're sure ..
She nodded once, appearing as conpetent as she was beautiful. Lodge manager, he thought. She ought
to know what she was tal king about. He could trust her for a few m nutes, anyway.

"What's so inportant to show ne?" he asked.

"Cone with ne." Her tone was still soaked with anger. She led himback into the | odge, across the
porch and back into the dining room Several nenbers of her staff were treating one of the wonen
who had been di ning when the Iights had gone out and the guns had gone off. Her husband and
conpani ons were hovering anxiously over her; and she was panting heavily, holding one hand to her
chest .

"Heart condition," Lauren explained tersely.

Fl i nx | ooked around. Tables and chairs were still overturned, but there was no other indication
that a desperate fight had been fought in the room Paralysis beans did not danage inani nate

obj ects. The man he had slain had been noved by | odge personnel. He was gl ad of that.

Lauren led himtoward the kitchen. Lying next to the doorway were the pair of furry shapes he had
noti ced when he had first entered the room Up close, he could see their round faces, twisted in
agony. The short stubby legs were curled tightly beneath the fuzzy bodies. Their fur was a rust
red except for yellow circles around the eyes, which were shut tight. Permanently.

"Sennar and Soba." Lauren spoke while gazing at the dead animals with a m xture of fury and hurt.
"They're wervils-or were," she added bitterly. "I raised themfromkittens. Found them abandoned
in the woods. They liked to sleep here by the kitchen. Everybody liked to feed them They nust
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have nmoved at the wong tinme. In the dark, one of those"-she used a word Flinx didn't recognize,
whi ch was unusual in itself-"must have m staken them for you. They were firing at anything that
moved, |'ve been told." She paused a nonent, then added, "You nust have the luck of a pregnant
Yax'm They hit just about everything in the room except you."

"I was down on the floor," Flinx explained. "I only stand up when | have to."

"Yes, as that one found out." She jerked a thunmb in the direction of the nmain hall. Flinx could
see attendants wapping a body in | odge sheets. He was a little startled to see how big his
opponent had actually been. In the dark, though, it's only the size of your knife that matters.
"They didn't have to do this," the nmanager was nurnuring, staring at the dead aninals. "They
didn't have to be so dammed indiscrimnate. Four years |'ve coddl ed those two. Four years. "They
never showed anyt hing but |love to anyone who ever went near them" Flinx waited quietly.

After a while, she gestured for himto follow her. They wal ked out into the main hall, down a side
corridor, and entered a storeroom Lauren unlocked a transparent wall case and renoved a | arge,
conpl ex-1ooking rifle and a couple of small, wheel -shaped plastic containers. She snapped one of

theminto the large slot set in the underside of the rifle. The weapon seened too bul ky for her
but she swung it easily across her back and set her right armthrough the support strap. She added
a pistol to her service belt, then | ed himback out into the corridor.

"I'"ve never seen a gun like that before." Flinx indicated the rifle. "What do you hunt with it?"
"I't's not for hunting," she told him "Fishing gear. Each of those clips"-and she gestured at the
wheel - shapes she had handed over to Flinx-"holds about a thousand darts. Each dart carries a few
mlliliters of an extrenely potent neurotoxm Prick your finger on one end ..." She shrugged

meani ngful |y.

"The darts are |oaded into the clips at the factory in Drallar, and then the clips are sealed. You
can't get a dart out unless you fire it through this." She patted the butt of the rifle, then
turned a corner. They were back in the nmain hallway.

"You use a gun to kill fish?"

She snmiled across at him Not nuch of a smile but a first, he thought. "You ve never been up
to The-Bl ue-That-Blinded before, have you?"

"I"'ve lived ny whole Iife in Drallar,” he said, which for all practical purposes was the truth.
"W don't use these to kill the fish," she explained. "Only to slow themup if they get too close
to the boat."

Fl i nx nodded, trying to picture the weapon in use. He knew that the |akes of The-Bl ue-That-Bl i nded
were home to sonme big fish, but apparently he had never realized just how big. O course, if the

fish were proportional to the size of the lakes ... "How big is this |ake?"
"Patra? Barely a couple of hundred kilonmeters across. A pond. The really big | akes are further off
to the northwest, |ike Turquoi se and Hanamar. Geographers are always argui ng over whether they

shoul d be called | akes or inland seas. Geographers are damm fools."

They exited fromthe |lodge. At least it wasn't raining, Flinx thought. That should make tracking
the fleeing nudders a little easier.

Flinx junped, slightly when sonething | anded heavily on his shoulder. He stared down at it with a
di sapproving | ook. "About tinme." The flying snake steadied hinmself on his master but did not neet
his eyes.

"Now that's an interesting pet," Lauren Wal der comrented not flinching fromthe minidrag as nost
strangers did. Another point in her favor, Flinx thought. "Were on Moth do you find a creature
l'ike that?"

"I'n a garbage heap,

Flinx said, "which is what he's turned hinself into. He overate a few days

ago and still hasn't digested it all."
"I was going to say that he | ooks nmore agile than that landing inplied." She |l ed himaround the
side of the main | odge building. There was a small inlet and a second pier stretching into the

| ake. Flinx had not been able to see it fromwhere he had parked his nudder.

"I said that we'd catch up to them" She pointed toward the pier.

The boat was a single concave arch, each end of the arch spreading out to forma supportive hull.
The cabin was |ocated atop the arch and was excavated into it. Vents lined the flanks of the
pecul i ar catamaran. Flinx wondered at their purpose. Sone heavy equi pnment resenbling construction
cranes hung fromthe rear corners of the aft decking. A similar, smaller boat bobbed in the water
near by.

They mounted a curving | adder and Flinx found hinself watching as Lauren shrugged off the rifle
and settled herself into the pilot's chair. She spoke as she checked readouts and threw switches
"We' || catch theminside an hour," she assured Flinx. "A nmudder's fast, but not nearly as fast
over water as this." A deep runble fromthe boat's stern; air whistled into the nmultiple intakes
lining the side of the craft, and the runmbling intensified.
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Lauren touched several additional controls whereupon the nagnetic couplers di sengaged fromthe
pier. She then nmoved the switch set into the side of the steering wheel. Thunder filled the air
meking Pip twitch slightly. The water astern began to bubble |ike a geyser as a powerful stream of
wat er spurted fromthe subsurface nozzles hidden in the twin hulls. The boat |eaped forward,

cl eavi ng the waves.

Flinx stood next to the pilot's chair and shouted over the roar of the wind assailing the open
cabin. "How will we know which way they've gone?"

Lauren |l eaned to her right and flicked a couple of switches below a circular screen, which
pronptly cane to life. Several bright yellow dots appeared on the transparency. "This shows the
whol e | ake." She touched other controls. Al but two dots on the screen turned fromyellowto
green. "Fishing boats fromthe other |odges that ring Patra. They have conpatibl e
instrumentation.” She tapped the screen, with a fingernail. "That pair that's stayed yel | ow?
Movi ng, nonorgani c, inconpatible transponder. Wio do you suppose that night be?"

Flinx said nothing, just stared at the tracking screen. Before |ong, he found hinself staring over
the bow that wasn't actually a bow. The twin hulls of the Jet catamaran knifed through the surface
of the lake as Lauren steadily increased their speed.

She gl anced occasionally over at the tracker. "They're noving pretty well-nust be pushing their
mudders to maxi mum Headed due north, probably | ooking to deplane at Point Horakov. W have to
catch them before they cross, of course. This is no nmudder. Usel ess off the water."

"WIl we?" Flinx asked anxiously. "Catch them | mean." H s eyes searched the cl oud-swept horizon
| ooking for the telltale glare of diffused sunlight on netal
"No problem" she assured him "Not unless they have sone special engines in those nudders. |'d

think if they did, they'd be using 'cmright now"

"What happens when we catch thenP"

"Il try cutting in front of them" she said thoughtfully. "If that doesn't nmake them stop, well -
" she indicated the rifle resting nearby. "W can pick themoff one at a time. That rifle's
accurate to a kiloneter. The darts are gas-propelled, you see, and the gun has a tel escopic sight
that'Il let ne put a dart in sonmebody's ear if | have to."

"What if they shoot back?"

"Not a paralysis pistol nmade that can outrange that rifle, |et alone cover any distance with
accuracy. The effect is dispersed. It's only at close range that paralysis is effective on people.

O lethal to small aninmals," she added bitterly. "If they'll surrender, we'll take themin and
turn themover to the gane authorities. You can add your own charges at the sanme tine. Wervils are
an endangered species on Moth., OF course, |'d rmuch prefer that the scumresist so that we can

def end oursel ves. "

Such bl oodthirstiness in so attractive a woman was no surprise to Flinx. He'd encountered it
before in the marketplace. It was her notivation that was new to him He wondered how ol d she was.
Probably twice his own age, he thought, though it was difficult to tell for sure. Tinme spent in
the wi | derness had put rough edges on her that even harsh city life would be hard put to equal. It
was a different kind of roughness; Flinx thought it very becom ng

“What .if they choose to give thensel ves up?” He knew that was hardly |ikely, but he was curious
to know what her contingency for such a possibility m ght be.

“Like | said, we take them back with us and turn themover to the gane warden in Kalish.”

He nade a short, stabbing notion with one hand. “That could be awkward for ne.”

“Don"t worry,” she told him “I1’'Il see to it that you're not involved. It’s not only the ganme |aws
they’ ve viol ated. Renenber that injured guest? Ms. Marteenson’s a sick woman. The effect of a
paral ysis beam on her could be permanent. So it’s not just the gane authorities wholl be
interested in these people.

“As to you and your nother, the two of you can di sappear. Wiy has she been ki dnapped? For ranson®”
“She hasn’t any noney,” Flinx replied. “Not enough to bother w th, anyway.”

“Well, then, why?” Lauren’s eyes stayed on the tracker, occasionally drifting to scan the sky for
signs of rain. The jet boat had a portable cover that she hoped they wouldn’'t have to use. It
woul d nake ainming nore difficult.

“That’'s what 1'd like to know,” Flinx told her. “Maybe we’'ll find out when we catch up with them”
“We shoul d,” she agreed, “though that won't do Sennar and Soba any good. You've probably guessed
by now that ny opinion of human beings is pretty |low Present conpany excepted. |'’mvery fond of
ani mal s. Much rather associate with them | never had a wervil betray ne, or any other creature of
the woods, for that matter. You know where you stand with an aninmal. That’s a nmajor reason why
I"ve chosen the kind of life I have.”

“I know a few other people who feel the way you do,” Flinx said. “You don’t have to apol ogi ze for
it.”
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“I wasn’t apologizing,” she replied matter-of-factly.

“Yet you manage a hunting | odge.”

“Not a hunting | odge,” she corrected him “Fishing lodge. Strictly fishing. W don’t acconmpdate
hunters here, but | can’t stop other |odges from doing so.”

“You have no synpathy for the fish, then? It’'s a question of scales versus fur? The AAnn woul dn’t
l'i ke that.”

She sniled. “Who cares what the AAnn think? As for the rest of your argunent, it’s hard to get

cozy with a fish. 1've seen the fish of this | ake gobble up hel pl ess young wervils and ot her
i nnocents that nmake the mistake of straying too far out into the water. Though if it cane down to
it”"-she adjusted a control on the instrunent dash, and the )et boat |eaped to starboard-“l’ m not

sure | wouldn't prefer the conpany of fish to that of people either.”
“I't’s sinple, then,” Flinx said. “You're a chronic antisocial.”

She shrugged indifferently. “I’mnme. Lauren Walder. |I’'mhappy with what | am Are you happy with
what you are?”
Hs smle faded. “1 don’t know what | amyet.” He dropped his gaze and brooded at the tracker, his

attention focused on the nearing yellow dot that indicated their quarry.

Qdd thing for a young nman |ike that to say, she thought. Most people would ve said they didn't
know who they were yet. Slip of the tongue. She let the remark pass.

The gap between pursued and pursuer shrank rapidly on the tracker. It wasn't |long before Flinx was
able to gesture excitedly over the bow and shout, “There they are!”

Lauren squinted and saw only water and cloud, then glanced down at the tracker. "“You ve got mighty
sharp eyes, Flinx.”

“Prerequisite for survival in Drallar,” he expl ai ned.

A nmonment | ater she saw the nudders al so, skittering along just above the waves and still headed
for the northern shore. Sinultaneously, those in the nudders reacted to the appearance of the boat
behi nd them They accel erated and for a monment noved out of sight again. Lauren increased the
power. This time they didn't pull away fromthe jet boat.

She nodded slightly. “I thought so. Standard nudder engines, no surprises. | don't think they're
hi di ng anything fromus.” She glanced at her conpanion. “Think you can drive this thing for a
little while?”

Fl i nx had spent the past half hour studying the controls as well as the inmage on the tracker. The
instrumentation was no nore conplex than that of his nudder. On the other hand, he was used to

driving over land. “I think so,” he said. This was not the tinme for excessive caution
“Good.” She slid out of the pilot’s chair and waited until he slipped in and took control over the
wheel. “It’s very responsive,” she warned him “and at the speed we’'re traveling, even a slight

turn of the wheel will send us shooting off in another direction. So watch it.”

“I"l'l be okay,” he assured her. He could feel the vibration of the engine through the wheel. The
sensation was exhil arating.

A flash of light suddenly marked the fleeing nudders, but it dissipated well shy of the jet boat’s
bow. Flinx maintained the gap between the three craft. The flash was repeated; it did no nore
damage to the boat or its crew than would a flashlight beam

“No | ong-range weapons,” Lauren nurmured. “If they had ‘em now d be the tine to use ‘“em” Flinx
saw she was hefting the dart rifle. It was nearly as tall as she was. She settled it onto a vacant
bracket and bent over to peer through the complex telescopic sight. In that position, it resenbled
a small cannon nore than a rifle.

Two nore flares of light shot fromthe nudders, futile stabs at the pursuing jet boat. “I can see
them ™ Lauren announced as she squinted through the sight. “They | ook confused. That's sensible. |
don’t see anything but hand weapons. Two of them seemto be arguing. | don't think they expected
this kind of pursuit.”

“They didn’t expect to see me in the dining room either,” Flinx said confidentially. “Ill bet

they’ re confused.”

She | ooked over fromthe sight. “You re sure they weren’t | ooking for you to foll ow?”

“l doubt it, or I'd never have cone this close to them”

She grunted once and returned her eyes to the sight. “At this range, | can pick their teeth.” She
moved the rifle slightly. “Hold her steady, please.” She pushed the button which took the place of
a regular trigger. The gun went phut! and something tiny and expl osive burst fromthe nuzzle.
“Warni ng shot,” she expl ai ned. “There-soneone’s pulling the dart out. |I put it in the back of the
pilot’s chair. Now they' re gathering around and studying it, except the driver, of course. Now
they’' re | ooking back at us. One of thenis keeping two hands on a little old | ady. Your nother?”
“I"'msure,” Flinx said tightly.

“She’s giving the one restraining her fits, trying to bite him kicking at himeven though it
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| ooks like her feet are bound at the ankles.”

“That’s her, all right.” Flinx couldn’t repress a grin. “Wat are they doi ng now?”

Lauren frowned. “Uh oh. Putting up sonme kind of transparent shield. Now the regular vehicle done
over that. The dome we can penetrate. | don’t know about the shield-thing. Wll, that’s no
problem Go to port.”

“Port?” Flinx repeated.

“To your left,” she said. “We'll cut around in front of them and bl ock their course. Maybe when
they see that we can not only catch thembut run circles around them they' Il be willing to listen
to reason.”

Flinx obediently turned the wheel to his left and felt the catamaran respond instantly.

“Ckay, now back to star-to your right, not too sharply.” “The boat split the water as he turned

t he wheel

Suddenly, everything changed. A new sound, a deep hunmi ng, becane audi bl e.

“Damm, ” Lauren said in frustration, pointing upward.

Flinx's gaze went toward the clouds. The skinmer that had appeared fromout of the northern

hori zon was of pretty good size. It was certainly nore than big enough to hold its own crewin
addition to the nmudders’ occupants. |If there was any doubt as to the skimer’'s intent, it was
quickly elimnated as the versatile craft dipped |low, circled once, and then settled toward the
first nudder as it strove to match the smaller vehicle' s speed.

“I'f they get aboard, we'll | ose them pernmanently,” said a worried Flinx. “Can you pick them off as
they try to transfer?” Already the skimrer’s crew had matched velocity with the nudder and was
dropping a chute | adder toward the water.

Lauren bent over the rifle again. Her finger hesitated over the button; then she unexpectedly,
pul | ed back and whacked the butt of the gun angrily. “Lovely people. They're hol di ng your nother
next to the base of the chute. | can't get a clear shot.”

“What are we going to do? We can’t just keep circling themlike this!”

“How the hell should I know?” She abandoned the rifle and rushed to a storage |ocker am dships.
“Mudders, paralysis pistols, kidnapping, and now a skimer sent out fromthe north. Who are these
peopl e, anyway?”

“l don’t know,” Flinx snapped. “I told you before that | don’t understand any of this.” He
hesitated, trying to watch her and keep the jet boat circling the still-racing nudders and the

ski mer hovering above them “Wat are you going to do now?”

The device she had extracted fromthe storage | ocker was as long as the dart rifle but nuch
narrower. “Wien | give the word,” she said tightly, “I want you to charge them and pull aside at
the last nonent. | don’t think they' |l be expecting a rush on our part. They're nmuch too busy
transferring to the skinmer.”

“What are you going to try and do?” he asked curiously. “Disable the skimer?”

“Wth a dart gun? Are you kiddi ng?” she snorted. “Just do as | say.”

“So | ong as what you say continues maki ng sense,” he agreed, a bit put off by her tone.

“You re wasting time. Do it!”

He threw the wheel hard over. The catanmaran spun on the surface so sharply that the portside hull
lifted clear of the water. A high rooster tail obscured themfromsight for a nonment.

In seconds, they were on top of the mudder and the skimrer drifting steadily above it. Activity on
both craft intensified as the jet boat bore down on the nudder. As Lauren suspected, the |ast
thing their opponents were expecting was a broadsi de charge. A couple of shots passed behind the
onrushing boat, hastily dispatched and inperfectly ained.

“Hard to port!” Lauren shouted above the roar of the engine. Those still on board the nudder had
hunched down in anticipation of a collision. Plinx | eaned on the wheel. Engi ne scream ng, the
catanmaran spun to its left, nearly drowning those starting up the chute | adder toward the ski mrer.
Lauren rmust have fired at |east once, Flinx thought as the jet boat sped away. He turned the
wheel, and they started back toward their quarry in a wide arc. To his surprise, the woman put the
pecul i ar-1 ooki ng weapon back in the storage | ocker and returned to the bracket-held dart rifle.
“Now | et’s go back and take our best shots.”

“A one-shot gun?” he nmurmured. “I didn't even hear it go off. Wat was the purpose of that crazy
charge?” He westled with the wheel

“That charge was our insurance, Flinx.” She gestured back toward the storage | ocker where she had
repositioned the narrow gun. “That gun was a Marker. We use it to help track injured fish that
break their lines.” She nodded toward the skimrer. “I think I hit it twice. The gun fires a
capsul e which holds a specially sensitized gel. Epoxied bonder, sticks to anything on contact, and
it’s not water soluble. As long as they don’t think to check the underside of their skimmer for
damage, and there’'s no reason for themto do so since it’'s operating perfectly, they' Il never see
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the gel. It’'s transparent, anyway. Now we can track them”

“Not with this boat, surely.”

“No. But there’s a skimrer back at the | odge. Wuld' ve taken too long to ready it or we’'d be on it
now i nstead of on this boat. Wsh we were. No reason to expect a skinmer to show up suddenly to
hel p them though.” She gestured toward the mnudder

“As long as they don’t get too far ahead of us, we'll beable to follow themjust like we did with
this boat. But if we can hurt themnow ...” She | ooked back through the tel escopic sight. “Ah,
they’ ve taken your nmother up on a hoist. Strapped in. I'"msure she didn't nmake it easy for them”

“She wouldn’t,” Flinx rmurnured affectionately.

“C ear shooting now,” Lauren said delightedly. A |loud beeping sounded fromthe tracking unit.
“What's that?” Flinx gave the device a puzzled gl ance.

Lauren uttered a curse and pulled away fromthe rifle. A quick glance at the screen and Flinx
found hinsel f shoved none too gently out of the pilot’s chair. He |anded on the deck hard.

“Hey, what’'s-!"

Lauren wasn't listening to himas she wenched the wheel hard to starboard. Flinx frantically
grabbed for sone support as the boat heeled over. He could just see the port hull rising clear of
the water as sonething i mense and silvery-sided erupted fromthe | ake's surface.

Chapter Ten

Screans and shouts cane fromthe vicinity of the nudders and the skimrer. A violent reactive wave
nearly cap-sized the jet boat; only Lauren’s skillful and experienced maneuverng kept them afl oat.
Flinx saw a vast argent spine shot through with flecks of gold that shone in the diffused
sunlight. It | ooked |like a huge pipe energing frombeneath the waves, and it turned the sunlight
to rainbows. Then it was gone, not endless as he first believed. Another wave shook the catamaran
as the nonster subnerged once again. Flinx pulled hinself up to where he could peer over the edge
of the cabin conpartnent.
The nudders had vani shed conpl etely, sucked down in a single gulp by whatever had materialized
fromthe depths of the | ake. The skimmer itself just nissed being dragged down by that great gulf
of a nouth. It hovered above the disturbed section of |ake where its conpanion craft had been only
a nonent ago. Then soneone on the skinmrer apparently nmade a decision, for it rose another twenty
meters toward the clouds and accel erated rapidly nort hward.

“They’'re leaving,” Flinx shouted. “W have to get back to the | odge, get the skinmer you
mentioned, and hurry after them before-*
“We have to get out of here alive first.” Lauren followed her announcenent with another curse as
her hands tore at the wheel. The silver nmountain lifted fromthe | ake just starboard of the jet
boat. Flinx was gifted with a I ong, unconfortable view down a throat w de enough to swall ow
several nudders intact. O a jet boat. The jaws slamred shut, sending a heavy spray crashing over
t he gunwal es. The nonster was so close Flinx could smell its horrid breath. Then it was sinking
back into the waters boiling behind the catamnaran.

Sonet hi ng noved on his shoul der, and he reached up to grasp at the ruscular formthat was
uncoiling. “No, Pipl Easy... this one’s too big even for you.” The snake struggled for a nonent
before relaxing. It bobbed and ducked nervously, however, sensing a threat not only to its master
but to itself. Yet it responded to the pressure of Flinx's restraining fingers and held its

posi tion.

For a third tine, the penestral struck, snapping in frustration at the spot where the jet boat had
been only seconds earlier. Thanks to the tracker, which had first warned Lauren of the nightmare’s
approach, they were able to avoid its upward rush.

“This won’t do,” she murrmured. “It’ Il keep working us until | make a m stake. Then it’ll take us
the way it took the poor souls still stuck on those nudders.” She studied the tracker intently.
“I't’s circling now Trying to cut us off fromshallow water and the shore. W'll let it think
we’' re headed that way. Then we'll reverse back into deep water.”

" \N]y?”

She ignored the question. “You didn't care for it when | had to shove you away fromthe wheel a
few m nutes ago, did you? Here, it’s all yours again.” She reached down and half pulled, half
gui ded himback into the pilot’'s chair. “That’s enough.” She threw the wheel over, and the boat
seened to spin on its axis. Flinx grabbed for the wheel

“I't’ Il follow us straight now instead of trying to anbush us frombelow and will try to hit us
fromastern. Keep us headed out into the lake and |l et nme know when it’s tangent to our square.”
She indicated the red dot on the tracking screen that was closing on them from behind.

“But shouldn’t we-?”
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She wasn’'t listening to himas she nade her way back to the pair of gantry-like structures
protruding fromthe rear of the boat. She took a seat behind one, stretched it out so the arm hung
free over the water, then checked controls.

“When | tell you,” she shouted back at himover the roar of the engine and the spray, “go hard a-
port. That's left.”

“I remenber,” he snapped back at her. H's attention was |ocked to the tracker. “lIt’s getting
awful ly cl ose.”

“Good.” She positioned herself carefully in the seat, touched a switch. Flexible braces snapped
shut across her waist, hips, shoulders and | egs, pinning her to the seat in a striped cocoon
“AMully close,” Flinx reiterated.

“Not ready yet,” she nmurnmured. “A fishernan has to be patient.” The water astern began to bubbl e,
a di sturbance nore w despread than a nere boat engine could produce. “Now” she shouted.

Flinx wenched the wheel to his left. Simultaneously, the surface of the |ake expl oded behind
them Wth both hands on the wheel, there was nothing Flinx could do except cry out as Pip left
its perch and | aunched itself into the air. A muffled expl osion sounded fromthe stern, and a
nmonent later its echo reached himas the harpoon struck the penestral just beneath one of the
winglike fins that shielded its gills.

The soaring nonster displaced the | ake where the jet boat had been before Flinx had sent it
screaming into a tight turn. A distant crunp reached the surface as the harpoon’s del ayed charge
went off inside the guts of the penestral. Polyline spewed froma druminside the ship’s hull, a
gel coating elimnating dangerous heat buil dup where |ine rubbed the deck

“Cut the engine,” canme the conmand from astern

“But then we won't have any-“ he started to protest

“Do it,” she ordered. Flinx sighed. He was not a good swimer. He flicked he accel erator until
their speed dropped to nothing. The jet engine sank to an idle. Instantly, the catamaran began
moving in reverse. The twin hulls were pointed aft as well as forward, and the boat noved neatly
through the water as it was towed backward. The retreating polyline slowed froma blur to where
Flinx could count space nmarkings as it slid off the boat. Meanwhile, Lauren had rel oaded the

har poon gun and was wat ching the surface carefully.

She call ed back to him "Were's the penestral ?"

"Still noving ahead of us, but | think it's slow ng."

"That's to be expected. Keep your hands on the accel erator and the wheel ."

"It's still slowing,” he told her. "Slowing, slowing-I can't see it anynore. | think it's under
t he boat!"

"Go!" she yelled, but at that point he didn't need to be told what to do; he had al ready jamed
the accelerator control forward. The jet boat roared, shot out across the lake. An instant |ater a
geyser erupted bebind themas the penestral tried to swallow the sky. Flinx heard the harpoon gun
di scharge a second tine.

This time, the penestral was struck just behind one crystal-like eye the size of a tel escope
mrror. It collapsed back into the water |like a tridee scene running in reverse, sending up huge
waves over which the retreating catamaran rode with ease. The waves were matched in frequency if
not intensity by the palpitations of Flinx's stomach.

This time, the fish didn't sink back into the depths. It stayed on the surface, thrashing
convul si vel y.

"Bring us back around,"” Lauren directed Flinx. She was sweating profusely as she rel oaded the

har poon cannon for the third tine. Only the autol oadi ng equi pnent nmade it possible for one person
to mani pul ate the heavy netal shaft and its expl osive charge.

