Timothy Zahn
A COMING OF AGE

To Anna—who wastherefor all the beginnings.

Chapter 1

The dome of the sky arched majestically above her as she flew high above the woodlands,
soaring effortlessly amid a flock of batlings. Their chirpsfilled the air around her and she
answered in kind, not understanding any of it but pleased to be joining their conversation.
Suddenly they shot up... and a second later she was falling toward the tightly rolled spiral
shapes below—falling—falling—

Lisa Duncan awoke with astart, heart pounding loudly in her ears, and ingtinctively burrowed
deeper under her blankets. For amoment her brain held on to the image of the woodlands rushing up
to meet her; but then it cleared, and around her she saw the comforting familiarity of her room at the

Daysoring Hive.

Swallowing hard, she looked acrossto the other bed, wondering if sheld made enough noisein
her nightmare to wake her roommeate. But Shedlah's bresthing was ill dow and even, and in the faint
light sneaking in around the curtains Lisa could see her lying wrapped in her blankets with the kind of
rag-doll limpness only a deeping person can achieve. Lisa'swatch wasjust visble on top of her
dresser; teeking it over, she saw that it wasfive-fifty. Ten more minutes and the gently insstent
wake-up buzzer would sound, officialy beginning the hive's day.

Teeking the watch under the blankets, Lisafastened it onto her wrist, debating whether or not to
just go ahead and get up. The bed was awfully comfortable; but on the other hand, hitting the floor
bathroom ten minutes ahead of the other girls was definitdly worth the sacrifice. Siding out of bed, she
floated through the air to the door, teeking it open as she got there, and flew out into the hall.

Thelarge, chrome-and-ripplestone room was, as she'd expected, deserted. Entering the nearest
booth, shetook care of thefirst order of business. Then she moved to one of the washbasins,
shucked off her nightgown and gave her face, hands, and arms a quick wash. Tossing the damp
washcloth and towel into the corner hamper, she picked up her nightgown... and hesitated. "No," she
muttered out loud, resolutely turning her eyes away from the full-length mirror fastened to the sde
wall. "Just morbid curiogity, that'sdl." But as she did the nightgown back over her head, her hands
quietly stole across her chest, confirming what she suspected but had forbidden her eyesto learn.

Fourteen years old, and il flat as aboard.

Sighing with amixture of relief and guilt, she straightened her gown and returned to her room,



forcing hersdf to walk thistime. Hat-chested or not, the end of her preteen life wasfar too closeto
ignore. Most of her friends aready had their breast buds. Severd of them had thefirst bits of pubic
hair, aswell... and in those preteens the loss of their teekay was aready beginning. Sheld better get
used to staying on the ground.

Unbidden, tearsfilled Lisas eyes, angrily, she rubbed them away. Sop it! shetold herself
harshly. You're acting like a little girl. You think you're the only preteen in the world who
doesn't want to grow up? Act your age!

The pep talk didn't help. Closing the door behind her, she crossed the cold floor and climbed
back into bed. Dejectedly, she stared at the ceiling, watching the shifting pattern of light asthe
conetree outs de the window swayed in the breeze, her mind churning with resentment and bitterness,
The wake-up buzzer, when it sounded, was amost arelief.

"Sgnorf!" Shedlah said suddenly, a sort of enunciated grunt that punctuated her return to
consciousness. "Grack, it'scold in here. Did you sneak the window open last night, Lisa?"

"Just acrack." Lisadid out from under the blankets and stood up. "Come on, get up—it's not
that cold."

"Tdl that to my blood," Shedah's muffled response came as she pulled the blankets up over her
nose. Her snglevisible eyerotated, and the curtains drew back, |etting in adazzling blast of sunlight.
Squinting in the sudden glare, Lisawatched as she teeked the window closed.

"Lookslikeaniceday," Sheelah commented, climbing out of bed and stretching like acat. Her
own emerging breasts were little lumps under her nightgown, and Lisafelt aflash of jedousy.
Shedlah's teekay would begin to fade any time now—uwould be gone by the end of the year—and yet
sheremained invariably cheerful. Maturing gracefully... Fedling worse than ever, Lisaturned her back
on her roommate and began to dress.

By thetimethe two preteens emerged together from their room, the hdlway outsde was dive
with chattering ten and eleven-year-old girls. Some, il in night dress, were heading for the bathroom;
but most were going the other direction, toward the stairway and breakfast. Hafway down the hal,
there was a sudden outbreak of giggles, and ahead rose above the generd level of the crowd.
Another followed immediately, and the aerid game of tag was on.

"Back onthefloor!" Lisasnapped, with more hegat than wasredly caled for. "Y ou know the
ruled"

Guilty faces glanced around and disappeared as the two girls hastily dropped back to their feet.
Lisalengthened her stride, intending to catch up with them, but had only taken two steps when
Shedah caught her arm. "Hey, takeiit easy,” shesaid in alow tone.

"No one'sdlowed to fly in ahal where three or more other people are present,” Lisa quoted
diffly, even as her anger cooled.

"Youretdling me?—who still holds the Dayspring point-loss record for that particular offense?”

Lisasighed and gave up. "Renaand Ajie are supposed to know better, though.”



"So they're extralively today." Shedah shrugged. "It's not worth ruining their day over." She
peered closdly at Lisa "What's eating you this morning, anyway?'

"Nothing—just alittle grouchy, | guess" Lisasaid, reluctant to talk about her fedingsevento
Shedah. "Comeon, let's get downgtairs.”

Within afew minutes they had walked down the five flights of stairsto the spacious dining room
that sat between the two living-areawings. Going through the serving line, they arrived at their tableto
find mogt of the others aready present and attacking their trays with the exuberance and noise
eight-year-olds always seemed to be able to generate. Lisawrinkled her nose dightly. Overseeing the
table was enough of achore even at the best of times—the Eights had nearly half the teekay strength
they would ever possess but were along way from the maturity and salf-discipline that would keep it
under control, and Lisawas forever having to ground floating salt shakers and block the completion of
spur-of-tne-moment pranks. Today, feeling as she did, even having to look down the table at their
youthful faceswas going to be painful.

For afew moments, though, the ordeal was going to be postponed. Sitting on the table at her
place was aydlow triangle, sgnifying that she wasto check in with the Girls Senior. Leaving her tray,
she picked up the yellow paper and headed to the Senior'stable.

"Ah, yes—Lisa" GavraNorward held up afinger and finished her mouthful of food. "Weve got
asmall problem with work assignments thismorning,” she said when her mouth was clear. "Y ou're
going to have to subgtitute for Kaarin Smale at the power station—she's down with the flu, and no
onedsel'd trust with aflock of Sevensisavailable.

In spite of her depression Lisafelt awarm glow at the compliment. Keeping Sevens entertained
while they turned a huge flywhed wasindeed adifficult job. "What about my team?Y ou're not going
to send them to the congtruction site done, are you?"

Gavrashook her head. "I've dready talked with the foreman there, and he said they could do
without you today—if necessary helll give the riveters athree-day weekend. Anyway, they have no
choice—power gtation's always got priority. Let me see...." She picked up the small notebook lying
by her plate and leafed through it. "Okay, you'll pick up your crewv—six boys and eight girls—at the
front door in forty minutes and take them to the west power station. | guess welll give your usua
group the day off."

Lisashrugged. "They could come to the power station with me," she suggested. "We could put
twice as much energy into the flywhed that way."

"Thanks, but no," Gavrasmiled. "Y our girls have served their time on boredom duty. Well just
givethem afreeday."

Lisanodded and made her way back to her own table. The Eights—most of them at least
halfway finished with their food—seemed more subdued than usual, enough o that she wondered if
Shedlah had taken advantage of her absence to clue them in on her mood. In away it made things
worse; she remembered vividly acouple of the "evergrouch” preteens sheld been terrified of asa
young girl. I will not become like that, shetold hersef fiercely, and made a supreme effort to smile at
the others before sarting to egt. The underlying fedling of tension remained, though. Hurrying through
her breakfast, she set her tray on the conveyor and got out.



But harsh moods had never been able to get asolid hold on her, and thistime, fortunately, was
no exception. Somewhere en route to the west power station her depression vanished into the brilliant
June sunshine as she and her chattering Sevens soared high above the rooftops, the younger ones
engaging in the sort of free-form tag forbidden ingde the hive buildings. Watching them play—feding
thewind in her hair as Barona's buildings rolled benesth them—it was somehow impossibleto truly
believe she would ever lose her teekay. She chose, at least for the moment, to ignore the quiet voice
of logic within her.

Lisahadn't been to any of Barona's three power stations since she was eight, but the place was
no lessintimidating now that she was older and bigger. The main room'stwo massive flywheds, in
particular, were till sort of frightening—she could gtill remember nightmares sheld had where one of
them broke loose and she couldn't move to get out of the way....

Giving her head a sharp shake, she put the memory out of her mind. "Let's St over here, shdl
we?' she said to her crew, indicating a spot adozen meters from the flat side of their assigned
flywhed. "Everybody bring achair over and let's get busy.”

The task was accomplished with agood deal more noise and banging of chairsthan was
necessary, but Lisaknew enough to be patient. "All right," she said when they were finaly settled.
"What would you liketo do first?"

"Seeamovie," one of the boys spoke up promptly.

"Oh, you like movies, do you?' Lisaasked, her eye on the gauge et into the flywhed's housing.
The rotationa speed, which had been dropping dowly asits energy wasturned into el ectricity, was
now holding steady as the kids began teeking. Still lower than the power station people liked to have
it, but Lisaknew they'd be ableto catch up later. "What sort of movie would you like?!

"Mongterd" the boy exclamed.
"Can't we sing instead?' agirl spoke up. "Or seeamovie about real animas?'
"Yeah," another seconded. " Those mongter movies are dumb.”

"Tdl youwhat," Lisasad. "Let's start with something different and save the movies and singing
for later. Well take turnstelling stories, okay? They can be as scary as you want,”" she added asthe
boy who'd voted for monster movies opened his mouth to object. He closed it again, and agleam
cameinto hiseye.

Leaning back, Lisadifled asatisfied smile. Sheldd never yet seen around of storytelling that
couldn't hold awork crew's attention for at least an hour... and she would still have the moviesand
singing to fal back on. "Okay, who's ready to start?'

Three hands shot up. Lisa picked one and settled down to listen as the girl launched into astory
about three dragonmites and a batling, a story Lisaremembered hearing on the story tapes severd
years ago. The other kids obvioudy hadn't heard it, though; they sat in absorbed silence, only the
flywhed!'s rotation gauige showing that they were still doing their job. Across the room, she noted, the
flickering light of a projector showed that the group at the second flywhed had dready started a
movie, though the picture itsel f—yprojected againg the flywhed's spinning surfface—wasinvisble from



where she sat. Helll learn, shethought abit smugly, eyeing the preteen in charge of the other crew.
About an hour after lunch they'll be bouncing off the ceiling with boredom—and he won't have
anything in reserve to keep them quiet.

Glancing once at her watch, Lisareturned her attention to the girl's story and began to plan what
they would do next.

Chapter 2

The young man was small and thin and very nervous. Wrapped in asailor'sjersey asizetoo big
for him and with a cap jammed down to eyebrow level, helooked strangely like an eight-year-old
dressed in an older kid's clothes. Stanford Tirrell almost smiled at that image; but there redly wasn't
anything funny about al of this. Keegping his periphera vision on the piles of crates and equipment
lying around the dock, he stepped away from the security gate and walked out to meet the young
man.

"Mr. Potter?' the other asked as Tirrdll approached. Hisvoice made Tirrell revise hisage
estimate downward. The sailor couldn't be over twenty-four—barely old enough to be out of
school—and the fact that held clearly been sailing for awhile implied held dropped out early. Tirrell
felt asurge of pity for him... but he had ajob to do.

"Yeah," he sad gruffly in answer to the other's query. "What'ya got for me?"

The sailor locked eyes with him for an ingtant before switching his gaze to somewherein the
vicinity of Tirrell'sleft cheek. "Raellian whiskey—but remember, you gotta pay what you said, ‘cause
if my usud buyer finds out—"

"Relax,” Tirrdl cut him off. "I got the money right here." He tapped his coat pocket and nodded
over the sallor's shoulder at the weathered freighter rocking gently alongside its moorings a hundred
meters away, itslogo and number only barely legible. "The stuff till aboard or did you off-load

dready?'
"Aboard. Gimmethe money and I'll tell you where."

Silently, Tirrell pulled out the envelope and handed it over. The sailor produced along-bladed
knife from somewhere and dit the envelope open with aquick flick of hiswrist. Reaching in, he leaefed
through the hills, hislips moving as he counted.

"It'sdl there,” Tirrdl growled, wanting to get this over with. "Where's the merchandise?"

The sailor stuffed the envelope into his hip sporran; with abrief hestation the knife likewise
vanished. " Starboard hold, third locker," he muttered. "The back comes off—use a knife on the water
sedant and push the bottom; it swings back. The stuff'sin the ballast space behind and below, in six

mesh bags.”

"How do | get aboard?’ Tirrell asked. "Is there someone who knows enough to look the other
way?'



"No—ther€sjust me." The sailor was backing away, clearly anxiousto fade back into Ridge
Harbor's dockyard community. "How you get aboard is your problem. | just get the stuff through
cusoms.”

"True," Tirrell agreed, reaching into his pocket again. "And I'm afraid that's going to cost you.”

Something in Tirrdl's voice must have tipped him off, because the sailor was running full-tilt for
the security gate before Tirrdll even got his 1D badge clear of the pocket. Sighing, Tirrdll put afinger in
his mouth and gave atrilling whistle. If histrusty righthand was where he was supposed to be...

The sailor increased his speed—and suddenly screamed in panic as hisfeet | eft the ground. For
another second hislegs pumped madly, in acartoon-like pantomime of flight, before abruptly giving
up. Hanging mationlesdy, thirty centimeters off the ground, he looked like amarionette with invisble
grings. Farther ahead, drifting from his concedl ment near the fence, agrinning preteen appeared,
meaking gift-wrapping motions with his hands as he flew over the gate. Bresking into ajog, Tirrell
headed for the dangling prisoner, reaching him the same time the preteen did.

"That basically how you wanted it done?" the boy asked, settling to the ground.

"Moreor less" Tirrell nodded. "Y our sense of humor leaves something to be desired, though.”
Stepping in front of the sailor, he held up his badge for ingpection. " Detective First Stanford Tirrell,
Ridge Harbor Police" heidentified himsdlf. Y ou're under arrest for smuggling. Tonio, let him down.”

The preteen did so, and under hiswatchful eye Tirrell relieved the prisoner of knife and payoff
money and secured his handswith wrist cuffs. "Let'sgo," he said, taking the other's arm and pointing
him toward the gate. "Tonio, the whiskey's still aboard the ship over there. Make sure no one enters
or leaves until the shakedown squad gets here, okay?I'll call them from the car and tell them how to
findit."

"Sure," Tonio nodded. " Should be easy...." Gazing over Tirrdl's shoulder, he frowned dightly
with concentration. Glancing back, Tirrell watched the ship's gangway flip up to balance precarioudy
onitsedge. "That should keep thetraffic down,” the preteen said with obvious satisfaction.

Shaking his heed, Tirrdll rolled his eyes exaggeratedly heavenward and marched his prisoner
away. Only when his back wasto hisrighthand did he allow asmileto reach hisface. Tonio ill liked
to think his sense of humor could annoy his partner.

It was nearly two hours later, and Tirrell was catching up on some of his backlog of paperwork,
when the summons came to report upstairs.

"Bad news," Police Chief Alverez said as Tirrdl took the seat in front of the cluttered desk and
politely declined the pantomimed offer of adrink. "Y our smuggler friend'sadead end. A complete
amateur, and seems to be aloner, to boot."

Tirrell nodded; the sailor's youth and obviousinexperience had aready led him to the same
conclusion. All those hours of digging through the customs offices truly horrible record system—gone,
just like that. "How does he account for the diamondsin hislast ddivery?' he asked.



"He doesn't." Alverez smiled thinly. "He thought we were joking when we asked about thet.
When we convinced him we were serious, | thought he was going to rupture ablood vessd.”

"I'll bet." Tirrell gazed out the window for along moment. One of the small pleasures—usudly
the only one, in fact—of being called into the chief's office was the panoramic view the corner
windows offered of both Ridge Harbor's sheltered bay and the line of white bluffs that hemmed the
city infrom thewest. "It makes a certain lopsided sense, you know," he mused. "Mogt of the
professona gem smugglers aretoo well known to move without attracting attention. So you pick a
schmuck whao's trying to make afew bills and stick the stuff into hiswhiskey cache. No one€sredly
likely to bother with him. Does he have arecord, by the way?"

Alverez shook his head, plucked a piece of paper from astack in front of him. "Luz Sandur,
twenty-three; dropped out of Tweenriver Academy two years ago. Mild sort of troublemaker in his
hive, | gather, which meant he never got the necessary points for anything over Basic a school. Saw
the handwriting on the wall—"

"Too late, of course” Tirrdl interjected.

"They aways do. Decided he wasin a dead-end position and wangled an apprenticeship in the
merchant marine. It gpparently wasn't what he expected.”

Tirrell shook his head sadly. It was dways the same story: preteen on top of the world at his
hive, without the brainsto look ahead to life after Trangition. It wasn't like the event sneaked up on
anyone—Trangtion was as sure as death and paperwork. Still, pretending it wasn't going to happen
was an easy trgp to fal into, especialy given the horror storiesthat circulated in the hives. Even after
twenty years Tirrdll's own memories of that time held some sore spots. "What about his buyer here?
Haveyou picked him up yet?"

"Y eah, but I'm not sureit'll lead us anywhere. He claims he doesn't know anything about gem
smuggling—says his warehouse was broken into the night after we intercepted that load eight months
back." Alverez shrugged. "I'm inclined to believe him—like Sandur, he'stoo small an operator for
professonadsto trust.”

"Which leaves uswhoever in Radlais pulling the Cleopatraact,” Tirrel growled. Eight months of
hard work, gone like aholein water.

"| believe Cleopatrawas only putting pearlsin wine, but you've got theright idea™ Alverez
scratched his cheek and picked up another piece of paper. "It's Radllas bal now—uwhichisjust as
well, because something camein haf an hour ago that | want you on. It lookslike we might have a
new fagin operating in town.”

The hairs on the back of Tirrdl's neck stirred, and suddenly the scenery outside the window
didn't seem quite S0 picturesgue any more. Gem smugglers were businessmen, opponents to match
witswith; faginswere more on aleve with vermin. "What's happened?’

"Four-year-old boy was kidnapped in broad daylight at VVaduz Park—kidnapped so casualy
that his gtter didn't even redlize what had happened until an hour afterward. We've got a shakedown
sguad out there now looking for clues, but I'm not expecting much.”



"The boy's parents been notified?' Tirrell asked, already heading for the door.
"Foster parents, yes. They're on their way to the park now."
Tirrdl nodded grimly. "All right. I'll seeyou later.”

Opening the door, heleft at afast walk.

The sitter who'd been watching Colin Brimmer was seventeen years old, a student at Ridge
Harbor Introductory School picking up afew extra points toward medical training. She was aso very
near the point of tears, apoint which, judging by the puffiness of her eyes, sheld dready been by at
least once. "'l don't know what else | can tell you, Detective Tirrdll," she said, sniffing as she fought
hafheartedly with her snuses. "I've told the other policemen everything | know. Please, | just want to
go home."

"| undergtand, Miss Thuma," Tirrdl said gently, "but it'simportant that | hear the sory from you,
persondly, before any of the details begin to fade."

She sniffed once more and briefly closed her eyes. "We got here about two o'clock—Colin, me,
and two other children from the neighborhood that | Sit for. One of the older men who're sometimes
here was ditting over there." She waved toward a nearby bench, the current focus of attention for two
of Ridge Harbor's best shakedown men. "I'd seen him three or four timesin the past month or two,
the last time two days ago. He was about average height and build, | guess, with agray beard and
medium-length gray hair, and he wore glasses.”

"Had you talked to him before today?"

"Y es—on Wednesday. That wasthefirst time," she added, sounding alittle defensive. "He came
up and introduced himself and specifically said hello to Colin. Colin seemed to know him, so | thought
hewas afriend of the Brimmers."

"How long wasthis conversation”?'