Thi s harpoon was slightly snmaller and thinner than the two that had preceded it. As the boat swung
back toward the penestral, Flinx heard the gun go off again. Several mi nutes passed. The penestra
stopped fighting and began to sink

Lauren touched another button. There was a hum as a conpressor |ocated inside the catanmaran
started up, punping air through the plastic line that ran to the hollow shaft of the |ast harpoon
She unstrapped herself fromthe chair and began to oversee the reeling in of the col ossal catch
"Air'11 keep it afloat for days," she said idly, exchanging seats with Flinx once again. "Too big
for darts, this one."

"Way bother with it?" Flinx stared as the silver-sided nmountain expanded and drew al ongsi de t he
cat amar an.

"You might be right-it's not nmuch of a fish. Bet it doesn't run nore than fifteen neters." Flinx
gaped at her. "But there are hungry people in Kaslin and the other towns south of the |ake, and
the penestral's a good food fish-lean and not fatty. They'll nake good use of it. What they don't
eat they'll process for resale further south. The credit will go to the | odge.
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"Besi des, we have guests staying with us who conme up to Patra regularly, twice a year for nany
years, and who in all that time have never seen anything bigger than a five-nmeter mnnow. Your
first tinme and you' ve participated in a catch. You should feel proud."”

"I didn't catch it," he corrected her quickly. "You did."

"Sorry, nodesty's not permitted on this [ake. Catching. even a penestral's a cooperative effort.

Dodging is just as inportant as firing the gun. O herwi se, we end up on his trophy wall." She
jabbed a thumb in the direction of the inflated bulk now secured to the side of the catamaran
A weight settled gently onto Flinx's left shoulder. 'I hoped you hadn't gone off to try and attack

it,” he said to the minidrag as it slipped nultiple coils around his arm "It's good to know you
have sone instinct for self-preservation." The flying snake stared qui zzically back at him then
closed its eyes and rel axed.

Flinx inspected what he could see of the penestral while the jet boat headed back toward the

sout hern shore. "Those people ia the nudders, they didn't stand a chance." "Never knew what hit
them" Lauren agreed. "lI'msure they weren't carrying any kind of tracking equiprment. No reason
for it. If our tracker had been out of order, we'd have joined the nudders in the penestral's
belly."

A quick death at |east, Flinx thought. Death was a frequent visitor to the unwary in the
Dral l arian nmarketplace, so he was no stranger to it. Thoughts of death remi nded hi mof Mot her
Mastiff. Would his persistence result in her captors' deciding she wasn't worth the trouble
anynore? \What might they have in mind for her, now that her presence had caused the death of a
nunber of then? Surely, he decided, they wouldn't kill her out of hand.

They had gone to so nuch troubl e al ready.

But the thought nade himworry even nore.

Exhil arated by the fight, Lauren's voice was slightly elevated and hurried. She had reason to be
short of wind, Flinx thought. "One of these days, Flinx, after we've finished with this business,
you'll have to cone back up here. 1'll take you over to Lake Hozingar or U uhuku. Now those are
respect abl e-si zed | akes and hone to sone decent-sized fish. Not |like poor little Patra, here. At
Hozi ngar, you can see the real meaning of the nanme The-Bl ue- That-Blinded."

Flinx regarded the i mrense carcass slung alongside the jet boat in Iight of her words. "I know
there are bigger lakes than this one, but | didn't know they held bigger penestrals."

"Ch, the penestral's a midrange predator,"” she told himconversationally. "On Hozingar you don't
go fishing for penestral. You fish for oboweir."

"What," Flinx asked, "is an oboweir?"

"A fish that feeds regularly on penestrala."

"Ch," he said quietly, trying to stretch his Imagination to handle the picture her words had
conj ured up.

Quite a crowmd was waiting to greet themas they tied up at the | odge pier. Lauren had noored the
infl ated penestral to a buoy nearby. The carcass drew too nuch water to be brought right inshore
Flinx slipped through the oohing and ahhi ng guests, |eaving Lauren to handl e the questi ons.
Several of her enpl oyees fought their way to her and added questions of their own. Eventually, the
crowd began to break up, sonme to return to their roons, others to remain to gawk at the fish
bobbi ng slowy on the surface.

Flinx had col |l apsed gratefully into a chair on the porch that encircled the main building. "How
much do you want for the use of the skimmer and a tracker?" he asked Lauren when she was able to

join him "lll-need you to show ne howto use it, of course."

She frowned at him "I'mnot sure | follow you, Flnx."

"I told you, I'mgoing after them You've nmade it possible for ne to do that, and |I'mvery

grateful to you."

She | ooked thoughtful. "Managenent will scream when they find out |'ve taken out the skimer for
personal use. They're a |lot nore expensive than a jet boat or nudder. We'll have to be carefu
withit."

He still wasn't listening to her, his mnd full of plans for pursuing the Minappers. "I don't know
how I'Il ever repay you for this, Lauren.” "Don't worry about it. The |odge's share of profit from

the di sposal of the penestral ought to defray all the operating expenses. Conme on, get yourself
and your snake out of that chair. W have to gather supplies. The skimer's usually used for
maki ng qui ck runs between here and Attock. That's where we pick up our guests. W'll need to stock
sonme food, of course, and | want to rmake sure the engine is fully charged. And if | don't take ten
mnutes to conb nmy hair out, I"'mgoing to die." She tugged at the tangles of black ringlets that
the action on the | ake had produced.

"Just a minute." This time it was Flinx who put out the restraining hand as he bounded out of the
chair. "I think I've msunderstood. You don't nean you're conming with me?"
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"You don't know how to use the tracking equi pnent," she pointed out.
"I can figure it out," he assured her confidently. "It didn't take me long to figure out howto
handl e the boat, did it?"
"You don't know the country."
"I"'mnot interested in the country," he responded. "I'm not going on a sightseeing trip. That's
what the tracker's for, isn't it? Just loan the stuff to nme. I'll pay you back sonehow. Let ne
just have the tracker and a charge for ny nudder, if you're worried about the skimer." "You're
forgetting about ny wervils. Besides, you can't track a skimrer with a nudder. Wsat if you hit a
can-you?"
"Surely you're not giving up your work here,
revenge for the deaths of a couple of pets?"
"I told you, wervils are an endangered species on Mth. And | also told you how | feel about
animal s."

he said, trying another tack, "just so you can seek

"I know," he protested, "but that still doesn't-"

He broke off his protest as she reached out to ruffle his hair. "You know, you rem nd ne of

anot her wervil | cared for once, though his fur wasn't quite as bright as yours. Near enough

t hough." Then she went on nore seriously. "Flinx, | don't like these people, whoever they are.
don't |ike them because of what they've done to you, and | don't |ike them because of what they've
done to me. Because of that, I'"'mgoing to help you as well as nyself. Because |I'd be going out

after them whether you were hereor not, for the sake of Sennar and Soba.

"Don't try to deny that you couldn't use a little help and don't give ne any of that archaic
nonsense about your not wanting me al ong because |'ma woman."

"Ch, don't worry," he told her crisply. "The last thing I'd try to do would be to inflict any
archai ¢ nonsense on you."

That caused her to hesitate nomentarily, uncertain whether he was joking or not. "Anyway," she

added, "if | can't go, not that you can stop ne, then you couldn't go, either. Because |I'mthe
only one who has access to the skinmmer."

It was not hard for Flinx to give in. "I haven't got time to argue with you."

"And al so the sense not to, | suspect. But you're right about the time. The tracker should pick up
the gel underneath their skimrer right away, but let's not play our luck to the limt. | don't
know what ki nd of skimrer they were using. |'ve never seen the like before, so I've no idea if

it's faster than usual. W go together, then?"

"Together. On two conditions, Lauren.”

Agai n, she found herself frowning at him Just when she thought she could predict his actions, he
woul d do sonething to surprise her again. "Say them anyway."

"First, that Pip continues to tolerate you." He rubbed the back of the flying snake's head

af fectionately. It rose delightedly against the pressure. "You see, | have certain feelings toward
ani mals nysel f."

"And the other condition?" she inquired.

"If you ever touch ny hair like that again, you' d better be prepared for nme to kick your |ovely
backside all the way to the Pole. O d | adies have been doing that to nme ever since | can renenber,
and |'ve had nmy fill of it!"

She grinned at him "It's a deal, then. I'mglad your snake isn't as touchy as you are. Let's go.

I have to | eave a nessage for ny superiors in case they call in and want to know not only where
their skinmmer is but their |odge manager as well."

When she inforned the assistant nmanager of the | odge, he was very upset. "But what do | tel
Kilkenny if he calls from Attoka? What if he has guests to send up?"

"We're not expecting anyone for another week. You know that, Sal. Tell himanything you want." She
was arranging itens in a snmall sack as she spoke. "No, tell himl've gone to the aid of a traveler
in distress across the Sake. That's an acceptabl e excuse in any circunstance."

The assistant | ooked past her to where Flinx stood waiting inpatiently, chucking Pip under its jaw
and staring in the direction of the |ake.

"He doesn't look like he's very distressed to ne."

"His distress is well hidden," Lauren infornmed him "which is nore than | can say for you, Sal
I"msurprised at you. We'll be back real soon."

"Uh-huh. It's just that I'mnot a very good liar, Lauren. You know that."

"Do the best you can." She patted his cheek affectionately. "And I'"mnot lying. He really is in
trouble.”

"But the skinmmer, Lauren."”

"You still have the | odge nudders and the boats. Short of a mmjor catastrophe of sonme kind, | can
see no reason why you'd need the skimer. It's really only here to be used in case of energency.
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To nmy mind"-she gestured toward Flinx-"this is an enmergency."

The assistant kicked at the dirt. "It's your neck.” "Yes, it's ny neck."

"Suppose they ask which way you went?"

"Tell them|'ve headed-" A cough interrupted her. She | ooked back at Flinx and nodded once. "Just
say that |'ve had to go across Patra."

"But which way across?"

"Across the lake. Sal."

"Ch. kay, | understand. You've got your reasons for doing this, | guess."
"l guess | do. And if I"'mwong, well, you always wanted to be nmanager here, anyway, Sal."
"Now hold on a minute, Lauren. | never said-"

"Do the best you can for ne," she gently adnoni shed him "This neans sonething to ne."

"You really expect to be back soon?"

"Depends on how t hings go. See you, Sal."

"Take care of yourself, Lauren.” He watched as she turned to rejoin the strange youth, then
shrugged and started back up the steps into the | odge.

As Lauren had said, it was her neck

It didn't take long for the skimrer to be checked out. Flinx clinbed aboard and admired the
utilitarian vehicle. For alnost the first time since he left Drallar, he would be traveling
totally clear of such persistent obstacles as mist-shrouded boul ders and towering trees. The
machi ne' s body was nmade of black resin. It was | arge enough to accommpdate a dozen passengers and
crew. In addition to the standard energency stores, Lauren provisioned it with additional food and
medi cal supplies. They also took along the dart rifle and several clips and a portabl e soundi ng
tracker.

Flinx studied the tracking screen and the single noving dot that drifted northwestward across the
transparency. A series of concentric gauging rings filled the circular screen. The dot that
represented their quarry had al ready reached the outernopst ring.

"They'l|l nmove off the screen in alittle while," he murmured to Lauren

"Don't worry. |I'msure they're convinced by now that they've |ost us."

"They're zigzagging all over the screen," he noted.

"Taki ng no chances. Doesn't do any good if you're showing up on a tracker. But you're right. W'd
better get noving."

She slid into the pilot's chair and thunbed controls. The whine of the skinmer's engi ne drowned
out the tracker's gentle humas the craft rose several neters. Lauren held it there as she ran a
final instrunment check, then pivoted the vehicle on an invisible axis and drove it fromthe
hangar. A nudge of the altitude switch sent themten, twenty, thirty meters into the air above the
| odge. A touch on the accelerator and they were rushing toward t he beach

Despite the warnth of the cabin heater, Flinx still felt cold as he gazed single-nmindedly at the
screen.

"I told you not to worry," Lauren said with a glance at his expression as they crossed the
shoreline. "W'll catch them"”

"I't's not that." Flinx peered out through the transparent cabin cover. "I was thinking about what
m ght catch us."

"I'"ve yet to see the penestral that can pick out and catch an airborne target noving at our speed
thirty meters up. An oboweir might do it, but there aren't any oboweirs in Lake Patra. Leastwi se,
none that |'ve ever heard tell of."

Neverthel ess, Flinx's attention and thoughts remai ned evenly divided between the horizon ahead and
the potentially lethal waters bel ow

"l understand you' ve had sone trouble here."

Sal relaxed in the chair in the dining roomand sipped at a hot cup of toma as he regarded his
visitors. They had arrived in their own nudder, which i mediately stanped them as i ndependent as
well as wealthy. If he played this right, he nmight convince themto spend a few days at the | odge.
They had several expensive suites vacant, and if he could place this pair in one, it certainly
woul dn't do his record any harm Usually, he could place an of fworlder by accent, but not these
two. Their words were clear but their phonenes anorphous. It puzzled him

Routi ne had returned as soon as Lauren and her charity case had departed. No one had called from
down south, not the district nanager, not anyone. He was feeling very content. Unless, of course,
the conpany had decided to send its own investigators instead of sinply calling in a checkup. That
t hought made him frown at the wonman.

"Say, are you two Conpany?"

"No," the woman's conpanion replied, smling pleasantly. "Goodness no, nothing like that. W just
like alittle excitenent, that's all. If sonething unusual's going on in the area, it kind of

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...inx%201%20-%20For%20Love%200f%20Mother-Not.txt (55 of 96) [1/16/03 6:42:13 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%201%620-%20For%20L ove%6200f%20M other-Not.txt

tickles our curiosity, if you know what | nean."

"You had a man killed here, didn't you?" the woman asked.

"Well, yes, it did get pretty lively here for a day." No accounting for taste, Sal nused. "Soneone
was killed during a fight. A nonguest,"” he hastened to add. "Right in here. Quite a nelee."

"Can you describe any of those involved?" she asked him

"Not really. |I'mnot even positive which guests were involved and which day visitors. | didn't
witness the argument nyself, you see, and by the time | arrived, nost of the participants had
left."

The wonman accepted this adm ssion with a di sappointed nod. "Was there a young nan invol ved? Say,

of about sixteen?"

"Yes, himl did see. Bright-red hair?"

"That's the one," she adnmitted.

"Say, is he dangerous or anything?" The assistant manager |eaned forward in his chair, suddenly
concer ned.

"Why do you want to know?" the nan asked.

"Wel |, ny superior here, the regul ar manager-Lauren Wal der. She went off with him™"

"Went of f with hinP" The pl easant expression that had domi nated the woman's face quickly vani shed,
to be replaced by sonething nuch harder

"Yes. Three, maybe four days ago now. I'mstill not conpletely sure why. She only told ne that the
young man had a problem and she was going to try to help himout."

"Whi ch way did their nudder go?" the man asked

"North, across Lake Patra,"” Sal inforned them

"They're not in a nudder, though. She took the | odge skinmrer."

"A skimer!" The wonman threw up her hands in frustration and sat down heavily in a chair opposite
the assistant. "We're |l osing ground,"” she told her conpanion, "instead of gaining on him If he
catches up with them before we do, we could | ose himand the . " Her companion cut the air with
the edge of his hand, and her words trailed away to an indeci pherable nmunble. The gesture had been
qui ck and partly conceal ed, but Sal had noticed it nonethel ess.

"Now you've really got ne worried," he told the pair. "If Lauren's in sonme kind of trouble-"

"She could be," the man adnmitted, pleased that the assistant had changed the subject.

Sal thought a monent. "Wbuld she be in danger from these people who had the fight here, or from

t he redhead?"

"Concei vably fromboth." The nan was only half lying. "You' d better tell us everything you know. "
"1 already have," Sal replied.

"You said they went north, across the lake. Can't you be any nore specific than that?"

Sal | ooked hel pl ess. "Lauren woul dn't be any nore specific than that."

"They m ght not continue heading north."

"No, they night not. Do you have a tracker for follow ng other craft?" Sal asked.

The man shook his head. "W didn't think we'd need one. The |last we knew, the young man we'd I|ike
to talk Wth was traveling on stupava-back."

"I think he arrived here in a nudder."

The wonan | ooked surprised and grinned ruefully at her conpanion. "No wonder we fell behind.
Resourceful, isn't he?"

"Too resourceful for my Iiking,
you know whos into a corner."
The wonen sighed, then rose fromher chair. "Well, we' ve wasted enough tinme here. W'll just have
to return to Pranbeth for a skinmmer and tracking unit. Unless you think we should try to catch up
to themin the nudder." The nman |l et out a short, hunorless |augh, then turned back to the

assi stant manager. "Thanks, son. You've been hel pful."

the man nmurnured, "and maybe for his own good if he backs those

"I wish | could be nore so," Sal told himanxiously. "If anything were to happen to Lauren-you'll
see that nothing happens to her, won't you?"
"l promse you we'll do our best," the wonman assured him "W don't want to see innocent

bystanders hurt. W don't even want to see noninnocents hurt." She favored himw th a naterna
smle, which for sone reason did nothing to nake the nervous assistant feel any better about the
situation.

Chapter El even

The tracker humed quietly, the single glowing dot showing clearly on its screen as the ski mer
rushed north-ward. It was clipping the tops of the tallest trees, nmore than eighty neters above
the bogs and muck that passed for the ground. They had crossed Lake Patra, then an intervening
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neck of dry land, then the nmuch | arger |ake known as Tigranocerta and were once nore cruising over
the forest. Acold rain was falling, spattering off the skinmrer's acrylic canopy to forma
constantly changi ng wet topography that obscured nuch of the view outside. The skimer's
instrunents kept its speed responsive, nmintaining a predeternined distance between it and its
quarry to the north

Awful Iy quiet, Lauren WAl der thought. He's awfully quiet, and maybe sonething el se.

"No, I'mnot too young," he said into the silence that filled the cabin, his tone softly

def ensi ve

Lauren's eyebrows lifted. "You can read nmi nds?"

He responded with a shy snile. "No, not that." Fingers stroked the head of the mnidrag sl eeping
on his shoulder. "I just feel things at tinmes. Not thoughts, nothing that

el aborate. Just the way people are feeling.” He glanced up at her. “Fromthe way | thought you
were feeling just now, | thought you were going to say sonething along that line.”

“Well, you were right,” she confessed, wondering what to make of the rest of his declaration
“1’mnot, you know.”

“How ol d are you?” she asked

“Sixteen. As best | know. | can't be certain.”

Si xt een goi ng on sixty, she thought sadly. During her rare visits to Drallar, she had seen his
type before. Child of circunstance, raised in the streets and instructed by wong exanpl e and

acci dent, though he seened to have taned out better than his brethren. H s face hel d the know edge
withheld fromhis nmore fortunate contenporaries, but it didn't seemto have made hi mvicious or
bitter.

Still she felt there was sonething el se at work here.

“How ol d do you think | an?” she asked idly.

Flinx pursed his Iips as he stared at her. “Twenty- three,” he told her w thout hesitating.

She | aughed softly and cl apped both hands together in delight. “So that’'s what |'m hel ping, a

si xt een-year-old vengeful diplomat!” Her |aughter faded. The snmile remained. “Tell me about
yoursel f, Flinx.”

It was a question that no stranger in Drallar would ever be so brazen as to ask. But this was not
Drallar, he re- minded hinmself. Besides, he owed this woman.

So he told her as much as he knew. When he finished his narrative, she continued to stare solemly
at him nod- ding her head as if his words had done no nore than con- firm suspicions already
hel d. She spared a glance to make sure the tracker was still functioning efficiently, then | ooked
back at him “You haven’t exactly had a confort- able chil dhood, have you?”

“I wouldn’t know,” he replied, “because | only have hearsay to conpare it with.”

“Take my word for it, you haven’t. You ve also man- aged to get along with the majority of
humani ty even though they don’t seemto want to have anything to do 149 with you. \Wereas |’'ve had
to avoid the majority of people who seemto want to have a lot to do with nme.” I|npul sively, she

| eaned over out of the pilot’'s chair and kissed him At the last instant, he flinched, nervous at
such. unaccustoned proximty to another human bei ng-especially an attractive nenber of the
opposite sex-and the kiss, which was neant for his cheek, |anded instead on his lips.

That nmade her pull back fast. The smile stayed on her face, and she only blinked once in surprise.
It had been an accident, after all. “Take my word for sonething else, Flinx. If you live |long
enough, life gets better.”

“I's that one of the Church’s homilies?” He wondered if she wore sonme caustic substance to protect
her lips from burning, because his own were on fire.

“No,” she said. “That’s a Lauren Wal der homly.”

“dad to hear it. 1've never had nuch use for the Church.”
“Nor have 1. Nor have nost people. That's why it’'s been so successful, | expect.” She turned her
gaze to the tracker. “They're starting to sl ow dowmn. W' ||l do the same.”

“Do you think they've seen us?” Suddenly, he didn't really care what the people in the skinmer
ahead of them decided to do. The fire spread fromhis lips to his mouth, ran down his throat, and
di spersed across his whole body. It was a sweet, thick fire.

“l doubt it,” she replied. “I'Il bet they're close to their destination
controls.

“How far ahead of us are they?” He wal ked forward to peer over her shoul der at the screen. He
could have stood to her left, but he was suddenly conscious of the warnth of her, the perfune of
her hair. He was very careful not to touch her

She performed sone quick calculations, using the tracker’s predictor. “Day or so. W don't want to
run up their tail. There's nothing up in this part of the country. Odd place to stop, but then
this whol e business is odd, fromwhat you' ve told nme. Way bring your nother up here?”

Her hands mani pul at ed
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He had no answer for her

They dropped until the skinmmer was rising and falling inconcert with the treetops. So intent were
they on the actions of the dot performng on the tracking Screen that neither of themnoticed that
not only had the rain stopped but the cloud cover had cracked. Overhead, one of the w ngs of Mbth,
the interrupted ring which encircled the planet, shi mered gol den agai nst the ceiling of night.
“What makes you so sure they' re stopping here instead of just slow ng down for a while?” he asked
Laur en.

“Because a skimer operates on a stored charge, just like a nmudder. Renenber, they had to cone
fromhere down to Patra. Qur own charge is running low, and we’re not on the return leg of a round
trip. | don’t know what nodel they're flying, but | saw how big it was. It can’t possibly retain
enough energy to take them nuch farther than we’ ve gone the past several days. They at |east have
to be stopping sonewhere to recharge, which is good.”

“Way is that?” Flinx asked.

“Because we’'re going to have to recharge, also.” She pointed to a readout. “W’ve used nore than
hal f our own power. If we can’t recharge sonewhere around here, we're going to have sonme hiking to
do on our way out.”

Flinx regarded her with new respect, if that was possible; his opinion of her had al ready reached
di zzyi ng heights. “Wy didn't you tell me when we reached the turnaround point?”

She shrugged slightly. “Wiy? W' ve gone to a lot of trouble to cone as far as we have. You m ght
have argued with me about turning back.”

“No,” Flinx said quietly, “I wouldn’t have done that”

“l1 didn’t think so. You' re alnpst as determined to see this through as I am and at |east as
crazy.”

She stared up at him and he stared back. Nothing nore needed to be said.

“l vote no.”

Nyassa-lee was firmin her disagreenment. She sat on one side of the table and gazed expectantly at
her coll eagues. Brora was thoughtfully inspecting the fingernails of his left hand, while

Hai t hnesst oyed with her eyel ashes.

“Really,” the tall black woman nurnured to her conpatriot, “to show such reluctance at this stage
i s nost discouraging, Nyassa-lee.” Her fingers left her eyes. “W may never have the chance to
mani pul at e anot her subject as promsing as this Twelve. Time and events conspire agai nst us. You
know that as well as I.”

“I know.” The shorter woman | eaned forward in the chair and gazed between her |egs at the floor

Cracks showed between the panels; the building had been assenbled in haste. “I’mjust not
convinced it’'s worth the risk.”
“What risk?” Haithness demanded to know. “We' ve still seen nothing |like a denonstration of

threatening power. Quite the contrary. I'd say. Certainly the subject had the opportunity to

di splay any such abilities. It's evident he does not possess them or he would doubtl ess have
enpl oyed them agai nst us. Instead, what did we see? Knife.” - She nmade it sound di sgusting as
well as primtive. - “She’s right, you know.” Brora rarely spoke, preferring to let the two
seni or scientists do nost of the arguing. He stepped in only when he was conpletely confident of
hi s opi ni on.

“W don’t want another repeat of the girl,” Nyassa-lee said. “The society couldn't stand anot her
failure like that.”

“VWhich is precisely why we nust pursue this last opportunity to its conclusion,” Haithness
persi st ed.

“We don’t know that it represents our |ast opportunity.”

“Ch, cone on, Nyassa-lee.” Haithness pushed back her chair and stood; she began paci ng nervously

back and forth. Bebind her, lights shone cold green and blue fromthe consol es hastily assenbl ed.
“Even if there are other subjects of equal potential out there, we’ve no guarantee that any of us
will be around much | onger to follow up on them”

“l can’t argue with that,” Nyassa-lee admitted. “Nor can | argue this Nunber Twelve’'s statistica
promise. It's just those statistics which frighten ne.”

“Frighten you?” Haithness stopped pacing and | ooked over at her conpanion of many hard years. The
tall woman was surprised. She had seen Nyassa-lee wield a gun with the col d-bl ooded efficiency of
a qwarm Fear seenmed foreign to her. “But why? He’'s done nothing to justify such fear.”

“Ch, no?” Nyassa-lee ticked off her points on the fingers of one hand. “One, his statistica
potential is alarm ng. Two, he's sixteen, on the verge of full maturity. Three, he could cross
into that at any tine.”

“The girl,” Brora pointed out, “was considerably younger.”

“Agreed,” said Nyassa-lee, “but her abilities were precocious. Her advantage was surprise. This
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Nurmber Twel ve is developing slowy but with greater potential. He may be the kind who responds to
pressure by reachi ng deeper into hinself.”

“Maybe,” Brora said thoughtfully, “but we have no proof of it, nor does his profile predict

anyt hing of the sort.”

“Then how do you square that,” she responded, “with the fact that he has by hinself-*

“He’s not by hinself,” Brora interrupted her. “That wonan fromthe | odge was hel pi ng hi mout on
the lake.” “Was helping him She didn't help himget to that point.

He followed us all the way to that |ake on his own, with- out any kind of external assistance. To
me that indicates the accel erated devel opnent of a Talent we’'d better be- ware of.”

“All the nore reason,” Haithness said angrily, slapping the table with one palm “why we nust push
ahead with our plan!”

“I don’t know,"” Nyassa-|ee murnured, unconvinced.

“Do you not agree,” Haithness countered, forcing her- self to restrain her tenmper, “that if the
operation is a success we stand a good chance of acconplishing our goal as regards outside
mani pul ati on of the subject?”

“Possi bly,” Nyassa-|ee conceded.

“Way just ‘possibly’ ? Do you doubt the enotional bond?”

“That’s not what concerns ne. Suppose, just suppose, that because his potential is stil

undevel oped, he has no conscious control of it?”

“What are you sayi ng?” Brora asked.