"Just afew minutes. He sounded cultured and well-educated. |—I didn't think he—" She sniffed
loudly and got her face back under contral. "Anyway, he told me he was a city building ingpector who
was retiring early for hedlth reasons. He pointed out his apartment building—that white one through
thetrees." She pointed. "Then he said good-bye and went back to his bench to read. He was ill
therewhen we left.”

"Okay." Tirrell made anote on his pad. "Now tell me about today."

"He was here when we got here, sitting on his usua bench. He said hello and said he'd brought a
amdl gift for each of the children—they werelittle modd airplanes. They'd been flying them for a half
hour when Colin's hit the ground too hard and broke. Mr. Oliver—that's the man—tried to fix it, but
he couldn't. He said he would have to go to his apartment, where his glue and vise were, and asked
Colinif he wanted to come watch. Colin seemed eager, and—well, he seemed to know him—"



"Yes, you told me dready,” Tirrell said, striving to keep hisvoice even. He couldn't redlly blame
the teen; shed probably never had more than ahaf hour of ingtruction on the art of child-sitting in her
life. Besides, she clearly till had the reflexes of the hive structure shed so recently I eft, reflexes geared
to obedience toward authoritative adults. " So they |eft. It then took you awhole hour to become
uspicious?”

She nodded, asingleforlorn jerk of the head. "I'm sorry," she said miserably.

Glancing around, Tirrell caught the eye of apoliceman and beckoned to him. "I'm going to ask
you to go down to the station with this officer,” hetold the teen, "and describe this Mr. Oliver for one
of our artists. Okay?"

"Sure." She sniffed once more and | eft with the policeman, her shoulders curled with dgjection.
A motion off to hisleft caught Tirrdll's eye, and he turned as Tonio landed afew meters away.

"Couple of messagesfor you, Stan," the preteen said. "First: the addressis aphony. No one
theres ever heard of this Oliver guy or anyone with his description.”

"Big surprise,” Tirrel growled. "Y ou're going to like this guy, Tonio—he's got your warped
sense of humor.”

"What do you mean?'

"Theterm 'fagin’ originally came from a pre-Expansion Earth book, whosetitle happensto be
Oliver Twist. What'sthe other message?’

"Colin's parents are here."
Tirrell glanced once at the men working on the bench. "Good. Let's go talk to them.”

The detective had never met the Brimmers, but their reputation was well-known in officid Ridge
Harbor circles. Both in their early forties, they had been foster parentsto six children over the past
eighteen years, providing the close family background that seemed to best minimize the later
trangitional shocksto hive, school, and adulthood. Their record had been one of the best in the city...
until now.

They were standing together near the row of police cars, obvioudy upset but under much better
control than the teen sitter had been. The man took a step forward as Tirrell and Tonio walked up to
them. "Are you the officer in charge here, Sir?" he asked.

Tirrell nodded. "Detective Firg Tirrdl; thisis Tonio Genesee, my righthand. Y ou are Thom and
Elita Brimmer, of course. Firgt of dl, do you know anyone named Oliver, or anyone who has gray
hair, abeard, and wears glasses?’

Both shook their heads. "We've had afew minutesto think about it—the policeman who drove
us here gave us Lennas description,” Elitasaid. "We're quite sure we don't know anyone like that.
But | wonder whether or not the hair and beard are adisguise. In that case he probably could be
amog anyone”



"Good point." Tirrell had cometo that obvious conclusion long ago. "Next: isthere any reason to
suspect Colin may have been kidnapped for purposes of ransom? Or that someone might want himin
order to force you to do anything?

Again, two solid negatives. Tirrell hadn't expected anything else, but the questions had to be
asked. "All right. Then I'd like to go to your house with you and ook over both Colin'sthings and any
photos you have of him, especiadly recent ones taken outside. After that | want you to tell me
everything you can about Colin, your friends and acquaintances, your daily schedule—everything that
could conceivably giveusaclue.”

"We're at your complete disposal, Detective," Brimmer said. "We want this man caught as badly
asyou do."

| doubt that very much, Tirrdl thought blackly as he led the way to his car. The Brimmershad
most likely never seen what could happen to a child who was brought up by afagin. Tirrell had.

It wasn't something he was anxious to see again.

Chapter 3

Outsde the lounge windows the last traces of sunset had findly faded from the sky, and the
crescent shape of Tigrisslarger moon was occasondly visible through the swaying woodland
tregtops. Sighing, Lisastraightened up in her chair and looked around her. The lounge wasreatively
empty; most of the other preteens were probably elther outside or €lse downgtairsin the entertainment
rooms, enjoying the extra freedom Friday evenings brought. Of the few other girls present, most were
sitting done, either dozing or just enjoying the sillence. In one corner five others had teeked their chairs
into acircle and were carrying on amuted conversation. Lisafound hersdlf staring at the group,
searching their faces for some trace of the depression she herself wasfeding.

But if theimminent loss of their teekay was bothering any of them, they hid it well. Laughing and
smiling, they seemed as happy and unconcerned as Eights. Idiots, she thought peevishly and was
ingtantly sorry. It was she, after al, who was behaving like akid. Closing her eyes, she sghed and
willed the world to go away.

A creaking of wood some time later made her open her eyes again. The group in the corner was
breaking up. Watching incurioudy, she noticed a sort of hand signa passfurtively among the girlsas
they threaded their way through the circle of chairs and disappeared out the door. Looking after them,
Lisafelt older than ever. Secret clubswere aways cropping up in the hive, usuadly among new
preteens. Her own brief stint with such a club had been four years ago, just after her tenth birthday
and the move upstairsto her present room. Then, sheld been more than alittle scared at the new
responsibilities her age was about to bring her... but on the other hand, the coming Transition had
seemed as distant and academic asthe end of the universe.

To grow isto change. Gavra Norward's oft-repeated line ran through Lisa's mind, but it wasn't
especidly comforting. | don't want to change, shethought angrily. | like being who | am; | like the
power and—



She blinked as the thought caught her squardly acrosstheface. The power. Not just the teekay,
she realized with sudden clarity, but aso the authority and status that went with it. Preteenswere the
top of the hesp—more important even than many adults, she'd often thought. And asfor hersdif...
well, Gavrahad said it just that morning. There's no one else I'd trust with a flock of Sevens. Lisa
was one of the best, and she knew it... and she was about to loseit al and become an anonymous
student.

Abruptly, she couldn't bear to St fill anymore. Getting to her feet, shelooked around the
lounge. A few otherswere il there, but they were dl girls she knew only casudly. No one she would
be comfortable talking to... and, actualy, she didn't redlly fed like talking, anyway. Stepping to the
room's French doors, she opened them and walked out onto the balcony.

For awonder, the wide ledge was deserted. Leaning on therailing, Lisagazed down into the
hive'slandscaped courtyard, picking out figures moving around in the dim light. Above, the night was
coming on rapidly, with only asmdl patch of blue till showing through the treeswhere the sun had
gone down. Here and there she could see the distant specks of other kids flying about, afew off by
themselves but most in groups of three or more. A faint giggle reached her aong the breeze, adding
that much more to her sense of frustration and lonedliness. In the west the smaller of Tigriss moons,
Sumer, was rising higher, and she had a sudden urge to go and chaseit. Glancing around quickly, she
stepped back to the building'swall and teeked hersdlf straight up. Technicaly, flying off of balconies
was forbidden, but preteens were generally alowed to get away with it aslong as they made sure
younger kids didn't seethem. A hundred meters above the hive she leveled off and headed west.

The evening air, warm enough when one was stationary, was rather chilly when passed through
at forty kilometers an hour, and Lisawished momentarily she'd stopped by her room first to pick up a
swester. But the sheer exhilaration of flight quickly drove such thoughts from her mind. She passed
the other kids without pausing; passed the outskirts of Baronaitsdf; and within afew minutes she was
over the woodlands surrounding the city, asisolated from the world asit was possible to get. Sheld
come out here often lately, asif distance alone would let her escape the pressing redlity of
Trangtion....

For along time she smply played—games of speed and dtitude sheld enjoyed asayoung girl,
and the more daring tricks of freefall and spinning spira that had once won abrand-new preteen the
admiration of both her peers and even some of her elders. Time and again she soared high above the
woodlands surrounding Baronaand let hersdf drop, relying more on ingtinct than on the dimly seen,
dark gray-on-black treetops to judge when to pull out of her dive. The hard knot of bitterness
underlying her sport she did her best to ignore.

Findly, the tensgon within her was exhausted, and she leveled out. FHlying westward toward Rand
and the Tessdllate Mountains, she fixed her gaze on the risng moon and tried to sort out the
tangled-yarn pattern of her thoughts.

Shedidn't mind the idea of being an adult; of that much she was pretty sure. People like Gavra
Norward and the architects she knew from her building work had shown her that growing up didn't
have to mean loss of al power, that being an adult didn't mean being anobody. The attitude such
thoughtsimplied still bothered her, though—she didn't like to admit that having power over other
people was so important to her. But | don't want to push people around, not really, she decided
after amoment of conscience-poking. | just don't want them pushing me around. And that, she
redlized suddenly, was what she feared most about Transition. She would be beginning school exactly



equal with everyone ese her age. A new stuation, with new rules and rel ationships—and no teekay to
compensate for her smal size. Just thinking about it brought atightnessto her jaw.

To her right aflicker of light showed briefly through the trees. Moved by idle curiosity, she
veered to investigate.

She could dways smply run away, of course. Gavrahad once said that over half of Tigriswas
il uninhabited, so it would be easy to find a secluded spot where she would never be found, using
the remaining year or whatever of her teekay to build ahouse and clear some land. But after
Trangtion... without the dightest idea.of how to survivein the wilderness, things could turn ugly very
fast. Besides, she wasn't redly the hermit type. What she really needed was away to get ajump on
her peers a the school itsdlf.

Again, thelight flickered. Thistime Lisawas close enough to recognizeit: acar's headlights,
moving aong the forest road from Barona toward Rand.

For amoment she parald ed the road, wondering what to do. She wasn't especially interested in
chasing the car... but on the other hand, she'd seldom if ever seen anyone driving west of Barona a
night. Perhaps there was some sort of emergency—and if so, her teekay might be the difference
between life and death for someone. Dropping to treetop level, she increased her speed and headed
toward thelights.

She caught up easily enough; the car seemed to be staying at the posted speed limit, and Lisa
didn't have to bother with the road's occasiona curves. How to gpproach without startling the driver
right off the road was amatter for afew moments thought; she solved it by flying ahundred meters
ahead of the car, matching its speed, and dropping to just within headlight range. When she was sure
she'd been seen, she reduced both her speed and height a bit more, and soon was pacing the vehicle
at window leve.

"Areyou in somekind of trouble?" she shouted, trying to minimize the nervousnessin her voice.
Flying at seventy kilometers per hour high above the trees and a a single meter above the ground
made for two entirely different sensations, and she was acutely aware that adight drift in practically
any direction would dam her hard into something solid. Keeping her eye on the speed-blurred road
beneath her, she opened her mouth to shout again—

The car vanished, and abruptly abright light exploded in her eyes.

She was three meters up and heading higher before she redlized that the driver had smply put on
his brakes, dropping him behind her. Thankful that the darkness hid the hot flush spreading across her
face, she circled back around, landing next to the car asit coasted to a halt.

"Is something wrong?' the driver asked, rolling down hiswindow.

Lisaducked her head and peered inside. The driver was a middle-aged man, dark-haired,
dressed in acasua but nice-looking ouitfit. In the backwash of light she could see traces of thetension
that some adults seemed to continualy carry around with them. | just wondered if something was
wrong with you," she explained, suddenly feding alittleslly. "I noticed you driving a night, and..."
Shetrailed off.



Surprisingly, the tightnessin his face eased and he even amiled. "Oh, no—there's no trouble
here. My nephew and | were just going back to Rand from aday in Barona. The time sort of got
away from usand | have to work tomorrow."

"Oh," Lisawhispered; she hadn't noticed the deegping child in the passenger seat. "I'm sorry—I
wasworried that there might be something wrong—an emergency or something.”

"No, we're fing; but thanks for sopping. If it had been an emergency, | sure would have been
grateful to have your help.”

"Oh, that'sdl right," Lisasaid, her face warming again. "1'd better let you get your nephew to
bed. How old ishe?'

"Almogt five," the man said.

"Helooks younger," Lisacommented, studying the boy briefly. A pang of sympathy touched the
back of her throat; smaller than most of his peers, he was going to run into alot of the same problems
in his hive that she had had in hers.

"His mother was short,” the driver said. "L ook, we redly haveto go."

"Oh, sure—sorry." Lisa stepped back from the car. With awave, the driver rolled up his
window and the car again headed down the road.

Lisawatched itstaillights disgppear around a curve and then, with asigh, teeked hersdf into the
air and headed back toward Barona. So much for making a hero of myself, shethought, rotating
once as sheflew to get alast look at the glow of headlights. But even as she started to look away the
lights made a sharp turn and disappeared behind a particularly thick patch of the woods.

Sheld never noticed aturn quite that sharp in the road, and for amoment wondered if perhaps
held lost control and driven into the ditch. But an ingtant later she saw the glow again, alittle further
on. Reassured, she circled back toward the distant dice of pinprick lightsthat was Barona. With the
excitement over, she turned her mind back to the problem that had driven her out herein thefirst
place.

She struggled with it for another haf hour, and through al the tangle two thoughts gradualy
seemed to emerge: one, that to get the edge she desired over her peers she would need to Start
learning ahead of time the stuff the school would be teaching; and two, that thefirst thing on that list
was reading.

Reading. Even just bouncing around in her head the word was allittle scary. Reading was
something only adults did, like driving cars or making money—something that took alot of timeand
hard work to become any good at. Could she possibly get anywhere with it in the few weeks or
months she had left? After al, she'd aways heard that reading was too hard for kids and preteensto
learn—else why wait until after Trangtion to put peoplein school ?

But I'm dmogt a teen, she reminded hersdf firmly... and now that she thought about it, she
couldn't remember anyone ever saying that a preteen couldn't try to learn reading. If she could even
just learn al thelettersit would give her something to build on later. It was certainly worth atry,



anyway.

And with unusuadly good timing the idea had even come to her when she could take advantage
of the extra free time the weekend provided. None of the books in the hive's entertainment center had
anything but pictures, but the Barona Library was open to anyone; and while Lisa had been above the
firgt two floors only once, she knew kids were alowed up there. Provided the library opened early
enough on Saturdays, she should be able to get busy right after breakfast.

For amoment she frowned, and her thoughts went back to the man in the car. What sort of job
did he have, she wondered, where he had to work on Saturday but not on Friday? The minesin the
Tessdlate Mountains near Rand worked eight days aweek, she'd heard—afew of them afull
twenty-one hours a day—but he hadn't looked much like aminer. Perhaps he was a supervisor of
some kind. Certainly he'd sounded educated enough to be somebody important.

And that apparently was the secret of adult life. Education is power ... and power means not
being pushed around. Smiling to hersdlf, Lisaincreased her speed, hoping to get to bed early for a
change. Tomorrow was going to be abusy day.

Dr. Matthew Jarvis|et his car coast to astop by the cabin wall and breathed asigh of relief as
he flicked off the headlights. For amoment he sat in the darkness, letting his eyes adjust. Then,
opening the door, he reached over and scooped up the deeping boy beside him. Maneuvering
carefully to avoid banging either of their heads, he got out of the car and carried the child into the dark
building.

Inside, he headed straight for the kitchen table, the only flat surface hewaswilling to try and get
to in complete darkness. He made it without running into anything and laid the boy down. Fedling his
way to the nearest door jamb, he flicked on alight and then reached around the door to his study to
turn on the lights there. Picking up the boy, he transferred him to the study couch and then went back
to the car to retrieve hissmall travel bag, confirming on the way that the lights didn't show from
outside the cabin. Back in the study, he collected the vias and hypodermics he would need and set
them out neatly on the end table by the couch. Findly, he pulled achair dongside the deeping boy
and sat down.

For along moment he gazed into the child's face as an odd mix of emotions swirled inside him.
The decision on whether to proceed was till not irrevocable... and the fact that held made it thisfar
without getting caught meant that choice was now solely in hishands. Even at thislate stage that
wasn't something he could casudly dismiss.

But the moment passed. Reaching over to the end table, he carefully prepared the three hypos
he would need: the first with achemicd to neutraize what remained of the deeping drug in the boy's
system, the second with amild hypnotic. In thethird... Jarvis squinted &t the clear brown fluid,
marveling again a how innocent the stuff seemed. Certainly there was nothing in its appearance to
suggest its creation had cost four years of blood-swest... or that it might very well turn Tigrin society
upside down as dradtically as the sudden appearance of the teekay talent had nearly two hundred
years exlier. Brown dynamite—akiloton of it in every hypo.

Feding atensonin hisjaw, he put the vial down carefully and picked up thefirst hypo and a



disinfectant swab. Cleaning a patch of skin on the boy's upper arm, he injected the neutralizer and
swabbed over the needle mark. Moving a couple of centimeters down, he repested the procedure
with the second hypo. Then, his hand on the boy's pulse, he settled back to wait.

Hed preferred to err on the side of caution with the doses, with the result that it took nearly an
hour for the child to drift from hisorigind comalike deep into the half-awake Sate Jarvis needed. But
finaly he was readly.

"Coalin, can you hear me?" Jarvis asked softly.

Theboy dtirred, and his eyes opened into ditsthat still showed mostly white. "Uh-huh," he
murmured.

"I'm going to tell you some things, Colin, and | want you to promise me you'll remember. Okay?'
"Uh-huh."

"Okay. Open your eyes and look at me." Calin did so, and Jarvis continued, "My nameis
Matthew Caeb. I'm afriend of yours and the Brimmers, and you'll be staying with mefor afew
months—a sort of vacation in the woods. Y ou're very excited and happy to be here, of course, and
will want to stay aslong asyou can. Will you remember al of that?'

"Okay."

There were other things Jarvis wanted to tell him, but they could wait for another day now that
the groundwork had been laid. "Good. Now, turn your head and look into the corner over there. Do
you seethered disk? | want you to try and lift it straight up along the metd bar.”

Colin nodded and Jarvis turned his attention to the corner. The device there was essentiadly a
homemade verson of astandard hive teekay tester. Twenty metd disks, each weighing one kilogram,
rested on avertica pole that was tapered from bottom to top; the different sizes of the disks central
holes let them rest afew centimeters apart on the pole. As Jarvis watched, the bottom disk—ypainted
abright red—waobbled once and began to rise. It picked up the disk above it without dowing; and the
next, and the next. When the pilefinally cameto ahalt, it conssted of eight disks and was dmost able
tolift the ninth.

"That'sfine, Calin; very good," Jarvis said, marking the figure down in asmall notebook.
Average, or perhaps abit weak for his age, though Jarvis had no doubt a careful brain and
metabolism anaysis would show the boy to be on the proper teekay curve. Again, that could wait
until tomorrow. "Y ou can let the disk down now." The pile returned smoothly toitsorigind
configuration, and Jarvis turned back to the boy. "Now, Calin, I'm going to give you ashot. | don't
want you to fed it, though, okay?'

Colin nodded. Picking up the third needle, Jarvis prepared the arm and, with only adight
hesitation, injected the brown fluid. His hand was trembling noticeably when he returned the hypo to
thetable. "Very good, Colin. Now, there's just one more thing, and then I'm going to let you go to
deep. I'm going to have to give you these shots every couple of daysfor awhile, and | don't want it to
bother you in any way. So whenever you hear theword 'Miribel,' | want you to go immediately into a
deep deep. Y ou won't wake up again until you hear the word 'Oriana.’ Do you understand? Repeat



the two wordsto me."

"Miribel," the child murmured. His eyelids were drifting shut as the hypnotic began to loseits
hold on him. "Oriana."

"That'sfine, Colin. Now in aminute you'll go to deep, and when you wake up in the morning
you won't remember this conversation. We're going to have a good time here together, and you're
going to learn alot about woodland life. Above dl, don't worry about anything, because | carealot
about you. All right? Good. Y ou're agood boy, Colin, and you may go to seep now."

A moment later the boy was fast adeep, his mouth dightly open, his breathing dow and regular.
Checking his pulse onefind time, Jarvis carefully covered him with the blanket he'd had ready. Just as
sedthily, he gathered his equipment and drugs and locked them away in hiswork table.

With onelast ook at the deeping child, he turned out the study lights and softly closed the door.
Strangely enough, though his hands were dtill trembling abit, the earlier tenson was gone... and the
reason for that was obvious. By illegdly injecting that drug into Colin's body, he had placed himsaif
neck-deep in the Rubicon.