She | eaned intently over the table. “Wth the girl Mahnahm we knew where we stood, once she'd
reveal ed herself. Unfortunately, that know edge canme as a surprise

to us, and too late to counteract. W' ve no idea where we stand vis-a-vis this subject’s Tal ents.
Suppose that, despite the enotional bond, pressure and fear conspire to release his potenti al
regardl ess of his surface feelings? Statistically, the subject is a wal king bonmb that may not be
capabl e or mature enough to control itself. That’'s what worries nme, Haithness. The enotional bond
may be sufficient to control his conscious self. The unpredictable part of himmy react violently
in spite of it.”

“We cannot abandon our hopes and work on so slima supposition, one that we have no solid facts to
support,” Haithness insisted. “Besides, the subject is sixteen. If any- thing, he should have much
nore control over hinself than the girl did.”

“I know, | know,” Nyassa-lee nuttered unhappily. “Everything you say is true, Haithness, yet |
can’t help worrying. In any case. |’'moutvoted.”

“That you are,” the tall wonman said after a questioning glance at Brora. “And if Cruachan were
here with us, you know he’'d vote to proceed too.”

“l suppose.” Nyassa-lee snmiled thinly. “I worry too much. Brora, are you sure you can handl e the
i mpl ant ?”

He nodded. “1 haven’t done one in sone tine, but the old skills remain. It requires patience nore
than anything el se. You renmenber. As to possible unpredictable results, failure, well”-he sml ed-

“we’re all condemed already. One nore little outrage perpetrated agai nst society’s archaic | aws
can’t harmus one way or the other if we fail here.”

Of in a nearby corner. Mother Mastiff sat in a chair, hands clasped in her lap, and |listened. She
was not bound. There was no reason to tie her, and she knew why as well as her captors. There was
nowhere to run. She was in excellent condition for a wonman her age, but she had had a good vi ew of
t he nodest conpl ex of deceptive stone and wood structures as the ski mer had | anded. Thousands of
square kil oneters of danp, hostile forest |lay between the place she had been brought to and the
fam liar confines of Drallar. She was no nore likely to steal a vehicle than she was to turn
twenty again.

She wondered what poor Flinx was going through. That had been him out on the boat on the | ake far
to the south. How he had nanaged to trace her so far she had no idea. At first, her concern had
been for herself. Now that she had had anple opportunity to listen to the denonic trio arguing in
front of her-for denonic she was certain they were-she found herself as concerned for the fate of
her adopted son as for her owmn. If she was lost, well, she had had a | ong and eventful life.
Better perhaps that her brave Flinx |ose track of her than stunble into these nonsters again.

One of the trio, the short, toad-faced man, had spoken of “adjusting” her and of “inplants.” That
was enough to convince her to prepare for something worse than death. Many of their words made no

sense to her. She still had no idea who the people were, much | ess where they had cone fromor the
reasons for their actions. They never spoke to her, ignoring her questions as well as her curses.
Actual ly, they did not treat her as a human being at all, but rather as a delicate piece of

furniture. Their current conversation was the nost peculiar yet, for one of them was expressing
fear of her boy. She could not inmagine why. True, Flinx had tamed a dangerous aninmal, that horrid
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little flying creature, but that was hardly a feat to in- spire fear in such people. They knew he
occasionally had the ability to sense what others were feeling. Yet far fromfearing such erratic
and mnor talents, these people discussed themas if they were natters of great inportance.

None of which expl ained why they’ d kidnapped her. If their real interest lay with her boy, then
why hadn’t they kidnapped hin? The whole affair was too conplicated a puzzle for her to figure
out. Mother Mstiff was not a stupid woman, and her deficiency in formal education did not blunt

her sharp, inquiring mnd; still she could not fathom what was happening to her, or why.
She let her attention drift fromthe argunent raging across the table nearby to study the roomto
whi ch she had been brought. Mst of the illum nation came fromthe inpressive array of electronics

lining the walls. Everything she could see hinted of portability and hurried installation. She had
no idea as to the purpose of the instrunentation, but she had been around enough to know that such
devices were expensive. That, and the actions of the people who had abducted her, hinted at an
organi zation well stocked with noney as well as malign intentions.

“I"’mnot even sure,” Nyassa-lee was saying, “that the subject realizes how he’'s managed to foll ow
us this far.”

“There is likely nothing nysterious about it,” Haithness argued. “Renenber that he is a product of
an intensely conpetitive, if prinmtive, environnent. Urban youths grow up fast when left to their
own resources. He nay not have enjoyed nmuch in the way of a formal education, but he's been
schooled in the real world-sonething we’ve had to master ourselves these past years. And he nay
have had some ordinary, quite natural |uck.”

“These past years,” Brora was munbling sadly. “Years that should have been spent prying into the
great nysteries of the universe instead of |earning how to nake contacts with and use of the
crimnal underworld.”

“I feel as wasted as you do, Brora,” the tall wonan said soothingly, “but vindication lies at
hand.”

“I'f you're both deternmined to proceed, then | vote that we begin i mediately.” Nyassa-|ee sighed
“I'mredi ately with what?” a crotchety voi ce denmanded. For sone reason, the question caused the trio
to respond, whereas previous attenpts to draw their attention had failed m serably.

Nyassa-lee | eft the tabl e and approached Mother Mastiff. She tried to adopt a kindly,

under st andi ng expression, but was only partly successful. “W're scientists enbarked on a project
of great inportance to all mankind. |I'msorry we' ve been forced to inconveni ence you, but this is
all necessary. | wish you were of a nore educated turn of mind and coul d understand our point of

view. It would make things easier for you.”

“Inconveni enced!” Mdther Mastiff snorted. “Ye pluck nme out of ny house and haul me hal fway across
the planet. That's inconvenience? | call it sonething else.” Her bluster faded as she asked, “What
is it you want with ny boy Flinx?”

“Your adopted boy,” Nyassa-lee said. Wiile the small Oriental spoke. Mdther Mstiff noted that the
other two were studying her the way a collector mght watch a bug on a park bench. That nade her
even madder, and the anger helped to put a danper on her fear. “lI wouldn’'t rmake things any easier
for you people if ye pronmised ne half the wealth of Terra.”

“I"'msorry you feel that way, but it’s only what we have cone to expect,” Nyassa-|ee said, turning
icy once again. “Have you heard of the Meliorare Society?”

Mot her Mastiff shook her head, too angry to cry, which is what she really wanted to do. Nanes,
words they threw at her, all neaningl ess.

“We're part of an experiment,” the Oriental explained, “an experinent which began on Terra many
years ago. W are not only scientists, we are activists. W believe that the true task of science
is not only to study that which exists but to forge onward and bring into existence that which

does not exist but eventually will. W deter- mned not to stand still, nor to let nature do so,
either.”
Mot her Mastiff shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“Think,” Nyassa-lee urged her, warm ng to her subject, “what is there in Commbnweal th society
today that could nost stand i nprovenment? The governnment?” A bitter, derogatory |augh sounded
behi nd her, from Haithness. “Not the governnent, then. What about the ships that carry us from
star to star? No? Language, then, an inprovenent on Terrangi o or symbospeech? What about rmnusic or
architecture?”

Mot her Mastiff sinply stared at the woman ranting be- fore her. She was quite certain now, quite
certain. These three were all as insane as a brain-damged Yax’' m

“No, none of those things!” Nyassa-lee snapped. It was terrible to see such conplete assurance in

one so dimnutive. “It’s us. W.” She tapped her sternum “Humankind. And the neans for our
i mprovenent lie within.” Her hand went to her head. “In here, in abilities and areas of our mnd
still not properly devel oped.
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“We and the other nenbers of the Society deci ded many years ago that something could and shoul d be
done about that. W forned a cover organization to fool superstitious regulators. In secret, we
were able to select certain human ova, certain sperm and work carefully with them Qur planning
was m nute, our preparations extensive.

Through mcrosurgical techniques, we were able to alter the genetic code of our humans-to-be prior
to wonb inplantation. The result was to be, will be, a better version of mankind.”

Mot her Mastiff gaped at her. Nyassa-lee sighed and turned to her conpanions. “As | feared, al

this is beyond her meager conprehension.”

“Perfectly understandable,” Brora said. “What | don’t understand is why you trouble to try?”

“I't would be easier,” Nyassa-lee said.

“Easier for her, or for you?” Haithness wondered. The snaller worman did not reply. “It won't
matter after the operation, anyway.” At these words, the fine hair on the back of Mdther Mastiff’'s
neck began to rise.

“I't mght,” Nyassa-lee insisted. She | ooked back down at Mdther Mastiff, staring hard into those
old eyes. “Don’t you understand yet, old wonan? Your boy, your adopted son: he was one of our

subj ects.”

“No,” Modther Mastiff whispered, though even as she nout hed the word, she knew the wonan’'s words
must be true. “What-what happened to your experinent?”

“All the children were provided with attention, affection, education, and certain special
training. The majority of the subjects displayed nothing unusual in the way of ability or talent.
They were quite normal in every way. W proceeded with great care and caution, you see.

“A few of the subjects devel oped abnorrmally. That is in the nature of science, unfortunately. W
nmust accept the good together with the bad. However, in light of our immnent success, those
failures were quite justified.” She sounded as if she were trying to reassure herself as much as
Mot her Mastiff.

“A few of the children, a very small nunber, gave indications of devel oping those abilities which
we believe to lie dormant in every human brain. W don't pretend to understand everything about
such Talents. W are in the position of nmechanics who have a good idea how to repair an inperfect
machi ne without really knowi ng what the re- paired machine is capable of. This naturally resulted
in sone surprises

“An ignorant Conmonweal th society did not feel as we did about the inportance of our activities.
As a result, we have undergone nany years of persecution. Yet we have persisted. As you can see,
all of us who are original menbers of the Society are nearly as advanced in years as yourself.
“The governnent has been relentless in its efforts to wipe us out. Over the years, it has whittled
away at our nunber until we have been reduced to a dedicated few. Yet we need but a single
success, one incontrovertible proof of the worthiness of our work, to free ourselves fromthe lies
and i nnuendo wi th which we have been saddl ed.

“I't was a cruel and uncaring government which caused the dispersal of the children many years ago
and whi ch brought us to our current state of scientific exile. Slowy, patiently, we have worked
to try and rel ocate those children, in particular any whose profiles showed real pronise. Your
Flinx is one of those singled out by statistics as a potential Talent.”

“But there’'s nothing- abnormal about him” Mther Mastiff protested. “He's a perfectly average,
heal t hy young man. Quieter than nost, perhaps, but that's all. Is that worth all this trouble? Oh,
I"1l adnit be can do some parlor tricks fromtime to tinme. But | know a hundred street nagicians
who can do the sane. Wiy don’t you go pick on then®”

Nyassa-lee sniled that hunorless, cold snile. “You re lying to us, old woman. W know that he is
capabl e of nore than nere tricks and that sonething far nore inportant than sleight of hand is

i nvol ved.”

“Wel |, then,” she continued, trying a different tack, “why kidnap nme? Wiy pull nme away from ny
home like this? I’man old wonan, just as ye say. | can't stand in your way or do ye any harm |If
‘tis Flinx you're so concerned with, why did ye not abduct hinf | surely could not have prevented
ye from doing so.”

“Because he may be dangerous.”

Yes, they are quite mad, this Iot. Mdther Mastiff nused. Her boy, Flinx, dangerous? Nonsense! He
was a sensitive boy, true; he could sonetinmes know what others were feeling, but only rarely, and
hardly at all when he nost

159 wi shed to do so. And naybe he could push the enotions of others a tiny bit. But dangerous? The
danger was to him fromthese offworld fools and nadnen.

“Also,” the little Oiental continued, “we have to proceed very carefully because we cannot risk
further harmto the Society. Qur nunbers have already been drastically reduced, partly by our too-
hasty attenpt to regain control of one subject child a nunber of years ago. W cannot risk making
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the sane mistake with this Nunmber Twel ve. Mst of our coll eagues have been killed, inprisoned, or
sel ectively m ndw ped.”

Mot her Mastiff’'s sense of concern doubled at that al- nost indifferent adm ssion. She didn't
understand all the woman’s chatter about genetic alterations and i nproving nanki nd, but she

under stood m ndwi ping, all right. Acrinnal had to be found guilty of sone especially heinous
crime to be condemed to that treatnent, which took away forever a section of his nenories, of his
life, of his very self, and left himto wander for the rest of his days tornmented by a dark, enpty
gap in his mind.

“You | eave him al one!” she shouted, surprised at the violence of her reaction. Had she becone so
attached to the boy? Most of the time she regarded himas a nuisance inflicted on her by an unkind
fate-didn’t she?

“Don’t you hurt him” She was on her feet and pounding with both fists on the shoul ders of the
worman cal | ed Nyassa-| ee.

Though white-haired and no youngster, Nyassa-lee was a good deal younger and stronger than Mother
Mastiff. She took the older wonan’s wrists and gently pushed her back down into the chair.

“Now, we're not going to hurt him Didn't | just explain his inportance to us? Wuld we want to
damage soneone |ike that? O course not. It’'s clear how fond you’ ve be- cone of your charge. In
our own way, we're equally fond of him”

What soul | ess people these are. Mother Mastiff thought as she slunped hel plessly in her chair.

What dead, distant shadows of human bei ngs.

“l promise you that we will not try to force the boy to 160

do anything against his will, nor will we harmhimin any way.”

“What do ye nean to do with him then?”

“W need to guide his future naturation,” the wonman expl ai ned, “to ensure that whatever abilities
he possesses are developed to their utnost. It's highly unlikely he can do this w thout proper
instruction and training, which is why his abilities have not mani fested thenselves fully so far.
Experi ence, however, has shown us that when the children reach puberty, they are no |l onger willing
to accept such training and mani pul ati on. W& therefore have to guide himw thout his being aware
of it.”

“How can ye do this without his knowi ng what is being done to hinP”

“By mani pul ating himthrough a third party whose suggestions and directions he will accept
freely,” the woman said. “That is where you becone inportant.”

“So ye wish for me to make himdo certain things, to alter his life so that your experinent can be
proven a success?”

“That’s correct,” Nyassa-lee said. “All this nust be carried out in such a way that he cannot
suspect he is being guided by an outside force.” She gestured toward the far end of the room past
transparent doors sealing off a self- contained operating theater. In the dim blue and green light
of the instrument readouts, the sterile theater gl eanmed softly.

“We cannot allow the possibility of interference or misdirection to hanper our efforts, nor can we
ri sk exposure to the Comonweal th agenci es which continue to hound us. It is vital that our
instructions be carried out quickly and efficiently. Therefore, it will be necessary for us to

pl ace certain small devices in your brain, to ensure your conplete conpliance with our
directives.”

“Like hell,” Mther Mstiff snapped. “1’ve spent a hundred years filling up this head of nmine. |
know where everything is stored. | don’t want sonebody el se nessing around up there.” She did not
add, as she glanced surreptitiously toward the operating room that she had never been under the
knife or the laser and that she had a deathly fear of being cut.

“Look,” she went on desperately, “1’l|l be glad to help ye. I'Il tell the boy anything ye wish,
have hi m study any- thing ye want and avoid whatever matters ye wish himto avoid. But |eave ny
poor old head alone. Wuldn't | be much nore the help to ye if | did what ye require voluntarily
instead of |ike some altered pet?”

Brora fol ded his hands on the table and regarded her enotionlessly. “That would certainly be true.
However, there are factors which unfortunately mtigate against this.

“First, there are nental activities you will be required to carry out which involve conpl ex
processes you are not conversant with but which can be stinmulated via direct inplants. Second,
there is no guarantee that at some future tinme you woul d not becone di scouraged or rebellious and
tell the subject what you know. That could be a catastrophe for the experinment. Third, though you
may direct the boy with surface willingness, his abilities may enable himto see your inner

di stress and know that sonething is am ss, whereas | do not think he can detect the inplants

t hensel ves, as they are wholly nechanical. Lastly, | think you are |ying when you say you woul d be
willing to help us.”
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“But | don’t want an operation!” she cried, pounding at the arns of the chair with her fists. “I

tell you ‘tis not necessary! 1'll do anything ye ask of ne if you'll but |eave the boy al one and
instruct ne. Wiy should | lie to ye? You ve said yourself that he’s not ny true child, only an
adopted one. 1'Il be glad to help ye, particularly,” she added with a sly smle, “if there be any

nmoney i nvol ved.”

But the man Brora was shaking his head. “You lie forcefully, but not forcefully enough, old woman.
W' ve spent nost of our lives having to cope with traitors in our mdst. W can't afford anot her
one. I'msorry.” His attention was drawn to the nmain entrance and to the two men who'd j ust
entered. He nodded toward Mther Mastiff.

“Restrain her. She knows enough now to do sonething foolish to herself.”

One of the new arrivals held Mother Mastiff’'s right armand gl anced back toward Brora.
“Anesthetic, sir?” “No, not yet.” Mdther Mstiff stared at the horrid little man and shuddered as
he spoke quietly to the black woman. “Wat do you think, Haithness?”

She exam ned Mot her Mastiff. “Tonorrow is soon enough. I'mtired. Better to begin fresh. Wl all
need to be alert.”

Brora nodded in agreenment, |eaving the two younger nen to bind the raving Mdther Mastiff.

Later that evening, over dinner, Nyassa-lee said to Haithness, “The wonman’'s advanced age stil

gi ves ne concern.”

“She’s not that old,” the taller wonman said, spooning down sonething artificial but nourishing.
“Wth care, she has another twenty years of good health to | ook forward to.”

“I know, but she hasn’t the reserves of a woman of fifty anynore, either. It’s just as well we
haven’t told her how conplex tonorrow s operation is or explained that her mnd will be
permanently altered.”

Hai t hness nodded agreenent. “There's hardly any need to upset her any nore than she already is.
Your excessive concern for her welfare surprises ne.”

Nyassa-| ee picked at her food and did not conment, but Haithness refused to let the matter drop
“How many of our friends have perished at the hands of the governnent? How nmany have been

m ndwi ped? It’s true that if this old woman dies, we |ose an inportant elenment in the experinment,
but not necessarily a final one. W’'ve all agreed that inplanting her is the best way to proceed.”
“I"'mnot arguing that,” Nyassa-lee said, “only rem nding you that we should be prepared for
failure.”

Brora | eaned back in his chair and sighed. He was not hungry; he was too excited by the prospects
rai sed by the operation.

“We will not fail, Nyassa-lee. This is the best chance we’ve had in years to gain control over a
really prom sing Subject. W won’t fail.” He | ooked over at Haithness. “l checked the inplants
bef ore dinner.”

“Agai n?”

“Nothing else to do. | couldn’t stand just Waiting around. The circuitry is conplete, cryogenic
enervation constant. | anticipate no trouble in making the synaptic connections.” He gl anced
toward Nyassa-lee. “The woman’s age notw t hst andi ng.

“As to the part of the old wonan that will unavoidably be | ost due to the operation”-he shrugged-
“I"ve studied the natter in depth and see no way around it. Not that there seems a great dea
worth preserving. She's an ignorant primitive. |f anything, the inplants and resulting excisions
will result in an inproved being.”

“Her strongest virtues appear to be cantankerousness and obstinacy,” Haithness agreed, “coupled to
an appal ling ignorance of life outside her i mrediate comunity.”

‘Typi cal specinman,” Brora said. “lronic that such a | ow exanpl e should be the key not only to our
great est success but our eventual vindication.”

Nyassa-| ee pushed away her food. Her colleague’s con- versation was upsetting to her. “Wat tine
t onor r ow?”

“Reasonably early, | should think,” Haithness nmurnmured. “It will be the best tine for the old
wonman, and better for us not to |linger over philosophy and specul ation.”

Brora was startled at the latter inplication. “Surely you don't expect the boy to show up?”
“You' d best stop thinking of himas a boy.”

“He barely qualifies as a young adult.”

“Barely is sufficient. Though he's denonstrated nothing in the way of unexpected talent so far
his persistent pursuit of his adopted nother is indication enough to me that he possesses a sharp
mnd in addition to Talent.” She smiled thinly at Nyassa-lee. “You see, ny dear, though |I do not

share your proclivity to panic in this case, | do respect and val ue your opinion.”
“So you are expecting hin®”
“No, I"mnot,” Haithness insisted, “but it would be awkward if by sone miracle he were to show up
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here prior to the operation’s successful conpletion. Once that is acconplished, we’'ll naturally
want to make contact with himthrough his nother. \Wen he finds her unharned and seeningly
untouched, he will relax into our control.”

“But what if he does show up prior to our returning the old woman to Drallar?”

“Don’t worry,” Haithness said. “I have the standard story prepared, and our personnel here have
been well coached in the pertinent details.”

“You think he’d accept that tal e?” Nyassa-|lee asked. “That hoary ol d business of us being an
altruistic society of physicians dedicated to hel ping the old and enfeebl ed agai nst the

i ndi fference of government nedical facilities?”

“It’s true that we’'ve utilized the story in various guises before, but it will be newto the

subj ect,” Haithness reninded her coll eague. “Besides, as Brora says, he barely qualifies as an
adul t, and his background does not suggest sophistication. | think he' |l believe us, especially
when we restore his mother to him That should be enough to satisfy him The operation will, of

course, be rendered cosnetically undetectable.”

“l do better work on a full night's sleep.” Brora abruptly pushed back fromthe table. “Especially
prior to a hard day’'s work.”

They all rose and started toward their quarters, Brora contenplating the operation near at hand,
Hai t hness the chances for success, and only Nyassa-lee the last | ook in Mother Mastiff's eyes.

Chapter Twel ve

They had to be close to their destination because their quarry had been notionless for nore than
an hour. That’'s when the pain hit Flinx; sharp, hot, and unexpected as al- ways. He wi nced and
shut his eyes tight while Pip stirred nervously on its naster’s shoul der

Al armed, Lauren turned hurriedly to her young conpanion. “Wat is it? Wiat’'s wong, Flinx?”
“Close. W're very close.”

“I can tell that by |ooking at the tracker,’
“I't’s her, it's Mother Mastiff.”

“She’s hurt?” Already Lauren was dropping the skimrer into the woods. The minidrag withed on
Flinx’s shoul der, hunting for an unseen enenmny.

“She’s-she’s not hurting,” Flinx nmunbled. “She’s- there’'s worry in her, and fear. Soneone’s

she said.

pl anning to do sonething terrible to her. She fears for ne, too, | think. But | can't understand-1
don’t know what or wh-*

He blinked. Pip ceased his convulsions. “lIt’s gone. Dam it, it’s gone.” He kicked at the

console in frustration. “Gone and | can't make it cone back.”

“1 thought-*

He interrupted her; his expression was one of resignation. “lI have no control over the Talent. No
control at all. These feelings hit me when | |east expect them and never, it seens, when | want
themto. Sonetinmes | can’'t even |locate the source. But this tinme it was Mdther Mastiff. |'msure
of it.”

“How can you tell that?” Lauren banked the skinmer to port, dodging a nassive energent.

“Because | know how her nind feels.”

Lauren threw himan uncertain | ook, then decided there was no point in trying to conprehend
sonet hi ng beyond her ken.

The skimrer slowed to a craw and quickly settled down anbng the concealing trees on a
conparatively dry knoll. After cutting the power, Lauren noved to the rear of the cabin and began
assenbl i ng packs and equi pnent. The night was deep around them and the sounds of nocturnal forest
dwel l ers began to seep into the skinmer.

“We have to hurry,” Flinx said anxiously. He was al- ready unsnappi ng the door |atches. “They're
going to hurt her soon!”

“Hold it!” Lauren said sharply. “You don’t know what’'s going to happen to her. Mre inportant, you
don’ t know when.”

“Soon!” he insisted. The door popped open and slid back into the transparent outer wall. He stared
out into the forest in the direction he knew they nust take even though he hadn’t checked their

| ocation on the tracking screen

“I promise that well get to her as fast as is feasible,” Lauren assured himas she slipped the
sling of the dart rifle over her shoul der, “but we won't do her or ourselves any good at all if we
go charging blindly in on those people, whoever they are. Renenber, they carried paral ysis weapons
on their vehicles. They may have nore | ethal weapons here. They' re not going to sit idly by while
you march in and demand the return of the worman they’ ve gone to a helluva lot of trouble to hau
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across a continent. We'll get her back, Flinx, just as quickly as we can, but reckl essness won't
hel p us. Surely you know that. You' re a city boy.”

He wi nced at the “boy,” but otherwi se had to agree with her. Wth considerable effort he kept
hinself fromdashing blindly into the black forest. Instead, he forced hinself to the back of the
ski mer and checked out the contents of the backpack she had assenbled for him “Don’t | get a
gun, too?”

“A fishing lodge isn’'t an arnory, you know.” She patted the rifle butt. “This is about all we keep
around in the way of a portable weapon. Besides, | seemto recall you putting away an opponent

bi gger than yourself using only your own equi prment.”

Fl i nx gl anced sel f-consciously down at his right boot. Hs prowess with a knife was not sonething
he was particularly proud of, and he didn't like talking about it. “A stiletto’s not nuch good
over distance, and we may not have darkness for an ally.”

“Have you ever handl ed a real hand weapon?” she asked him “A needier? Beamthrower, projectile
gun?”

“No, but 1’ve seen themused, and | know how they work. It’s not too hard to figure out that you
poi nt the business end at the person you're nad at and pull the trigger or depress the firing
stud.”

“Sonetines it’s not quite that sinple, Flinx.” She tightened the belly strap of her backpack. “In
any case, you'll have to make do with just your bl ade because there isn't anything else. And |’ m
not going to give you the dart rifle. 1'"mnmuch nore confortable with it than you'd be. If you're
worried about ny determination to use it, you should know ne better than that by now. | don't fee
like being nice to these people. Kidnappers and wervil killers.”

She checked their course on the tracker, entered it into her little conpass, and led himfromthe
cabin. The ground was conparatively dry, soft and springy underfoot.

As they marched behind twin search beans, Flinx once nore found hinself considering his conpanion
They had a nunber of inportant things in comon besides independence. Love of aninmals, for
exanpl e. Lauren’s hair nasked the side of her face fromhimbut he felt he could see it, anyway.
Pip stirred on its master’s shoulder as it sensed strange enotions welling up inside Flinx,
enotions that were newto the mnidrag and left it feeling not truly upset but decidedly ill at
ease. It tried to slip farther beneath the protective jacket.

By the time they reached their destination, it was very near nidnight. They hunkered down in a
thick copse and stared between the trees. Flinx itched to continue, know ng that Mther Mastiff
lay in uneasy sleep somewhere in the conplex of buildings not far bel ow. The combn sense that had
served himso well since infancy did nore to hold himback than | ogic or reason

To all appearances, the cluster of dimy lit structures resenbl ed nothing so nuch as anot her
hunting or fishing | odge, though much |arger than the one that Lauren man- aged. In the center
were the nmain | odge buildings, to the left the sleeping quarters for |ess wealthy guests, to the
right the maintenance and storage sheds. Lauren studied the |ayout through the thunb-sized

dayni ght bi nocul ars. Her experienced eye detected sonething far nore significant than the

conpl ex’ s deceptive |ayout.