For al intents and purposes, the decision to proceed was now irrevocable.

Chapter 4

There was no wake-up buzzer on Saturdays, but the excitement of the previous night carried
over into the morning, nudging Lisaout of bed well before her usua weekend rising time of seven
o'clock. Dressing quickly, she headed downgtairs to the dining room. Despite the hour, areasonable
number of others were dready there, most of them the younger boys and girlswho awayswoke up
with the sun no matter what the caendar said. Taking her tray to her table, she was mildly annoyed to
find aydlow triangle waiting there for her.

Someone had probably seen that illega ba cony takeoff, she decided, and had complained
loudly enough for Gavrato fed she had to take action. From Lisa's point of view the fingering couldn't
have come at aworse time—along with aminor loss of points, the usua punishment for such
infractions usualy included one or more weekends confined to the hive. If Gavra hit her with that one,
shewould have to postpone her trip to the library until after work on Nultday at the earliest. Hurrying
through her bregkfast, she went to the Senior's office, bracing hersdlf for the wordt.

And was pleasantly surprised. "Ah; Lisa," Gavra smiled asthe preteen knocked tentatively at the
open door. "Come in—you're up earlier than I'd expected. | wondered if you'd help mewelcomea
new child thismorning. She's coming in with her parents about eight.”

Relief washed through Lisa. It was till over haf an hour before eight, and it could easily cost the
rest of the morning to check anewcomer into the hive, especialy if she was as scared as children
often were about leaving their parents. But when she compared the task to the fate she'd been
contemplating, Lisacouldn't help but fed sheld been et off easily. "Sure, 1'd be happy to. Main
entrance?'



"Yes," Gavranodded. "Thanks very much—and sorry about the short notice.”

Half an hour wasn't redlly long enough to do anything worthwhile, but the hive game roomswere
awaysagood placeto kill alittle time, so Lisawandered down to see what was going on there. She
arrived to find a scene of barely controlled pandemonium, with agroup of Sevens having taken over
the center of the main gym room for an exuberant game of spinwhed, while some Fives and Sixes
cheered from the sSidelines and tried to imitate the intricate motions with their own toys. Thetwo
preteensin charge—Tens, by their obvious inexperience—seemed to have conceded the center to the
Sevens and were instead concentrating on making sure the younger kids didn't get run down or
otherwise hurt. They looked so hel pless—and so relieved that assistance had arrived—that Lisa
changed her origina plans and spent the entire haf hour helping to calm the boisterous Sevens and
restore order. Overseeing Saturday morning happy hole is not one of the things I'm going to
miss about the hive, shethought wryly as she hurried through the halstoward the front entrance.
She hoped the new girl'sfamily was late; sheldd cut her time alittle too closely.

They werent late, asit happened, but snce Gavrawas ill welcoming them as Lisaarrived, they
apparently hadn't been too far ahead of her. "Ah, here sheis," Gavrasaid as Lisatried to trot up with
dignity. "ThisisLisaDuncan, one of our preteens. Lisa, thisis Jessy Larz and her parents.”

"Pleased to meet you," Lisanodded to the adults as she dropped into a crouch to put herself at
the child'seyelevd. "Hi, Jessy. How areyou?'

Thelittle girl didn't answer. Tightening her grip on her mother's hand, she regarded Lisawith
wide, unblinking eyes. "My name'sLisa," the preteen went on chearfully, ignoring the other's sillence.
"Is Jessy short for Jessica?!

"Canyou say yes, Jessy?" her mother murmured.
"Uh-huh," Jessy said rdluctantly.

"That'sa nice name," Lisasad, smiling her best. "And you're avery pretty girl; did you know
that?'

"Uh-huh," she said, sounding more confident thistime.

The adults chuckled, and Lisa sensed adight lowering of the child's barriers. Gavra apparently
saw it, too, and moved quickly to take advantage of the thaw. "Why don't we dl go to the testing
room now?" she suggested. "After that well show you some of the facilities Dayspring hasto offer.”

"Oh, that'll befun!" Lisaexclaimed to Jessy. "Weve got alot of neat toys and games hereto
play with." She stood up and offered her hand to the child. With only a brief hesitation she took it; and
athough she dso kept afirm grip on her mother's hand during the short walk, Lisadecided to
consider it avictory.

When they reached the testing room, however, dl remaining resistance crumbled. For amoment
Jessy stared in amazement at the array of toys set out there; then, with asort of happy bleeat, sheran
forward.

"Jessy—" her mother began warningly.



"It'sdl right," Gavrainterrupted her. "Thetoys aretherefor her to play with. If you'll both just
step over here to the desk, there are some formswe have tofill out.”

The adults disappeared into a corner together as Lisawent over to where Jessy was shaking a
clear plastic ball full of colorful butterflies, each of which rang likeasmall bell when it moved. Lisa
showed her how she could use her budding teekay ability to move them individualy insde their ball
and make atune. From her ddlighted reaction it was clear Jessy had never thought about teeking
through solid objects before, and she instantly went on a grand tour of the testing room trying out her
new trick on everything imaginable. It only worked when she could see through the outer object to the
one she wanted to move, of course, but there were enough toys like that scattered around to keep her
from becoming discouraged. By the time Gavra was ready to begin the tests, Jessy was chattering
away nonstop.

The standard series of teekay tests, designed to look as much like play as possible, did nothing
to bruise Jessy's new cheerfulness. Afterward, Gavraled them all on the promised tour of the game
and play rooms, the dining room, and a section of the younger girls living quarters. The adults seemed
impressed; Jessy's father, particularly, kept pointing out things the hives of his own youth hadn't had.

Findly, back in the testing room, Gavrainvited questions. "Would it be possiblefor usto stay
here for afew days, until Jessy gets accustomed to the place?’ Mrs. Larz asked, dmost timidly. "I
understand that that's allowed."

"Well, yes" Gavrasaid, and Lisa prepared hersdlf for along lecture. One of thefew officid rules
Gavrawas absolutdly dead set againgt was "the lingering, painful good-bye," as she often called it.
"However, there are some aspects of that which I'd like to discusswith you,” she continued. "Lisa,
would you mind showing Jessy around for awhile longer?”

"Sure, Gavra" Fortunately, Lisahad long ago hit on away to keep children occupied for long
periods of time. "Jessy, have you ever seen what Baronalooks like from the sky?"

Jessy'seyeslit up. ™Y ou mean—flying? But | can't do thet yet.”
"Y ou don't need to, ‘cause I'll be carrying you. Come on; you're going to loveit."

And loveit shedid. From her gasp of wonder at takeoff to their first wet passthrough a
low-lying cloud, the little girl was entranced, aternately looking around in awed slence and excitedly
pointing out brand-new discoveries. For her part, Lisafound hersalf caught up in the child's
fascination, able to see with some of her same ddlight things that she had stopped noticing years ago.
It waslike being achild again hersdlf.

They flew around over Baronafor along time, until the rush of Jessy's excitement began to wane
abit. Then, dropping to just above the city'stallest buildings, Lisaunobtrusively began Jessy'sfirst
lessonsin aeria navigation. "Okay, now the first thing you'll need to recognize isthe hive—it'sthat
building there, the one with two towers and the fenced-in areabehind it. Over thereisthe city
building—that's where the mayor works and where the police are; that star near the top always means
police. Right below usisthe shopping areawhere you'll get to go sometimes—not by yoursdlf, but
with another preteen. See?—if you fly straight toward the city building from the hive you'll comeright
here



"Uh-huh." Jessy squirmed abruptly in Lisa's arms, asure sign that she was getting restless. That
posed no physical danger, of course; Lisas teekay was holding the child as securdly as batling's
talons. But like most Fives, Jessy was bursting with energy, and Lisa preferred that she expend it at
ground level. They could drop down to the shopping center, perhaps, and Lisa could show her how
to tell what each of the stores sold by the picture in the window. Or ese they could walk around the
city'sbusinessareaand look at the tall buildings, or—

Lisahad aflash of pure genius. "Jessy,” she said, turning smoothly and heading toward a spot
north of the city building, "have you ever been to the library?'

Jessy hadn't; and she was delighted. She had, of course, seen TVsand tape players
before—though the headphones connected to the latter seemed new to her—but the flashing lights of
the video games were asource of ingtant fascination. She ran back and forth among the machines,
standing on tiptoe to see over players shoulders, occasondly trying to touch the images or teek them
through the screens, and generaly making aminor nuisance of herself. The preteens playing the
machines, most of whom had probably fled the game rooms at their hivesfor the express purpose of
getting away from younger kids, were not inclined to be patient, and after afew minutes Lisa corralled
her young charge and took her upstairs to the second floor. Much of that level was taken up by nature
exhibits, and Jessy wandered among them for nearly twenty minutes, stopping by each exhibit and
listening to part of its accompanying informeation tape before moving on to the next. The exhibits
ranged from dioramas of Tigriss native plants and animasto cages housing smdl, furry animas, both
earthstock and native; and as she watched Jessy's exploration, Lisawas again reminded of her own
girlhood. She could still spend hours here, watching the gerbils and furheadsin their cages and
imagining what it must be like for them in the wild. Today, though, her mood was more one of
Impatience than interest as she waited for Jessy's excitement to wane.

Findly, she couldn't wait any longer. Soon they would have to head back to the hive. " Jessy,
there's one more place | want to show you," she said, dropping to one knee beside Jessy and the ant
farm she was sudying.

"Do | haveto?' Jessy asked plaintively, her eyesnot leaving the scurrying insects.

"Yes," Lisasad. Don't worry, you'll be able to come here again. But | want to show you what
the library ismodtly for."

Reuctantly, Jessy pried hersdf away from the display and followed Lisaup one more flight of
dairs.

It waslike traveling from the hive to the city building in aningtant. Suddenly, everything from the
heavy wooden chairs and tables to the quiet colors and quieter footsteps labeled the room as adullt.
Jessy froze just inside the doorway, and even Lisa—who had known what to expect—felt astrange
reluctance to go any further. But she was determined, and taking Jessy's hand she forced hersdlf to
walk toward the tall shelves she could see off to theright.

It wasn't an easy trip. They first had to pass by atal desk, from behind which an even taller
librarian gazed down at them, then they walked through alounge areawhere severd adultsand a
couple of teens sat with books. Lisa could aimost fed their eyes on the back of her head as she and
Jessy passed, and she sighed with relief when they findly reached the shelves and ducked into the
gpace between two of them, out of sight of the adullts.



Jessy looked up at the shelves, packed solidly with books from floor to ceiling. "What are
those?' she asked, sounding awed.

"They're books," Lisatold her, pulling one out at random and carefully opening it. Negt lines of
black |etters on white paper stared back at her. ™Y ou see, when you get to be ateen and go to
schooal, you'l learn how to read these. Y ou can find out things from them.” Gazing at the page, she
looked for the handful of letters she knew. They were there, certainly—but in so many combinations!

"Can| hold it?' Jessy asked, and Lisafelt ateekay tug on the book.

Automaticdly, she countered with her own teekay. "No, Jessy,” she said, leafing through the
pages in hopes of finding picturesthat might give her aclue asto what the words might be.

"l want it," Jessy ingsted.
"May | hdp you?'

Startled, Lisalooked up asthe tall woman who'd been behind the front counter came down the
adetoward them. Her lips held a pleasant smile, but there was something in her eyes that reminded
Lisaof the storm cloud she'd had to pull aNine out of ayear ago. "N-no, not redly, thank you," she
managed. "l was just showing Jessy what books are.”

"l see. Hdllo, Jessy," the adult said, and Lisathought her smile alittle more genuinethistime.
Stooping beside the girl, she deftly plucked the book from Lisa's hand and held it open in front of her.
"See, Jessy, thisis writing. When you grow up you'l learn how to understand what this says."

Jessy reached for the book, but the librarian held it back. No, no, you mustn't touch,” she said
firmly. "These are very vauable—some of the last books made from the big spaceship'srecords
before the machines were destroyed in the Lost Generation. They're very durable—much more so
than the books printed today—but they can be damaged if they're mishandled. That's why we don't
alow children or kidsto touch them. Do you understand?'

Whether she understood or not, it was clear Jessy wasn't about to buck such heavy adult
pressure. "Uh-huh,” she muttered.

"That'sagood girl. Don't worry; you'll be ableto look at the books al you want when you grow
up.” She shifted her gazeto Lisa. "Was there anything e se you wanted?'

"Uh..." Lisastongue locked awkwardly against the automatic no that had tried to come out. "I...
isit alowed for preteensto take books out of the library?1'd be very careful with it."

The smiledipped abit. "I'm sorry, but we can't dlow that. But if you realy want to look at
them, you can do so here, out in thereading area.” She gestured in the direction of the lounge chairs
they'd passed through on their way in.

"Oh. I—thank you." Lisaswalowed hard, feding ashiver run down her back. To actudly sit
there with all those disapproving adult stares on her... "I guesswed better be getting back, Jessy,” she
sad, taking thelittle girl's hand and mentally bracing hersdlf to pass among the reeders again. " Say
thank you to the nice lady.



"Thank you," Jessy murmured.

" think you'l find the library'sfirst two floors more interesting to you," the librarian said as she
walked them to the door. "In the future you'd probably do better to stay down there.”

It wasn't until they were flying above Baronaagain that Lisawasfindly ableto rdax. Onething,
at least, was clear: she was not going to be ableto learn reading inthelibrary. Infact, it waslikely to
be along time before she even ventured into the building again.

But shewasn't yet prepared to give up. There had to be other places she could get books from,
places that wouldn't be so hogtile toward her. The librarian had said that books were being made,
possibly evenin Barona... but Lisahad never seen any store that sold them. She could, of course,
search thewhole city in her sparetime, but even if she found such aplace, she probably wouldn't be
allowed to buy abook there. Preteens weren't given actud bills but could buy things only at certain
specidly marked storesin town by charging the purchase to their hives. It didn't seem likely that any
bookseller she found would have the blue hive symbol initswindow.

What she needed, redly, was a person to guide her around the problems she was running into.
Someone who would be sympathetic to her ambition, perhaps ateacher from one of Barona's
introductory schools or even the university; someone who could break these unspoken rules—

Or someone who could get around them.
"Hey, were going faster!" Jessy said. "Whee!"
"Y es—we have to get back before your parents start to worry about you," Lisatold her. She

didn't add that she was suddenly in ahurry to get back hersdlf, to start asking some careful questions.
Maybe—just maybe—she had the answer.

Chapter 5

"Thank you very much for your time, Mrs. Livorno,” Tirrdl said, making onelast noteon his
pad. "'l appreciate your help.”

"My pleasure,” the older lady said, her thin lips pulling together in afrown that silently proclaimed
her distaste for the whole business. "I hope you catch this scum, Detective—I wouldn't want anyone
to get theimpression this neighborhood is easy pickings.”

"Neither would I," Tirrdll agreed. "Don't worry, well get him.”

And if we're lucky, it'll be before Colin Brimmer reaches puberty, the detective added to
himsdf as he waked down the path and headed for his car. At the moment, though, he wouldn't have
placed any bets on that.

Tonio had been faster with his part of the afternoon'swork, Tirrell saw; the preteen was seated
on the curb beside their car, leaning againgt ared-and-white-checked "stop ahead" post and gazing
skyward. At first Tirrell assumed hisrighthand was smply daydreaming, but amovement in thetree



branches above the car caught his eye. It took another dozen steps for him to redize what was
happening: Tonio was amusing himsdf by plucking dead leaves from one of the branches and teeking
them over to another limb. "I hope you're not fastening those permanently somehow,” he commented
as he reached the car. "The city's going to have to cut off that dead branch pretty soon, and | wouldn't
want them to take a hedlthy one, too."

"No problem,” Tonio said, hiseyes till on hishandiwork. "Y ou finished?'

"For the moment, yeah. Let's get back to the office and see if we can dredge anything out of this
mess."

"Okay." Tonio stood up, and as he did so there was a sudden rustle overhead and forty or fifty
brown leaves drifted down on them. " See?' the preteen said, holding hishands out asif checking for
ran. "Ingant autumn.”

"Just get inthe car,” Tirrdl sad, shaking hishead.

"Anybody recognize Macvey's drawing?' Tonio asked as Tirrell pulled away from the curb.

"Nope," Tirrdll said. "Not that that's aterrific surprise, of course. Macvey didn't have alot to
work with, and drawing aface minusitsbeard isan iffy propostion at best.”

"Egpecidly when your witnessisn't very observant.”

Tirrell raised an eyebrow. "That comment sounded rather portentious. Isthere somejuicy bit of
evidence you've been saving for my birthday or something?'

"No, | just heard it this afternoon. It seems Mr. Oliver had been hanging around that park longer
than LennaThumasad.”

"How much longer?'

"According to two of the boys Colin played with, they were chatting to the guy asearly asthe
beginning of March. That's over three months ago.”

"Yes, | can count.” Tirrell gnawed hislower lip. "Did you get any details?'

"Only that he dways seemed friendly and they never saw him except on Saturdays. Oh, yes—he
also used a bench near the conetrees in the center, not the one Lenna pointed out yesterday. Apart
from that—" Tonio shrugged. " Pretty much ablank. None of the children ever saw him anywhere
except the park, and they al assumed he knew Colin or his parents from somewhere, which iswhy
they never reported the conversations.”

"Only on Saturdays, en?" Tirrdl said, hdf to himsdf. "Interesting.”

"You think Lennason hissde?' Tonio asked.

"Whose—Oliver's? | doubt it. She's sat with Colin alone on severa occasionsrecently. If the
two were in collusion she could have ddivered Colin to him at one of those times and not have had to



worry about having witnesses around.” Tirrell drummed his fingers on the steering whed. "No, what |
was interested in was the Saturdays-only aspect. That may imply he's an out-of-towner who normally
can't get here during the week."

Tonio digested that in silence for ablock. "But this week he came on a Wednesday and a
Friday."

"He did indeed. What does that suggest to you?”'
"Well-I-1. He changed his pattern in case someone was watching for him?'

"Maybe. I'm guessing it'sabit more sgnificant than that, though. Did you happen to note when
Coalin'sfifth birthday was?"

"Uh, no." Out of the corner of hiseye Tirrdll could see Tonio giving him apuzzled gare. "Isit
important?’

"Uh-huh. Colin was going to turn five next Thursday. And since you probably don't know it, I'll
mention that Ridge Harbor law requires a child to be brought in to one of the city's hivesfor teekay
testing on the Saturday before his or her fifth birthday, and to be officialy admitted the Saturday after
thet."

"Oh. Soif Oliver had come today, he wouldn't have found Colin in the park?"

"That's part of it," Tirrell nodded. "But think it through a bit more. What was your last week at
home like—do you remember?"

"Not redly. All | remember isthat my parents kept me pretty busy vigting relatives and having
parties and outings together.” The preteen dapped his hands together suddenly. "Ahal If Oliver hadn't
grabbed him yesterday he might not have gotten another chance.”

"Right," Tirrell nodded again. "And now you're to the crux of my ‘interesting’ awhile back. One
more question, and you'll see that maybe our Mr. Oliver's made a mistake—hopefully, afatal one.
Takeyour time; I'll giveyoutill the sation to figureit out.”

It was six more blocksto the sation. Tirrell drove at aleisurely speed through the moderately
heavy Saturday afternoon traffic, Tonio's silence giving him achance to map out their next move. An
examination of the city's records, probably, after a stop by Chief Alverez's office to get the necessary
authorizetion forms.

He pulled the car into the station's level of the attached parking garage and found an empty dot.
Sliding smoothly into it, he set the wheels on lock and turned to Tonio. "Well?!

The preteen was frowning. "There's something about this | don't understand,” he said, shaking
his head. "How could Oliver know when Calin's birthday was?'

Tirrell smiled grimly and patted Tonio's shoulder. "Bull's-eye," he said.



The records keeper was atadl old man, wel into hissixties, but till vigorousfor dl that. He
seemed less than happy about letting Tirrell into the vault area. "If you'll just tell me which records you
want to see, Detective, I'll bring them to you at one of thetables,”" he said, halting on the threshold of
the massive door.

"If | knew exactly which ones| needed, I'd be happy to do it that way," Tirrell explained
patiently. "But al | know isthat we're starting with the birth records and probably going on from
there™

"What year?I'll get them for you, and you can tell me then what el se you want.”
"Judt let usin,” Tirrdl Sghed, waving his authorization papers gently.