“Those aren’t logs,” she told Flinx. “They're resinated plastics. Very nicely canmoufl aged, but
there’s no nmore wood in themthan in ny head. Sane thing goes for the nasonry and rockwork in the
foundations.”

“How can you tell?” he asked curiously.

She handed himthe tiny viewing device. Flinx put it to his eyes, and it inmedi ately adjusted
itself to his different vision, changing |ight and sharpeni ng focus.

“Look at the corner joints and the Iines along the ground and ceilings,” she told him “They're
much too regular, too precise. That’'s usually the result when sone- one tries to copy nature. The
hand of the conputer, or just man hinself, always shows itself. The protrusions on the |ogs, the
snmoot h concavities on the ‘rocks’-there are too nmany obvious replications fromone to the next.
“Ch, they’'d fool anyone not attuned to such stuff, and certainly anyone flying over in an aircraft
or skimrer. But the materials in those buildings are fake, which tells us that they were put here
recently. Anyone building a |lodge for long-termuse in the |ake country al ways uses native
materials.”

Closest to their position on the little hillside was a pair of long, narrow structures. One was

dark; the other had several |ights showi ng. Phosphorescent wal kways drew narrow gl owi ng |ines
bet ween bui | di ngs.
To the right of the | onghouses stood a hexagonal building, sonme three stories tall, nmade of

pl astic rock surnount- ed with nore plastic paneling. Beyond it sprawled a |large two-story
structure whose purpose Flinx could easily divine fromthe tall doors fronting it and the single
nmudder parked outside: a hangar for servicing and protecting vehicles.
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Near by squatted a low edifice crowmed with a coiffure of thin silvery cables. The power station
wasn’t | arge enough to conceal a fusion system Probably a fuel cell conplex, Flinx decided.

More puzzling was the absence of any kind of fence or other barrier. That was carrying
verisimlitude a little too far, he thought. In the absence of any such wall, Flinx's attention
|ike Lauren's, was drawn to the peculiar central tower, the one structure that clearly had no
place in a resort conpl ex.

She examined it closely through the binoculars. “Lights on in there, too,” she murnured. “Could be
meant to pass as sone kind of observation tower, or even a restaurant.” “Seens awfully small at
the top for an eating room” he conment ed.

Sear chl i ghts probed the darkness between the buildings as the rest of the internal |ights w nked
out. Another hour’s wait in the danp, chilly bushes confirmed Lauren’s suspicions about the
mysterious tower. “There are six conical objects spaced around the roof,” she told Flinx,
pointing with a gloved hand. “At first, | thought they were searchlights, but not one of them has
shown a light. Wat the devil could they be?”

Flinx had spotted them too. “lI think |I recognize them now. Those are sparksound projectors.”

She | ooked at himin surprise. “Wat’'s that? And how can you be sure that’s what they are?”

He favored her with a wan snmile. “lI’ve had to avoid them before this. Each cone projects a wi de,

flat beam of high-intensity sound. Inmmobile objects don't register on the sensors, so it can be
used to blanket a large area that includes buildings.” He studied the tower intently.

“Just guessing fromthe angles at which the projectors are set. I'd say that their effective range
stops about fifty neters out fromthe | onghouses.”

“Thats not good,” she nuttered, trying to make out the invisible barrier though she knew t hat was
i mpossi bl e

“I't’s worse than you think,” he told her, “because the conputer which nonitors the beans is

usual Iy programed automatically to disregard anything that doesn’t conformto human proportions.
The interruption of the sonic field by anything even faintly human will generate a graphic display
on a viewscreen. Any guard watching the screen will be able to tell what’s entered the protected
area and decide on that basis whether or not to sound further alarm” He added apol ogetically,
“Rich people are very fond of this system”

“When we didn't see a regular fence, | was afraid of sonmething like this. Isn't there any way to
circunvent it, Flinx? You said you ve avoi ded such things in the past.”

He nodded. “I1’ve avoi ded them because there’s no way to break the system Not fromthe outside,
anyway. | sup- pose we mght be able to tunnel beneath it.”

“How deep into the ground would the sound penetrate?”

“That’'s a problem” he replied. “Depends entirely on the power being fed to the projectors and the
frequenci es being generated. Maybe only a neter, or maybe a dozen. W coul d tunnel inside the canp
and strike it without knowing we'd done so until we cane up into a circle of guns. Even if we made
it, we'd have another problem be- cause the beans probably cover the entire canp. We'd al - nost
have to cone up inside one of the buildings.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she murnmured, “because we don’t have any tunneling equi pnent handy. |’ m going
to hazard a guess that if they have the surface nonitored so intently, the sky in the inmedi ate
vicinity will be even nore carefully covered.”

“I"d bet on that, too.” Flinx gestured toward the tower. “Of course, we could just run the skimer
in on them There aren't that nany buildings. Maybe we could find Mdther Mstiff and get her out
before they could react.”

Lauren continued to study the conplex. “There’ s nothing nore expensive than a tenporary facility

fixed up to |l ook pernanent. |I'd guess this setup supports between thirty and a hundred peopl e.
They're not going to nmake this kind of effort to detect intruders w thout being dam ready to
repel themas well. Remenber, there are only two of us.”

“Three,” Flinx corrected her. A pleased hiss sounded fromthe vicinity of his shoul der.
“Surprise is worth a lot,” Lauren went on. “Maybe ten, but no nore that. W won’'t do your nother
any good as corpses. Keep in nnd that no one el se knows we’'re here. If we go down, so do her
chances.”

“I know the odds aren't good,” he said irritably, “but we've got to do sonething.”

“And do sonething we will. You renmenber that partially deforested section we flew over earlier

t oday?”

Fl i nx thought a nonment, then nodded.

“That was a trail line.”

“Trail line for what?”

“For equalization,” she told him “For evening out the odds. For a better weapon than this.” She
patted the sling of the dart rifle. “Better even than that snake riding your shoulder. | don't
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share your confidence init.”

“You haven’t seen Pip in action,” he reminded her. “Wat kind of weapon are you tal ki ng about ?”
She stood and brushed bark and dirt fromher coveralls. “You'll see,” she assured him .”"but we
have to be damm careful.” She gazed toward the canp below. “I wish | could think of a better way,
but | can't. They're sure to have guards posted in addition to nonitoring the detection systemyou
described. W don't even know which building your nother is in. If we're going to risk everything
on one blind charge, it ought to be one hell of a charge.

“The weapon | have in nmind is a volatile one. It can cut both ways, but |I'd rather chance a danger
I'mfamliar with. Lets get back to the skimer.”

She pivoted and headed back through the forest. Flinx rose to join her, forcing hinself away from
the lights of the canp, which gleaned like so many reptilian eyes in the night, until the trees
swal | owed t hem up.

They were hal fway back to the little grove where they had parked the skimrer when the sensation
swept through him As usual, it cane as a conplete surprise, but this time it was very different
fromhis recent receptions. For one thing, no feeling of pain was attached to it, and for another
it did not cone fromthe direction of the canp. It arose froman entirely new source. Qddly, it
carried overtones of distress with it, though distress of a con- fusing kind.

It cane from Lauren and was directed at him

There was no love in it, no grand, heated followup to the casual kiss she had given himin the
ski mer. Affection, yes, which was not what he had hoped for. Admiration, too, and something nore.
Sonet hi ng he had not expected fromher: a great wave of concern for him and to a | esser extent,
of pity.

Fl i nx had becone nore adept at sorting out and identifying the enotions he received, and there was
no m staking those he was feeling now That kiss, then, had not only carried no true love with it-
it held even less than that. She felt sorry for him

He tried to reject the feelings, not only from di sappoi nt ment but out of enbarrassment. This was
worse than | ooking into sonmeone’s nind. He was readi ng her heart, not her thoughts. Though he
tried hard, he could not shut off the flow. He could no nore stop the river of enotion than he
could willingly turn it on

He nade certain he stayed a step or two behind her so she would not be able to see his face in the
darkness, still soaking up the waves of concern and synpathy that poured from her, w shing they

m ght be something el se, sonething nore

They hesitated before approaching the skimer, circling the |Ianding area once. The qui ck search
reveal ed that their hiding place had remained inviolate. Once aboard, Lauren took the craft up
She did not head toward the canp; in- stead, she turned south and began to retrace their course
over the treetops. Very soon they encountered the |long, open gash in the wods. Lauren hovered
above it for several nminutes as she studied the ground, then decisively headed west. Flinx kept to
himsel f, trying to shut the nmenory of that enotional deluge out of his mind. Then, quite
unexpectedly, the open space in the trees cane to a dead end.

“Damm,” Lauren nuttered. “Mist have picked the wong direction. | thought sure | read the surface
right. Maybe it’'s the other way.”

Flinx did not coment as she wheel ed the skinmrer around and headed sout heast. Wen the pat hway
again ended in an unbroken wall of trees, she angrily wenched the craft around a second tine.

This time when they en- countered the forest wall, she slowed but continued west- ward, her gaze
darting repeatedly fromthe darkened woods below to the skimrer’s instrunentation.
“Maybe if you were a little nore specific, | could help you look,” he finally said, a touch of

frustration in his voice.

“I told you. Weapons. Allies, actually. It cones to the sanme thing. No sign of them though. They
nmust have finished eating and entered seni dormancy. That’'s how they live; do nothing but eat for
several days in arow, then lie dow to sleep it off for a week. The trouble is that once they’ ve
finished an eating period, they' re apt to wander off in any direction until they find a sleep spot
that pleases them W haven't got the tine to search the whole forest for the herd.”

“Herd of what?” Flinx asked.

“Didn't | tell you? Devil opes.”

Enl i ght enment cane to Flinx. He had heard of Devil opes, even seen a snall head or two nounted in

| arge conmmercial buildings. But he had had no personal experience of them Few citizens of Drallar
did. There was not even one in the city zoo. As Flinx understood it, Devilopes were not zooabl e.
The Dem chin Devil ope was the dom nant native life formon Mth. It was unusual for a herbivore to
be the domnant |ife form but excepting nan, a fairly recent arrival, they had no natura

enem es. They were conparatively scarce, as were the nmounted heads Flinx had seen; the excessive
cost of the taxiderny involved prevented all but the extrenely wealthy fromcollecting Devil ope.
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The skimrer prowed the treetops, rising to clear occasional enmergents topping ninety neters,
droppi ng | ower when the woods scal ed nore nodest heights. COccasionally, Lauren would take them
down to ground level, only to lift skyward again in disappoi ntment when the onens proved

unhel pful. There was no sign of a Devilope herd.

Meanwhi | e, anot her series of sensations swept through Flinx's active nmind, and Pip stirred on his
shoul der. He had continually tried to find Mother Mastiff’'s enotions, w thout success. |nstead,
his attenpts seened to be attracting the feelings of everyone but his nother-not. He wondered anew
at his hei ghtened perception since he had acquired his pet; though it was |likely, he rem nded
hinself that here in the vastness of the northern forests where mnds were few and scattered, it
m ght be only natural that his receptivity inproved.

These | atest sensations carried a fenale signature. They were al so new, not of Mther Mstiff or
Lauren. Cool and calm they were vague and hard to define: whoever they belonged to was a
particul arly unenotional individual. He felt fear, slight but unm stakable, coupled with a

form dabl e resolution that was cold, inplacable-so hard and unyielding that it frightened Flinx
al nrost as nmuch as Mdther Mastiff’'s own terror. Save for the slight overtones of fear, they m ght
have been the enotions of a machi ne.

The feelings came fromthe canp where Mther Mastiff was being held. Flinx had little doubt that
they bel onged to one of those nysterious individuals who had abducted her. Fromthe one brief,
faint sensation he felt be could understand her fear. Then it was gone, having |lasted | ess than a
mnute. Yet, in that time, Flinx had received a conplete enotional picture of the person whose
feelings he had | atched onto. Never before had he encountered a nind so intent on a single purpose
and so devoid of those usual enotional colorations that conprised common humanity. Pip hissed at
the enpty air as if ready to strike and defend “ts master.

“This isn’t working,” Lauren nuttered, trying to see through the trees. “W’'IIl have to-“ She
paused, frowning at him “Are you all right? You ve got the npbst peculiar expression on your
face.”

“I’”m okay.” The col dness was at last fading fromhis mnd; evidently he hadn’'t been consci ous of
how compl etely it bad possessed him Her query snapped himback to i medi acy, and he could fee
anew the warnth of the skimmer’s cabin, of his own body. Not for the first tinme did he find

hi nsel f wondering if his unnanageabl e tal ent m ght soneday do himharmas well as good. “l was
just thinking.”

“You do a lot of that,” she murnmured. “Flinx, you re the funniest man |I’'ve ever met.”

“You' re not | aughing.”

“l1 didn’t nmean funny ha ha.” She turned back to the controls. “I’"mgoing to set us down. This
skimer really isn't equipped for the kind of-night-tracking we're doing. Besides, | don't know
about you, but it's late, and |’mworn out.”

Fl i nx was exhausted too, nentally as nuch as physically. So he did not object as Lauren selected a
stand of trees and set the skimrer down in their mdst.

“I don’t think we need to stand a watch,” she said. “W're far enough fromthe canp so that no
one’s going to stunmble in on us. | haven't seen any sign of aerial patrol.” She was at the rear of
the skinmrer now, fluffing out the sleeping bags they had brought fromthe | odge.

Plinx sat quietly watching her. He had known a few girls-young wonen-back in Drallar. Inhabitants

of the nmarketplace, like himself, students in the harsh school of the nonent. He coul d never get
interested in any of them though a few showed nore than casual interest in him They were not,
wel |, not serious. About life, and other matters.

Mot her Mastiff repeatedly chided himabout his attitude. “There’s no reason for ye to be so
standof fi sh, boy. You're no older than them” That was not true, of course, but he could not
convince her of that. Lauren was a citizen of another dinension entirely. She was an attractive,
mat ure woman. A self-confident, thinking adult-which was how Flinx viewed hinself, despite his
age. She was already out of pants and shirt and slip- ping into the thin thermal cocoon of the

sl eepi ng bag.

“Well?” She blinked at him pushed her hair away from her face. “Aren’t you going to bed? Don’t
tell me you're not tired.”

“I can hardly stand up,” he adnitted. Discarding his own clothing, he slipped into the sleeping
bag next to hers. Lying there listening to the rhythnic patter of rain against the canopy, he
strained toward her with his nind, seeking a hint, a suggestion of the enotions he so desperately
wanted her to feel. Maddeningly, he could sense nothing at all

The warnmth of the sl eeping bag and the cabin envel oped him and he was acutely aware of the faint
musky snell of the woman barely an armis I ength away. He wanted to reach out to her; to touch that
snoot h, sun- darkened flesh; to caress the glistening ringlets of night that tunbled down the side
of her head to cover cheek and neck and finally forma dark bul ge agai nst the bul wark of the
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sl eepi ng bag. Hi s hand trenbl ed.

What do | do, he thought furiously. How do | begin this? Is there something special | should say
first, or should |I reach out now and speak later? How can |I tell her what I'mfeeling? | can
receive. If only | could broadcast!

Pip lay curled into a hard, scaly knot near his feet in the bottomof the sleeping bag. Flinx
slunped in on him self, tired and frustrated and hel pl ess. What was there to do now? Wat could
he possibly do except the expected? A soft whisper reached himfromthe other sleeping bag. Bl ack
hair shuffled against itself. “Good night, Flinx.” She turned to snile briefly at him lighting up
the cabin, then turned over and becane still.

“Good night,” he munbl ed. The uncertain hand that was hal fway out of his covering wthdrew and

cl enched convul sively on the rimof the naterial

Maybe this was best, he tried to tell hinself. Adult though he believed hinself to be, there were
nysteries and passwords he was still unfamiliar with. Besides, there was that surge of pity and
conpassi on he had detected in her. Admiring, reassuring, but not what he was hoping to feel from
her. He wanted-had to have-sonething nore than that.

The one thing he didn't need was anot her nother.

Chapter Thirteen.

He sai d nothing when they rose the next norning, downed a quick breakfast of concentrates, and
lifted once again into the nurky sky. The sun was not quite up, though its cloud-diffused |ight
brightened the treetops. They had to find Lauren’s herd soon, he knew, because the skimmer’s
charge was running | ow and so were their op- tions. He did not know how rmuch tinme Mther Mstiff
had | eft before the source of fear he had detected in her cane to neet her

Per haps they had been hindered by the absence of day- light, or perhaps they had sinply passed by
the place, but this time they found the herd in minutes. Below the hovering skinmer they saw a
mul titude of small hills the color of obsidian. Black hair rippled in the norning breeze, thick
and neter-long. Where one of the hills shifted in deep sleep, there was a flash of red |ike a ruby
lost in a coal heap as an eye nonentarily opened and cl osed.

Flinx counted nore than fifty adults. Scattered anong them were an equal nunber of adol escents and
infants. Al lay sprawl ed on their sides on the danp ground, shielded sonewhat fromthe rain by
the grove they had chosen as a resting place.

So these were the fabl ed Denichin Devil opes!-awe- sone and threatening even in their satiated
sleep. Flinx's gaze settled on one i Mmense nal e snoring away between two towering hardwoods. He
guessed its length at ten neters, its height when erect at close to six. Had it been standing, a
tall man coul d have wal ked beneath its belly and barely brushed the |ower tips of the shaggy hair.
The downsl opi ng, heavily nuscl ed neck drooped from between a pair of inmense bunped shoulders to
end in a nightrmarish skull from which several horns protruded. Sone Devil opes had as few as two
horns, others as nmany as nine. The horns twi sted and curled, though npst ended by pointing
forward; no two animals’ horns grew in exactly the sane way. Bony plates flared slightly outward
fromthe horns to protect the eyes.

The forel egs were | onger than the hind-unusual for so nassive a nmanmal. This extrene fore

nmuscul ature al - | owed a Devil ope to push over a fully grown tree. That explained the devastated
trail that marked their eating period. A herd would strip a section of forest bare, pushing down
the evergreens to get at the tender branches and needles, even pulling off and consum ng the bark
of the main boles.

The Devil opes shifted in their sleep, kicking tree-sized |egs.

“They' Il sleep like this for days,” Lauren explained as they circled slowy above the herd. *“Unti
they get hungry again or unless sonething disturbs them They don't even bother to post sentries.
No predator in its right nmind would attack a herd of sleeping Devilopes. There's al ways the danger
they’' d wake up.”

Flinx stared at the ocean of Devilope. “Wat do we do with then?” Not to nmention how, he thought.
“They can’t be tamed, and they can’t be driven,” Lauren told him “but sonetinmes you can draw
them W have to find a young mare in heat. The season’s right.” Her fingers noved over the
controls, and the skinmer started to drop

“W're going into that?” Flinx pointed toward the herd.

“Have to,” she said. “There’'s no other way. It ought to be okay. They're asleep and unafraid.”
“That’s nore than | can say,” he nuttered as the skinmmer dipped into the trees. Lauren naneuvered
it carefully, trying to break as few branches and nmake as little noise as possible. “Wat do we
need with a mare in heat?”

“Musk oil and bl ood,” Lauren explained as the skimer gently touched down.
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Up close, the herd was twice as inpressive: a seething, rippling nass of shaggy black hair broken
by isolated clunps of tw sted, massive horns, it |ooked nore |ike a |andscape of hell than an
assenbly of tenporarily inaninate herbivores. Wien Lauren killed the engine and popped open the
cabin door, Flinx was assailed by a powerful odor and the steady sonority of the herd s breathing.
Eart h hunmm ng, he thought.

Lauren had the dart rifle out and ready as they approached the herd on foot. Flinx foll owed her
and tried to pretend that the black cliffs that | owered over them were basalt and not flesh.
“There.” She pointed between a pair of slowy heaving bul ks at a nediumsized ani mal. Picking her
spot, she sighted the long barrel carefully before putting three darts behind the massive skull
The mare stirred, coughing once. Then the head, which had begun to rise, relaxed, slowy sinking
back to the surface. Flinx and Lauren held then- breath, but the slight activity had failed to
rouse any of their target’'s neighbors.

Lauren fearlessly strode between the two hul ks that fornmed a |iving canyon and unsl ung her
backpack next to the tranquilized mare. Before | eaving the skimmer, she had extracted severa
objects fromits stores. These she now nethodically laid out in a row on the ground and set to
work. Flinx watched with interest as knife and tools he didn't recognize did their work

One container filled rapidly with blood. A second filled nore rapidly with a green crystalline
liquid. Lauren's face was screwed up like a knot, and as soon as the aroma of the green fluid
reached Flinx, he knew why. The scent was as overpowering as anything his nostrils had ever
encountered. Fortunately, the smell was not bad, nerely over- whel nm ng

A loud, sharp grunt sounded from behind him He turned, to find hinself gazing in horrified
fascination at a great crinson eye. An absurdly tiny black pupil floated in the center of that

bl ood-red disk. Then the eyelid rolled like a curtain over the apparition. Flinx did not rel ax.
“Hurry up!” he called softly over his shoulder. “lI think this one’'s waking up.”

“W're not finished here yet,” Louren replied, stoppering the second bottle and setting to work
with a | owpower laser. “lI have to close both wounds first.”

“Let nature close them” he urged her, keeping an eye en the orb that had fixed blankly on him
The eyelid rippled, and he feared that the next tine it opened, it would likely be to ful

awar eness.

“You know ne better than that,” she said firmy. Flinx waited, screanming silently for her to
hurry. Finally, she said, “That’'s done. W can go.”

“They hurried back through the bulwark of black hair. Flinx did not allow hinself to relax unti
they sat once nore inside the skimer. He spent much of the time trying to soothe Pip; in response
toits master’s worry, it had devel oped a nervous tw tch

Despite the tight seal, the miasma rising fromthe green bottle nearly choked him There was no
odor fromthe container of blood.

“The green is the oil,” she explained unnecessarily. “lIt’s the rutting season.”

“I can see what you have in mind to do with that,” Flinx told her, “but why the bl ood?”

“Rel eased in the open air, the concentrated oil would be enough to interest the males of the herd.
We need to do nore than just interest them W need to drive thema little crazy. The only way to
do that is to convince themthat a ready female is in danger. The herd’s fermales will respond to
that, too.” She set to work with the skimrer’s sinple store of chemcals.

“You ought to be around sonetime when the mal es are awake and fighting,” she said to himas she

m xed oil, blood, and various catalysts in a sealed container. Flinx was watching the herd

anxi ously. “The whol e forest shakes. Even the tallest trees trenble. Wen two of the big nales
connect with those skulls and horns, you can hear the sound of the collision echo for kiloneters.”
Five mnutes later, she held a large flask up to the dimearly-norning light. “There, that should
do it. Pheronones and bl ood and a few other nose-ticklers. If this doesn't draw them nothing
will.”

“They' || set off the alarmwhen they cross the sonic fence,” he rem nded her

“Yes, but by that tine they' Il be so berserk, nothing will turn them Then it won't natter what
they set off.” She sniled nastily, then hesitated at the thought. “My only concern is that we find
your mnother before they start in on the buildings.”

“We' d better,” Flinx said.

“There shoul d be enough confusion,” she went on, “to distract everyone's attention. Unless they're
downright in- human, the inhabitants of the canp aren’t going to be thinking of much of anything
beyond saving their own skins.

“As to getting your nother out fast, | think we can assune that she’'s not in the hangar area or
the power station or that central tower. That |eaves the two |long structures off to the west. If
we can get inside and get her out before whoever’'s in charge comes to his senses, we should be
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able to get away before anyone realizes what’s happeni ng.

“Remenber, we’'ll be the only ones ready for what’'s going to happen. Alot will depend on how these
peopl e react. They’'re obviously not stupid, but I don’t see how anyone coul d be adaptabl e enough
to react calmy to what we’'re going to do to them Besides, | don't have any better ideas.”

Fl i nx shook his head. “Neither do 1. | can see one difficulty, though. If we're going to convince
this herd that they' re chasing after an injured Devilope in heat, we're going to have to stay on
the ground. | don’t see themfollowi ng the scent up in the air.”

“Quite right, and we have to nake our actions as believable as possible. That means buggi ng the
surface. Not only would tree-level flight confuse the herd, air currents would carry the scent
upward too quickly and dissipate it too fast.”

“Then what happens,” Plinx pressed on, “if this idea works and the herd does foll ow us back toward
the canp and we hit a tree or stall or sonething?”

Lauren shrugged. “Can you clinmb?”

“There aren’t many trees in Drallar free for the clinbing,” he told her, “but I’ve done a | ot of
clinbing on the outsides of buildings.”

_“You'll find little difference,” she assured him “with the kind of notivation you' |l have if
the skimrer stalls. If sonething happens, head for the biggest tree you can find. | think they'Il
avoid the energents. The snaller stuff they' Il just ignore.” She hesitated, stared sideways at

him “You want to wait a little while to think it over?”

“W're wasting time talking,” he replied, knowi ng that every minute brought Mther Mstiff closer
and cl oser to whatever fate her abductors had planned for her. “I'mready if you are.”

“I’mnot ready,” she said, “but | never will be, for this. So we mght as well go.” She settled
into the pilot’s chair and thunbed a control. The rear of the cabin’s canopy swung upward.

“dinb into the back. Wien | give the word, you uncap the flask and pour out, oh, maybe a tenth of
the contents. Then hold it out back, keep it open, and pour a tenth ev- ery tine | say so. Cot
it?”

“CGot it,” he assured her with nore confidence than he felt. “You just drive this thing and make
sure we don’t get into an argunment with a tree.”

“Don’t worry about that.” She gave hima last smle be- fore turning to the control console.

The skimrer rose and turned, heading slowy back toward the sommol ent herd. Wen they were just
ten meters fromthe nearest aninal, Lauren pivoted the craft and hovered, studying the scanner’s
di splay of the forest ahead.

Violent grunts and an occasional bleating sound began to issue fromthe herd as Flinx held the

still tightly sealed flask over the stemof the skinmer. He | ooked around until he found a piece
of thin cloth and tied it across his nose and nouth.

“I should have thought of that,” she nurnured, watching him “Sorry.”

“Don’t you want one?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I'mup here, and the wind will carry the scent back away fromme. 1'Il be all

right. You ready?” Her hands tightened on the wheel

“Ready,” he said. “You ready, Pip?”

“The flying snake said nothing; it did not even hiss in response. But Flinx could feel the coils
tighten expectantly around his left arm and shoul der

“Open and pour,” she instructed him

FI i nx popped the seal on the flask as Lauren slowy edged the skinmer forward. Even with the

i mprovi sed mask and a breeze to carry the aroma away fromhim the odor was all but overpowering.
Hi s eyes watered as his nostrils rebelled. Somehow he kept his attention on the task at hand and
slowy neasured out a tenth of the |iquid.

A violent, querulous bellow rose fromseveral nassive throats. As the skinmmer slipped past a
cathedral -1i ke cluster of hardwoods, Flinx could see one huge nale pushing it- self erect. It
seermed to domi nate the forest even though the great trees rose high above. The netallic red eyes
were fully open now, the tiny black pupils |Iooking Iike holes in the crinson.

The Devil ope shook its head fromside to side, back and forth, and thundered. It took a step
forward, then another. Behind it, the rest of the herd was rising, the initial uncertain bellow ng
turning to roars of desire and rage. A second nale started forward in the wake of the first; then
a third took up the long, ponderous stride. At this rate, Flinx thought, it would take them days
to reach the canp

But even as he watched and worried, the pace of the awakening herd began to increase. It took tine
for such massive animals to get going. Once they did, they ate up distance. Not Song after, Flinx
found hinmself wishing for the skimer to accelerate, and accel erate again.

The herd was bearing down on the weaving, dodging craft. Lauren had to avoid even the snaller
trees, which the herd ignored in its fury to locate the source of that pungent, electrifying odor
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She tamed to yell something to him but he couldn’t hear her anynore.

Trees whi zzed by as Lauren sonmehow managed to m crease their speed w thout running into anything.
Behi nd t hem sounded a rising thunder as the noise of hundreds of hooves pulverizing the earth

m xed with the crackle of snapping tree trunks and the npban of | arger boles being torn fromtheir
roots.

Red eyes and horns were all Flinx could see as he poured another tenth of the herd-naddening
liquid fromthe flask, drawing the thunder down on the fragile skimrer and its even nore fragile
car go. .

“There was nothing in the snmall operating theater that had not been thoroughly sanitized. Mother
Mastiff had no strength left to fight with as they gently but firmy strapped her to the | ukewarm
table. Her curses and inprecations had been reduced to whi npered pleas, nore reflex than anything
el se, for she had seen by now that nothing woul d di ssuade these crazy people fromtheir
intentions. Eventually, she lost even the will to beg and contented herself with glaring tight-
|ipped at her tormentors.

Bright lights winked to |ife, blinding her. The tall black woman stood to the right of the table,
checking a palm sized circle of plastic. Mther Mastiff recogni zed the pressure syringe, and

| ooked away fromit.

Li ke her conpani ons, Haithness wore a pale surgical gown and a nask that left only her eyes

showi ng. Nyassa- |ee plugged in the shears that would be used to depilate the subject’s skull.
Brora, who would execute the actual inplantation, stood off to one side exanining a readout on the
di splay screen that hung just above and behind Mther Mastiff’'s head. Cccasionally, he would

gl ance down at a small table holding surgical instruments and several square transparent boxes
frosted with cold. Inside the boxes were the nmicroelectronic inplants that he would place mthe
subject’s skull.

A gl obul ar nmetal nmass hung fromthe ceiling above the operating table, gloanmng like a stee
jellyflsh. Wry arns and tendrils radiated fromits underside. They would sup- ply power to
attachments, suction through hosing, and suppl enmentary service to any organs that exhibited signs
of failure during the operation. There were mcrothin filament arns that could substitute for
cerebral capillaries, tendrils that could fuse or excavate bone, and devices that coul d by-pass
the Iungs and provi de oxygen directly to the bl ood.

“I"'mready to begin.” Brora sniled thinly across at Nyassa-lee, who nodded. He | ooked to his other
col | eague. “Haithness?” She answered himwi th her eyes as she readied the syringe.

“A last instrument check, then,” he nmurrmured, turning his attention to the raised platform
containing the mcro- surgical instrunents. Overhead, the jellyfish humed expectantly.

“Now that’s funny.” He paused, frowning. “Look here.” Both wonen | eaned toward him The
instruments, the tiny boxes with their frozen contents, even the platformitself, seemed to be

vi brati ng.

“Troubl e over at power?” ventured Nyassa-lee. She glanced upward and saw that the central support
gl obe was swayi ng slightly.

“l don’t know. Surely if it was anything serious, we would have been told by now,” Brora muttered.
The vibration intensified. One of the probes tunbled fromthe holding table and clattered across
the plastic floor. “It’s getting worse, | think.” A faint runble reached them from some- where
outside. Brora thought it arose sonewhere off to the west.

“Storm com ng?” Nyassa-| ee asked, frowning.

Brora shook his head. “Thunder woul dn’t make the tabl e shake, and Wat her didn't say anything
about an early stormwatch. No quake, either. This region is seismcally stable.”

The thunder that continued to growin their ears did not come down out of a distant sky but up out
of the disturbed earth itself. Abruptly, the alarmsystemcane to |life all around the canp. The
three surgeons stared in confusion at one another as the runbling shook not only tables and

i nstruments but the whol e building.

The warning sirens bow ed mournfully. There came a ripping, tearing noise as something poured
through the far end of the conference room mssing the surgery by an appreciable margin.. It was
visible only for seconds, though in that tinme it filled the entire chanber. Then it npbved on
trailing sections of false log and plastic stone inits wake, letting in sky and m st and | eaving
behind a wi de depression in the stelacrete foundati on beneath the floor. Haithness had the best
view as debris fell slowy fromthe roof to cover the nmark: it was a footprint.

Nyassa-lee tore off her surgical nask and raced for the nearest doorway. Brora and Haithness were
not far be- hind. At their departure. Mther Mstiff, who had quietly consigned that portion of
hersel f that was i ndependent to oblivion, suddenly found her voice again and began scream ng for
hel p.

Dust and insul ation began to sift fromthe ceiling as the violent shaking and runbling continued
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to echo around her. The nultiarnmed surgical sphere above the operating table was now sw ngi ng
dangerously back and forth and threatening, with each successive vibration, to tear free of its
mount i ng.

Mot her Mastiff did not waste her energy in a futile at- tenpt to break the straps that bound her.
She knew her limts. Instead, she devoted her renmining strength to yell- ing at the top of her

| ungs.

As soon as they had entered the nonitored border surrounding the canp, Lauren had accel erated and
charged at dangerously high speed right past the central tower. Someone had had the presence of
mnd to respond to the frantic alarmsiren by reaching for a weapon, but the hastily ained and
fired energy rifle mssed well aft of the already fleeing skimer.

At the sane tine, the wielder of the rifle had seen sonmething flung fromthe rear of the intruder
He had flinched, and when no expl osion had followed, |eaned out of the third-story windowto stare
curiously at the broken glass and green-red liquid trickling down the side of the structure. He
did not puzzle over it for very long because his attention-and that of his conmpanions in the tower-
was soon occupi ed by the black tidal wave that thundered out of the forest.

The frustrated, enraged herd concentrated all its attention on the strongest source of the
infuriating odor. The central tower, which contained the nain comunications and def ensive
instrunmentation for the encanpnent, was soon reduced to a nmound of plastic and netal rubble.
Meanwhi | e, Lauren brought the skimer around in a wide circle and set it down between the two |ong
buil di ngs on the west side of the canmp. The canp personnel were too busy trying to escape into the
forest and dodgi ng massive horns and hoofs to wonder at the presence of the un- famliar vehicle
in their mdst.

They had a fifty-fifty chance of picking the right building on the first try. As luck would have
it, they choose correctly . . . no thanks, Flinx thought, to his resolutely unhel pful Tal ent.

The roof was already beginning to cave in on the operating theater when they finally reached that
end of the building.

“Flinx, how d ye-?" Mther Mastiff started to exclaim

“How did he know how to find you?” Lauren finished for her as she started working on the
restraining straps binding the older wonan’s right arm

“No,” Mdther Mastiff corrected her, “lI started to ask how he nmanaged to get here wi thout any
money, | didn't think ye could go anywhere on Moth without noney.” “I had a little, Mther.” Flinx
smled down at her. She appeared unhurt, sinply worn out from her ordeal of the past hectic,
confusing days. “And | have other abilities, you know.”

“Ah.” She nodded sonberly.

“No, not that,” he corrected her. “You' ve forgotten that there are other ways to nake use of

t hi ngs besi des paying for them”

She | aughed at that. The resoundi ng cackl e gl addened his heart. For an instant, it doninated the
screans and the echoes of destruction that filled the air outside the building. The earth quivered
beneath his feet.

“Yes, yes, ye were always good at hel ping yourself to whatever ye needed. Haven't | warned ye tine
enough against it? But | don't think now be the tine to reprinmand ye.” She | ooked up at Lauren

who was having a tough tinme with the restraining straps.

“Now who,” she inquired, her eyebrows rising, “be this one?”

“Afriend,” Flinx assured her. “Lauren, neet Mther Mastiff.”

“Charmed, grandna.” Lauren’s teeth clenched as she fought with the recalcitrant restraints. “Damm
magneti ¢ catches built into the pol yethel ene.” She glanced across to Flinx. “W may have to cut
her | oose.”

“I know you' Il handle it.” Flinx turned and jogged toward the broken doorway, ducking just in tine
to avoid a section of roof brace as it crashed to the floor

“Hey, where the hell do you think you' re going?” Lauren shouted at him

“I want sone answers,” he yelled back. “I still don’t know what this is all about, and I'lIl be
damed if I'’mleaving here without trying to find out!”

“ Tis you, boy!” Mther Mastiff yelled after him “They wanted to use ne to influence you!” But he
was al ready out of earshot.

Mot her Mastiff laid her head back down and stared worriedly at the groaning ceiling. “That boy,”
she munbl ed, “I don’t know that he hasn’t been more trouble than he’'s worth.”

The upper restraint suddenly cane |oose with a click, and Lauren breathed a sigh of relief. She
was as conscious as Mdither Mastiff of the creaking, unsteady ceiling and the heavy mass of the
surgi cal gl obe swaying |ike a pendul um over the operating table.

“l doubt you really nean that, wonman,” she said evenly, “and you ought to stop thinking of himas
a boy.” The two wonen exchanged a gl ance, old eyes shooting questions, young ones providing an
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el oquent reply.

Confident that Lauren would soon free Mother Mastiff, Flinx was able to |l et the rage that had been
bottled up in- side himfor days finally surge to the fore. So powerful was the suddenly freed
enotion that an alarnmed Pip slid off its nmaster’s shoul der and foll owed anxi ously above. The tiny
triangul ar head darted in all directions in an at- tenpt to | ocate the as-yet-unperceived source
of Flinx's hate.

The fury boiling within himwas barely under control. “They're not going to get away w th what
they’ ve done,” he told hinself repeatedly. “They’'re not going to get away with it.” He did not
know what be was going to do if he confronted these still-unknown assailants, only that he had to

do sonething. A nonth ago, he woul d never have considered going after so dangerous an eneny, but
t he past weeks had done nuch for bis confidence

The herd was beginning to | ose sone of its fury even as its nenbers still hunted for the puzzling
source of their disconfort. Females with young were the first to break away, retreating back into
the forest. Then there were only the solitary males roam ng the encanpnent, venting their
frustration and anger on anything |arger than a rock. Cccasionally, Flinx passed the remains of
those who had not succeeded in fleeing into the trees in tine to avoid the ranpagi ng Devil opes.
There was rarely nore than a red snear staining the ground.

He was heading for the hangar he and Lauren had identified fromtheir hilltop. It was the | ogical
final refuge. It didn't take long for himto reach the building. As he strode single-nindedly
across the open grounds, it never occurred to himto wonder why none of the snorting, paw ng
Devi | opes paused to turn and stonp himinto the earth.

The | arge doorway fronting the hangar had been pushed aside. Flinx could see novenent and hear
faint commands. Wthout hesitation, he wal ked inside and saw a | arge transport skimer being

| oaded with crates. The | oadi ng crew worked desperately under the direction of a snall, elderly
Oriental woman. Flinx just stood in the portal, staring. Now that he had | ocated sonmeone in a
position of authority, he really didn’t know what to do next. Anger and chaos had brought himto
the place; there had been no roomin his thoughts for reasoned preparation. A tall black Iady
standing in the fore section of the skinmer stopped barking orders | ong enough to gl ance toward
the doorway. Her eyes |ocked on his. Instead of hatred, Flinx found hinself thinking that in her
youth this nust have been a strikingly beautiful woman. Col d, though. Both wonen, so cold. Her
hair was nearly all gray, and so were her eyes.

“Hai t hness.” A nman rushed up behind her. “W haven't got tine for daydream ng. We-*

She pointed with a shaky finger. Brora followed her finger and found hinself gaping at a slim
yout hful figure ill the doorway. “That boy,” Brora whispered. “Is it hinP” “Yes, but |ook higher
Brora. Up in the light.”

The stocky man’s gaze rose, and his air of interested detachnent suddenly deserted him His nouth
dropped open. “Ch, nmy God,” he exclained, “an Al aspinian mnidrag.”

“You see,” Haithness nurnured as she | ooked down at Flinx, regarding himas she would any other

| aboratory subject, “it explains so much.” Around them the sounds of the encanpment being
destroyed continued to donmi nate everyone else’s attention
Brora reganmed his conposure. “It may, it may, but the boy may not even be aware that-*

Flinx strained to understand their rmunblings, but there was too nuch noi se behind him “Were did
you cone fron?” he shouted toward the skinmer. Hs newfound maturity quickly deserted him
suddenly, he was only a furious, frustrated adol escent. “Wy did you kidnap ny nother? | don’t

i ke you, you know. | don't like any of you. | want to know why you' ve done what you’ ve done!”
“Be careful,” Nyassa-lee called up to them “Renenber the subject’s profile!” She hoped they were
getting this up- stairs.

“He’s not dangerous, | tell you,” Haithness insisted. “This denonstrates his harmn essness. |If he

was in comand of himself, he'd be throwing nore than childish queries at us by now.”

“But the catalyst creature.” Brora waved a hand toward the flying snake drifting above Flinx.
“We don’t know that it’s catalyzing anything,” Haithness rem nded him “because we don’'t know what
the boy's abilities are as yet. They are only potentials. The m nidrag may be doi ng nothing for
hi m because it has nothing to work with as yet, other than a dammabl e persistence and a
preternatural talent for following a thin trail.” She continued to exam ne the subject al nost
within their grasp. “l would give a great deal to |l earn how he came to be in possession of a

ni ni drag.”

Brora found hinself licking his lips. “W failed with the nother. Maybe we should try taking the
subject directly in spite of our experience with the girl.”

“No,” she argued. “We don’'t have the authority to take that kind of risk. Cruachan nust be
consulted first. It's his decision to make. The inportant thing is for us to get out of here now
with our records and ourselves intact.”
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“l disagree.” Brora continued to study the boy, fascinated by his calm The subject appeared
indifferent to the hoofed death that was devastating the encanmpnent. “CQur initial plan has fail ed.
Now is the tinme for us to inprovise. W should seize the opportunity.”

“Even if it’'s our last opportunity?”

Flinx shouted at them “What are you tal ki ng about? Wiy don’t you answer ne?”

Hai t hness turned and seenmed about to reply when a vast groani ng shook the hangar. Suddenly, its
east wall bulged inward. There were screans of despair as the load- ing crew flung cargo in al
directions and scattered, ignoring Nyassa-lee's entreati es.

“They didn’'t scatter fast enough

Wal | s and roof cane crashing down, burying personnel, containers, and the big cargo skimer. Three
bul | Devil opes pushed through the ruined wall as Flinx threw hinself backward through the doorway.
Metal, plastic, and flesh blended into a chaotic pulp beneath nassive hoofs. Fragnents of plastic
flew through the air around Plinx. One nicked his shoul der

Red eyes flashing, one of the bulls wheeled toward the single figure spraw ed on the ground. The
great head | owered.

Coi nci dence, luck, sonething nore: whatever had protected Flinx fromthe attention of the herd
until now abruptly vani shed. The bull |ooning overhead was half in- sane with fury. Its intent was
evident in its gaze: it planned to make Flinx into still another red stain on the earth.

Sonething so tiny it was not noticed swooped in front of that |owering skull and spat into one

pl ate-si zed red eye. The Devil ope bull blinked once, twi ce against the painful intrusion. That was
enough to drive the venominto its bl oodstream The nonster opened its nmouth and |l et out a
frightening bellow as it pulled away fromFlinx. It started to shake its head violently, ignoring
the other two bulls, which continued to crush the remai ns of the hangar underfoot.

Flinx scranbled to his feet and raced fromthe scene of destruction, headi ng back toward the
buil di ng where he had | eft Lauren and Mother Mastiff. Pip rejoined him choosing to glide just
above its master’s head, tenporarily disdaining its faniliar perch.

Behind them the Devilope’'s bellowi ng turned thick and soft. Then there was a crash as it sat down
onits runp. It sat for several nonents nore before the huge front |egs slipped out fromunder it
Very slowy, like an iceberg calving froma glacier, it fell over on its side. “The eye that had
taken Pip’s venom was gone, |eaving behind only an enpty socket.

Breat hing hard, Flinx rushed back into the building housing the surgery and nearly ran over the
fleeing Lauren and Mother Mastiff. He enbraced his nother briefly, in- tensely, then swing her

| eft armover his shoul der to give her support.

Lauren supported the old woman at her other shoul der and | ooked curiously at Flinx. “Did you find
who you were | ooking for?”

“I think so,” he told her. “Sennar and Soba are properly revenged. The Devilopes did it for them”
Lauren nodded as they energed fromthe remains of the building. Qutside, the earth-shaking had

| essened.

“The herd’'s dispersing. They' Il reformin the forest, wonder what cane over them and likely go
back to sl eep. As soon as they start doing that, this canp will begin fill- ing up with those who
managed to escape. W need to inprove our transportation, and fast. Renmenber, there’'s nowhere near
a full charge in the skimrer. You and | could walk it, but-*

“l1 can wal k anywhere ye can,” Mdther Mastiff insisted. Her condition belied her bravado-if not for
the support of Flinx and Lauren, she woul d not have been able to stand.

“I't’s all right, Mther,” Flinx told her. “W’'Ill find sone- thing.”

They boarded their skimer. Lauren rekeyed the ignition, renpved to prevent potential escapees
fromabscond- ing with their craft, and they cruised around the ruined building back into the
heart of the canp

Their fear of danger from survivors was unfounded. The few nmen and wormen who wandered out of their
way were too stunned by the catastrophe to offer even a challenging question. The majority of them
had been admi nistrative or naintenance personnel, quite unaware of the inportance of Flinx or

Mot her Mastiff.

The Devil opes were gone. “The power station was hardly damaged, perhaps because it lay apart from
the rest of the encanpnment, perhaps because it operated on automatic and did not offer the herd
any living targets. None of the canp personnel materialized to challenge their use of the
station’s recharge facility, though Lauren kept a ready finger on the trigger of the dart rifle
until a readout showed that the skimrer once again rode on full power.

“I don’t think we have to worry about pursuit,” she declared. “It doesn't |ook Iike there's anyone
left to pursue. If the |eaders of this bunch got caught in that tranpled hangar as you say, Flinx,
then we’ve nothing to worry about.”
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“I didn't get nmy answers,” he nmuttered disappointedly. Then, |ouder, he said, “Let’s get out of
this place.”

“Yes,” Mother Mastiff agreed quickly. She looked inploringly at Lauren. “I be a city lady. The
country life doesn’'t agree with ne.” She grinned her irrepressible grin, and Flinx knew she was
going to be all right.

Lauren smled and nudged the accel erator. The skimer noved, lifting above the surrounding trees.
They crusied over several disoriented, spent Devil opes and sped south as fast as the skimer’s
engi ne coul d push them

“I didn't learn what this was all about,” Flinx continued to nutter fromhis seat near the rear of
the cabin. “Do you know why they abducted you, Mther? What did they want with you?”

It was on her lips to tell himthe tale the Meliorares had told her the previous night-was it only
| ast night? Some- thing nade her hesitate. Natural caution, concern for him A lifetine of
experience that taught one not to blunder ahead and blurt out the first thing that cones to mnd
no matter how true it might be. There were things she needed to |learn, things he needed to | earn.
There woul d al ways be tine.

“You've said ‘tis a long story as to how ye managed to trace ne, boy. My tale’s a | ong one, too.
As to what they wanted with ne, tis enough for ye to know now that it involves an old, old crine |
once participated in and a thirst for revenge that never dies. Ye can understand that.”

“Yes, yes | can.” He knew that Mther Mastiff had enjoyed a diverse and checkered youth. “You can
tell me all about it after we're back hone.”

“Yes,” she said, pleased that he had apparently accepted her explanation. “After we're safely back
home.” She | ooked toward the pilot’s chair and saw Lauren gazi ng qui zzically back at her

Mot her Mastiff put a finger to her lips. The other woman nodded, not fully understandi ng but
sensitive enough to go along with the ol der wonan’s w shes.

Chapter Fourteen

Several hours passed. The air was snooth, the mst thin, the ride confortable as the skinmer

sli pped sout hward. Mother Mstiff | ooked back toward the rear of the craft to see Flinx sound

asl eep. His useful if |oathsone pet was, as usual, curled up close to the boy’s head.

She studied the pilot. Pretty, hard, and sel f-contai ned, she decided. N ght was beginning to
settle over the forest speeding by below Wthin the seal ed canopy of the skimer, it was warm and
dry. “What be your interest in ny boy?” she asked evenly.

“As a friend. | also had a personal debt to pay,” Lauren expl ained. “Those peopl e who abducted you
sl aughtered a couple of rare aninmals who were | ong-time conpanions of mne. ‘Revenge never dies.’

“ She smled. “You said that a while ago, renenber?”

“How di d ye encounter hin®”

“He appeared at the |odge | manage on a | ake near here.”

“Ah! The fight, yes, | renmenber. So that place was yours.”

“I just manage it. That's where |I'm heading. | can help you arrange return passage to Drallar from
there.”

“How do ye know we’re fromthe city?”

Lauren gestured with a thunb back toward the sleeping figure behind them “He told ne. He told ne
alot.”

“That’s odd,” Modther Mastiff commented. “He's not the tal kative kind, that boy.” She went quiet
for a while, watching the. forest slide past below. Flinx slept on, enjoying his first rel axed
sleep in sone tine.

“ *Tis an awful lot of trouble you ve gone through on his behalf,” she finally decl ared,
“especially for a total stranger. Especially for one so young.”

“Youth is relative,” Lauren said. “Maybe be brought out the maternal instinct in ne.”

“Don’t get profound with ne, child,” Mdther Mastiff warned her, “nor sassy, either.” lronic, that

| ast comment, though. Hadn't she once felt the sanme way about the boy many years ago? “|’ve

wat ched ye, seen the way ye look at him Do ye |ove hin®”

“Love hin®” Lauren’s surprise was quite genuine. Then, seeing that Mther Mastiff was serious, she
forced herself to respond solemly. “Certainly not! At least, not in that way. I’mfond of him
sure. | respect himinmmensely for what he’'s nanaged to do on his own, and | also feel sorry for
him There is affection, certainly. But the kind of |ove you re tal ki ng about? Not a chance.”
“"Youth is relative,”’ Mther Mastiff taunted her gently. “One nust be certain. |’ve seen nuch in
my life, child. There’'s little that can surprise ne, or at least so | thought until a few weeks
ago.” She cackled softly. “I'"mglad to hear ye say this. Anything el se could do harmto the boy.”
“l would never do that,” Lauren assured her. She glanced back at Flinx's sleeping form “I’m going
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to drop you at the lodge. My assistant’s name is Sal. |I'Il make sone pretense of going in to
arrange your transportation and talk to him Then 1’1l take off across the lake. | think it wll
be better for himthat way. | don't want to hurt him” She hesitated. “You don’t think he' |l do
anything silly, like comng after ne?”

Mot her Mastiff considered thoughtfully, then shook her head. “He's just a little too sensible.
He' Il understand. |'msure. As for nme, | don’t know what to say, child. You' ve been so hel pful to

himand to ne.”
“ ‘Revenge,’ renenmber?” She grinned, the lights fromthe console glinting off her high cheekbones.
“He’s a funny one, your Plinx. | don't think I'll forget him”

“Ye know, child, ‘tis peculiar,” Mdther Mstiff nuttered as she gazed out into the clouds and
mst, “but you're not the first person to say that.”

“And | expect,” Lauren added as she turned her attention back to her driving, “that | won't be the
| ast, either.” The nudder circled the devastated encanpnent several times before |eaving the cover
of the forest and cruising anong the ruined buildings. Eventually, it settled to ground near the
stunp of what had been a central tower.

The wonan who stepped out was clad in a dark-green and brown canoufl age suit, as was the nman at
the vehicle's controls. He kept the engine running as his conpanion nmarched a hal f-dozen neters
toward the tower, stopped, and turned a slow circle, hands on hips. Then they both rel axed,
recogni zi ng that whatever had obliterated the installation no |onger posed any threat. No

di scussi on was necessary-they had worked together for a long time, and words had becomne
super f | uous.

The man killed the nmudder’s engine and exited to join his associate in surveying the weckage. A
light rain was falling. It did not soak them for the canouflage suits repelled noisture. The
field was tenporary, but fromwhat they coul d see of the encanpnent, they wouldn’t be in the place
| ong enough to have to recharge.

“I"m sick of opening packages, only to find snmaller packages inside,” the man said ruefully. “I'm
sick of having every new avenue we take turn into a dead end.” He gestured toward the
destruction surrounding them crunpled buildings, isolated wisps of snoke rising frompiles of
debris, slag where power had nelted netal.

“Dead may be the right description, too, judging by the | ooks of things.”

“Not necessarily.” H's conpanion only half heard him She was staring at a w de depression near
her feet. It was pointed at one end. A second, identical nmark dented the ground several neters
away, another an equal distance be- yond. As she traced their progress, she saw that they forned a
curving trail. She had not noticed themat first because they were filled with water.

She kicked in the side of the one nearest her boots. “Footprints,” she said curtly.

“Hoof prints,” the nman corrected her. H's gaze went to the m st-shrouded woods that surrounded the
camp. “l wish | knew nore about this backwater world.”

“Don’t criticize yourself. We didn’t plan to spend so nuch tinme here. Besides, the urban center is
pretty cosnopolitan.”

“Yeah, and civilization stops at its outskirts. The rest of the planet’s too primtive to rate a
class. That's what’'s slowed us up fromthe begi nning. Too many places to hide.”

Her gaze swept the ruins. “Doesn’t seemto have done them nuch good.”

“No,” he agreed. “l saw the bones on the way in, sane as you did. | wonder if the poor nonster

di ed here, too?”

“Don't talk like that,” she said uneasily. “You know how we’'re supposed to refer to him You don't
wat ch yourself, you' |l put that in an official comuni que sone- tine and find yourself up for a
formal reprinand.”
“Ah, yes, | forgot,’

he murmured. “The disadvantaged child. Pardon ne. Rose, but this whole

busi ness has been a lousy job fromthe beginning. You re right, though. | shouldn’t single him
out. It’s not his fault. The contrary. He isn't responsible for what the Meliorares did to him”
“Right,” the wonan said. “Well, he’'ll soon be repaired.”

“1f he got away,” her conpani on rem nded her

“Surely some of themdid,” the worman sai d.

The man pointed toward several long walls of rubble that might once have been buil dings. “Speak of
the devil.”

A figure was headed toward them It took |longer than was necessary because it did not travel in a
straight line. It attenpted to, but every so often would stagger off to its right Iike a whee
with its bearings out. The man’s clothes were filthy, his boots caked with nmud. They had not been
changed in several days. He waved weakly at the new coners. Save for the linp with which he

wal ked, he seened intact. His stringy hair was soaked and plastered like wire to his face and
head. He made no effort to brush it fromhis eyes.
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He seemed indifferent to the identity of the new arrivals. H s concerns were nore prosaic. “Have
you any food?”