The keeper glanced once at Tonio, asif considering whether or not to forbid the preteen’s
participation, but apparently decided further resistance would be awaste of time. Muttering something
under his breath, he turned and fiddled with the combination lock. A moment later the door swung
open, reveding alarge, dim room with thick binders stacked in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Hipping
on the overhead lights, the keeper stalked off without aword—probably, Tirrdl thought, to watch
them on the vault's interior monitor system. Stepping insde, the detective studied the floor plan taped
to the nearest shelf and headed off to the | eft.

Tonio followed abit more dowly, looking around in wonderment. "Are ail the recordsfor Tigris
in here?' he asked.

"Oh, no—not by along shot,” Tirrell said over his shoulder, his eyes searching the shelf |abels.
"Not even for the whole continent—you'd have to go to the university archivesin Baronafor that. No,
these cover only Ridge Harbor, and only since the Lost Generation. Before that everything was kept
in akind of machine called a computer. I've heard that one of those computers could have stored
Ridge Harbor's whole history in asingle one of these books." He found the proper aide and ducked
intoit.

"Yourekidding."

"Well, that'swhat they say." Tirrell pointed to the top shelf. "That's the one—third from the | eft.
Teek it down here, would you?'

The heavy book drifted off its shelf and into Tirrel'swaiting hands. Tucking it securely under his
arm, the detective led the way to asmall table in one of the room's back corners. "Okay, let'ssee," he
muttered as they sat down and opened the binder. "We want June seventeenth... June seventeenth...
hereit is. Baby boy, adopted by Thom and Elita Brimmer for the city of Ridge Harbor... mother's
name was Miribd Oriana.... Hmm. Says she was twenty-six, unmarried, and origindly from Barona. |
wonder why she came here to have her baby."

"Didn't want any of her friends to know about it?' Tonio suggested.
"Maybe. | would have thought Baronawas more liberal about such things, though.” He read

further. "Strange. 1'd assumed Colin was adopted because his parents died soon after he was born,
but | guess not—his mother smply walked out the day afterward and disappeared.”



"Sounds like ared winner," Tonio said, atouch of disgust cregping into hisvoice.

"Y egh. Seems odd, though,” Tirrdl said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. "If her partner cut out on
her when he found out she was pregnant and she didn't want to raise the baby aone, why didn't she
smply arrange beforehand for the baby to be adopted? It would have saved everyone alot of trouble
and given her alittle money during the pregnancy, besides.

"Maybe her partner was married and she didn't want to have to name him."

"Maybe." Tirrell sghed and fished out his note pad. "Let's put our supposersonicefor the
moment—we may get the chance to smply ask her. Let's see. The obstetrician knew Colin's birth
date, of course, and so did the assisting nurses. Any of the staff on that floor would have been able to
look at the records for the next month, before they were sedled away. Then thereésthe Brimmers
neighbors and close friends, and Colin's biologica mother if we can find her. Who ese?' He stared at
thelit, pondering.

"Did the Brimmers ever order abirthday cake for him?' Tonio asked suddenly. "Or have
professond help throwing abirthday party?’

"Good point. We can check on that." He made another note.

"Thisisn't going to work, you know," Tonio said, shaking his head. "We're going to wind up
interviewing haf of Ridge Harbor.

"Oh, it'snot that bad,” Tirrell said soothingly. "Whoever Oliver'sinformant is, my guessiswell
find he was relatively new to hisjob when Colin cameto his attention. That's because—"

"Wait asecond; let me guess." Tonio stared into pace for afew seconds, lips moving slently.
"Ah. Becauseif theinformant had been at it longer, we should have had earlier kidngppingslike this?'

"Right. Good thinking," Tirrell said, impressed in spite of himsalf that Tonio had successfully
tracked through thelogic. "1 guesswell start by caling the Brimmers again, find out about birthday
cakes and such. Then we should probably try the hospital." He Started to get to hisfest.

"Stan?' Tonio had athoughtful look on hisface. "Maybe I'm missing something here... but what
exactly does afagin do with kids, anyway?"

Tirrdl sat back down. "Well, fagins do different things, | guess, depending on how cold-blooded
they are and what they think they can get away with. Usudly, they have their kids using teekay to stedl
for them, but | know of at least one case where the fagin was hiring the kids out to an underground
mine operation that was o cardlesdy run thelocal hiveswouldn't let their kids work there. We caught
one using the kids to smuggle stuff past customs, too—you may be old enough to remember that
one”

"So they just want cheap labor out of them, right?"
"Badcdly. What they're doing is exploiting the kids, who are either taken young or sucked in by

big promises. Thered tragedy iswhen thekids hit Trangition and get tossed out by the fagin, and then
find out that without a hive record they're not entitled to any education. That doesn't happen very



often,”" he added, seeing thelook on Tonio'sface, "since we usudly catch fagins early enough to give
their kids at least some hivetime. And the last time it happened in Ridge Harbor, the kid got Basic
anyway, a city expense. But even beyond that, the whole experience can scar akid for life.”

Toniowasdill frowning. "All right,” hesaid dowly. "But if it'sjust teekay they'reinterested in,
why pick on Colinin thefirgt place? The children | talked to said hewas small for his age, and that
means hell be less powerful

"Not dways, and smdler kids usualy keep their teekay alittlelonger as preteens,” Tirrell
corrected absently, staring at nothing in particular. "But that's till adarn good question—fagins aren't
interested in the long-term teekay characterigtics of their victims. And this guy Oliver seemsto have
latched specificaly onto Colinalong time ago.”

"Y ou suppose it was because Colin was adopted? It might not be as hard on his parents that
way."

"Fagins aren't noted for that kind of consideration, ether,” Tirrdl said, abit tartly. "No, there has
to be another reason—something about Colin himself. Something the average person wouldn't know,
perhaps?’ He got to hisfeet and started back toward the vault door. "Let's go find out.”

The preteen followed him. "We going to cdl the Brimmers?'

Tirrell shook hishead. "I think welll start at the hospital instead. I'd like to take agood look at
therest of Colin'smedica records. And at the people who compiled them.”

Chapter 6

"Now look, Kdby, thisisridiculous," Jarvis said as patiently as possbleinto the radiophone.
"1'm supposed to be on vacation out here, remember? Or is one week your idea of along time away
from the lab? | don't want to hear about your troubles.”

"Now, now, Mait; |et's not overdo the hyperbole, eh?' Even Jarviss less-than-magnificent
equipment couldn't filter out the bluff good humor that was a permanent festure of Kelby Somerset's
voice. "Inthefirgt place, thisis not going to become aregular event; and in the second place | doubt
very much you're redly forgetting about work out there. I'll lay you very heavy odds you've got
yoursdlf acozy littlelab in thisalegedly rustic cabin of yours. Y ou're probably working your tail off,
making twice your usua progress now that you don't have to worry about trivialike staff meetings and
faculty lunches—not to mention smple food and degp—"

"All right, dl right," Jarvisinterrupted with asigh. "I give up. Ask your question and let me get
back to my book, okay."

"Right. It's about the results of that test you and Cam ran last month—the induced-hibernation
one. We've been running through the data and are getting a strange sort of anomaly between the
eight- and ten-milligram dosages. The rate of decrease of heartbeat, respiration, and brain electrical
activity goesway down dl of asudden. Asyou increase the dosage the decreases plot out smoothly,
but that discontinuity's driving everybody crazy. We've looked at the obvious possibilities and they all



washed out. | thought you might have a brilliant suggestion or two on something new to try."
Jarvissghed. "Disturbing my privacy isn't enough—now you want long-distance prophesy, too?"
"Not necessarily. If you want to sneak back to thelab for aday, | promise | won't tell anyone.”
"Thanksalot," Jarvisgrowled. "All right; read me some reevant numbers, will you?'
"Sure. Here are the blood insulin levelsfor the eight-milligram subjects....”

Listening with half his attention, Jarvis stretched his neck to peer out the window. Colin was till
in sight, playing at thefoot of the big conetree next to the grassy path that served as driveway. Ashe
watched, two large seed pods shot past the boy's head; Colin was apparently still playing dogfight.
Hewas good t it, too, for someone his age. Jarvis made a mental note to take a dexterity/control
measurement soon.

Somerset finished his recitation, and an expectant silence took its place. With some effort, Jarvis
forced his mind back to the topic at hand. "Okay. Firgt off, check to make sure the thyroid isn't
suddenly boosting thyroxin production to compensate.”

"We've dready |ooked for that—"

"And check carefully, because what the extrathyroxin may be doing is chemicaly linking to our
gamma component, which would not only take both molecules out of play but also keep you from
detecting the hormone increase.”

Therewas abrief slence. "I didn't know the two hormones could react together.”

"They haven'tinlab tests, but if you look closdly at the gammamolecule's sulfhydryl end, you'l
see theré's no particular reason why the reaction can't go. Check for likely-looking enzymesin the
neighborhood of the thyroid, and while you're at it check back a step and seeiif the pituitary increased
its own thyrotropin output.”

"Already tried that,” Somerset said with the distracted air of someonetrying to talk while
scribbling notes. "Negative result.”

"Okay, concentrate on the thyroid region, then." Jarvis considered. "' One other thing: try doing a
careful sudy of prostaglandin levels. Our dphamoleculeslargdy a prostaglandin analogue, and the
body mechanismsthat degrade those hormones may be attacking it. If so, well need to isolate which
onethe culprit isand put something € sein the mixture to suppressit. Y ou think that'll keep you busy
for awhile?'

"Quite agood while, | think," Somerset said. "Thanks alot, Matt—appreciate it muchly.”

"Glad to help. Y ou find anything interesting, let me know—Dby writing it up and putting it on my
dek."

"Hint received and understood. Tak to you later."



"Much later. Good-bye."

Hanging up, Jarvis glanced out the window once more to make sure Colin was il in sight
before heading outside. Walking around the corner of the cabin, he managed to duck as a seed pod
came sailing through the air. It rounded the edge and he heard it drop to the ground.

"I can't make it go round the house," Colin complained as Jarvis came up.

"Well, that's because you can't seeit after it goes around the corner,” Jarvistold him, Sitting
down beside the boy. "In order to teek something you have to be able to either seeit or touch it.”

“Why?

"Wadll..." It was agood question, actually, one nobody had ever figured out a satisfactory answer
to. "It'sjust theway thingsare, | guess.”

Why?

"I don't know. Tell you what—why don't we seeif you can figure out away to doit." He
glanced around. "Would you teek a seed pod over here, please?”

"Okay." From above them came the snich of agreen stem being broken, and Jarvis looked up
asapod drifted down. "Why do the branches go around?' Colin asked.

Jarvis reached out to catch the pod as Calin, shifting his attention to the spira limb arrangement
of the conetree, lost control of it. "A lot of plants have leavesthat spird up astem likethat," he
explained. "The conetree just takes the process a bit farther and does it with branches, too.”

Why?

"Probably to let dl the leaves get as much sunlight as possible. Y ou see—on that conetree, over
there—see how the branches get shorter as you go up? That keeps the upper branches from shading
the lower onesand letsdl theleaves get sunlight.”

"Why do they need sunlight?'

"It'sone of thethingsthey eat," Jarvissad briefly. HeEd fdlen into thistrgp with Colin dready
twicein the past two days. The boy wasn't interested in answers nearly as much as he wasin keeping
the string of questions going aslong as possible. "Here, let's do an experiment, okay?' he suggested,
holding up the pod.

"What's a'speriment?’

"A way to keep little boys quiet,” Jarvis said, tapping him lightly on the nose with the pod.

Coalin giggled and Jarvis moved the pod thirty centimeters away, holding it horizontally by one

end a the leve of the boy's eyes. "Wiggle the pod alittle, would you? Just a little,” he added hastily
asthe pod nearly spun out of hishand.



The amplitude decreased until it was a barely detectable quiver. Colinwasbeing alittle silly,
Jarvis knew, but he could live with that. "All right. Now | want you to look at the pod very carefully
so that you know exactly whereit is," heingtructed the boy. "Then close your eyesand try to teek it
without looking. Okay? Okay, close your eyes."

Colin did s0, and the pod's vibration abruptly ceased. "Keep trying," he said soothingly as
Colin'sfeatures twisted up with concentration. Someday, Jarvistold himsef, hewould get around to
studying exactly why direct visud, tactile, or kinesthetic feedback was required for teekay to
function. Someday when Ramsden runs out of projects for me to do, hethought sardonicaly.

Thoughts of Ramsden and the university made him frown. Somerst, for dl his perpetua
cheerfulness, really wasn't asinsensitive to others as he often appeared. If held felt it necessary to
break into Jarviss officidly ordered vacation, it was either because the hibernation experiment was
sinking itsdf into a hole degp enough to strike magma or e se becauise he was getting pressure from
ether Ramsden or someone higher up. Either way they could very easily be asking him to come back
infor afew dayslong before his vacation was over.

What would he say if that happened? He couldn't very well take Colin back with him; chances
were the Ridge Harbor police had papered every police station on the continent with the boy's picture
by now, But neither could he leave the child alone in the cabin. He was too young to handle things like
medls for himsdf, and there was dways the possibility that he would hurt himself, perhagps badly. The
post-hypnotic deep code word was there, of course, but Jarvis knew hypnotic commands tended to
bresk down when the subject got hungry or thirsty. He still had asupply of the deep drug held used in
the kidnapping, but Colin had dready had two doses of the experimenta drug and Jarvis had no
intention of mixing chemicalslike that. Asde from clouding test results, it could be downright
dangerous.

The pod twitched, and Jarviss adrend flow jumped with it. Jerking his attention back to Colin's
face, hewasjugt in timeto see the ditted eydids snap closed. "I saw that," he said sternly, letting his
sudden thrill of excitement drain away. "Try it again, and thistime don't cheat.”

"Do | haveto?' the boy asked plaintively, looking up a Jarvis and shifting restlessly on the grass.
"Y es—but only once more," Jarvistold him. "Then you can go play again.”
Coalin sighed theatricaly, "Okay," he said and closed hiseyes again.

It was agood thing the Brimmers had ingtilled such a heathy measure of obediencein the boy,
Jarvisreflected as Colin again frowned blindly in the direction of the pod. The boy's teekay strength
would be growing rapidly over the next few weeks, which would correspondingly decrease Jarviss
power to physically enforce commands. He could only hope that the boy didn't redlize that before he
could be returned to civilization. For thefirst timein hislife, Jarvis began to truly understand how the
parents of the Lost Generation must have felt.

"l cantdoit,” Colin said at last, sounding frustrated.
"That's okay," Jarvistold him. "Don't worry about it. Here—why don't you seeiif you can teek

the pod all the way over the chimney, okay? Then you can play for acouple of hours beforeit'll be
timefor dinner."



"Okay." Obvioudy relieved to be back on familiar ground, Colin teeked the pod from Jarviss
hand and sent it skittering between the conetree's lower branches. Craning his neck as he stood up,
Jarvis saw the pod sail high over the cabin.

Smiling, he headed back toward the cabin door. Dinner would be trehhost pasta—one of
Colin's favorite dishes, he knew from his Vaduz Park conversations. HEd better get sarted on it; the
dow-cooking atrenhost required would take awhile.

And later that evening there would be games, conversation, and some unobtrusive testing... and,
perhaps, another shot.

Chapter 7

It had begun to cloud up while Lisawas egting dinner, and as she flew over Barona's lengthening
shadows, she decided it would probably start raining by morning. That could be a new headache for
the foreman at her congtruction site; after losing the use of Lisa's group last Friday, he wouldn't be
happy if aheavy rain deprived him of their services tomorrow aswell. But rain in the eyes could cause
kidsto losether grip at crucia times, and no builder was foolish enough to risk that. Gavrawouldn't

permit it, anyway.

The Lee Introductory School wasin a section of Barona Lisahad only visited once or twice
before, and it took some hunting before she finally located the squat three-story building. After thetall,
maestic towers of the hive, Lee Intro seemed amost selfconscioudy earthbound, and it made her fedl
alittle cregpy as shelanded by itsfront door. I'll be just as earthbound soon, she thought. Steding
hersdlf, shewalked insde.

The door opened into a spacious lounge about half-full of teens, many of them frowning intently
into colorful books. The room itself was much friendlier and lessintimidating than the reading area at
thelibrary had been, but still Lisahestated at the threshold. Maybe she should just go home and
forget dl of this—

"May | help you?' acourteous voice came from her right.

Startled, Lisaturned and saw for the firgt time the acove just insde the outer door. A young
adult sat behind adesk there, atelephone and long sheet of paper in front of him.

"I'm looking for Daryl Kellerman," she said, stepping over to him. "He used to be & the
Dayspring Hive."

The man ran afinger down his paper, stopped midway and did it Sdeways. "Kelerman... well,
he hasn't checked out and he's not listed on specia duty, so he's probably up in hisroom. Y ou want
meto cdl up there?'

"Yes, please," Lisasad quickly, before she could lose her nerve.

"Who shdl | tdl himishere?'



"LisaDuncan."

The man picked up the phone, consulted the paper again, and punched numbers. "Thereésalisa
Duncan hereto see Kelerman,”" he said amoment later. "...All right. HEll beright down," the man told
Lisa, hanging up theingrument.

Lisanodded and drifted away from the desk, wondering which direction Daryl would come
from. Her heart was pounding and she could fed her courage draining away with the moisturein her
mouth. What am | going to say to him? she thought frantically. She hadn't yet come up with agood
answer to that when adoor on the left side of the lounge opened and Daryl was there. He spotted
Lisaand came toward her.

Hed changed alot in lessthan ayear, she thought as she put on her best smile and walked
forward to meet him hafway. His face was longer and thinner and showed the black nubs of a
struggling beard on his chin. He wastaller, too, and seemed somehow terribly awkward in his
movements. Part of growing up? she wondered, suppressing a shudder.

They stopped smultaneoudy, about ameter gpart. "Hi," Daryl said, hisvoice sounding astense
and awkward as the rest of him looked.

"Hi," Lisasad. "l wasn't sure you'd remember me."

He smiled and some of histension seemed to disappear. "Not likely. Y ou were either the best
worker or worst pest | ever had in awork crew, sometimes both at the same time. Uh... you come by
just to see me?!

Lisa hestated—and was suddenly aware of anew silence in the lounge. Conversations had
ceased, and she could fed eyes on her from the other teensin the room. Waiting to hear her answer
to Daryl's question? A taste of panic splashed her throat. New rules, new relationships—and | don't
know any of them. What do | say?

"Could we go for awalk?" she suggested, choosing the easiest way out. "It's pretty stuffy in
here"

"Sure" Daryl said, amixture of relief and disappointment in hisvoice. He looked past her to the
man a the desk. "I'll be going outsde for awhile," he said, sounding very grown-up.

"Bein by eght-thirty," the other shrugged.

Asthey |€eft, Lisathought she heard afaint snicker from the teensin the lounge.
"S0... how islifetreating you?' Daryl asked asthe door closed behind them.
"Oh, pretty good," she said. "How about you?"

He shrugged. "Fine," he said, histone not very enthusiadtic.

"School kind of rough?’



"A little" He pointed to the | eft. "L et's go thisway; there'sthat little park a couple of blocks
down."

Lisanodded her agreement, and for amoment they waked aong the sdewak in slence. The
neighborhood had a different fedling than the one near the hive, Lisa decided as shelooked around.
Lee Intro was closer to shops and Baronas busier streets than any of the city's hives were. Because
the teens were less mobile than preteens and kids, she wondered?

"How're you doing in school?' Daryl asked suddenly.
"I'm dill a thehive" Lisatold him.,
He stopped. "What?'

She stopped too. "I'm till at the hive," she repeated, frowning at the look on hisface. "I haven't
reached Trangtion yet."

"Oh. | thought..." Abruptly, he started walking again, and she had to hurry to catch up.

"Hey, what's the matter?' she asked, trying to get a clear ook at hisface through the bounce of
their steps. "Did | say something wrong?”'

"| just sort of figured you'd come over from Paris Intro down the Street,” he mumbled, nodding
back over his shoulder.

"WEéll... you don't haveto tell your friends| didn't," she said, taking astab at the reason for his
reaction. Preteens, too, were sometimes kidded for friendships with much younger kids.

Hethrew her aquick look and dowed down to a more reasonable pace. "No, that's okay. |
guess... it'snot easy to lose your teekay and get tossed suddenly into school at the sametime, you
know."