“What happened here?” the woman asked him as soon as he had linped to within earshot.

“Have you any food? God knows there's plenty of water. That's all this mserable place has to
offer is plenty of water. Al you want even when you don’t want it. |’ve been living on nuts and
berries and what |’ve been able to salvage fromthe canp kitchen. Had to fight the scavengers for
everything. Mserable, stinking hole.”

“What happened here?” the woman repeated calmy. The man appeared to be in his late twenties. Too
young, she knew, for himto be a nmenber of the Meliorare’s inner circle. Just an unlucky enpl oyee.
“Caster,” he nmunbled. “Name’s Caster. Excuse nme a minute.” He slid down his crude, handmade crutch

until he was sprawl ed on the danp earth. “Broke ny ankle, | think. It hasn't healed too well. |
need to have it set right.” He wi nced, then | ooked up at them
“Damed if | know. Wat happened here, | nmean. One ninute | was repl aci ng conmuni cati ons nodul es,

and the next all hell opened up. You shoul d ve seen ‘em Goddamm big as the tower, every one of
‘em Seened like it. any- how. Wbrst thing was those dish-size bloody eyes with tiny little bl ack
specks lookin’ down at you like a machine. Not decent, themeyes. | don’'t know what brought ‘em
down on us like they cane, but it sure as hell wasn't a kind providence.”

“Are you the only survivor?” the nan asked.

“lI haven't seen anyone else, if that’'s what you nean.” Hi s voice turned pleading. “Hey, have you
got any food?”

“We can feed you,” the woman said with a smle. “Listen, who were you working for here?”

“Bunch of scientists. Uppity bunch. Never talked to us ordinary folk.” He forced a weak | augh
“Paid well, though. Keep your nouth shut and do your job and see the countryside. Just never
expected the countryside to come visiting ne. 1've had it with this outfit. Ready to go hone. They
can keep their dam severance fee.” A new thought occurred to him and he squinted up at the
coupl e standi ng over him
“Hey, you nean you don’t know who they were? Wo are you peopl e, anyway?”’

They exchanged a gl ance; then the wonan shrugged. “No harmin it. Maybe it’l|l help his nenory.”
She pulled a small plastic card froman inside pocket and showed it to the injured man. It was
bright red. On it was printed a nane, then her world of origin: Terra. The eyes of the man on the
ground wi dened slightly at that. The series of letters which foll owed added confusion to his

ast oni shrent .

FLT-1-PC-MO. The first section he understood. It told himthat this visitor was an autononpus
agent, rank |Inspector, of the Commonweal th | aw enforcenment arm the Peaceforcers.

“What does ‘MJ stand for?” he asked.

“Moral Operations section,” she told him repocketing the ident. “These scientists you worked for-
even though you had little or no personal contact with them you nmust have seen themfromtinme to
tine?”

“Sure. They kept pretty well to thenselves, but |I some- tinmes saw ‘emstrolling around.”

“They were all quite elderly, weren't they?”

He frowned. “You know, | didn't think nuch abc’it it, but yeah, | guess they were. Does that mean
sonet hi ng?”

“I't needn’t trouble you,” the man said soothingly. “You ve said you haven't seen anyone el se
around since this horde of beasts overwhel med you. That doesn’'t necessarily nean you're the only
survivor. | assume sone form of transportation was naintained for |ocal use here. You didn't see
anyone get away in a nmudder or ski mrer?”

The man on the ground thought a nonent, and his face brightened. “Yeah, yeah | did. There was this
old I ady and a younger one-good-I|ooking, the younger one. There was a kid with “em | didn't
recogni ze ‘em but there were al- ways people conming and going here.”

“How ol d was the kid?” the woman asked him

“Damed if | know. | was running like blazes in one direction, and their skinmer was beaded in the
other, so | didn't stop to ask questions. Kid had red hair, though. | renenber that. Redheads seem
scarce on this ball of dirt.”

“A charned life,” the older man nurnured to his conpanion. There was admration as well as
frustration in his voice. “The boy leads a charnmed life.”

“As you well know, there may he a lot nmore than charminvol ved,” the woman said tersely. “The old
worman he refers to is obviously the adopting parent, but who was the other?” She frowned, now
worri ed.

“I't doesn’t matter,” her conpanion said. He spoke to the injured nan. “Look, how well do you
renenber the attitudes of this trio? | know you didn’t have nuch tine. This younger woman, the
attractive one. Did she give the appearance of being in control of the other two? Did it seem as
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i f she was hol ding the boy and ol d | ady under guard?”

“I told you, | didn't get nuch of a look,” Caster replied. “I didn't see any weapons show ng, if
that’s what you' re tal king about.”

“Interesting,” the wonman nurnured. “They may have enlisted an ally. Another conplication to
contend with.” She sighed. “Damm this case, anyway. If it didn't carry such a high priority with
HQ I'd ask to be taken off.”

“You know how far we’d get with a request like that,” her companion snorted. “We'll get ‘cm W' ve
conme so damm close so many tines already. The odds have to catch up with us.”

“Maybe. Renenber your packages inside packages,” she taunted himgently. “Still, it mght be easy
now.” She waved at the ruined canp. “It doesn’t look like many, if any, of the Meliorares got
away.”

“Melio-Meliorares?” The injured nan gaped at them “Hey, | know that name. Weren't they the-?" His
eyes widened with realization. “Now wait a second, people, | didnt-*

“Take it easy,” the man 5n the canoufl age suit urged him “Your surprise confirns your innocence
Besi des, you’'re too young. They' ve taken in smarter fol k than you down over the years.”

“We shoul dn’t have that nuch trouble relocating the boy.” She was feeling confident now “We
shoul d be able to pick themup at our |eisure.”

“I wish | were as sanguine,” her associate nurnmured, chewing on his lower lip. “There' s been

not hing | eisurely about this business fromthe start.”

“I didn't know,” the injured man was babbling. “I didn't know they were Meliorares. None of us
did, none of us. | just answered an ad for a technician. No one ever said a word to any of us
about - !”

“Take it easy, | told you,” the ol der man snapped, disgusted at the other’'s reaction. People panic
so easily, he though: you' |l have to undergo a truth scan. There's no that leg set right. There's
food in the nudder. One thing, though: you'll have to undergo a truth scan. There's no harmin
that, you know. Afterwards, you'll likely be re- |eased.”

The man struggled to his feet, using his crutch as a prop. He had cal ned down sonewhat at the
other’s reassuring words. “They never said a word about anything like that.”

“They never do,” the woman conmented. “That’'s how they’ve been able to escape custody for so many
years. The gullible never ask questions.”

“Meliorares. Hell,” the man munbled. “If 1'd known-*“
“I'f you'd known, then you d never have taken their noney and gone to work for them right?”
“Cf course not. 1’ve got ny principles.”

“Sure you do.” He waved a hand, forestalling the other man’s i mm nent protest. “Excuse nme, friend.
I"ve devel oped a rather jaundiced view of humanity during the eight years |’'ve spent in MO Not
your fault. Cone on,” he said to the woman naned Rose, “there’s nothing nore for us here.”

“Me, too? You're sure?” The younger man |inped after them

“Yeah, you, too,” the Peaceforcer said. “You re sure you don't mind giving a deposition under
scan? It's purely a voluntary procedure.”

“Be glad to,” the other said, eager to please. “Dam |ousy Mliorares, taking in innocent workers
|i ke that Hope you m ndw pe every |ast one of ‘em
“There’'s food in back,” the woman said evenly as they clinbed into the nudder.

“It’s strange,” her conpanion remarked a8 they seated thenselves, “how the local wildlife overran
this place just intinme to allow our quarry to flee. The histories of these children are full of
such tinely coinci dences.”

“1 know,” Rose said as the nudder’s engine rose to a steady humand the little vehicle slid
forward into the forest. “Take this flying snake we’ve been told about. It’'s from where?”
“Alaspin, if the reports are accurate.”

“That’s right, Alaspin. If | remenber my gal ographics correctly, that world' s a fair nunber of
parsecs fromhere. One hell of a coincidence.”

“But not inpossible.”

“It seens |like nothing s inpossible where these children are concerned. The sooner we take this
one into custody and turn himover to the psychosurgeons, the better I'Il like it. Gve ne a good
cl ean deviant nmurder any tinme. This nmutant-hunting gives nme the shivers.”

“He’s not a nmutant. Rose,” her conpanion rem nded her. “That’s as inaccurate as ne calling hima
nonster.” He glanced toward the rear of the nmudder. Their passenger was gobbling food fromtheir
stores and ignoring their conversation. “W don't even know that he possesses any speci al
abilities. The last two we tracked down were insip- idly normal.”

“The Meliorares nust have thought differently,” Rose challenged. “They’ ve gone to a |ot of trouble
to try and catch this one and | ook what's happened to them”

They were well into the forest now, heading south. The ruined canp was out of sight, swallowed up
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by trees and rolling terrain behind them

“Some big native animals did themin,” her conpanion said. “A naddened herd that bad not hi ng

what soever to do with the boy or any inagined abilities of his. So far, his trail shows only that
he’s the usual Meliorare disturbed youth. You worry too nuch. Rose.”

“Yeah. | know. It’'s the nature of the business, Feodor.”

But their concerns haunted them as night began to over- take the racing nudder.

The wonman manni ng the communi cati ons console was very old, alnost as old and shaky as the smal
starship it- self, but her hands played the instrunentation with a confidence born of |ong
experi ence, and her hearing was sharp enough for her to be certain she had not nmissed any portion

of the broadcast. She | ooked up fromher station into the face of the tall, solemm man standi ng
next to her and shook her head slowy.
“I"'msorry. Dr. Cruachan, sir. They’'re not responding to any of our call signals. | can’t even

raise their tight-beamfrequency anynore.”

The tall nan nodded slowy, reluctantly. “You know what this neans?”

“Yes,” she admitted, sadness tinging her voice. “Nyassa-|ee, Haithness, Brora-all gone now. Al
those years.” Her voice sank to a whisper

“We can’'t be sure,” Cruachan nurnured. “Not one hundred percent. It's only that,’
“they ought to have responded by now, at |east via the emergency unit.”

“That stanpede was terrible luck, sir.”

“I'f it was bad luck,” he said softly. “History shows that where the subject children are
concerned, the unknown sonetines gives luck a push-or a violent shove.”

“I know that, sir,” the conmmunicator said. She was tired, Cruachan knew, but then they were al
tired. Tine was running out for themand for the Meliorare Society as well as for its noble, much-
m sunder st ood goals. There had been thoughts, years ago, of training new acolytes in the

techni ques and ai ns of genetic mani pul ati on pi oneered by the Society, but the onus under which
they were forced to operate nade the cooperation of foolish younger researchers inpossible to
obtain, thanks to the unrelenting barrage of slanderous propaganda propagated by the Church and

t he Conmonweal t h gover nnent.

Curse themall for the ignorant primitives they were! The Society was not dead yet!

Hai t hness, Nyassa-lee, Brora-the names were a dirge in his mnd. If they were truly gone now, and
it seenmed that nust be so, that left very fewto carry on the Work. The conflict within himwas
strong. Should he press on or flee to set up operations el sewhere? So many old friends,

col | eagues, great scientific nmnds, lost; was this one subject worth it? They still had no proof
that he was. Only graphs and figures to which the conputers held. But the conputers didn't care.
Nobody car ed.

There was nothing to indicate that the subject had been in any way responsible for the unfortunate
st anpede that had destroyed the canp together with their hopes. O course, it was quite possible
that the subject had perished along with the others, Cruachan nmused. If not, if he decided to
pursue this one to a conclusion, then there could be no nore external manipul ation attenpted. They
woul d have to confront the subject directly, as they had years ago tried to do with the girl.

It was a | ong, roundabout course to their next “safe” station. Cruachan was not at all confident
of working through another several years of hiding and seeking out another prom sing subject. If
the long armof the Peace- forcers had not caught up with himby then, time and old age were
liable to do the job for the governnent. They had cone a |ong way together, he and his associ ates.
A great effort; many |lives had been expended to keep the project alive. He and his few renaining
col l eagues had to follow this case to its concl usion

“Thank you, Amareth,” he told the woman waiting patiently at the console. “Keep the receiver open
just in case.”

“Of course, Dr. Cruachan, sir.”

Turni ng, he headed slowy toward Conference. Hal fway there, his step picked up, his stride becane
nore brisk. This won't do, he told hinmself. As president of the Society, it was incunmbent upon him
to set an exanple for the others, now nore than ever. By the tinme he reached the neeting room and
strode inside, his initial despair at the reports from bel ow had been replaced by icy

det erm nati on.

Hal f a dozen elderly men and wonmen sat waiting for him So few, he thought, so few left. The | ast
of the Society, the last supporters of a great idea. Their upturned faces all silently asked the
same questi on.

“Still no word,” he said firmy. “W nust therefore assune that doctors Brora, Haithness, and
Nyassa-| ee have been lost.” There were no outward expressions of grief, no wails or cries. They
wai t ed expectantly for himto continue, and their quiet vote of confidence redoubled his resolve.

he hesitated,
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“I reconmend that we proceed with the attenpt to re- gain control of Nunmber Twelve.”

“We have reason to believe that MO operatives are now working in this region,” an old worman said
fromthe far side of the confortable room

“What of it?” another woman asked sharply. “They' ve al ways been two steps behind us, and they

al ways will be.”

“I wish | was as positive of that as you, Hanson,” the first woman said. “The longevity of the
Society is the result of foresight and caution, not contempt for those who hold us in contenpt.”
She | ooked up at their |leader. “You' re sure about continuing to operate here, Cruachan?”

“More so than ever,” he told her. “W have too nuch invested in this Nunber Twelve not to
continue.” He proceeded to recite the long Iist of factors responsible for his decision

When he finished, a thin little man seated in the far corner of the room spoke out sharply in an
i ncongruously deep voice. He had an artificial leg and heart, but the look in his eyes was as
blindly intense as it had been fifty years earlier

“I concur! The pronmise still lies here. If the subject is still accessible-*

“We have no reason to believe he is not,” Cruachan half |ied.

“-then we have a chance to get to himbefore the MO insects do. As Cruachan says, we nust bal ance

the potential here against our own intensifying infirmties.” He kicked the floor with his fal se
| eg.

“Very well,” said the old | ady who had rai sed the specter of Conmonwealth interference. “I see
that nost of you are of a mind to continue with our work here. | must confess that | cannot nuster

an argunent against Dr. Cruachan’s many good points. But we now have a new problemto overcone
which will not be solved by a vote.

“I's it true that the last report fromthe canp places the subject in proxinmty to an Al aspini an

ni ni ature dragon?”

Cruachan nodded slowy. “The presence of the catalyst creature close to the subject was all uded
to, yes.”

“Then how are we to proceed? Besides acting as a magnifying lens for any |atent Tal ent the subject
may possess, this particular animal is deadly in and of itself. If it has forned an enotional bond
with the subject, it will be a nuch nore dangerous opponent than any dozen MO officers.”

Cruachan waved her worries aside. “l’ve given the matter proper consideration. The snake will be
taken care of, | promise you. If we cannot neutralize a nere reptile, then we have no business
pretending to the ideals of our Society.”

“I't is not areptile,” a man near the back put in. He was gl assy-eyed because of the thick contact
| enses he was forced to wear. “It is reptilian in appearance, but warmblood flows in its veins,
and it should nore properly be classified as-*

“I don’t give a danmm what Order it fits into,” Cruachan broke in inpatiently. “The beast will be

handl ed.” H's brows drew together at a sudden thought. “In fact, if such a nental bond now exi sts,
it is likely stronger than that which ties the subject to his adoptive parent.”
“Anot her chance for external control!” a wonman excl ai med.

“Yes. Instead of presenting us with a newthreat, it’s possible this creature may be our key to
subj ect control. So you all see how seeming difficulties nay be turned to our advantage.”

“Too bad about Haithness and the others,” one of the old men nmurnmured. “1’d known Haithness for
forty-five years.”

“So did |I,” Cruachan reminded him “W nust not |et her and Nyassa-lee and Brora down. |f, as now
seens |ikely, they have sacrificed thenselves for the cause, they provide us with still another

reason to press onward. As we shrink in nunbers, so nmust we grow in determnation.”

Murmurs of assent rose fromaround the conference room

“W will not abandon this subject,” Cruachan continued forcefully. “He will be brought under our
wi ng by what- ever nmeans is required. | call for a formal vote for proceeding.”

Cruachan was gratified to see the decision to continue confirmed unani mously. Such deci sions
usual Iy were; dissent had no place in an organization bent to such a singular purpose.

“Thank you all,” he said when the hands dropped. “Renenber, this Nunber Twelve nay hold the key to
our vindication. W should proceed with that hope in mnd. Fromthis nonment on, our entire energy
will be devoted to gaining control over him” He turned toward the doorway.

“We have to hurry. If the Mos find himfirst, they will ruin himfor our purposes.”

The group dissolved in a rush of activity and fresh resolve that was matched in intensity only by
the desperation that gave it life.

Chapter Fifteen

The city stank of human and ot her beings, of aninmals and exotic cooking, of resins and buil ding
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materials old and new, all affected by the eternal danpness that perneated organi c and inorganic
materials alike. But it was all flowers and spice to Flinx. The transport car hissed to a halt
outside the paneled exterior of the little bar and with the little credit remaining to him he
paid the machine. It responded with a nechanical “Thank you, sir” before drifting off up the
street in search of its next fare

Mot her Mastiff |eaned heavily against himas they made their way inside. Her ordeal had |eft her
feeling her age, and she was very tired. So tired that she did not pull away fromthe snake riding
hi gh on Flinx's shoulder. Once inside, Pip uncoiled fromits perch beneath the slickertic Lauren
Wal der had provided and nade a snake- line for the bar itself. This place he knew. On the counter
ahead sat bowl s of pretzels, tarnmac nuts, and other interesting salty delicacies that were al nost
as much fun to play with as to eat

Flinx had deliberately brought them back to the nmarket- place via a zigzag, roundabout course,
changi ng transports frequently, trying until the last noment to travel with other citizens. Try as
he mi ght, he had been unable to see any indication that they had been foll owed, nor had the

m nidrag reacted negatively to any of the travel ers who had | ooked askance at the exhausted youth
and the old woman with him Still, it was this caution that pronpted themto visit this bar before
returning to the shop. It would be wise not to go hone alone, and Snall Synm the bar owner, would
be good conpany to have around when they again set palmprint to the front-door [ock. To sone
degree his physical talents matched those of Flinx's mnd

As giants go. Small Symm was about average. He had been a friend of Flinx since the day of the
boy’ s adoption. He often bought interesting utensils from Mther Mstiff for use in his

est abl i shnent.

An enornmous hand appeared and all but swept the two travelers into a booth. At the |long netal bar
patrons nervously noved aside to allow the acrobatic flying snake plenty of access to the
pretzels.

“I"ve heard,” the young giant said by way of greeting, his voice an echo fromdeep within a
cavernous chest, “that you were back. Wrd travels fast in the market.”

“We're okay, Symm” Flinx favored his friend with a’ tired smle. “I feel like |I could sleep for a
year, but other than that, we're all right.”

The giant pulled a table close to the booth and used it for a chair. “Wiat can | get for the two
of you? Sonme- thing nice and hot to drink?”

“Not now, boy,” Mother Mstiff said with a desultory wave of one wrinkled hand. “W’re anxious to
be hone. ‘Tis your good conpany we’ d make use of, not your beverages.” She turned quiet and |et
Flinx do the majority of the expl aining.

Smal | Symm frowned, his brows com ng together liks clouds in the sky. “You think these people

nm ght still be after you?”
She al nost started to say, “Tis not me they're after,” and just did nanage to hold her tongue. She
still believed it was too soon to reveal to Flinx everything she had | earned. Mich too soon

“Unlikely but possible, and |'"'mnot the type to tenpt fate, the unkind bastard.”

“l understand.” Symrn stood, his head just clearing the ceiling. “You would like sone friendly
conpani onshi p on your way hone.”

“I'f you could spare the tinme,” Flinx said gratefully. “I really believe that we’re finished with
these people.” He did not explain that he thought they were all dead. No need to conplicate
matters. “But we'd sure be a lot nmore confortable if you' d come with us while we checked out the
shop.”

“1"I'l be just a nmoment,” Synmm assured him “WAit here.” He vanished into a back room Wen he
returned, it was in the conpany of a tall young wonan. He spoke softly to her for a mnute, she
noddi ng in response, then rejoined his visitors. He was wearing a slickertic not quite |arge
enough to protect a nediumsized buil ding.

“I"'mready,” he told them “Nakina will watch business until | return. Unless you' d rather rest a
while longer.” “No, no.” Mther Mastiff struggled to her feet. “I'Il rest when |’ m back honme in ny
shop.”

It was not far fromSmall Synmis place to the side street where Mother Mastiff’'s stall was

| ocated. Wth Synm carrying her, they nade good tine.

“Seens enpty,” the giant comrented as he gently set the old wonan on her feet. It was evening.
Most of the shops were already shuttered, perhaps because the rain was falling harder than usual
In the marketplace, weather was often the npbst profound of econonmic arbiters.

“l guess it's all right.” Mdther Mastiff stepped toward the front door

“WAit a minute.” Flinx put out an armto hold her back. “Over there, to the left of the shop.”
Synmm and Mother Mastiff stared in the indicated direction. “I don’t see anything,” the giant said.
“I thought | saw nmovenent.” Flinx glanced down at Pip. The flying snake dozed peacefully beneath
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the cover of the slickertic. O course, the snake’s noods were often unpredictable, but his
continued cal mwas a good sign. Flinx gestured to his right. The gi ant nodded and noved off |ike a
huge shadow to conceal hinself in the darkness next to the vacant shop off to the left. Flinx went
to his right-to starboard, as Lauren nmight have said. It had taken himawhile to forgive her for

| eavi ng-and Mother Mastiff for letting her |eave-while he was still sound asl eep. He wondered what
she was doing, yet the menory of her was already beginning to fade. It woul d take sone- what

| onger to escape his enotions.

Mot her Mastiff waited and watched as friend and son noved off in opposite directions. She did not
mnd stand- ing in the rain. It was Drallarian rain, which was different sonehow fromthe rain
that fell anywhere else in the universe.

Flinx crept warily along the danp plastic walls of the shop fronts, nmaking his way toward the
al l ey that neandered behind their home. If the movenent he thought he had spied signified the
presence of some scout awaiting their return, he did not want that individual reporting back to
his superiors until Flinx had drained himof in- formation

Ther e-novenent again, and no mistaking it this tinme! It was noving away fromhim He increased his
pace, keeping to the darkest shadows. The stiletto that slept in his boot was in his right hand
now, cold and famliar

Then a cry in the darkness ahead and a | ooni ng, massive shape. Flinx rushed forward, ready to help
even though it was unlikely the giant woul d need any assi stance. Then sonet hing new, sonething
unexpect ed.

Nervous | aughter?

“Hello, Flinx-boy.” In the dimlight, Flinx made out the friendly face of their nei ghbor Arrapkha.
“Hel l o, yourself.” Flinx put the stiletto back where it bel onged. “You gave ne reason to worry.

t hought we were finished with shapes in the night.”

“l gave you reason to worry?” The craftsnman indicated the bul k of Small Symm standi ng behind him
“I"'msorry,” Synm said apol ogetically. “W couldn’t see who you were.”

“You know now.” He | ooked back toward Flinx. “1’ve been watching your shop for you.” Symmwent to
reassure Mdther Mastiff. “You know, meking sure no one broke in and tried to steal anything.”
“That was good of you,” Flinx said as they started back toward the street.

“Ifs good to see you back, Flinx-boy. |I'd given you up not long after you left.”

“Then why have you kept watching the shop?”

The ol der man grinned. “Couldn’t stop hoping, | guess. What was it all about, anyway?”
“Sormething illegal that Mdther Mstiff was involved in many years back,” Flinx explained. “She

didn’t go into the details. Just told nme that revenge was involved.”

“Some people have long nenories,” Arrapkha said, nodding knowi ngly. “Since you have returned well
and safe, | presune that you nade a peace with the people who ki dnaped your nother?”

“We concl uded the business,” Flinx said tersely.

They returned to the street, where Snall Symm and Mother Mastiff waited to greet them

“So it was you, Arrapkha. Ye ignorant fleurm worrying us like that.” She smiled. “Never thought
I"d be glad to see ye, though.”

“Nor | you,” the woodworker confessed. He gestured toward Flinx. “That boy of yours is as
persistent as he is foolhardy. | did ny best to try and convince himnot to go rushing off after
you.”

“I would have told himthe sane,” she said, “and he woul d have ignored ne, too. Headstrong, he
be.” She al- |owed herself a | ook of pardonable pride. Flinx was sinmply enbarrassed. “And
fortunate it is for ne.”

“dd acquaintances and bad business.” Arrapkha waggl ed an adnoni shing finger at her. “Beware

of ol d acquai ntances and bad busi ness and deeds | eft unresol ved.”

“Ah, yes.” She changed the subject. “Been watching the old place for me, eh? Then |’d best check
the stock care- fully as soon as we're inside.” They both | aughed.

“I'f you think it’s all right for me to leave,” Snmall Symm nurnured. “Nakina has a bad tenper, and
that’ s not good for business.”

Mot her Mastiff | ooked thoughtful. “If our friend here insists he's kept a close eye on the shop .
“I"ve wat ched and watched,” Arrapkha insisted. “Unless they' ve tunneled in, no one’'s gone inside
since your boy left to | ook for you.”

“No tunneling under these streets,” she observed with a grin “They’d hit the sewers.” She | ooked
back up at their escort. “Thank ye, Symm Ye can rimback to your lovely den of iniquity.”

“I't’s hardly that,” he replied nodestly. “Soneday if | work hard, perhaps.”

Fl i nx extended a hand, which vanished in the giant’'s grasp. “M thanks, also, Symm”

“No trouble. Gad to help.” The giant tamed and | unbered away into the night.
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The three friends nmoved to the front door. Mther Mstiff placed her right pal magainst the | ock
plate. It clicked inmedi ately, and the door slid aside, admitting them Flinx activated the
lights, enabling themto see clearly that the stall area was apparently untouched. Stock remai ned
where they had left it, gleam ng and reassuringly famliar in the light.

“Looks to be the sane as when | left,” Mther Mastiff observed gratefully.

“Looks to be the sane as it did ten years ago.” Arrapkha shook his head slowy. “You don't change
nmuch, Mother Mastiff, and neither does some of your stock. | think you' re too fond of certain

pi eces to sell them”

“There be nothing |"'mtoo fond of not to sell,” she shot back, “and ny stock changes twi ce as fast
as that pile of beetle-eaten garbage ye try to pass off on unsuspecting custoners as handicrafts.”
“Pl ease, no fighting,” Flinx inplored them “I'mtired of fighting.”

“Fi ghting?” Arrapkfaa said, |ooking surprised.

“W’'re not fighting, boy,” Mther Mstiff told him “Don’'t ye know by now how old friends greet
one an- other? By seeing who can top the other’s insults.” To show himthat she meant what she
said, she sniled fondly at Arrapkha. The woodworker wasn’t a bad sort at all. Only a little slow
The living quarters they found |ikew se untouched: in total chaos, exactly as Flinx had | ast seen
it.

“Housekeepi ng,” Mother Mstiff grunbled. “I’ve al ways hated housekeeping. Still, sonmeone has to
get this place cleaned up, and better me than ye, boy. Ye have no touch for donesticity, |I fear.”
“Not tonight, Mther.” Flinx yawned. H s initial sight of his own bed had expanded until it filled
t he whol e room

“No, not tonight, boy. | nust confess to being just the slightest bit tired.” Flinx smled to

hi nsel f. She was on the verge of physical collapse, quite ready to go to sleep wherever her body
nmght fall, but she was dammed if she woul d show weakness in front of Arrapkha lest it damage her
i mge of invincibility.

“Tormorrow wel I put things to rights. | work better in the daytime, anyway.” She tried not to | ook
toward her own bedroom waiting on Arrapkha.

“Well, then, I will |eave you,” the craftsman said.

“Again, it's good to see you back and healthy. The street wasn’t the same w thout you.”

“We nmonuments are hard to get rid of,” Mdther Mstiff said. “Perhaps we'll see ye tonorrow.”

“Per haps,” Arrapkha agreed. He turned and left them making certain that the front door | ocked

behi nd him

Once outside, Arrapkha drew his slickertic tight around his head and shoul ders as he hurried back
to his own shop. He had no nore intention of turning his friends over to the authorities, as he
had been instructed, than he did of cutting the price of his stock fifty percent for sone rich

mer chant. He woul d not hinder the police, but he would do nothing to assist them either. He could
al ways pl ead i gnorance, for which he was faned in this part of the narketpl ace.

So tired; they |l ooked so tired, he thought. It was the first tine he could renenber Mther Mastiff
| ooki ng her age. Even the boy, who, though slight of build, had never before seemed exhausted by
any | abor, appeared conpletely worn out. Even that |ethal pet that always rode his shoul der had

| ooked tired.

Well, he would give thema few days to get their house in order and regain their strength. Then he
woul d surprise themby taking themto Magrim s for sone tea and tall sandw ches and woul d tel
them of the nysterious visit of the two Peaceforcers to their little street. It would be
interesting to see what Mther Mastiff would make of that. She nmight welcome the interest of the
authorities in her case-and then again, she mght not. Not knowi ng the details of her history,
Arrapkha could not be sure, which was why he had el ected not to help those offworld visitors.

Yes, he decided firmy. Wait a few days and let themrest up before springing that new information
on them No harmin that, surely. He opened the door to his own shop and shut it against the night
and the rain.

One day passed, then another, and gradually the shop again assuned the appearance of hone as the
mess the kidnapers had nade was cl eaned up. Confortable in such famliar surroundi ngs, Mther
Mastiff regai ned her strength rapidly. She was such a resilient old woman, Flinx thought wth
admration. For his part, by the second day he was once again venturing out into his faniliar
haunts, greeting old friends, some of whom had heard of the incident and sonme of whom had not, but
never straying far fromthe shop lest even at this late date and in spite of his beliefs sone
surviving nenbers of the organization that had abducted Mther Mastiff return, still seeking their
revenge.

Not hi ng materialized, however, to give any credence to such anxieties. By the third day, he had
begun to relax nentally as well as physcially. It was amazi ng, he thought, as he settled in that
night, the things that one nisses the nbst during a | ong absence. Odd how familiar and friendly
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one’s own bed beconmes when one has had to sleep el sewhere...

It was the hate that woke Pip. Cold and harsh as the npst brutal day wi nter could nuster on the
ice world of Tran-ky-ky, it shook the flying snake froma sound sleep. It was directed not at the
mnidrag but at its naster.

Pink and blue coils slid soundlessly clear of the thermal blanket. Flinx slept on, unaware of his
pet's activity. Several hours renmained until sunrise.

Pip rested and anal yzed. Exanmining the nminidrag Iying at the foot of the bed, an observer m ght
have believed it to be a reasoning being. It was not, of course, but neither was its nenta
capacity inconsequential. Actually, no one was quite sure how the mnd of the Al aspinian niniature
dragon worked or what profound cogitations it m ght be capabl e of, since no xenobiol ogi st dared
get cl ose enough to study it.

Bl ue and pi nk wi ngs opened, pleats expanding, and with a gentle whirr the snake took to the air

It hovered high over its naster’s head, worried, searching, trying to pin- point the source of the
unrel enting malignancy that was poisoning its thoughts. The hate was very near. Wrse, it was
famliar.

There was a curved roof vent that Pip had appropriated for its own private com ngs and goi ngs. The
shake darted toward it, the wings folding up at the |last second to allow the slimbody to slip

t hrough the curving tube. Nothing nuch bigger than a nouse could have slipped through that vent.
Wth wings folded flat against its muscul ar sides, the mnidrag made the passage easily.

Pip energed atop the roof into the light, early-norning rain. Up that way the bate lay, to the
north, up the alley. Wngs unfolded and fanned the air. The nminidrag circled once above the shop,
paused to orient itself, then buzzed determnedly into the opening nearby where the alley energed
into cloudlight.

It braked to a halt and hovered, hissing at the nmental snarl that had drawn it.

“Over here pretty, pretty,” coaxed a voice. “You know who hates your master, don’t you? And you
know what we’ll do to himif we get the chance.”

The flying snake shot through the partly open doorway into the hate-filled room beyond. Two humans
awaited it with deadly calm Never would they have the chance to harmthe mnidrag’ s naster

Never!

A thin stream of venom spewed fromthe roof of the flying snake's upper jaw and struck toward the
nearest of the vicious bipeds. It never reached the nan. Sonet hi ng was between hi mand Pip,
sonet hi ng hard and transparent. The venom contacted it, hissed in the still air as it started to
eat at the transparent shield. Startled, the two nonsters seated behind the shield flinched and
began to rise.

But the door opening on the alley had al ready sl amed shut behind the minidrag. Suddenly, a
strange, sweet snell filled the room Wngbeats sl ackened and grew weak. Twin eyelids fluttered
and cl osed. The flying snake fl opped about on the floor like a fish out of water, w ngs beating
futilely against the plastic as it gasped for breath.

“Be careful,” a distant voice warned. “W don’t want to overdose it. It’'s no good to us dead.”
“1”d sooner see it dead and take our chances with the subject,” another said.

“W need every hold we can manage, including the possibility raised by this little devil.”

The voices faded. Soon the flying snake had stopped nmoving. Long mi nutes passed before a nan dared
to enter the sealed room He was dressed head to toe in a protective suit. H's eyes were anxious
behind the transparent visor. Wth the long metal prod he carried he poked once, twi ce at the
comatose mnidrag. It jerked convul sively in response to the touches, but otherw se displayed no
sign of life.

The man took a deep breath and set the long prod aside as he bent to pick up the thin body. It
hung linply in his gloved hands as he inspected it.

“Still breathing,” he declared to the people pressed close to the transparent wall.

“CGood. Get it in the cage quick,” said the shorter of the two observers. Her conpani on was
studyi ng the hol e where the venom had finally eaten through the protective shield.

“1"d i ke to see a nol ecul ar breakdown on this stuff,” he nmurnured, careful to keep his fingers
clear of the still-sizzling edges of the ragged gap. “Anything that can eat through pancrylic this
fast . . .” He shook his head in disbelief. “I don’'t see how the venom sacs can contain the stuff
wi t hout dissolving right through the creature’s jaw "

“You' d need a toxicol ogist and biochem st to explainit, if they could,” said the wonan standi ng
next to him like- w se taking a nonent to exam ne the hole. “Perhaps there’s nore to it than just
a straightforward poi son. The snake’s nmouth may hol d several separate sacs whose con- tents mx
only when it’'s sprayi ng soneone.”

“Makes sense.” The nman turned away fromthe shield that had nearly failed them “W better get
nmovi ng. The subj ect nmay awaken any mnute now. Be sure you keep the nonster thoroughly
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narcoti zed.”

“I's that necessary?” She frowned. “Surely the cage will hold it.”
“That’'s what we thought about the wall. The cage is tougher, but we don’t want to take any
chances. | don’t want our guest spitting his way free while we’'re asleep in our beds.”

“No, we sure as hell don't.” The woman shuddered slightly. “1'Il take charge of it nyself.”

“I was hoping you d say that.” Cruachan smiled to him self. He was intimately famliar with the
theories that at- tenmpted to explain the special bonds that could spring into being between a
catal yst creature such as the minidrag and one of the Talented. Certainly the link that existed
between this creature and the boy known as Nunber Twel ve was as powerful as any of the inperfectly
recorded cases he had studied. It was not unreasonable to suppose that it could be stronger than
the affection bond between the boy and his adoptive nother.

They came at himwi thout warning during his final period of REM sl eep, when he was defensel ess.
They sprang into existence out of enptiness, laughing at him tormenting himw th feelings and
sensations he could not define or understand.

Ni ght mar es.

Soneone was twisting a wire around his brain, com pressing it tighter and tighter until it seened
certain that his eyes woul d expl ode out of his head and fly across the room He lay in his bed,
twitching slightly, his eyelids quivering, as they did their work on himand took ad- vantage of
hi s hel pl ess, unconsci ous nind

“This batch was worse than nmpst; twi sting, abstract forms, dark swirling colors, and hinself
sonmehow in the nmddle of themall, racing dowmn a | ong, om nous corridor. At the end of that
corridor lay his salvation, he knew, and al nbst as inportant, answers. Understandi ng and safety.
But the faster he ran, the slower he advanced. The floor that was not a floor dissolved beneath
his feet, dropping himlike sone relativistic Alice down a rabbit hole of space-tine distortions,
while the far end of the corridor and its pronises of |ight and conprehension receded into the
wast es over head.

He woke up with a silent start and gl anced rapidly around the room Only after he convinced
hinmself of its reality did he begin to rel ax.

It was the right room his room the one he had lived in nost of his life: tiny, spartan
confortable. The patter of nmorning rain was nusic on the roof, and faint daylight filtered through
t he wi ndow above his bed. He swung his | egs out clear of the blanket and rubbed both throbbing
eyes with his fingers.

The fingers abruptly ceased their ministrations, and he | ooked back to the bed. Something was

wWr ong.

“Pi p?” The flying snake was not coiled inits famliar position at the top of the pillow, nor was
it underneath. Flinx pulled back the blanket, then bent to peer under the bed. “C non boy, don't
hide fromnme this morning. I|'mworn out, and nmy head is killing ne.”

“There was no faniliar hissing response to his confession. He prow ed the roonis neager confines,
at first puzzled, then concerned. At |ast, he stood on the bed and shouted toward the air vent
over head.

“Pip, breakfast!”

No conforting humof brightly hued wi ngs reached himfrom beyond. He found a piece of wire and
used it to probe the vent. It was clear to the outside.

He left his roomand frantically started an inspection of the rest of the living quarters. Mther
Mastiff stood by the convection stove, cooking something redol ent of pepper and | ess exotic
spices. “Sonething the nmatter, boy?”

“I't’s Pip.” Flinx peered beneath recently righted furniture, noved bow s, and dropcl oths.

“l gathered as nuch fromthe hollering ye were doing in your bedroom” she said sardonically.

“Di sappear ed agai n, has he?”

“He never stays out through norning when he takes a solo night flight. Never.”

“Always a first tine, even for nonsters,” Mther Mastiff said, shrugging and concentrating on
her cooking. “Wuldn’t upset nme if the little nastiness never did cone back.”

“Shane on you. Mdther!” Flinx said, his tone agoni zed. “He saved ny |life, and probably yours,
too.”

“So I'"man ungrateful old Yax"m"” she snorted. “Ye know ny feelings toward your beast.”

Flinx finished inspecting her room then resolutely stormed back to his own and began dressing.
“I"mgoing out to ook for him”

Mot her Mastiff frowned. “Breakfast ready soon. Wiy bother yourself, boy? Likely it’ll be back soon
enough, nore’'s the pity. Besides, if it has got its slinmy little self stuck soneplace, you' re not
likely to find him”

“He could just be in the alley behind the shop,” Flinx argued, “and | can hear himeven when |
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can’t see him” “Suit yourself, boy.”

“And don't wait breakfast on ne.”

“Think 1'Il starve neself on your account? Miuch | ess on account of sone devil-wi ng.” She had | ong
ago given up arguing with him Wen he made up his mind about some- thing-well, one mght as well
wish for the planet’s rings to be conpleted. He was a dutiful-enough son in nost ways, but he
sinply refused to be restricted.

“I't’ 1l be here when ye get back,” she said softly, checking the containers and |owering their
anbient tenperatures fifty degrees. “Ye can warmit up for your shiftless self.”

“Thanks, Modther.” Despite her contorting attenpt to avoid him he managed to plant a hurried kiss
on one | eathery cheek. She wiped at it, but not hard, as she watched himdash fromthe shop

For an instant, she thought of telling himabout what she had | earned days ago up in the forest.
About those strange Meliorare people and their intentions toward him Then she shrugged the idea
off. No, they were well clear of the horrid folk, and fromthe glinpse she had of their canp, they
woul d not be bothering her boy ever again.

As to what she had | earned of his history, it would be better to keep that secret for a few years
yet. Knowi ng his stubborn inpul siveness, such informati on m ght send himrunning off in all sorts
of dangerous directions. Mich better not to say anything for a while. Wwen he reached a reasonabl e
age, twentythree or so, she could |l et on what she had | earned about his background. By then, he
woul d have taken over managenent of the shop, perhaps married. Settled down sone to a nice
sensible, quiet life.

She tasted the large pot, winced. Too little saxifrage. She reached for a small shaker

“Pip! To ne, boy!” Still no blue and pink flash enlivening the sky, still no rising hum Now where
woul d he get to? Flinx nused. He knew the minidrag was fond of the alley behind the shop. That was
where he had first encountered the flying snake, after all, and to a snake’s way of thinking, the

alley was usually full of interesting things to .eat. For all the minidrag’'s aerial agility, a box
tunbling fromthe crest of a garbage heap or a rolling container could easily pinit to the
ground. Flinx knew that no stranger was likely to get within ten neters of a trapped snake.

Mght as well try the first, he decided. Slipping down the narrow space separati ng Mt her
Mastiff’'s shop fromthe vacant structure next to it, he soon found hinself in the alley-way. It
was danp and dark, its overall aspect disnmal as usual

He cupped his hands to his nouth, called out, “Pip?”

“Over here, boy,” said a soft voice.

Flinx tensed, but his hand did not grab for the knife concealed in his boot. Too early. A glance
showed that his retreat streetward was still unblocked, as was the section of alley behind him
Nor did the individual standing notionless beneath the archway in front of himlook particularly

t hr eat eni ng.

Flinx stood his ground and debated with hinself, then finally asked, “If you know where ny pet is,
you can tell me just as easily fromwhere you' re standing, and | can hear you plainly fromwhere
I"m standing.”

“1 know where your pet is,” the man admitted. His hair was entirely gray, Flinx noted. “I’IIl take
you to it right now, if you wish.”

Flinx stalled. “Is he all right? He hasn't gotten hinself into sone kind of trouble?”

The little man shook his head and sniled pleasantly. “No, he isn't in trouble, and he's just fine.
He's sleeping, in fact.”

“Then why can’t you bring himout?” Flinx inquired. He continued to hold his position, ready to
charge the nman or race for the street as the situation dictated

“Because | can't,” the man said. “Really, | can't. I'mjust follow ng orders, you know”

“Whose orders?” Flinx asked suspiciously. Suddenly, events were beconing conplicated again. The
speaker’s age and attitude abruptly inpacted on him “Are you with the people who abducted ny

not her ? Because if you're trying to get revenge on her for whatever she was involved in years ago
by harming me, it’'s not going to work.”

“Take it easy, now,” the man said. A voice Flinx could not hear whispered to the speaker from
behi nd t he door.

“For heaven's sake, Anders, don’t get himexcited!”

“I"'mtrying not to,” the elderly speaker replied through clenched teeth. To Flinx he said nore

I oudly, “No one wants to harm you or your pet, boy. You can have ny word on that even if you don't
think it’s worth anything. My friends and | mean you and your pet only well.” He did not respond
to Flinx’s brief allusion to his adoptive nother’s past.

“Then if you nmean us only well,” Flinx said, “you won't object if | take a mnute to go and
reassure-"“

The speaker took a step forward. “There’s no need to disturb your parent, boy. In a nonent she’ll
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have her shop open and the crowd will ensure her safety, if that’'s what you re concerned about.
Why al arm her needl essly? W just want to talk to you. Besides,” he added darkly, taking a
calculated risk, “you don’t have any choice but to listen to nme. Not if you want to see your pet
alive again.”

“It’s only a pet snake.” Flinx affected an air of indifference he didn't feel. “Wat if | refuse
to go with you? There are plenty of other pets to be had.”

The speaker shook his head slowy, his tone maddeni ngly know edgeable. “Not like this one. That
flying snake’s a part of you, isn't it?”

“How do you know that?” Flinx asked. “How do you know how | feel about hin®”

“Because despite what you may think of me right now,” the speaker said, feeling alittle nore
confident, “I amwi se in the ways of certain things. If you'll let me, I'll share that know edge
with you.”

Flinx hesitated, torn between concern for Pip and a sense of foreboding that had nothing to do
with his peculiar Talents. But the man was right: there was no choice. He wouldn’t chance Pip's
com ng to harm even though he couldn’t have said why.

“All right.” He started toward the speaker. “I'I|l go with you. You d better be telling the truth.”
“About not wi shing to harmyou or your pet?” The smile grew wider. “l prom se you that | am”
Try as he might, Flinx couldn’'t sense any inimcal feelings emanating fromthe little man. G ven
the erratic nature of his abilities, that proved nothing-for all Flinx could tell, the nman m ght
be pl anning murder even as he stood there smling. Up close, the speaker |ooked even |ess

form dable. He was barely Flinx's height, and though not as ancient as Mdtther Mstiff, it was
doubt ful he would be nmuch opposition in a hand-to-hand fight.

“This is ny friend and associ ate Stanzel,” the man said. An equally elderly wonman stepped out of
t he shadows. She seened tired but forced herself to stand straight and | ook deterni ned.

“I don’t want to hurt you, either, boy.” She studied himw th unabashed curiosity. “None of us
do.”

“So there are still nore of you,” Flinx nurnmured in confusion. “I don’t understand all this. Wy
do you have to keep persecuting Mther Mastiff and nme? And now Pip, too? Wy?”
“Everthing will be explained to you,” the wonman assured him “if you'll just cone with us.” She

gestured up the alley.

Flinx strode al ong between them noting as he did so that neither of them appeared to be arned.
That was a good sign but a puzzling one. His stiletto felt cold against his calf. He | ooked

| ongi ngly back toward the shop. If only he could have told Mther Mastiff! But, he reninded
himsel f, as long as he returned by bedtine, she wouldn’t worry herself. She was used to his taking
of f on unannounced expl orati ons.

“Mark me words,” she woul d declai mrepeatedly, “that curiosity of yours will be the death of ye!”
If it didn't involve striking against Mther Mastiff, though, then what did these people want with
hin? It was inportant to them very inportant. If not, they wouldn't have risked an encounter with
his deadly pet. Despite their age, he still feared them if only for the fact that they had
apparently managed to capture Pip, a feat beyond the capabilities of npst.

But sonmething, an attitude perhaps, narked these people as different fromthe usual run-of-the-

m || narketplace cutthroats. They were different from any people he had ever encountered. Their
cool ness and indifference conbined with their calmprofessionalismto frighten him

“They all ey opened onto a side street, where an aircar waited. The old man unl ocked it and
gestured for himto enter. As Flinx started to step into the little cab, he experienced one of
those nysterious, unannounced bursts of enptional insight. It was brief, so brief he was unsure he
had actually felt it. It wi ped out his own fear, |eaving himnore confused and uncertain than
ever.

He night be afraid for Pip and perhaps even a little for hinself, but for some unknown reason
these two outwardly rel axed, suprenely confident individuals were utterly terrified of hin

Chapter Sixteen

Cruachan studied the readouts carefully. The section of the old warehouse in which they had
established them sel ves was a poor substitute for the expensively outfitted installation they had
| aboriously constructed far to the north. He did not dwell on the |oss. Years of disappointnent
had i nured himto such setbacks. The machi nes surroundi ng hi m had been hastily assenbl ed and
linked together. Wring was exposed everywhere, further evidence of haste and lack of time to
install equipnent properly. It would have to do, however.

He was not disappointed. In spite of all their problenms, they appeared on the verge of
acconpl i shing what they had intended to do on this world, albeit not in the manner originally
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pl anned. It seenmed that the presence of the Al aspinian inmgrant was going to turn to their ad-
vantage. For the first tine since they had placed them selves in orbit around the world, he felt
nmore than merely hopeful. H's confidence cane from Anders’ and Stanzel’s |ast report. The

subj ect, acconpanying them quietly, seenmed reluctantly willing to cooperate, but had thus far

di spl ayed no sign of unexpected threatening abilities.

While a potentially lethal act, the taking of the subject’s pet had turned out far nore successfu
than the attenpted adjustnent of the subject’s adoptive parent. Cruachan now conceded that that
had been a mistake. If only their informati on had included nmention of the catalyst creature in the
first place! He did not blanme the informant, though. It was likely that the mnidrag canme into the
subj ect’ s possession subsequent to the filing of the informant’s report.

He felt like an old tooth, cracked and worn down by overuse and age. But with the semi synbiotic
pet now under their control, the subject would have to accede to their wi shes. There could no

| onger be any consideration of at- tenpting to influence the boy externally. They would have to

i mpl ant the el ectronic synapses intended ‘for his parent in the lad's own brain. Direct contro
posed some risks, but as far as Cruachan and his associates could see, they had no other choi ce.
Cruachan was gl ad the case was nearing conclusion. He was very tired.

It was raining harder than usual for the season when the little aircar pulled up outside the

war ehouse. Flinx regarded the place with distaste. The section of Drallar out toward the

shuttl eport was bl oated with stark, blocky monunments to bad busi ness and overconsunption, peopled
mostly with machi nes-dark, uninviting, and alien

He had no thought of changing his mnd, of making a break for the nearest side street or half-open
doorway. Whoever these people were, they were not ignorant. They had correctly surm sed the
intensity of his feelings for Pip, which was why they had not bound him and carried no arns.

He still couldn't figure out what they wanted with him If they were not lying to himand truly
meant himno harm then of what use could he be to then? If there was .one thing he couldn’t
stand, it was unanswered questions. He wanted expl anations al nost as badly as he wanted to see

Pi p.

They seened very sure of thenselves. O course, that no weapons were in evidence did not nmean no
weapons were around. He could not square their fear of himwith the absence of arnmanent. Perhaps,
he nmused, they were afraid of himbecause they feared he m ght reveal what he knew of the

ki dnaping to the local authorities. Maybe that was what they wanted from him a promise to remain
silent.

But sonehow that didn’t make rmuch sense, either.

“I wish you' d tell ne what you want with ne,” he said al oud, “and what’s going on.”

“I't’s not our place to explain.” The man gl anced at his conpanion and then said, as if unable to
suppress his own curiosity, “Have you ever heard of the Meliorate Society?”

Fl i nx shook his head. “No. | know what the word nmeans, though. What’'s it got to do with ne?”
“Everything.” He seenmed on the verge of saying nore, but the old woman shushed hi m

The buil ding they entered was surrounded by similarly nondescript edifices. They were off the main
shuttl eport accessway. Flinx had seen only a few people about fromthe tine they had entered the
area. No one was in the dingy hallway.

They rode an elevator to the third floor. H's escorts |led himthrough broad, enpty corridors, past
hi gh-ceilinged storage roons filled with plasticine crates and drums. Finally, they halted before
a smal |l speaker set into the plastic of an unmarked door. Wrds were exchanged between Flinx's
escort and sonmeone on the other side, and the door opened to admit them

He found hinmself in still another roomcranmed full of bundles and boxes. Wat set it apart froma
dozen simlar roonms was the right-hand wall. Stacked against it was an inpressive array of

el ectronics. Enpty crates nearby hinted at recent and hasty unpacki ng and setup. The con- sol es
wer e powered-up and nanned. Their operators spared curious glances for the new arrivals before
returning their attention to their equipnment. Save for their uniformy grimexpressions, they

| ooked like retirees on a holiday outing.

Two peopl e energed froma door at the rear of the room They were soon joined by a third-a tall
silver- haired, ruggedly handsone man.’ He carried hinself |ike a born | eader, and Flinx
concentrated on himinmedi ately. The man smiled down at Flinx. Even though he was cl ose to Mot her
Mastiff's age, the man held hinself straight. If he was subject to the infirnmities of old age, he
did a masterful job of concealing them Vanity or will? Flinx wondered. He sought the man’s
enotions and drew t he usual blank. Nor could he feel anything of Pip’'s presence in the room or
near by.

Even as the tall senior was shaking his hand and nouthing platitudes, Flinx was searching for the
nost |ikely escape route. There seened to be only one exit: the door through which he had entered.
He had no idea where the door at the far end of the roomled, but suspected that freedom was not
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one of the possibilities.

“What a great pleasure to finally neet you, my boy,” the old man was saying. His grip was firm
“We’'ve gone to a great deal of trouble to arrive at this neeting. | would rather not have had to
proceed in this fashion, but circum stances conspired to force ny hand.”

“I't was you, then"-Flinx gestured at the others-“who were responsible for abducting ny nother?”
Cruachan rel axed. There was no danger in this skinny, innocent boy. Whatever abilities he m ght
possess renai ned dormant, awaiting proper instruction and develop- ment. Certainly his attitude
was anyt hing but threatening.

“l asked him” the man who had brought Flinx fromthe marketplace reported, “if he'd heard of the
Soci ety. He said no.”

“No reason for himto,” Cruachan observed. “Hi s |life has been restricted, his horizons linmted.”
Flinx ignored that appraisal of his limtations. “Were' s Pip?”

“Your pet, | assume? Yes.” The tall man turned and called out toward the rear doorway. The section
of wall containing the door creaked as hidden wi nches pulled it aside. Beyond lay still another of
the endl ess series of storage chambers, packed with the usual containers and druns and crates. On
a table in the forefront stood a transparent cube, perhaps a neter square, topped with severa
smal | netal tanks. Hoses ran fromthe tanks into the cube.

To the left of the table stood a nervous-looking old nan holding a small, flat control box. H's

t hunmb was pressed hard agai nst one of the buttons set in the box. H s eyes shifted regularly from
the cube to Flinx and back to the cube.

Pip lay in the bottomof the cube, coiled into itself apparently deep in sleep. Flnx took a step
forward. Cruachan put out a hand to hol d hi m back

“Your pet is resting confortably. The air in the cage has been nmixed with a nild soporific.
Westhoff is regulating the mixture and fl ow of gases even as we speak. H you were to try anything
foolish, he would increase the flow fromthe tanks before you could possibly free your pet. You
see, the cage has been wel d-sealed. There is no latch

“The adjusted normal atnosphere inside the cube will be conpletely replaced by the narcoleptic
gas, and your pet will be asphyxiated. It would not take long. Al Wst- hoff has to do is press
violently on the button his thunb is caressing. |If necessary, he will throw his body across it. So
you see, there is nothing you could do to prevent himfromcarrying out his assignnent.”