"l understand. I'm sorry. Do you want meto go away?' She held her breath, afraid he would say
yes, yet feding intuitively she needed to offer him that choice.

"l guess not," he said and managed asmile. "Y ou came al the way out hereto see me; | guess
theleast | candoisbecivil."

She smiled back. " So... tell me about life as ateen.”

And for the next haf hour he did just that. They arrived a the park and sat together on a bench
as he poured out the fears and frustrations of hisnew life. Lisalistened attentively, striving to keep her
own fedingsin check as his stories seemed to confirm her worst fears about the coming Trangition.

Findly, heran out of words, and for afew minutesthey sat together in silence, watching the rays
of the setting sun streaming through cracks in the growing cloud cover. "Thanksfor ligening,” he said
a lagt, reaching over awkwardly to squeeze her hand. "Thereisn't redly anyone | cantak to like that
at theschoal."



"Didn't some of your friends from the hive go with you?' she asked. "1 thought Chase and
Hari—"

Daryl snorted. "Chase isafurhead. Joined some stupid club and now he's too good to be seen
with someone like me. And Hari—" Hisvoice caught. "Hari tried to kill himsdlf amonth ago. They
took him to ahospital, and | don't know what's happened to him since then.”

"I'm sorry,” Lisasaid softly, feding alump in her throat. Hari'd seemed like anice guy.
Something insde her demanded she change the subject, before she could think too much about what
that implied about Trangtion. "Daryl... the main reason | came to see you tonight wasto ask you for a
favor."

His hand, till holding hers, seemed to stiffen abit. "What kind of favor?' he asked cautioudly.
She took a deep breath and braced hersdlf. "I'd like you to teach me reading.”

"Me?' He made a sound that was haf snort and haf laugh. ™Y ou gotta be kidding. I'm barely
keeping up with that mysdf.”

"But you could teach me the things you aready know," she pointed out. "Y ou could lend me
books and show me what the words are.”

He swiveed on the bench so asto face her, his hand pulling back. ™Y ou're not joking, are you?"
he said, frowning into her face. "What do you want to waste time with reading for when the whole sky
isopen—" Hisvoice cracked and hefdl slent.

"Because I'm afraid of Trangtion,” she said. The words were harder than stubborn Ninesto drag
out, but he'd been honest with her earlier and she knew down deep a hdf-truth wouldn't do here. "'l
don't want to start school cold, without any idea of what's going on."

"Therest of ushad to," he said, dmost harshly. "Why should you get specid privileges?'

"Why should | get stuck behind the other preteens my age just because my stupid body isn't
changing?' she countered, dimly aware of the strangeness of that argument. "I'll be stuck with girlsa
year or even two younger than me by thetime | get to schoal.”

"Y ou're complaining about an extrayear of teekay? What kind of stupid furhead are you,
ayway?'

"I'm not complaining about that," she snapped. "I—oh, grack," she sighed, giving up. Shed
never been good at keeping her reasoning clear in an argument. "Daryl... please hep me?”’

Hisface softened alittle. "I don't know, Lisa," he said, running hisfingers over the hairson his
chin. "I'm awfully busy here—alot of schoolwork, and I'm trying to earn some extra points on the
work crews." He grimaced. "At least that's one thing you won't have to worry about after Trangtion.
Y ou've probably earned enough pointsto go straight through medical training if you want. | wish |
hadn't messed around so much when | was a preteen.”

"Any way | could help?’



"Dont | wish." He hesitated. "But maybe there's something you could do for me."
"What?"

Helicked hislips. "Would you... give me aride?"

"Sure. Whereto?'

"Judt... around.”

Shegot it then. ™Y ou missflying, don't you?'

"Well, wouldn't you?" heflared, asif ashamed to admit such adesire.

"Yes" shesad quietly. "I'm sure | will." Standing up, she offered her hand. He hesitated, glanced
around, and finally took it; and together they roseinto the sky.

It was, at the sametime, one of the greatest and one of the saddest flights Lisahad ever made.
Even with her teekay wrapped around his entire body—which she knew from girlhood experience
damped theingtinctive fear of faling—he clung tightly to her hand the whole time. Drawing on her
memories of flights they'd taken when he was her preteen overseer, shetried to duplicate the aeria
maneuvers he had seemed to enjoy the mogt... but whenever she snatched a glance a hisface she
saw no pleasure there, just afrozen mask that could havefit aNinetrying not to be afraid or a Six
trying not to cry. Shetried everything she could think of, but hisface never changed, and shefindly
gave up and returned them to the park.

For along moment afterward he just stood there, staring off somewhere past her right shoulder.
"Daryl, areyou dl right?" she whispered anxioudy.

He stirred, brought his eyes back to focus. "Y eah," he said. He took adeep bresath, let it out as
if expeling abad smel withit. "Thanks."

"It wasn't very good, wasit?' shesaid. "I'm sorry; | did the best | could.”

"l know. It wasn't your fault." He looked at hiswatch. "Come on, we'd better start back. | can't
afford to lose points by being late.”

They started back toward Lee Intro, Daryl once more taking her hand. "If you'll tell me what
went wrong, maybe | can do better next time," Lisasaid, abit hesitantly.

"Therewon't beanext time," hetold her, staring straight ahead. "It's... not the same as flying by
yoursdlf. Butit'stoo much likeit."

"Oh," she said, not understanding at all.

They didn't gpesk again until they werein sight of the school. "Y ou redly want to learn reading?”
he asked.

"Very much," shenodded. "And | can't doit done. | need your help.”



"All right,” he said decisively. "Come back on Saturday—I'll meet you in the park at nine
oclock. Don't let anyone seeyou fly, okay?'

"Sure." Her heart was beating faster with the surprise of his answer; she'd expected he would

turn her down after that disastrous flight. "1—thank you, Daryl. | don't know how | can ever pay you
back."

"Maybe we can figure something out later,” he said, hisvoice sounding too casual.

"Sure" she sad, getting the feding she was missng something significant.

"Good. I'll seeyou Saturday, then.”

They had reached the outside door now. Daryl stopped and turned to face her. "Good night,
Lisa" he said; and with the briefest hesitation leaned down and kissed her awkwardly on thelips.
Before she could recover from her surprise he was gone.

For amoment she stared at the door, feding thetingle of hiskisson her lips. What was thet all
about? shewondered. Sheld heard about things like that from some of the other preteens, but the
whole idea had always seemed slly and even alittle bit repulsiveto her.

Stll... Turning, she headed down the sidewalk in the direction of the Paris Introductory School
Daryl had mentioned. If suffering through afew scratchy kisses was the price she had to pay to learn
reading, she was willing to do so. She just hoped that was all he wanted; the rumors about what
came after kissng were positively gridy.

Two blocks ater, well out of sight of Lee Intro, she lifted from the ground and headed for home.

Chapter 8

"] speak the Truth," the Prophet Omega said solemnly, hands raised pam outward to the group
of kids sitting cross-legged in the sun-drenched glen.

"TheTruth," they repeated in unison.

"Search your soulsfor that which isimpure,” Omegasaid. He stole aglance upward asasmall
shadow passed over them: four more kids arriving, from the direction of Tweenriver and Ridge
Harbor. "Replace the impure with the Truth."

"TheTruth."

"To remember my wordsisto learn; to learn isto grow; to grow isto rise above Trangtion. The
Truth shal set you free.”

"TheTruth."

"Meditate, dl of you, on the Truth."



"The Truth," they repeated onelast time and fdll sllent, their heads bowed.

Omega brought his hands together, checked his watch. Hed timed things well; there would be
just enough time to turn the initiates back over to an acolyte and get back to the tabernacle. "Amen,”
heintoned.

"Amen."

Therewas arustling asthe kids got to their feet and glanced around, surreptitiousy easing the
kinks out of their muscles. Omegalooked beyond the circle and nodded, and the preteen acolyte
ganding slently in the shadows came forward. "Heirs of the Truth," she said, her voice causng them
to turn. ™Y ou have glimpsed the future asit can be, the inner power that can survive even the dark evil
of Trangtion. Now you must show your sincerity, for the deeds of the body mirror the Truthin the
oul—"'

Omegadidn't wait to hear the rest of the spiel but dipped away through the trees to the side of
the glen and began working hisway back up the small ridge that separated Initiate Grove from the
main part of the site. He could trust Camilato do agood job; unlike some of the other senior
acolytes, shewas genuinely and uncynicaly sold on the work ethic he preached, and was therefore
the best person to sl it to new converts.

He stopped for amoment as he topped the rise, ostensibly adjusting hisroya blue robe but
actualy admiring his handiwork. By anyone's sandards it was an impressive sight. Nestled hafway up
one of the most mgjestic peaksin this part of the Tessdllate Mountains, the Site of the future Temple of
Truth was araw wound in the tree-covered stone. Flitting around it were perhaps two hundred kids,
teeking chunks of the stone out of the mountainsde and taking it to a dump Ste two ridges avay
where it wouldn't mar the natura beautty of the valey below. They were working with awill, digging
out the chunks asiif their future happiness depended on it. The work ethic is such a useful tool, he
thought with satisfaction.

The tabernacle—allarge tent divided by internal partitionsinto various smaler rooms—was st
up amost directly benesth the temple site. Omega had ordered it put there asamark of trustin his
Followers skill with the loose boulders overhead, alittle touch that had encouraged them to be careful
to catch even the gravel the digging generated. Omegas quarters were in the tabernacle's rear,
accessible through elther the main part of the tent or a private entrance. Entering viathe latter, he
quickly changed from his blue robe to a dazzling white one and donned an e aborately embroidered,
gilt-edged stole that had once belonged to a genuine priest. Exactly on time, he stepped out into the
main mesting room.

A smdll crowd of kidswaited for him there, grouped near the far end under the watchful eyes of
two senior acolytes. Omegaraised ahand in the Sign of Truth and intoned afew appropriate words
of blessing before walking over to the "confessond," two chairsfacing each other surrounded by a

gauzy curtan.
Senior Acolyte Axel Schu waswaiting therefor him. "Good afternoon, O Prophet Omega,” he

sad, the dightest twitch of hislip showing how serioudy hetook thetitle. " A full quota of confessors
for you today, mostly from Ridge Harbor and Barona."

Omega nodded. Saturdays were always like this, as kids who were too far away to come on



weekday evenings flocked in by the dozens. Of course, the extraworkers were good to have, but
having to spend afull three hoursin confesson wasapain in the butt and usually awaste of time
besides. "Fine," hetold Axel. Stepping into the gauze booth, he settled himsdlf in the fancier of thetwo
chairs and composed his brain and face for the task ahead.

It wasn't redly anything like work, of course—he'd seen to that when held set the whole thing
up—and the first four confessions went by as smoothly as puréed oatmed. Unlike the standard
Catholic confession, Omegas concerned itsalf less with persona shortcomings and more with the way
theworld around the confessor either demonstrated or denied the " Truth" he taught. That particular
emphasiswas dways harmless and occasiondly netted him anugget or two of useful information.

Today turned out to be one of those times.

The fifth confessor—a police righthand from Ridge Harbor—had hardly begun when he
dropped asmdl bombshdl into hismonologue: "...and they think afagin has kidnapped him."

Jerking hismind back to full attention, Omega quickly replayed his short-term memory. A child
taken from a park in broad daylight? Unbelievable... and dangerous. "It isevil to sted children away,
to hide them from those who may show them the Truth," he put in solemnly. "Do the police know who
isresponsiblefor such afoul act?!

The preteen shook hishead. "Detective First Tirrd| is still talking to people who knew him."

Tirrell. Great. Omegafdt agentle shiver work itsway up hisback. Putting Tirrell in charge
meant Ridge Harbor was deadly serious about getting thisfagin... and he knew from experience how
often intense investigations turned up the wrong thing entirely. So far his cult had largely esceped
officia notice, and it would be the height of unfairnessfor him to get caught in anet meant for
someone e se. He would have to find some way to caution his pupilsto be extra discreet without
having to tell them why it was necessary.

Therest of the righthand's confession was routine and uninteresting, and Omega listened with
haf an ear until he had finished. ™Y ou must strive to maintain the Truth within yoursdf,” he said asthe
preteen bowed his head for the cult's version of absolution. "And as the Truth requires you to work
for your own growth, it aso requires you to seek out those who arein need of the Truth's power;
those who fear for their future.” He paused and then deviated dightly from the usud script. "And he
who must now be fearing the most isthe child, Colin Brimmer. Y ou must seek to learn al you can of
the case and bring such knowledge to me. Together, the Truth within uswill deiver him."

"Yes, O Prophet,” the other said. Bowing deeply, he left the confessond.

After all, Omegathought as he watched the preteen’sindistinct figure heading for the door,
every potential danger isalso a potential opportunity. If he could locate thisfagin before the
police did, the other's kids would likely have been well drilled in obedience and discipline—prime
candidates for converson to hiscult.

And if thefagin turned out to be anewcomer to the game and Calin hisfirgt recruit? Omega
smiled grimly. In that case his best bet would probably be to blow the whistle and get the case closed
before any of the heat spilled over onto him. Such athing was normaly unthinkable, but Omega had
no sympathy for afagin who was so brazenly obviousin his acquistions. And such an amateur would



probably have no way of retdiating againg him, anyway.

The next confessor was outside the booth now. "Enter,"” Omega said.

"Oh, yes, | remember her very well," Tasha Chen said, peering at the copy of the hospital record
sheet Tirrell had handed her. "Miribel Oriana. Had her baby al alone—no husband or friend in for
support. Had aboy, didn't she?—oh, yes, thereit is. Three point-two kilos—yes, | remember him
being small." She gave the paper back to the detective. "What do you want to know about her?"

"Everything you can remember, Mrs. Chen,” Tirrdl said. "Were especialy interested in any
visitors she may have had while she was in the hospital, anyone who may have asked about her, or
any names she may have mentioned.”

"Whumph!" The woman made aface. "That'sdl, isit? Y ou don't want shoe Size or favorite
hobbies, too?"

Tirrdl smiled politely; the comment might have been humorousif he hadn't heard ahundred
variants of it in the past week and ahalf. "I know; after five yearsit's pretty hard to remember details
about a patient you had for two days. But it's very important that you try."

Mrs. Chen's eyes narrowed, suddenly thoughtful. " Does this have anything to do with the
kidnapping down in Ridge Harbor two weeks ago?"

"Miribel Orianas son wasthe one taken,” Tirrdll said, ignoring Tonio's startled look. The police
weren't releasing that information to the public, but Tirrell had had enough experience with people of
Mrs. Chen'stype to know that beating around the bush would be awaste of time.

"l see" The thoughtful look remained. "Well, asit happens, Detective, | do remember avisitor
Ms. Oriana had the morning after the baby was born. He went in and talked to her for afew minutes
and then just walked straight out without stopping to chat with any of uswho were on duty.”

"Any ideawhat they talked about?"

"No, but | remember she seemed upset when | went in afterwards. She nearly snapped my head
off over something completely trivid."

Tirrell made anote. ™Y ou have agood memory,” hetold her.

She colored dightly. "As| said, she was arather unusua case.”
"True. Do you remember anything of the man's appearance?’

"Not athing. Sorry."

"Any ideaasto hisreationship with her—friend, relative, husband?'

"None whatsoever."



"Did you ever see either Ms. Orianaor the man again?’

"Not that | remember. Of course, | was only at the hospital another few months before coming
here and setting up my clinic. | haven't been back to Ridge Harbor more than a dozen times since
then. Perhaps one of the other nurses could help you, or Dr. Kruse—"

"Weve dready taked to al of them,” Tirrdl interrupted, closing his notebook and standing up.
"Thank you for your time, Mrs. Chen, and if anything else should occur to you, please cal me. The
number's on the card | gave you."

"Of course. Good luck, Detective; | hope you catch this man.”

"Well, that was as pleasant away as any to waste an hour or two," Tonio commented when they
were once again driving aong the coastal road that joined Cavendish and Ridge Harbor. "Isthat the
wholelig, then?'

"Of the hospital people, yes," Tirrdl said, inhding deeply of the salt-laden air coming through the
car windows. Having spent thefirgt haf of hislifein the mining town of Plat City, he hadn't yet
acquired the native coastlander'sindifference to the smell of seaair. "And don't knock Mrs. Chen's
contributions—her story meshes very neetly with everything € se weve got on Miribe's mysterious
vigtor."

Tonio shrugged. "Which isnot awhole lot. Average height and build, nothing remarkablein
gppearance, and stayed just long enough to have an argument.”

"Whichisaninteresting point dl initsdf,” Tirrdl sad. "If hewasinterested enough to visit her in
the hospital, why didn't he at |east take an extraminute to go see the baby in the nursery?"

"Um... okay, why?"

"My firg-blush guessisthat he didn't want to be seen by any more people than necessary, which
automaticaly suggests he had something to hide.”

"If he's our fagin, hanging around nurseries would be adangerous thing for him to do at any
time," Tonio suggested. "If the staff suspected he was picking out future prospects, they'd have the
policeon himin nothing flat.”

"True. But with Miribd's collusion held have had a perfectly reasonable excuseto do sointhis
cae," Tirrdl sad, scratching hischin. "That may be astrike againgt him having anything to do with our
fagin." He stared through the windshield, keeping the car on the road by purereflex, as hetried to get
al thefactsto jdl into something that would hold water. Dimly, he redlized Tonio wastaking to him.

" Sorry—what'd you say?"

"| said were back to gtart again,” the righthand said with the tone of exaggerated patience
preteens often seemed to use when they felt they were being unjustly ignored. "Or have you changed
your mind about one of the hospital people being involved?’

"No, not unless one of the background checks turns up something.” Tirrell shook his head.
"Tonio, thisjust doesn't make any sense. Look. The kidnapper—Oliver—amost certainly knew



Colin'sbirthday. If we rule out the hospital staff and various records keepers, we're left with Colin's
mother, her hospital visitor, and someone close to the Brimmers as Oliver's possible informant. Most
of the Brimmers friends are above suspicion, and Ms. Orianamight aswell have fdlen off the planet
on her way out of the hospita for dl the traceswe can find of her. That leaves her visitor, and we
both agree the brevity of hiswalk-on appearanceis at least mildly suspicious. But if he is Oliver or
Oliver'sinformant, why didn't he a least case the nursery while he had the chance? Even worse, if he
was Colin'sfather, why didn't he petition for custody of the child sometime in the past five years? He
probably could have gotten him and dispensed with the kidnapping entirely.”

"But then how would the fagin have gotten him?* Tonio asked.

"Dad could have handed Colin over to Oliver and disappeared somewhere,” Tirrell shrugged.
"Or they could have set up afake kidnapping that would have been just as plausible and infinitely
safer than thered thing. But even if we can somehow hammer dl of that into areasonable theory,
were dill stuck with your old question: why would afagin bother with achild assmal asColininthe
firg place?'

Tirrell ran out of words and shut up, and for along moment they drovein silence. Ahead, the
road branched twice, and Tirrell kept his attention on the red-and-yellow striped markers that
indicated Ridge Harbor. A wrong turn would wind them up in afarm cluster somewhere instead;
hardly fata, but certainly embarrassing. "1 suppose it doesn't help to assume there's no fagin involved
at dl, and that Colin'sfather smply decided he wanted his son back?' Tonio suggested hesitantly.

"If you do, you aso0 have to assume the father iscrazy,” Tirrell said. "The average adult can't
discipline akid with teekay—why do you think the hive system was set up in thefirst place?!

"Then | give up,” Tonio said, with atouch of exasperation. "Maybe he is crazy—then dl of it
could make sense”

"Maybe. But | doubt it." He glanced sideways at the preteen. "Y ou ever been to Barona,
patner?'

Tonio frowned a him. "Y eah, we went to see the university there once. Why?'

"Because that's where we're going next. Colin's mother was from Barona, hisfather was
probably likewise, and the kidnapper was almost certainly not a Ridge Harbor resident—all those
Saturday vigts, remember?!

"Okay, but why go to Barona ourselves? The police there can handle that part of it better than
wecan."

"Maybe," Tirrdl grunted, "maybe not. Besides, there's not much left for usto do here. Well
check with Alverez as soon aswe get back and see if he can wangle us atemporary transfer.”

Tonio shrugged. "You're the boss. | just hope it won't be a complete waste of time.”

Tirrel smiled grimly. "Somehow, | don't think there's much chance of that.”



Across the room Shedlah was sitting in front of the wardrobe mirror, amusing hersdf by
rearranging her hair into acompletely outrageous and el aborate mass that wouldn't have lasted haf a
second without teekay support. Lying on her bed, Lisawatched her roommeate with an absorption
that owed lessto red interest than to smplefatigue. "l like that one," shetold Shedlah asthe other's
hair drifted into a confused-looking bubble surrounding her heed. ™Y ou can cdll it the Frolova
Light-Socket Specid.”

Shedlah made afacein the mirror and teeked a pair of dirty socksin Lisasdirection. "If | were
you, | wouldn't make any cracks about personal gppearance,” she said. "That batling nest of yours
looks like it hasn't been brushed in aweek."

"I just brushed it this morning, when you were in the bathroom," Lisa objected mildly.

"Well, it doesn't look likeit." Swiveling around, Sheelah gave Lisa's head acloser scrutiny. "I'm
not kidding, Lisa. If you don't get to work on that mess, some of those snarls may have to be cut out.”
She glanced over at Lisas dresser, teeked the hairbrush lying there over to land on the bed. "Get
busy; | want to see someimprovement by thetime | get back from my shower."

"Yes, Senior Shedah," Lisasad dryly, levering hersdf up on one ebow.

"Never mind the sarcasm—just brush.” Slipping on her robe, Shedlah teeked atowe to her
opened hand and | ft the room.

Sighing, Lisasat up and began to run the brush through her hair. It was amess, she realized,
wincing asaparticularly large tangle tried to take apiece of scalp out with it. Normaly, shetook a
least passing interest in her appearance... but these days there were more important things on her
mind.

She glanced at the closed door, then reached under her pillow for the flat object hidden there.
Shedlah wouldn't be back for at least fifteen minutes, and there was no sense in wasting the privacy.
Opening the book Daryl had given her, she turned past the last section they'd worked through
together. The man iswalking, she read, sounding the words out carefully. The man is ca—cahri
—carying—the man is carrying a—She studied the picture with afrown. Box? Box, probably.

Sowly, sheworked her way down the page as, unnoticed, the hand holding her hairbrush came
toaquiet hdt.

Chapter 9

The secretary in the university's Physiology Department was rather young and quite attractive,
with aset to her jaw that Tirrell took as evidence of an uphill battle to prove she was competent as
well as decorative. Tirrell himsdlf had no doubts on that score; sheld looked at his badge without
batting an eye, informed her boss of his unexpected visitor, and camly gotten on the phoneto do a
little gppointment juggling. Watching her covertly as he and Tonio took seats near her desk, Tirrell
fantasized stedling her away to Ridge Harbor for afew weeksto straighten out the paperwork mess
down at customs.



Theinner office door opened and abading man strode briskly out. "Detective Tirrell? I'm Dr.
Ramsden—head of the department. Won't you comein?”

"You'vegot aclear haf hour, Dr. Ramsden,” the secretary murmured as Tirrell and Tonio
stepped past her. "1 can get you moreif you need it.”

"Thank you, Meri," Ramsden said and closed the door. "Won't you sit down?”

Tirrell settled into the single chair in front of Ramsden's desk; Tonio teeked a second over from
under the window and joined him. "Dr. Ramsden, thisis Tonio, my righthand,” Tirrell said when the
scientist was back in hisown chair. "Were investigating the Colin Brimmer kidngpping in Ridge
Harbor last month.”

Ramsden nodded. "Yes, | heard abouit that. A red tragedy. How may | help you?'

Tirrdl pulled out hiswell-worn artist's drawings and pushed them acrossthe desk. "Were
looking for aman who may look something like one of these. Do they strike any bdlls?!

Ramsden's eyes shifted between the drawings. "Not redly. Arethey al supposed to be the same
man?'

"Y es. Hewaswearing awig and false beard at the time, unfortunately, which iswhy the hair and
facid shape vary so much. They're our artist’'s best guesses.”

Ramsden shrugged. "If the hair isin doubt, | probably know a dozen men who could
conceivably be drawn likethat."

Tirrl nodded. "All right, then, how about her?' he asked, handing the other the picture of
Miribel OrianaBarona's driver's licensefiles had provided.

Ramsden frowned &t the photo for along minute. " Shelooks vaguely familiar, but I can't for the
life of me say why. Did she ever work in my department?’

"No, she used to work at a coffee shop a couple of blocks away—the Redeye.” Which was
why, he didn't add, he and Tonio were wading through the various university departments this week.
Someone must have known the woman, and her restaurant's clientele was as good a place to look as

ay.

But Ramsden was shaking his head. "No, | haven't been in the Redeyefor at least fifteen
years—| came down with flu there the day after | got my doctorate, and the decor has made me fedl
gueasy ever since. Y ou sure she never worked here?’

Tirrel felt asmal tirring of hope. If Ramsden wasn't just imagining things, this could be thefirst
lead they'd had in five weeks. "Not absolutely sure, no, but none of the records we've found mention
theunivergity.”

Ramsden picked up his phone and punched abutton. "Meri, would you check employment
recordsfor a—" he looked up, and Tirrell supplied the name—"Miribel Oriana? Better go back at
least ten years. Y es, go ahead; we can fill out the proper authorization forms afterward. Thank you."



He hung up. "WEell know in afew minutes, Detective. Isthere anything else | can do for you
whilewerewating?'

"Yes" Tirrdl said, pulling out his notebook. "Y ou can give me the names of those dozen men
you mentioned eaxlier.”

The secretary's report arrived afew minutes|ater: no one named Miribd Oriana had ever
worked in the department. "Meri said shelll check with the university's centrd records next, seeif she
might have worked somewhere else on campus,” Ramsden added as he hung up the phone.

"Thank you," Tirrell said. Probably awaste of time, but long shots were occasionally worth the
effort. "In the meantime, I'd like to talk to the men whaose names you gave me."

"Certainly," the other nodded, getting to hisfeet. "Actudly, only five of them work here—the rest
are persond friends or colleagues. But you're welcometo talk to the four who are here this
afternoon.”

"Isthefifth one sick?' Tirrell asked as he and Tonio aso stood up.

"On vacation," Ramsden said, gesturing to the door. "Took off June seventh and won't be back
for about Sx months."

Tirrell glanced a Tonio, saw his own sudden interest mirrored there. One week exactly before
the kidnapping... and gone now for six months? "Y ou have avery generous vacation policy here," he
said as casually aspossible.

"Oh, Matt Jarvisisaspecid case" Ramsden smiled. "Hasn't had any time off in nearly five years
and wefindly decided enough was enough. The rules require a certain amount of vacation time per
year, you know. Besides, we can't risk him getting a nervous breakdown.”

"Not if it's the Matthew Jarvisyou're referring to,” Tirrell agreed.

"It certainly is," the other acknowledged with understandable pride.

"Y ou know thisguy, Stan?"' Tonio spoke up.

"Only by reputation,” Tirrell told him. "He's done agreat ded of the quantitative work on the
teekay ability—designed the brain and metabolism test they use at your hiveto judge anew kid's
teekay and to predict Trangtiontime.”

"He's dso made great stridesin understanding the glandular changes at both onset and
Trangtion," Ramsden added, "not to mention his pioneering work with chemical perception-dteration,
glandular disease and dysfunction, and hormone-based medicd treatment.”

"No wonder he hasn't had time for avacation,” Tonio murmured.

"l hope he at least has weekends off," Tirrdl put in, picking up on Tonio'slead-in.

"Oh, | understand there have been Saturdays when you could find hislab locked up," Ramsden



shrugged. "There haven't been many of them, though.”

"I'll bet,” Tirrell murmured. "Perhaps we could take alook at hislab later, after I've seen the
other four men. And I'd appreciateit, by the way, if you'd keep the specific case were working on to
yourself for the time being. There's no need for anyone e se to know, and publicity can sometimes be
harmful to thiskind of investigation.”

Ramsden nodded. "I understand.”

The four meetings went quickly; as Tirrell had expected, none of the men bore any redl
resemblance to Oliver's sketched face. All denied knowledge of anyone named Miribd Oriana, and
only one thought he recognized her picture. Tirrell made anote for the Barona police to check their
aibisfor the day of the kidnapping, but that was pure by-the-book reflex, and he didn't expect
anything to come of it. Ramsden seemed a bit embarrassed—Tirrell sensed held had visions of minor
fame as the man who'd provided the case's first solid clue—but the detective assured him that chasing
dead-end leadswas al part of thejob. Looking only margindly consoled, Ramsden led them upgtairs
to Matthew Jarviss|ab.

Tirrell had reasonably expected "lab" to be asingular noun, but in this caseit turned out to be
decidedly plurd. Jarvis presided over afourth-floor complex that included two labs, an office, a
preparation room, and asmall menagerie of caged animals. "Very impressive,” Tirrdll said after one of
Jarviss assstants gave them abrief ook at the facilities. "I begin to understand how Dr. Jarvis can
handle five different projects at once.”

The woman, Cam Mbar, smiled. "Actudly, he was handling five projects a once long before the
department gave him this much room. Hejust getsal of them finished fagter thisway."

"What are dl these animasfor?' Tonio asked, drifting Sdewaysthrough the air as he scanned
therows of cageswith obvious fascination.

"They're used in various experiments,” Ramsden told him. "If we're working with anew drug,
say, we haveto test it on animalsto make sureit'll be safe for peopleto use.™

"What happensif itsnot?’

"Wdl, we do more testing and research to try and—"

"1 mean what happensto theanimd," Tonio interrupted, still gazing into the cages.

Ramsden exchanged a quick glance with Cam. "Well... usudly the animd dies, I'm afraid.”

Slowly, the preteen settled back to the floor and stepped back to Tirrell's side, hisface set into
an expression that was smultaneously hard and blank. Forcing his eyes back to Cam, Tirrdll broke
the awkward silence. "I wonder if we could go to the doctor's office now and ask you afew
questions, Ms. Mbar."

"Certainly," she nodded with evident relief. Tirrell glanced once a Tonio'sface asthey dl filed

out of the animal room, but the other's expression hadn't changed. The righthand's reaction worried
Tirrel abit, and he made a mental note to ask about it later. The office was considerably smaler than



Ramsden's had been, but once Cam had sat down at the cluttered desk and Tonio had drifted up
over everyone's head, there was enough room for everyone to breathe smultaneoudy. "Have you
ever seen thiswoman before?" Tirrell asked Cam, handing her the picture of Miribel Oriana.

Cam gazed at it, shook her head. "No. Sorry."
"Okay. Do you happen to have apicture of Dr. Jarvis available?’

She blinked at the request. "Uh... | think there's one on the jacket of hislatest book." She
scanned the bookshelves. "That's one—end of the shelf, gray cover." She pointed past Ramsden.

"Tonio?' Tirrdl said, and the book did out and flew into the detective's hands. The picture was
on the front ingde cover, and he studied it for along moment in silence. It could be Oliver'sface, he
decided; but, then again, the description they had was so limited that nothing conclusive could be
drawn fromit.

"Cam? Louden? Anyone home?" avoice said from outside in one of the labs.
"In here, Dr. Somerset,” Cam called.

A bluff, friendly looking face peered around the door jamb. "Whoops. Didn't redize you were
having aparty here. | just brought in the latest prostaglandin test results.” He stepped in and leaned
past Tirrell and Ramsden to hand Cam a piece of paper. As shetook it, his head twisted sideways,
and he gestured to the photo still lying on the desk in front of her. "Whered that come from?’

Tirrell had caught the head movement and was aready picking up the photo and turning it right
side up. "Do you recogni ze this woman, Doctor?" he asked.

"Sure—Matt was going out with her afew years ago.” He focused on Tirrdl'sface. "Why do
you ask, Mr—7?"

"Tirrell, Detective Firg Tirrell of Ridge Harbor." Tirrell's heart was doing rapid flip-flopsin the
center of his chest. "Do you remember how long ago thiswas?"

"Uh..." Somerset hesitated, looking questioningly at Ramsden.

"Tdl him anything you can, Keby," the other affirmed. "This concerns a very serious matter, and
I've promised the department's full cooperation. Detective, that must be why shelooked familiar to
me—I must have seen her in the building with Matt."

Somerset sill looked uncertain. "'Is Matt in some kind of trouble?' he asked.

Tirrell hesitated a split second, decided to give the most favorable interpretation that wasn't an
outright lie. "At the moment, we're just trying to locate thiswoman or find out as much about her as
wecan."

"Wdll, | doubt that Matt would be much help with that," Somerset said, still sounding reluctant. "'l
haven't seen her around for &t least... oh, at least five years; probably closer to six.”



"l see. | understand Dr. Jarvisis on vacation at the moment. Do you know where heis?!
"Sure—he'sout at hiscabin.”

"Wherdsthat?'

Somerset shrugged. "I don't know. Out in the woods somewhere. Cam, do you know?"

The woman shook her head. "I wasthinking it was somewhere due north of here, east of Banat
perhaps. He's got a radiophone up there, though.”

Somerset nodded. "Y es, I've cdled him a couple of times since he lft.”
"You what?" Ramsden snapped. "Blast it, Kelby, he's supposed to be on vacation out there."

"Funny, that'swhat he said,” Somerset said blandly. He looked back at Tirrell. "I'm sure he
wouldn't mind coming back for afew hoursto talk to you, Detective. | can get aradiophone link from
the phone here, if you'd like."

"No, that'sdl right,”" Tirrell said, hismind racing. "Theré's no need yet to interrupt his vacation.
It's possible we can get dl the information we need from other sources, especidly if Dr. Jarvis hasn't
seen Ms. Orianain severa years. | would, however, like to ask you and Ms. Mbar some questions
about Dr. Jarviss recent work, if | may."

"What sort of questions?' Ramsden asked guardedly. "1 don't mean to be rude, Detective, but
you'll understand that some of the work here hasimportant commercia applications, and we can't
afford premature disclosure of sengitive details.”

"] don't expect to need any sengitive details, and any | do will stay withme" Tirrdl| told him. "But
it may very well prove vitd for meto know of the existence of such details. I'm afraid I'm not at liberty
to say moreright now."

For amoment the others mulled that over, while Tirrell crossed hisfingers and prayed for Tonio
to keep his questionsto himsdf. "Well..." Somersat said, glancing at Ramsden, "of course well be
happy to cooperate as much as possible.” He paused, but Ramsden didn't interrupt, and he continued,
"I have an important gppointment in five minutes, but | could probably cancd it if absolutely

necessary."

Tirrell shook his head. "No, you can go ahead. Ms. Mbar can give medl the help I'll need for a
while. Just come back as soon as you can and don't mention any of thisto anyoneelse He shifted his
gaze. "That appliesto you and your secretary, too, Dr. Ramsden. Thank you for your time and help;
I'll 1et you know if | need any further assistance.”

Ramsden nodded and, correctly interpreting the comment as a dismissa, squeezed past
Somerset and disappeared. "I'll be back in about an hour,” Somerset said and followed his colleague.

"If you don't mind, Detective,” Cam said, rising from her chair, "I have to get something out of
the autoclave before we begin. It'll only take aminute.”



"Go ahead.” Tirrell nodded, pressing himsalf back againgt thewall to let her by. Tonio dropped
back to the floor as she left, took aquick look out the door, and turned to face the detective.

"Y ou going to let mein on thisgame?' he asked in alow voice. "What does Jarviss recent work
have to do with anything?'

"If he'slike most scientists I've known, helll have dl hislab book entries dated,” Tirrell said.
"Ramsden said he was often here on Saturdays, if we can prove he wasn't here on the days Colin's
sitter and playmates remember seeing Oliver in Ridge Harbor, we may be able to persuade the
Barona police to authorize our using direction findersto locate Jarviss convenient little hideaway.”

Tonio frowned. "Why do we need to persuade them? He's amateria witness or something, isn't
I,El?l

"Not realy—all we know is that someone else says Jarvis once knew Oriana. That justifies our
cdling him and asking him to comein for questioning, but if he is involved in the kidnapping, that
would tip him off and might even spook him into deeper hiding. And if Colinisill with him..." Heleft
the sentence unfinished.

An odd look flickered across Tonio's face, but before Tirrell could ask about it, he heard the
sound of returning footsteps. A moment later Cam appeared with a half-dozen thick binders. "Here
are Dr. Jarvisslab books, Detective," she said, sdling past him back to the desk chair. "What would
you liketo know?"'

Tirrell glanced back at Tonio, but the preteen seemed dl right. I'll ask him about it later, the
detective decided, turning his attention back to Cam. "L et's sart with the first of March," hetold her,
"and look a which Saturdays Dr. Jarvis was working."

The session took nearly an hour and a hdf, and by thetime Tirrell and Tonio left, Baronas four
o'clock rush hour was aready in progress. Fortunately, the city building wasn't too far from the
university campus, and they arrived with Tirrdl's temper till in good shape. Passing the front desk and
the loungdlike duty room, they went up the stairsto the third floor; but instead of going to the
cracker-box office the Barona police had assigned them, Tirrell went to another office afew doors
down.

Hob Paxton, Detective Second of Barona, was not amused by the report. "Do you realize who
you're talking about, Tirrell? Matthew Jarvis. Probably Barona's greatest claim to fame. | can't let
you go invading his privacy on the basis of some datesin some lab books."

"Oh, come on." Tirrdl brought afinger down hard on the notebook resting in front of the other.
"Every single day that we know Colin's kidnapper was in Ridge Harbor Jarviswas out of his
lab—and they were the only Saturdays he was out. What more do you want?"

"Evidence that he wasin Ridge Harbor on those dayswould help alot.”

"All right,”" Tirrell said. "Get me arecords-check authorization and I'll try and find out when he
charged up his car around the critical weekends."



Paxton shook his head. "That's amost as bad as the radiophone trace. Forget it. Besides, al that
could get you is how many kilometers he drove, not where he went."

"It wouldn't even get you that much if he recharged at the other end of any long trips,” Weylin
Ellery, Paxton's righthand, put in.

"If hewas spying on Colin Brimmer, he wouldn't risk leaving arecord of his presence that way,"
Tirrdl said shortly. Hisdidike of Weylin had begun about five minutes after their first meeting and was
gill growing like ahedlthy weed. The preteen combined a subtle sdf-righteousness with theirritating
air of semi-private amusement kidsin secret hive clubs often displayed to the rest of the world.

"Well, it'samoot question, anyway," Paxton said. "We smply can't do anything like that without
more proof, Tirrdl."

Lips pressed tightly together, Tirrell got to hisfeet.
"Perhaps we should go see Chief Li directly about this."

Paxton's brow darkened just abit. "If you want to do that theré'sno way | can stop you; but |
can tdl you right now the answer'll be the same," he said coally. "1 don't know how you do things out
ead, though, but in Barona a visiting policeman usudly doesn't threaten to go over hisliaison'shead.”

"Out east were more interested in solving crimesthan in carving out palitica hierarchies,” Tirrell
countered. "Thanksfor your time." Turning, he stalked out of the room, Tonio on his hedls.

"What do we do now?"' the righthand asked when they were behind the closed door of their
own office.

"We're going to find Jarvisoursdves™ Tirrdl said, ill fuming. Evenif he built that cabin with his
own hands, he had to buy the materias somewhere, and he may have dropped enough clues dong the
way to give us arough idea of where heis. Once we've got that we can scour the areaon foot if we
haveto."

"Yourerealy sure hesgot Colin, aren't you,” Tonio said, that odd ook on hisface again.

"I'm eighty percent convinced of it," Tirrell said. "In acouple of daysthat number may go up.”
He tapped the book he'd borrowed from Cam. "I want you to take this picture of Jarvis back to
Ridge Harbor tonight. Y ou'll ask Macvey to put abeard, glasses, and gray hair on it and then show it
to Colin'sgtter, and you'll aso show it asit isto the hospital people who remember Oriandsvistor.
Better make the picture part of alineup in both cases—Macvey will know how to handleit."

"Okay." Tonio took the book, gazed at and through the picture. " Stan... what would Jarvis want
with Colin? 1 mean, there's no reason for him to have set up a sx-month vacation if he wasgiving
Colintoafagin, isthere?'

Tirrel shook hishead. "I can't think of one. | frankly don't know."

"Do you suppose he's doing some sort of experiment on him? Like they do on al thoselittle
animas?'



Tirrell sudied the other'sface. "That really got to you, didn't it?" he asked.

The preteen shrugged uncomfortably. "1 used to go to the library and watch animalslike those
playing around in their cages," he said. "l didn't know people did thingslike... that... to them.”