Flinx I'istened quietly even as he was gaugi ng the di stance between hinself and the cage. The

el derly man hol ding the control box gazed grimy back at him Even if be could somehow avoid the
hands that woul d surely reach out to restrain him he did not see how he could open the cage and
free Pip. Hs stiletto would be usel ess agai nst the thick pancrylic.

“You’' ve nmade your point,” he said finally. “Wat do you want from ne?”

“Redenption,” Cruachan told himsoftly.
“l don’t understand.”
“You will eventually, | hope. For now, suffice for you to know that we are interested in your

erratic but unarguable abilities: your Talent.”

Al Flinx's preconceived ideas collapsed like sand castles in a typhoon. “You nean you’ ve gone
through all this, kidnaping Mdther Mastiff and now Pip, just because you' re curious about ny
abilities?” He shook his head in disbelief. “I would have done ny best to satisfy you with- out
your having to go through all this trouble.”

“I't’s not quite that sinple. You m ght say one thing, even believe it, and then your m nd night
react other- wise.” Crazier and crazier, Flinx thought dazedly. “I don’'t

“Just as well,” Cruachan murrmured. “You are an enotional telepath, is that not correct?”
“I"msensitive sonetines to what other people are feeling, if that’'s what you nean,” Flinx replied
bel l'i gerently.

“Not hi ng el se? No precognitive abilities? Tel eki nesis? True tel epathy? Pyroki nesis? Di nensiona
perceptivity?”

Plinx |aughed at him the sound sharpened by the tension that filled the room “I don’t even know
what those words nmean except for telepathy. If by that you mean can | read other people’ s mnds,
no. Only sonmetines their feelings. That other stuff, that's all fantasy, isn't it?”

“Not entirely,” Cruachan replied softly, “not entirely. “The potentials lie within every human

m nd, or so we of the Society believe. Wen awakened, further stinmuli, pro- vided through training
and ot her means, can bring such abilities to full life. That was the-* He paused, his snile
returni ng.

“As | said, someday you will understand everything, | hope. For now, it will be sufficient if you

will permt us to run sone tests on you. W wish to nmeasure the probable Iinmts of your Talent and
test for other possible hidden abilities as yet undevel oped.”
“What Kkinds of tests?” Flinx regarded the tail man warily.
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“Not hi ng el aborate. Measurenents, electroencephal ot opography.”

“That sounds el aborate to ne.”

“l assure you, there will be no disconfort. If you' Il just cone with ne ...” He put a fatherly
hand on Flinx’s shoulder. Flinx flinched. There should have been a snake there, not an unfamliar
hand.

Cruachan guided himtoward the instruments. “l pronise you, give us twenty-four hours and you’'l
have your pet restored to you unharned, and you'll never have to go through this again.”
“I don’t know,” Flinx told him “lI’mstill not sure of what you want fromne.” It seenmed to him

that there was an awful lot of instrumentation around for just a few sinple tests, and sonme of it
| ooked al nost faniliar. Were had he seen that tendril ed gl obe before?

Over a table in a roomfar to the north, he realized suddenly.

What do | do? he thought frantically. He could not Iie down on that table, beneath those waiting
tentacles. But if he hesitated, what night they do to Pip out of inpatience and anger?
Unexpectedly, as his thoughts were tied in knots and he tried to decide what to do next, a sudden
surge of eno- tion burst into his brain. There was hate and a little fear and a sel f-righteous
anger that bordered on the paranoiac. He | ooked up at Cruachan. The ol der nman smled pleasantly
down at him then frowned as he saw the expression that had cone over the subject’s face. “ls sone-
t hi ng wrong?”

Hi nx did not reply, nethodically searching every face in the room None of them seened to be the
source of the feelings he was receiving. And they were getting steadily stronger, nore intense.
They came-they cane from He | ooked sharply toward the main entrance.

“Nobody nove!” snapped a determ ned voice. The couple who burst through the door, having quietly
circum vented the | ock, were conplete strangers to Flinx. A middle-aged pair dressed like

of fworld tourists, each holding a gun bigger than a pistol and longer than a rifle care- fully
bal anced in both hands, they surveyed the startled occupants of the storage chanber

Flinx did not recognize their weapons. That was un- usual. Hi s |earning expeditions through the
mar ket pl ace had nade himfaniliar with nost personal armanent. But these were new to him As new
as this couple. They | ooked unrelentingly average. There was not hi ng average about the way they
nmoved, however, or gave comuands or held those peculiar guns. The Meliorares certainly seened
famliar with them

“MO Section, Commonweal th Peaceforce,” the man barked. “All of you are under government detention
as of this nonment.” He grinned crookedly, alnost savagely. “The charges agai nst you, the specifics

of which I'"'msure you're all quite familiar with, are many and varied. | don’t think | have to go
into details.”

Flinx started gratefully toward them “I don’t know how you people found ne, but I'’msure glad to
see you.”

“Hold it right there.” The wonan shifted her weapon toward him The expression on her face assured
Plinx she was ready to shoot himif he took so nuch as another half step toward her. He froze,

hurt and conf used.

There was sonething new there, partly in her eyes but also in her mnd: not so much fear as a kind
of twisted hatred, a loathing. The enotion was directed squarely at him It was so new, so alien
and sickening, that he didn’t know how to react. He knew only that his woul d-be saviors held no
nore affection for him and perhaps even less in the way of good intentions) than this insane

soci ety of Meliorare people

H s confusion was being replaced by anger, a frantic fury born of frustration and despair,
conpounded by hel pl essness and desperation. Through no fault of his own, de- siring only to be

| eft al one, he had becone the focal point of forces beyond his control, forces that extended even
be- yond his world. And he didn't know how, couldn’t begin to think howto deal with them

Through all the confusion cane one lucid realization: he wasn't as grown-up as he had thought.

Near the back roomthe man nanmed West hoff had gone unnoticed by the Peaceforcers. He did not
linger. Putting aside the control box he comrenced a cautious retreat, utilizing crates and
containers to make good his escape.

Pressure renoved, the button he had been hol di ng down rebounded.

“Over agai nst that enpty packing and away fromthe consoles. Al of you,” the wonman comuanded
them gesturing neaningfully with her gun. Rising fromtheir seats and showi ng enpty hands, the
Meliorares hurried to com ply with her order

“Anybody touches a switch,” the other Peaceforcer warned them “it’'ll be the last thing he ever
touches.”

The wonman threw Flinx a hard | ook. “Hey, you too. Myve it.” Revulsion emanated from her. Di sgust
and pity washed over Flinx in waves. She was broadcasting themall. Flinx tried to squeeze the

degradi ng enotions out of his mnd.

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...inx%201%20-%20For%20Love%200f%20Mother-Not.txt (91 of 96) [1/16/03 6:42:14 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A | an%20D ean%20-%20F i nx%201%620-%20For%20L ove%6200f%20M other-Not.txt

“I"'mnot with them” he protested. “I’mnot part of this.”

“I"'mafraid that you are, boy, whether you like it or not,” she told him “You’ ve caused a | ot of
trouble. But don’t worry.” She tried to smle. The result was a disconfiting parody. “Everything’ s
going to be all right. You' re going to be fixed up so you can live a nornmal life.”

A buzzer suddenly roared to life on one of the unattended consoles, filling the roomwth

i nsi stent di scordance. Cruachan stared dunbly at it, then at Flinx, then at the Peaceforcers.

“For heaven’'s sake, don’t threaten him?”

“Threaten nme?” Flinx was al nost crying now, ignoring Cruachan’s sudden terror, the buzzing,
everything, as he spoke to the fenal e Peaceforcer. “What does he nean, threaten ne? Wat did you
mean when you said you' re going to have ne fixed up? I'’mfine”

“Maybe you are, and maybe you aren’t,” she replied, “but these Meliorares,” she spat the word out,
“seemto think otherwi se. That’'s good enough for ne. I'mno specialist. They're the ones who’l
deci de what’'s to bedone with you.”

“And the sooner the better,” her conpanion added. “Did you call for backup?”

“As soon as we were sure.” She nodded. “It’Il take thema few mnutes to get here. This isn't
Brizzy, you know.”

Flinx felt unsteady on his feet as well as in his nind. Were he had expected rescue, there was
only new hurt, fresh indifference. No, worse than indifference, for these people saw himonly as
sone kind of deformed, unhealthy creature. There was no understanding for himhere in this room
not from his ancient persecutors or these new ar- rivals. The universe, as represented by

organi zations illegal and legitimte, seemed wholly agai nst him

Fi xed, the worman had said. He was going to be fixed. But there was nothing wong with him
Not hi ng! Why do they want to do these unnamabl e things to ne? he thought angrily.

The pain and confusion produced results unnoticed by the anxi ous antagoni sts faci ng each ot her
across the floor. Prodded by the powerful enotions emanating fromhis naster, half-awakened by the
thinning quantity of soporific gas entering its cage, the flying snake awoke. It did not need to
search visually for Flinx-his outburst of hurt was a scream ng beacon nmarking his | ocation.

The snake’s wings remained folded as it quickly examned its prison. Then it rose up and spat. In
the confused babble that filled the opposite end of the room the quiet hissing of dissolving
pancrylic Went unnoti ced.

“Let’s get themoutside.” The nmal e Peaceforcer noved to his right, separating fromhis conpanion
to stand to one side of the entrance while she noved to get behind the shifting group gathered in
the mddl e of the room

“Single file now,” she ordered them gesturing with her gun. “All of you. And pl ease keep your
hands in the air. No dramatic last-m nute gestures, please. | don't |like a ness.”

Cruachan pleaded with her. “Please, we're just a bunch of harm ess old scholars. This is our |ast
chance. This boy”-and he indicated Flinx-“my be our |ast opportunity to prove-*

“l"ve studied your history, read the reports.” *“The woman’s voice was icy. “Wat you did is
beyond redenption or forgiving. You'll get just what you deserve, and it won’t be a chance to
experiment further on this poor, mal- formed child.”

“Pl ease, sonebody,’
sonmebody tell me-?"

“Somebody probably will,” she told him “lI’mnot privy to the details, and explanations aren’t ny
departnment.” She shuddered visibly. “Fortunately.”

“Rose, look out!” At the warning cry from her conpanion, the woman whirled. There was sonething in
the air, humm ng like a giant bunbl ebee, noving rapidly fromplace to place: a pink and bl ue bl ur
against the ceiling. “Wiat the hell’s that?” she blurted.

Flinx started to answer, but Cruachan spoke first, taking a step out of the line and toward the
Peaceforcer. “That’s the boy' s pet, | don’t know how it got out. It’s dangerous.”

“Ch, it is, is it?" The nuzzle of the short rifle came up

“No!” Cruachan rushed toward her, the consol e buzzer screaming in his ears. “Don’t!”

The Peaceforcer reacted instinctively to the unexpected charge. A brief burst of high-intensity
sound struck the | eader of the Meliorares. Hi s stomach expl oded through his spine. No sound had
come fromthe gun. There had been only a slight punching noise when the burst had struck hone.

One of the elderly wonen screaned. The Peaceforcer cursed her overanxi ousness and took aimat the
source of her enbarrassment. As she pointed her weapon at Pip, all the fury and pain and angui sh
crashed together inside Flinx's head.

“Pip! No'.” he yelled, rushing the wonan. The ot her Peaceforcer noved to cover his conpanion. Pip
darted toward the rear of the storage room The woman’s gun tracked the mnidrag as her finger
started to tighten on the trigger

Sonet hi ng happened. Cruachan's eyes were still open. A snile of satisfaction appeared on his face.

Flinx said desperately, “I don’t know what you're tal ki ng about! Wn't
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Then he di ed.

Ni ght descended unexpectedly.

Flinx was floating inside a giant bass drum Sonmeone was pounding on it from both sides. The
rhythmwas erratic, the sound soul -deafening. It hurt.

Sonet hing was resting on his chest. | amlying on ny back, he thought. He raised his head to | ook
down at him self. Pip lay on the slickertic, bruised but alive. The flying snake | ooked dazed. As
consci ousness returned with a vengeance, the narrow tongue darted out repeatedly to touch Plinx's
Iips and nose. Content, the minidrag ceased its ex- anmination and crawl ed from chest to shoul der.
Flinx fought to sit up

There was sonething wong with his balance. It nade the sinple act of changing froma prone to a
sitting posi- tion into a najor operation. Two things he noted i mediately; it was cold, and rain
was soaking his face. Then his vision cleared and he saw the old man bendi ng over him

For an instant the fear returned, but this was no Meliorare. It was a kindly, unfamliar face. The
ol dster was dressed very differently fromthe Society nenbers. There hadn’t been anythi ng shabby
about their attire. This stranger was a refugee froma sinpler life.

“Are you all right, boy?” He |ooked over his shoulder. “I think he's all right.”

Flinx | ooked past the old nman. Several other strangers were gathered behind him It occurred to
Flinx that he was the center of their concerned curiosity. Strong arms reached toward hi m and

hel ped himto his feet. There were coments about the flying snake riding his shoul der

A younger man stepped forward. “You okay?” He searched Flinx's face. “I've had a little nedica
training.”

“I"’'mnot-1 think-* Funny, his mouth wasn’t working right. He swall owed. “Wat happened?”

“You tell ne,” said the unsmling young nman. He was dressed neatly, nuch nore so than the ol dster
who had first examined Flinx. A yellow and-green-striped slickertic covered what Flinx could see
of a brightly colored business suit.

“I"'ma factotum for the Subhouse of Grandier. | was Just com ng down to check on the arrival of a
recent shipment fromEvoria.” He turned and pointed. “That’'s our warehouse over there. | nearly
tri pped over you.”

“Me, too,” the oldster said, “though I'’mno factotum for anybody ‘cept ny own house.
showi ng m ssing teeth.

Fl i nx brushed wet strands of hair fromhis eyes and forehead. How had he gotten so wet? He
couldn’t remenber lying down in the street. He couldn’t renmenber |ying down at all

Now t hat those around himhad quieted, the roar that had filled his ears since he had reganed
consci ousness assumed deafening proportions. Sirens sounded in counter- part.

A coupl e of blocks away, flanes shot skyward fromthe top of a warehouse in defiance of the
steady, light rain. A fire-control skimrer hovered off to one side, its crew spraying the flames
with fire-retardant chemical foam It conbined with the rain to knock the bl aze back into itself.
“Anyway,” the younger man next to Flinx continued as they both watched the dying inferno, “l was
just entering our office over there when that building”-he nodded toward the flanmes-“blew up. If |
remenber aright, it was four or five stories tall. There are only two left, as you can see. Top
three nust’ve been incinerated in the first seconds. There's charred debris all over the streets.
Knocked nme right off ny feet, just like you.” Flinx's gaze roved over the crowd that had gathered
to watch the unusual sight. Large fires were rare in Drallar

“Sonmebody’s | et thenselves in for a nest o' trouble,” the oldster nuttered. “Storing expl osives or
volatiles inside the city limts. Bad business. Bad.”

“Soneone told nme they felt it all the way to the inurbs,” the younger man said conversationally.
“I wonder what the devil was stored in there to cause an explosion |ike that? Piece of building
went past ne like a shot. It’s stuck: in our front door, no less, if you want to see it. As | was
getting up, | saw you lying there in the street. Either sonmething nmercifully small hit you or else
you got knocked out when your head hit the pavenent.”

“I didn't see himget hit,” the oldster said.

He grinned,

“Doesn’t nean anything, as fast as stuff was flying.” The executive |looked at Flinx. “I'Il bet you
never even felt it.”

“No,” Plinx admitted, still terribly confused. “I didn't. But |I'm okay now."”

“You' re sure?” The man | ooked hi mover. “Funny. Watever it was that knocked you down nust have
whi zzed right past. | don’t see any bruises or cuts, though it looks like your pet got a little
banged up.”

“Can do you like that,” the oldster said. “ “Nother centineter and naybe you d have a piece of
met al sticking out of your head. Conversation piece.” He chuckl ed.

Fl i nx managed a weak grin. “I feel all right now” He swayed a noment, then hel d steady.

The executive was still studying the nmnidrag coiled around Flinx's |left shoulder. “That’s an
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interesting pet, all right.”

“Everybody thinks so. Thanks for your concern, both of you.” He staggered forward and joined the
ring of spectators gawking at the obliterated buil ding.

Slowy, reluctantly, his brain filled in the bl ank spaces pockmarking his nenory. Third fl oor

he’d been up there, and the Meliorares ... Yes, the Meliorares-that was their name-were getting
ready to run sonme tests on him Then the Peaceforcers had broken in, and Pip had gotten | oose, and
one of them had been ready to shoot it, and the head Meliorare-Flinx couldn’t renenber his nane,
only his eyes-had pani cked and rushed the Peaceforcer, and Flinx renenbered scream ng desperately
for the woman not to fire, not to hurt Pip, not to, not to-

“Then he had awakened, soaked and stunned in the street, an old nman bending solicitously over him
and Pip licking his nouth.

Hi s hand went to the back of his head, which throbbed like the drum he had dreanmed of being

i mprisoned inside. There was no lunp there, no blood, but it sure felt |ike something had whacked
hi m good, just as the executive had surnmised. Only the pain seened concentrated inside his head.
Peopl e were energing fromthe burning warehouse: nedical personnel in white slickertics. They were
escorting soneone between them The woman's cl othes were shredded, and blood filled the gaps.
Though she wal ked under her own power, it took two nmedics to guide her

Suddenly, Flinx could feel her, for just an instant. But there was no enotion there, no enotion or
feelings of any kind. Then he noticed her eyes. Her stare was vacant, blank, w thout notivation
Probably the expl osi on had stunned her, he thought. She was the Peaceforcer who had been about to
shoot Pi p.

In a hospital that blankness woul d doubtl ess wear off, he thought. Though it was al nost as if she
had been m nd- wi ped, and not selectively, either. She | ooked like a wal ki ng husk of a hunan
being. Flinx turned away from her, unconfortable wi thout really know ng why, as she was put in a
hospi tal skinmer. The vehicle rose above the crowd and headed downtown, siren screamn ng

Still he fought to reconstruct those |ast seconds in the warehouse. \What had happened? That
unfortunate woman had been about to kill Pip. Flinx had started toward her, protesting
frantically, and her companion had started to aimhis own weapon at him The weapons thensel ves
functioned noisel essly. Had the wonan fired? Had the nman?

The instrunentation that had filled the storage chanber required a | ot of power. If the
Peaceforcer had missed Flinx, perhaps deliberately firing a warning shot, the bolt night have
struck sonething equally sensitive but far nore volatile than human flesh. As a rule, warehouses
did not draw much power. There m ght have been delicately attuned fuel cells in the room The shot
m ght have set them off.

O had one of the Meliorares-perhaps the one who had fled fromPip' s cage-set off sone kind of
sui ci de device to keep his coll eagues fromthe disgrace of an official trial? He felt nmuch better
as he considered both reason- able explanations. They fit what had happened, were very plausible

The only thing they failed to explain was bow he had | anded two bl ocks away, apparently unhurt
except for a ragi ng headache.

Well, he had been noving toward the door, and explosions could do funny things. The streets of the
industrial district were notorious for their potholes, which were usually full of rain water. And
he was soaked. Could the force of the explosion have thrown himinto one deep enough to cushion
his fall and cause himto skip out again |like a stone on a pond? Obviously, that was what had
happened. There was no ot her possible explanation

H s head hurt.

Local gendarnes were finally beginning to show up. At their arrival Flinx instinctively turned
away, |eaving the crowd behind and cradling Pip beneath his slickertic. He was glad that he hadn't
been forced to use his own knife, felt lucky to be alive. Maybe now, at |ast, external forces
woul d | eave himand Mother Mastiff and Pip in peace.

He t hought back a last tine to that final instant in the warehouse. The rage and desperation had
built up in himuntil he had been unable to stand it any |onger and had charged blindly at the
Peacef orcer about to kill Pip. He hoped he would never be that angry again in his life.

The crowd i gnored the boy as he fled the scene; he vanished into the conforting shadows and narrow
alleys that filtered back toward the central city. There was nothing renmarkabl e about himand no
reason for the gendarnes to stop and question him The old man and the executive who had found him
lying in the street had already forgot- ten him engrossed in the unusual sight of a major fire in
perpetually danp Drall ar

Flinx made his way back toward the nore ani mated sections of the city, toward the arguing and
shouting and snells and sights of the marketplace and Mother Mastiff's warm famliar little shop
He was sorry. Sorry for all the trouble he seened to have caused. Sorry for the funny old
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Mel i orares who were no nmore. Sorry for the overzeal ous Peaceforcers.

Mot her Mastiff wouldn't be sorry, he knew. She could be as vindictive as an AAnn, especially if
anyt hing close to her had been threatened.

For hinself, however, he regretted the deaths of so many. Al for nothing, all because of sone
erratic, harm ess, usually usel ess enotion-reading ability he possessed. Their own fault, though
Everyt hing that happened was their own fault, Meliorares and Peaceforcers alike. He tried to warn
them Never try to conme between a boy and his snake.

The danp trek homeward exhausted his renmaining strength. Never before had the city seened so

i mrense, its byways and side streets so convoluted and tortuous. He was conpletely worn out.

Mot her Mastiff was manning the shop, waiting for himas anxiously as she awaited custoners. Her
thin, aged armwas strong as she slipped it around his back and hel ped himthe |ast agonizing
steps into the store. “lI’ve been worried |like to death over ye, boy! Damm ye for causing a poor
ol d woman such distress.” Her fingers touched his bruised cheeks, his forehead, as her eyes
searched for serious damage. “And you're all cut up and bl eeding. Wat’s to beconme of ye, Flinx?
Ye have got to learn to stay out of trouble.”

He summoned up a grin, glad to be hone. “It seens to cone |ooking for ne, Mther.”

“Hmpnh! Excuses. The boy’'s wit is chock full of excuses. Wat happened to ye?”

He tried to marshal his thoughts as he slid Pip out frombeneath the slickertic. Mther Mstiff
backed away. The millidrag was as linp as a piece of rope. It lay curled up in its master’s |lap
if not asleep then giving a fine scaly im itation of some sinmlar state.

“Some peopl e ki dnaped Pip. They called thensel ves Meliorares. But they really wanted ne. They-*
Hi s expression screwed tight as he renenbered, “One of them said something about wanting to fix
me. Fix what? What did they want with nme?”

She considered a | ong nonent, studying the boy. Truly, it appeared that he was telling the truth,
that he had | earned no nore than what he said. lIgnoring the proxinmity of the hated flying snake,
she sat down and put an arm around his shoul ders.

“Now mark nme well, boy, because this is vital to ye. | don't have to tell ye that you're
different. You ve always been different. Ye have to hide that as best ye can, and we’ll have to
hi de ourselves. Drallar’s a big place. W can nove the shop if need be. But you're going to have
to learn to live quietly, and you're going to have to keep your differences to yourself, or we'll
be plagued with nore of this unwel come and unwhol esone attention.”

“I't’s all so silly, Mther, lust because | can sonetimes sense what other people are feeling?”
“That. And maybe nore.”

“There isn't anything nore. That’s all | can do.”

“I's it, boy? How did ye get away fromthese people.” She | ooked past himtoward the street,
suddenly concerned. “WII they be conming after ye agai n?”

“I don’t think so. Most of themwere kind of dead when | left. | don’'t know how | got away from
them 1 think one of them shot at sonething explosive and it blew up. | was blown clear out of a
building and into the street.”

“Lucky to be alive ye are, it seens, though by what providence |I wonder. Maybe ‘tis best this way.
Maybe ‘tis best ye don’t know too much about yourself just yet. Your mnd al ways was advanced of
your body, and maybe there’'s sonething nore that’'s advanced even of that.”

“But | don't want to be different,” he insisted, alnobst crying. “I just want to be |ike everyone
el se.”

“lI know ye do, boy,” she said gently, “but each of us nust play the cards fate deals us, and if
you’ ve been stuck with the joker, you' |l just have to learn to cope with it, turn it to your

advant age sonehow.”

“I don’t want any advantage! Not if it’'s going to cause us this kind of trouble.”

“I"l'l have none of that, boy! A difference can always be to one’'s advantage. ‘Tis tine ye chose a
profession. | know you' ve no like for running a shop like this one. What is it ye like to do?”

He nulled it over a while before replying. “All | enjoy doing is making other people happy.”

She shook her head sadly. “Sonetines | think you ve not enough self-interest to keep yourself
alive. However, if that's what ye like, then you'll have to find sone way to earn a living at it.”
“Sometines | dream of beconing a doctor and healing people.”

“I"d advise ye to set your sights a bit |ower, boy.”

“All right. An actor, then.”

“Nay, not that |ow. Be sensible. Set yourself to sone- thing ye can do now, w thout years of
study.”

“I could performright here in the marketplace,
You' ve seen ne.”

“Aye, and yelled at ye often enough for practicing with my expensive baubles. But ‘tis a sound

he said thoughtfully. “lI can juggle pretty good.
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thought. We nust find ye a good street corner. Surely ye can't get into trouble perform ng before
these sinple locals.”

“Sure! 1l go and practice right now.”
“Easy, boy, easy. You're nearly asleep on your feet, and I'll not have ye breaking either ny goods
or yourself. Go inside and lie down. I'Il be in soon to fix ye sonething to eat. Go on now, boy,

and be sure and take your nonster with ye.”

Cradling the exhausted Pip in his hands, Flinx rose and made his way through the displays to the
section of the shop that served as their hone. Mdther Mastiff’'s eyes followed him

VWhat was to becone of the boy? Sonmehow he had cone to the attention of powerful, dangerous people.
At | east there was a good chance they wouldn’t be bothered for a while. Not if he had |eft them
“kind of dead.”

How had he escaped? Sonetines he still frightened her. Ch, not because he would ever harma hair
of her old head. Quite the contrary, as his dogged pursuit and rescue of her these past days had
proven. But there were forces at work within that adol escent body, forces beyond the conprehension
of a sinple shopkeeper, forces he mght not be able to control. And there was nore to it than
readi ng the enotions of others. O that she was certain. How nuch nore she could only suspect, for
it was clear enough the boy had little awareness of them hinself.

Wll, et himplay at the trade of jongleur for a while. Surely that was harm ess. Surely he could
not find rmuch trouble plying so sinple an occupation

She told herself that repeatedly all the rest of the after- noon and on into evening as she sat
wat chi ng hi m sl eep. When she finally slipped into her own bed, she thought she had put such

i mgi nary fears beyond her, but such was not the case.

She sensed that the boy |ying content and peaceful in the room opposite hers was destined for nore
than an idle life of entertaining on street corners. Mich nore. She knew sonehow that a damabl e
uni verse, which was al- ways sticking its cosnic nose into the destinies of innocent citizens,
woul d never | et anyone as unique as Flinx al one
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