"It hasto be done," Tirrdl said, trying to remember his own reaction to that revelation when he
wasin school. But it was buried too deeply. "There arelots of things we haveto do to animalsto live.
All the meat we eat comes from animas; o does |eather and furs—"

"1 know al that,” Tonio interrupted impatiently. "I'm not a child. It'sjust that... cowsand
trehhosts aren't so small and friendly looking. Or so defenseless.”

"l understand.” Tirrdll let the slence hang in the air afew seconds, and then gestured minutely
toward the book. "I'd like that picturein Macvey's hands as soon as possible.”

Tonio looked up and managed afaint smile. "Okay, | get the hint. Y ou want meto phonethe
resultsto you or just fly them back?"

"Better hand-deliver them. Paxton's point about Jarvis being acivic landmark iswell taken. |
don't want to risk any leaks until we've got asolid case. Ther€'sthat twenty percent chance he could
be innocent, after al."

"Right." Siding the jacket off the book, Tonio carefully flattened the paper and buttoned it indgde
hisshirt. "Seeyou in acouple of days," he said and disappeared out the door. Swiveling hischair to
face thewindow, Tirrdl gazed out, and aminute later saw hisrighthand rising rapidly into the eastern

«y.

But he's not innocent, the detective told himsalf. One way or another, Jarvisisinvolved. And
that certainty made something very unpleasant crawl around in the pit of his ssomach... because he
had no answer for Tonio's question.

Whet thehdl did Jarviswant Colin for, anyway?

All thelogic Tirrell wastrying so hard to build into his case tottered dangeroudy around that
point. For amoment he wondered if Tonio had been right, if Jarviswas Colin'sfather and smply
wanted some time with his son. But Jarviswas surely smart enough to havetried lega channels before
resorting to kidnapping if that was hisgod. No, it had to be something el se entirdly... and two facts
abruptly clicked together in Tirrell'sbrain.

Jarviswas an endocrinologist, who had done extensive work with the glandular rolein teekay.
Colin was at the age where teekay was just starting to become significant.
Tirrel shuddered asthe picture of smal animasin cagesflicked through his mind. Picking up the

phone directory, he turned to the bus ness section and began making lists of builders, building supply
stores, and renters of building equipmen.



Chapter 10

Asusud, Lisadropped to the sdewak agood four blocks avay from the Lee Intro Schoadl. It
was nearly six o'clock, an hour past sundown, and even with the streetlights shining brightly she had
no problem finding adoorway dark enough for her to surreptitioudy stuff the two wads of tissuesinto
the training bra she'd borrowed from Shedlah's dresser. Daryl had aways seemed nervous about
being seen with her until she'd hit upon this way to make hersdlf ook older. It had helped, but only for
awhile, and over thelast couple of weeks held Sarted acting alittle funny again. Distant, sort of .
Hopefully, though, the few drops of perfume shed managed to scrounge would help bring him back
around. Sniffing at her wrists, she checked to make sure the flight hadn't blown the scent away.

Daryl waswaiting by their usual bench when she arrived, turning the latest book nervoudy end
over end. Playfully, she used her teekay to freeze it suddenly in midair. His eyes bulged for asplit
second before he looked up at her with obviousirritation. "Knock it off, Lisa," he hissed.

"Helo, Daryl," she said demurely, releasing the book.

"Hi," he grumbled. " ou have the other one with you? Good—giveit here. All right, now, this
one shouldn't have any new words that you can't get from the pictures; if there are any you can't figure
out, mark them and welll talk on Friday. Okay?' He took a step back toward the school.

"Wait asecond,” Lisasaid, puzzled and darmed. "What's the rush? Anything wrong?'
"Of course not,” hesaid, alittletoo quickly. "I just can't stay out here dl night.”
"All night?1t'sonly—

"Lisa, I'vegot to go," heinterrupted brusquely, and for asecond shewas akid again, standing in
front of her preteen overseer. "I'll see you on Friday; don't belate.”

Numbly, she watched as he strode back toward Lee Intro, hisfigure aternately clear and
indigtinct as he passed under the row of streetlights. The abruptness of his manner had scared her
down to her toes—something was wrong, and she had no ideawhat it could be. Had he been caught
passing her books? After her library experience she could easily imagine such athing's getting himin
trouble. Perhaps someone had been watching tonight's meeting—maybe that was why he'd left so
quickly. Frantically, she looked around, but she couldn't see anyone.

Ordse..

Daryl was nearly ablock away by now. Carefully, trying to match his speed, Lisa set off after
him, anew suspicion growing in her mind. He passed L ee Intro without pausing and continued on the
three blocks to the Paris Introductory School. He went in the front door while Lisa, not wanting to
hang around in plain Sght, found adark tree midway between two streetlights and flew up into it. She
didn't have long to wait; amoment later Daryl reemerged, accompanied by ateen woman, and
together they headed toward the commercid area near the two schools. Their voices carried distinctly
inthetill ar, and though Lisa couldn't catch many of the words, it was clear they were having agood
time. They passed under alight, giving Lisaaglimpse of the teen'slong blonde hair, and she noticed
for thefirg time that they were holding hands as they walked. Laughing and chattering, they rounded a
corner and disappeared from sight.



A moment later Lisawas high overhead, streaking toward Baronas northern power station and
trying to make some sense out of the jumble of emotions chasing each other through her mind. It was
ardlief, of course, to have her wordt fears proved wrong... and yet, a the same time, the real reason
for Daryl's behavior had her so mad she could hardly see straight. How dare hetresat her like some
pestering kid and then sneak off to be with some stupid teen woman? He was acting just like one of
those preteens who belonged to secret clubs and wouldn't say anything about them to outsiders. He
could smply have told her he had a date—she would have understood. It was the way he'd dumped
her that was so infuriating.

Waan't it?

Even with the cool wind whipping past, shefelt the rush of hest that rose to her face. She had
absolutely no interest in Daryl as anything except ateacher—none at dl. Wasit her pride that had
been bruised so badly, the fact that Daryl's interest could switch so easily to someone else? Because
shewasn't jedous. Redly. Wasn't.

Abruptly, she reached up her swesater and angrily ripped the tissues out of her bra, flinging them
asfar as she could away from her. No more pretending to be something she wasn't for anyone.

Sheld planned on spending at least haf an hour going over parts of the new book with Daryl and
was consequently some forty-five minutes early for her shift at the power station. For amoment she
congdered waiting outside, but there redly weren't any places nearby that had both the privacy and
light she needed to read. Leaving her book on the power station roof near one of the skylights, she
went ingde.

The adult supervisor didn't seem surprised to see her so soon. "Lisa Duncan,” he nodded,
marking something on hisclipboard. "Y ou're sure racking up the extra points these days. Thisis,
what, the fourth time in as many weeks you've signed for nighttime power duty? Y ou must be planning
to go into science or medicine or something.”

"Extrapointsare niceto have," she said noncommittally. " Should | go ahead and start now or
wait until I'm supposed to?"

"Whichever." The man peered through the square of glass set into one of the office's doors.
"Charl'sdoing okay, | think, but held probably appreciate alittle help. If you start now you get to quit
early, too."

"Okay." Nodding to him, Lisateeked open the door and walked into the big room.

The north power station, the newest of Baronas three, had been built with each of itsfour
flywhed s in a separate room, which was the reason Lisa had signed specifically to work here. Charl,
apreteen from adifferent hive, was douched in achair near the flywhed's side, gazing at the spinning
whed with an unblinking expression that was both tired and somewhat resentful. Lisaknew histype
ingtantly: held probably fooled around most of hislife, losing points for disobedience and never
volunteering for the extrawork that could make them up. Now, with Transition bearing down on him,
he was trying desperately to make up for lost time. Teeking over achair for hersdlf, she sat down a
few meters away from him and got to work.

He left an hour later, never having acknowledged Lisas presence by so much asaglance. That



was finewith her; ill smarting from the whole thing with Daryl, she wasn't much in the mood for
conversation.

One of the technicians on duty came in afew minutes|later to check some readings, followed
amost immediatdly by the supervisor, who was checking something ese. Lisawaited until they were
gone, and then, gill watching the flywhed, flew up to the ceiling skylight and opened it. Reaching out,
she picked up her book and dropped back to her chair, glancing once at the office door to make sure
she hadn't been seen. The Sory of Our Trip to Tigris, the book's cover said. Settling back into her
sedt, Lisaopened it and held it out at nearly arm's length, an awkward position for reading but the
only one sheld found that also | et her see the flywhed well enough to continue teeking it. The need to
keep some of her attention on her work cut her reading speed considerably and made it necessary to
put off al writing exercises until later, but she didn't mind. There were very few jobs where she had
the necessary privacy to do any reading at al, and fewer still where she could earn extra points a the
sametime. And those points were becoming increasingly important to her as even the very smple
books Daryl had given her hinted at facts and ideas which she had never before heard of. There were
alot of unknowns out there, she was beginning to redlize, and the more schooling she could get the
better would be her chances of learning about them.

And s0 she sat and read, learning for the first time how the huge flying ships had first brought
peopleto the world. So completely did the book and flywhed hold her attention that she never even
noticed the technician who got three stepsinto the room before seeing her and beeting asilent
retreet... nor the supervisor who stood at the window for severa minutes afterward with agrim
expression on hisface.

Through the gauze curtain surrounding the two chairs, the tabernacl€'s candles were blurry
globesof light, flickering like uneasy spiritswith every passing breeze. The effect dways reminded
Omega of aparticularly gruesome horror story held been frightened by back when he was akid, one
reason he generdly didn't take confessions at night. But any rule had its exceptions.

" Speak, young Heir of Truth," he nodded at the shadowy figure across from him.

Weylin Ellery was il alittle breathless from his sixty-kilometer flight south—though teeking
didn't require any readl muscular effort, it wasn't easy to breethe with the air hitting your face at eighty
kilometers an hour. " O Prophet, | bring news of Detective First Tirrell and hisinvetigation.” He
paused for a deep breath. "He's been trying to find people who knew Colin Brimmer's mother, and
today he told us he thinks Matthew Jarvis might have kidnapped him."

Omegafrowned in the darkness. "Doctor Maithew Jarvis? The endocrinologist?!

"l guess 0. He'sascientist, anyway, at the university.

"Did Tirrdl give any reason for this suspicion?"

"Nothing that Hob—Hob Paxton—thought was any good. Jarviss |ab books show he wasn't
working the days Tirrell says the kidnapper was in Ridge Harbor, and he's a so out in the woods

somewhere on vacation. Tirrell wanted to try and find him—some trick with his radiophone—but
Hob told him the department wouldn't let him."



Omegawas slent amoment. "Has Detective Paxton questioned you at al about why you asked
him if you could be Tirrdl'sliaison?’

"No, sr. He swallowed the story about me wanting the chance to work with someone from the
seaside. He's not too smart, sometimes.”

Omega nodded, thinking hard. Could it be that Paxton had swallowed that line but that Tirrell
hadn't? In that case this whole thing with Jarvis might be nothing but adecoy designed to lull him,
Omega, into afalse sense of security. But, no, that was too subtle even for Tirrell. And anyway, why
drag aname as big as Jarvissinto it?—bes des which, Omegasinformation indicated that the few
police departments who'd even heard of the Heirs or Truth thought it was just another of the secret
clubsthat grew like weeds among preteens. No, Tirrell couldn't be gunning for him... and that made
Weylin's sory even moreintriguing, because whatever € se was said about Tirrell, no one had ever
accused him of having bad ingtincts. If Tirrdl thought Jarvis was involved, he probably was. Which led
immediately to the question, Why? "Did Tirrell mention amotive Jarvis might have had?' he asked the
righthand.

"Not to us, gr. | think he was mad at Hob for not letting him do the radiophone trick.”

"Y ou have donewell to tel methis™ Omegasaid. It wastimeto bring the confession to an end;
he'd gotten about all he could out of Weylin for the moment and the preteen had to get back to his
hive before lights-out. " Strive to bring peace between Hob and Tirrell, so that you can learn more
about what Tirrell isdoing. Remember that the man who has Colin, whether scientist or not, isevil;
and those of uswho serve the Truth must free the boy from hisgrasp.”

A few minutes later he watched from the entrance to the tabernacle as Weylin rose swiftly into
the night sky and disappeared among the stars. For amoment he lingered, his eyes picking out the
congtdllations as he thought about this new twist. Wasthere, then, no fagin involved at al?—or was
Jarvissmply acting as agent for someone e se? That was a particularly intriguing thought, one that
might make it worth reopening communicationswith some of hisold friends. If someone had found a
way to bribe, threaten, or blackmail leading citizens that effectively, the technique might be worth
learning.

No. Better towait awhile, at least until Weylin could pump Tirrell for alittle more information.
After dl, he had agood thing going here dready, and it would be foolish to risk someone el sg's
musdinginonhim.

Smiling in the direction of the temple site, Omega glanced once more &t the stars and went back
ingde.

Chapter 11
"..thefourth... thefifth... and the seventh,” Cam Mbar said, closing the last of the eight lab

books and settling back with aquiet sSigh that somehow expressed just how wasteful of time she
consdered this. "Dr. Jarvis|eft on the seventh, so there are no more entries," she added.

Tirrell nodded as he finished making little triangles around the dates sheld read off. "That's dl the



lab books you have?"
"Weren't they enough?' she asked dryly. "1 could go get last year's, if you'd like."

"That won't be necessary,” Tirrell said, looking over his caendar with growing interest. It had
been along-shot hunch dl theway, but it had paid off. " And you confirm he's been here every
weekday snce the beginning of the year?'

"Every one of them—and most of the days last year, too," she confirmed tiredly. "If you're about
to suggest he doesn't deserve such along vacation—"

"Nothing of the sort,” Tirrell assured her. ™Y ou might be interested in taking alook at this,
though." Turning the calendar around, he did it across the desk toward her. "The circles are entries he
madein his hibernation studies book, the squares are his pituitary studies, the x's hiswork on that
hormone | can't pronounce, the plus signs his Romo's syndrome cure, and the triangles the work with
pre-teekay children.”

Cam glanced at the paper, an annoyed frown spreading across her face. ™Y ou must not have
been paying very good attention to me, Detective,” she said. "There are at least haf adozen daysin
May donethat | remember that you don't have marked.”

Tirrell shook hishead. "I marked every date you read off. But go ahead—check it yourself."

Cam gave him astrange look. Then, clamping her jaw, she picked up thefirst 1ab book and
leafed through it. Tirrell sat back, letting her take her time. It took several minutes, and when she
finaly looked back up her irritation had been replaced by puzzlement. "But | remember himworking
herethese days," sheinssted.

"I'm sureyou do," Tirrell nodded, "and I'm not doubting your word. It would seem, though, that
you're missing at least one of the doctor'slab books.”

"But these are dways kept in alocked drawer—" She stopped suddenly. "Y ou think it was
golen?'

"Not redly. | think Dr. Jarvishasit with him."

She opened her mouth, closed it again. "But he never takes his books out of thelab,” she
objected weskly.

Tirrdl didn't bother trying to argue the point; she was certainly intelligent enough to seethat he
was making sense. "Do you have any ideawhat €lse he wasworking on, besides these?" he asked
instead, waving at the stack of books.

"No... not redlly.” She il looked troubled, asif she were betraying a confidence. A lot of time
he worked aone, or gave me routine sorts of teststo run. We'd al sit down together on Nultday
morning and discuss the work he wanted to get done for the week, and | never heard him mention
any project but these. Maybe he told one of the other assistants about it, though."”

"l doubt it." Tirrell pondered amoment. Until Tonio got back from Ridge Harbor, he il



wouldn't have anything Paxton would be willing to move on. But with alittle ingenuity, perhaps he
could circumvent the need to see Jarviss project proposas or any other official records. "I'd like you
todigout al the supply and equipment requisition forms you can find for the past nine or ten months.
Who's the best endocrinologist here after Dr. Jarvis?”

"Dr. Somerset," the woman said without hesitation.

"I'd likeyou to ask himto join us, too, if you would. We're going to try and figure out what
exactly thispecid project is”

Somerset, though not especiadly enthusiastic about their chances, was neverthelesswilling to
help. Jarvis, fortunately, was the methodica sort who had kept copies of dl hisrequisitions netly filed
in chronologica order; but even o, it took Cam and Somerset the rest of the day to sort through
themdl. Tirrell, Sitting off to one side, listened quietly and cultivated his patience.

Findly, at four-fifteen, Somerset put down his pencil and returned the last piece of paper to the
pile. "1 don't know, Detective," he said, pushing back his chair and stretching. "It's pretty obvious now
that Matt did have something going on the sde—there are drugs here that | know we haven't used on
any of the other projects. But asto what that other thingis, | redly can't tell you."

"Make an educated guess,” Tirrdl said. "Surely you can do that."

"I'msurel can. But I'm not sure | should." Somerset eyed the detective thoughtfully. "After al,
thisisMatt's private work, and without an officid police request, my telling you anything a al puts me
on rather thin legd ice. Y ou understand what I'm saying?'

"Perfectly,” Tirrell nodded, forcing hisvoiceto remain calm and reasonable. "At the sametime,
I'm sure you understand that in a police investigation time can be criticaly important. Of al of ushere
I'm probably the one most familiar with the laws concerning privacy—that's the main reason | asked
Ms. Mbar to read me the dates in the lab books, instead of 1ooking through them mysdlf. If youd
prefer to wait the couple of daysit'll take to get proper authorization, that isof course your right. But
it would makethingsalot easer if you could give me & least some ideaof what Dr. Jarviswas
doing."

He held his breath as Somerset and Cam exchanged glances, but they didn't cal hisbluff, at least
not directly. "Why don't we cdl Dr. Jarvisand ask him about it?" Cam suggested. "I don't think even
Dr, Ramsden could object to interrupting him for this.”

"l don't think that would be agood idea," Tirrell shook his head, mind racing. Thelast thing he
could afford was someone tipping off Jarvisthat they knew he'd been running a secret project. At
best, it would give him time to hide or destroy anything he didn't want seen; a wort, it could spook
him into dropping into a hole so degp they might never find him. But it was clear he couldn't voice
such thoughts here. "'Radiophone conversations are by their nature more vulnerable to eavesdropping
than regular phone calls," he said, choosing hiswords carefully. "If the wrong person heard what you
said there could bered trouble.”

Vague intimations had worked once before, but thistime Somerset wasn't giving in quite so
eadly. "What sort of trouble?’ he asked stubbornly. "Y ou said yesterday you were trying to find this
Orianawoman, but today you seem alot moreinterested in Matt and hiswork. If were going to help



you, | think we're entitled to know what's going on."

Tirrell took adeep breath. Somerset unfortunately had apoint. "All right. Therés apossibility
that Miribel Orianaisblackmailing Dr. Jarvis. Knowing what he's been working on may help us
identify who'sinvolved." Which was, the detective decided, as mideading aset of true Statements as
he'd ever heard.

And it had the desired effect. Somerset's expression ran the complete gamut from surprise to
anger to determination; Cam's got stuck somewherein the vicinity of outraged shock. "Y oull
understand now," Tirrell continued, "why | can't risk broadcasting any hint of my progress over the
airwaves. In this game, the less your opponent knows of what you're doing, the better your chances
of nalling him."

"Of course," Somerset nodded firmly. "All right. Basicdlly, it lookslike Matt was doing
something involving the maturation process. Some of these drugs'—heindicated hislis—"are known
to dow down various aspects of puberty in earthstock lab animals. Others are synthetic
androgens—male sax hormones—and some rather hard to isolate pituitary hormones, al of which
seem to play a part in growth and puberty. Um... there are a couple of carriers here, too—those are
relatively inert chemicalsthat can bond loosdly to two or more complex molecules a atime. They're
used when you want to get adrug to a specific but inaccessible area—the idets of the pancress, for
example—without flooding the whole system. If you choose the carrier's grabber properly, you can
get thewhole thing to link up with, say, the glucagon moleculesin theidets dphacells. The drug then
drops off and beginsitswork, while the carrier-grabber combination either disintegrates or aso drops
off, leaving the glucagon molecule undamaged.”

Tirrell had caught about oneword infive of dl that, but the essence made it through the jargon.
"Would this method a so be useful if you wanted to get adrug within range of something spread
through the whole body?" he asked carefully. "Those growth hormones, say?'

"Yes" Cam spoke up. "Dr. Jarvis has been doing that in some of hisinduced-hibernation
work—using carriersto seek out thyroxin in the blood.”

"l didn't know that," Somerset frowned.
She shrugged. "He said it was just an experiment, but it seemed to work pretty well.”

Growth and puberty studies, severd months for work without interruption... and Colin Brimmer,
aboy whose teekay was just starting its rise. Something in the pit of Tirrell's somach began adow
tumble. "Tdl me" he said without thinking, "isit till accepted theory that the physicd changes at
puberty are what bring on Trangtion?'

The other two suddenly looked thoughtful, and Tirrell cursed his carelessness. He should have
saved the question for later, when they wouldn't have been so quick to follow hisline of thought.
"Well," Somerset said dowly, "it'snot redly that smple. Trangition does occur sometime during
puberty, but it's not adirect result of the sex hormone activity—otherwise childhood castration should
eiminateit. Therésatheory that even with the testes removed the adrena cortex puts out enough
testosterone to trigger Trangition, but that's never been proved." He shrugged. "But why would Matt
be s0 secretive about working on something like that? Every endocrinologist on Tigris hastaken a
shot at figuring out what tarts Trangtion. Matter of fact, heand | did some work on that four years



ago.
"What did you learn?"

"Nothing realy useful. We were able to extend the B and M curves—that's brain size and
metabolism rate—all theway up to Trangtion, but that's about dl. Matt got interested in artificid
hibernation after that and we put it aside.”

"l see." Tirrel turned to Cam. "Would you go and seeiif you can find Dr. Jarvisslab book for
that period, please?"

"If you'd like." Shelooked at Somerset, eyebrows raised.

"It'll be December and Lucember of three-oh-three and January of three-oh-four,” the other told
her.

Cam nodded and I€eft. "Theresredly not much in that notebook worth looking at,” Somerset
told Tirrell.

"I'm mainly interested in whether the book ishere or nat,” the detective told him. "It seemsrather
odd that Dr. Jarviswould suddenly give up on something as potentidly valuable asteekay researchin
favor of artificia hibernation.”

Somerset smiled. ™Y ou underestimate hibernation's value, Detective. For certain operations
being able to dow down the patient's metabolism dragticaly could make the difference between life
and death. And if we ever recover the space technology we had before the Lost Generation and want
to go looking for other survivors of the Expansion, some form of hibernation will be vital." He waved
ahand. "Bedides, as| sad, Trangition research isapretty crowded field these days. Even more so
than teekay work generdly. Y ou have to understand that by the time teekay first appeared on Tigris
thevird DNA that triggered it had had four generations to ensconceitself in our genetic structure—
and that al the origind physiologica basdine records were destroyed in the Lost Generation. What
that meansisthat we'reworking essentialy blind: we know what human biochemigtry islike now, but
we don't know where in the system the critical changes occurred. That makesfor a pretty big target
for medical science generaly, but for endocrinologiststhe only redlly practical starting point is
Trangtion.”

"And Dr. Jarvis doesnt like following the pack?'

"Not when the pack is nosing usdlesdy around alocked door, no. But if anyone ever comes up
with the key to that door, odds are it'll be Matthew Jarvis."

"Um," Tirrdll grunted, and for afew minutes there was slence. Somerset glanced once & his
watch, and Tirrell redlized with a start that it was gpproaching five o'clock. Hed have to end this
session soon and et the others get home. He was beginning to wonder if Cam had unilaterally made
that decision when shefindly returned.

"There's nothing for that period in any of thefile drawers,” she told Somerset. "I looked through
the booksfor a least ayear on ether Sde of the months you gave me, and theresnothing at dl on
TrandgtionBandM."



"Uh-huh." Somerset looked at Tirrell. "Well, you cdled it, Detective, but it doesn't make any
sense. Why would a blackmailer want that particular book? The B and M curves we did can be
found in every book on teekay published in the past three years.”

"It does seem odd,” Tirrell lied. It was pretty obviousto him that Jarvis had seen something while
doing the study and had hurried to quit before his coworker could aso pick up onit. Did the work
involve any new techniques or anything?'

"Not redlly. The basic method was the one Matt came up with ten years ago. Wejust had to
figure out away to compensate for the wild fluctuations puberty causesin most of the useful test
parameters. Matt found a statitical gimmick we could use by following agroup of preteensthrough
Trangtion, backtracking from their adult parameters, and—waell, | won't bore you with the details.
Sufficeit to say that we smply came up with agatistica trick which isof no particular commercia
vaue. It'saso been published, by theway."

Tirrell nodded, pursing hislips. "All right. One more quick question and I'll let you both go. |
gather you had direct accessto the preteens you did this study with. Did you aso work directly with
the children in the more recent tests? As opposed to |etting someone el se take the raw data, | mean.”

"No, we worked with them right here," Cam said, frowning. "Why?'
"Just curious,” Tirrell shrugged. "Well, | very much gppreciate your time and help in this, both of

you. | hope | won't have to interrupt your work again, and I'll again ask that you keep dl of thisto
yourselvesfor now."

"You'rewecome," Somerset said asthey al stood up. "Please don't hesitate to call usagain if
therés anything else we can do.”

"Youll bethefirgt," Tirrdl promised. "Good night."

Chapter 12

"No, bring that end over the other one," Jarvis said. Sitting cross-legged on the moist ground, he
indicated with hisfingers the way the knot should betied.

Carefully, Colin did asinstructed, teeking the end of the rope through itslast two convolutions
and out through thefar sde of the knot. "Good," Jarvis nodded, glancing surreptitioudy at hiswatch.
Thirty-five seconds to form the knot, subtract maybe five for hesitation and uncertainties.... Hewould
have to check that against the B and M tables when they got back to the cabin, but it looked like
Colin'steekay dexterity was about where it was supposed to be. That was good; nothing drastic
should be happening for along time yet.

"Now pull thistight?' Colin asked.
Jarvisnodded. "Y es, but not too tight or you'll put too much strain on the smaller branches.”

Coalin sucked hislip in concentration... and amoment later a handmade lean-to was standing



proudly benegath the lowest branches of the conetree.
"Yay!" the boy crowed excitedly, clapping hishands. "It worked! Can | try it?"

"Sure, go ahead.” Jarviswatched as Colin crawled carefully under the thick mesh of branches
leaning at aforty-five-degree angle to the ground. A new pang did through his chest like aknifeashe
once again reminded himsdf that Colin might someday have to use these outdoor skillsfor actua
surviva. If society overreacted—asit easily could—Colin could become an overnight outcast.

"Can | deep heretonight, Matthew? Can |, huh?'

"I'm afraid not," Jarvis said, smiling despite his gloomy thoughts a the sight of Colin stretched out
on the leaf-and-moss rug they'd laid out under the lean-to. "Maybe in a couple of weekswell goona
long hike, though, and then well deep out likethis every night.”

"Why can't we go now?" Colin asked.

"Because you haven't learned enough woodlore yet," Jarvis explained. ™Y ou need to know how
to catch animasfor food first, for onething.”

"Okay." The boy scrambled out of the lean-to, coming within an ace of bringing the whole
sructure down in the process. "How do you catch animals?’

"Well work on that some other day,” Jarvissaid firmly. It was aready midafternoon, and he had
no intention of starting such atopic without afull day ahead of them. Besides, held determined two
days ago that he needed some information from his office, and held put off making that call long
enough. "Right now | want you to show me you remember the knots | taught you. Then well go home
and you can play until it'stimefor supper. Let's start with ahdf hitch; and | want you to tieit both by
hand and with teekay."

"Okay," Colin said with the theatrical Sgh hedid sowell. Teeking over apiece of rope, he got
busy.

It was nearly four o'clock when Jarvisfinally sat down at his desk and reached for the
radiophone. For amoment he paused, checking his notes, pens, and paper and confirming that Colin
was visible through the window, playing happily and showing no sgnsthat he would be burgting into
the cabin at the wrong time. Picking up the handset, the scientist punched in the operator code and
then his office phone number.

Cam Mbar answered on thefifth ring. "Dr. Jarviss office.”

"Thisisasurprise,” Jarvissaid lightly. "I used to sneak off work at three when my boss was out
of town."

"Dr. Jarvid" Cam said, her voice unexpectedly intense. "Areyou al right?"

Jarvisfrowned. "Of course. Why shouldn't | be?!



"Uh..." Cam audibly struggled for control. "No reason,” she said after afew seconds, her tone
now exaggeratedly casud. "l just wasn't expecting you to cal.”

"l see" Jarvis sad as something prickly seemed to settle into his neck. "1 need some numbers
from the second to the last of our hibernation-studies notebooks. Could you get that for me?"

"Sure. Y ou want meto bring it to you? Just tell me where—"

"No, that's okay," he said hastily. "There's only onetable | need; you can just read it over the
phone.”

"Oh." She sounded vaguely disappointed. "All right. I've got it; what do you need?"

The prickly thing on Jarviss neck dug its barbsin abit deeper. The cabinet where old lab books
were locked wasn't within reach of any of the lab's phones... and yet Cam had found it instantly and
without having to put down the handset. What would that book have been doing out at four in the
afternoon?

"Dr. Javis?'

"Uh, yes. Um... about page eighty there are some figures on metabolism rate versus brain
eectricd activity...."

Cam found the place and read off the table, but Jarvis hardly heard the numbers as hishand
dutifully took them down. Cam was the stereotypica unflappable scientist type—Jarvis had seen her
spill hydrochloric acid down the front of her lab coat without getting as excited as sheldd sounded a
few minutes ago. Ingtinctively, his gaze flicked to Colin, who was examining alarge dragonmite
struggling helplesdy in the boy's teekay grip. Had someone seen him putting Colinin his car back in
Ridge Harbor and taken down the license plate? But surely the police would have long since found
and raided hishiding placeif that were the case. Wouldn't they?

His hand was sitting motionless on the desktop, and with a start he redlized Cam had finished her
recitation. "Thanks," he said, hoping the silence hadn't dragged on too long. "Uh... how arethings

going?”

"Pretty good. We've been getting some good pituitary data the last week or two. Maybe you
can come by and see it sometime soon.”

"Perhaps. Well, keep busy. I'll probably check in again later. Good-bye." He dropped the
handset into its cradle, barely hearing Cam's own good-bye as he did so.

For along minute afterward he stared at the radiophone, gripping the arms of his chair tightly as
beads of swesat gathered on his forehead. Cam'stone of voice, the notebook sitting out for no good
reason, her attempt to find out where he was—it was too much to pass off as coincidence. Clearly,
someone had been snooping around the lab, trying to find out what he was up to. And that someone
couldn't have persuaded Cam to help him without some kind of evidence that Jarvis had indeed
kidnapped Colin Brimmer.

So the police were on to him. Hed known they would be, eventually—thetrail through Colin's



mother Miribel was dl too clear. Thered question now was whether they'd had the inevitable radio
direction finders running as he talked to Cam. If 0, his experiment was about to come to an abrupt
end. If not... well, he might till have enough time.

With an effort, he pushed himsdf out of the chair. The chances that the police had had everything
ready were probably dim. From now on, though, use of the radiophone was out—it might, in fact, be
safet to disable the instrument, lest Colin accidentally turn it on while playing inside.

Stepping to the window, Jarvis gazed out at the smdl boy, now standing under one of the longer
branches of the nearest conetree and trying to jump high enough to catch hold of it. What will they
do to you, Colin? he wondered. Human society has always hated those who were different,
especially those who were truly superior in some way. How will you respond to that hatred?

Therewas no way to answer that question—not yet, anyway. After aminute Jarvis sghed and
moved away from the window. Whenever the police came, he would be ready... but right now, it was
time to start cooking supper.

Hob Paxton shook his head as he again leafed through the report Tonio had flown in from Ridge
Harbor and peered a the five dmogt-identical photos. "1 wouldn't have believed it,” he said. "She
redlly picked Jarviss photo out of thislineup?'

"Threetimes straight,” Tonio told him with obvious stisfaction. "It was the eyesand
cheekbones, she said, and the fake beard didn't hide those features.”

"Maybe she was reacting to the retouching on the other pictures," Weylin Ellery suggested from
the corner. "Hypnotized people notice detailslike that.”

Tirrell shook hishead. "Our artist knows hisjob. The copy that till lookslike Jarvis has
touch-up lines over the originas.”

"All right." Paxton tossed the stack of paper onto his desk and leaned back in hischair. "But
evidence obtained under hypnosisisn't admissible—you know that."

"Of course. But it should be good enough to get those radiophone direction finders | wanted two
daysago.”

Paxton's expression was that of a man whose shoes weretoo tight. "Yeah. Yeah, I'll talk to the
chief about it." But he made no move toward the phone. "I don't know, though—the whole thing's
ridiculous. Why would Matthew Jarvis, of al people, go out and kidnap someone? Or are you going
to tell me he's popped his stopper?”’

"No, | dont think so," Tirrell said dowly. "I think he's doing some sort of experiment out there,
something he doesn't want anyone to know about.”

Weylin chuckled. "Y ou make him sound like one of those crazy scientists you see sometimesin
hive monster movies" hesaid. "'l quit believing those when | wasten.”



Tonio turned irritably toward the other preteen, but Tirrell spoke up before his righthand could
say anything. "Of course he'snot crazy; | dmost wish it werethat smple. | think it's probably much
worse—that he's sumbled onto something so explosive he doesn't even want hints of it leaking out.”

"Likewhat?' Paxton snorted.

Tirrell hesitated. It wasn't atheory he wanted to toss around too fredly, especidly if it turned out
to be true. But Paxton was gtill dragging hisfeet on Tirrell's radiophone detector request. Perhapsa
good shaking up would help. "'l think Jarvisisfiddling with the Trangtion point,” he said bluntly. "He's
stockpiled asupply of growth and puberty hormones; he's apparently taken severd critical lab books
into hiding with him; and if he'sgot Colin Brimmer with him, he's got a human test subject to work on.
And if we don't get busy and find him, he could knock the props out from under the whole society.”

"Holy Mother," Paxton muttered, forehead corrugeating into an intense frown. ™Y ou think he
might find away to knock out teekay entirely?"

"Or push it past puberty, or make it stronger, or add telepathy or heaven knows what to the
ability,” Tirrell countered. "How the hell should | know what he's up to? But we'd better find out, and
fadt."

"Y eah." Paxton brought hisfeet back to the floor with a crash and picked up the papers Tonio
had brought. "L et's go see Chief Li. If we hurry we can probably get your direction finders set up by
Saturday night. That fast enough for you?'

Tirrell nodded as he and Tonio stood and et Paxton walk between them to the office door.
"Let'shope s0," he said asthey fdl into step behind the other detective. Now, perhaps, they'd make
somered progress.

Chapter 13

With aflourish, Gavra Norward signed the last piece of paper and dropped it into the box on
her desk. Leaning back, she permitted herself atired smile as she glanced at her watch. Four o'clock
Friday—the end of along day at the end of along week; and by some combination of luck and skill
all of the hive's paperwork was finished and she had the rest of the evening free. It was hard to
believe; in her twenty years as Girls Senior at Dayspring she'd had perhaps two dozen such Fridays,
despite a solemn promise to herself to leave that evening free. Someone will probably throw up at
dinner, shetold hersdf with whimsica pseudo-cynicism. Maybe | should leave now and forget to
take a beeper.

She wasin the process of stowing her pens and note padsin their desk drawer when someone
knocked on her open door. Looking up, she saw Allan Gould, Dayspring's Director, peering around
the jamb. "Got aminute, Gavra?'

Gavrasghed inwardly. Good-bye, Friday night, shetold herself. Aloud, she said, "Of course.”

Gould stepped into the office, and only then did Gavraredize the Director wasn't done. A smal,
balding man entered on his hedls, closing the door behind him. Gould gestured a him as the two men



sat down in front of the Senior's desk. "Gavra, thisis Raife Jung, assistant Men's Senior at the Lee
Introductory School acrosstown. GavraNorward, our Girls Senior.”

They exchanged nods. "What can | do for you?' Gavra asked.

"I'm afraid we're here on rather serious business,” Jung said, histone and manner morethan a
shade on the pompous side. Opening asmall folder, he extracted three photos and did them across
the desk. "' believe you will recognize both the preteen and what sheisdoing.”

The pictures, obvioudy taken at one of Baronas power stations, were of only fair qudity, but
even so Gavra had no trouble identifying Lisa Duncan. And she was holding—"Isthat a book?"

"Itisindeed," Jung said. "Actudly, there are two different books shown: lessons seven and eight
of Walker's Elementary Reading. The photos were taken Nultday and Wednesday of thisweek."

Gavraimpaed Gould with her eyes. "And you waited until now to tell me?"

Gould shrugged uncomfortably. "We wanted to have al the facts before we said anything. One
of the technicians at the power station spotted Lisareading abook with the LeeIntrologoonit a
week ago Wednesday. He contacted me, | contacted Mr. Jung, and it turned out the evening door
checker remembered a Daryl Kdlerman leaving that evening with abook. Wefollowed him this
Wednesday and observed the exchange.”

Gavrareturned her attention to the photos, struggling to adjust her mind to this sudden revelaion
and to fight down the chill it caused within her. Of dl her preteens Lisawas probably the last one she
would have suspected of something thisinsdious... and yet, in retrospect, it fit Lisa's persondity
remarkably well. Shed dways tended to fight her battleswith brains and skill instead of with brute
force; and Trangtion, after al, was a preteen's biggest battle. And for Lisa, unlike some of the others,
it would be an intensdly private one, aswell. Theflicker of paranoiawithin her damped out and she
looked back up at Jung. "All right," she said. " So what do you want meto do about it?"

Jung blinked in obvious surprise. "I want Duncan punished, of course. She should betold in no
uncertain termsthat this sort of activity is not alowed, and then be docked some points or have some
privileges taken away. And we want the book back."

Gavraglanced at Gould. His expression was as set in concrete as Jung's. The specters of the
past were formidable shapers of both opinion and policy; and their influence, as shedd just found out,
wasn't totally lost even on those who should know better.

All the more reason, shethought suddenly, to inject some logic into this. And damn the
torpedoes. "I'm sorry, Mr. Jung,”" she said quietly, "but | cannot punish someone who hasn't broken

any rules”

Jung's eyes saucered in astonishment and he actualy sputtered. "Broken any rules?" hefindly
managed. "Just what do you call—"

"Dayspring Hive has no rule that forbids kids and preteensto read,” she interrupted him. "For
that matter, | defy you to show me any law—on city or Tigrin books—that makesreading illegd."



"What about the Education Code?" Jung shot back. "Or the Uniform Library Use Acts?'

"Those specify who can teach reading and what books may be lent to whom,” she said. "The
burden in both casesis on the adult, not the kid. I'm sure you can make a case against Daryl
Kelerman—" probably already have, she added to hersef—"but Lisaislegaly blameless.”

There was amoment of silence as Jung seemed to fall back and regroup. Gould stepped in tofill
the gap. "Don't you think, though, that letting Lisaget away with something like thiswill at the very
least set abad precedent?’

"For whom?"' she countered. " From the evidence you've shown me Lisa seemsto be keeping dl
thiswell under wraps. Infact, I'd go so far asto say that punishing her would set amore disastrous
example. Y ou'd be surprised how many kidswill knock themselves out to try anything that they've
been specificaly told not to do.”

"All right,” Jung said irritably. "What do you propose we do, then?"

"Nothing, aside from the obvious. Y ou'll want to transfer Daryl Kellerman to another school, of
course, to bresk things off where they are.”

"Welve dready donethat," Jung said. "But never mind Kellerman. | want to hear your idea of
what to do with Duncan.”

"| dready told you: nothing," Gavrasaid. "She'snot likely to be ableto find another tutor in the
few months she's got | ft before Trangtion. Shelll start school reading above her level, but you're
stuck with that anyway."

"Ms. Norward." Jung's voice dripped bits of ice. "Y ou don't seem to redlize the potentid
problemsthis Situation presents. Ever since the Lost Generation the stability of society on Tigris has
depended on the adults retaining exclusive control of knowledge. Exclusive control. The kids aready
have most of the physica power; if they were dlowed to learn al the waysto use that power, the
entire system could collapse into anarchy.”

I'm familiar with the facts and arguments,” Gavrasaid stiffly, annoyed at being lectured. "And I'd
liketo remind you—both of you—that I'm more familiar with the actua psychology of these kidsthan
either of you. Mogt of them aretota ly uninterested in starting into the perceived drudgery of school
beforeit'sforced on them. Lisais an exceptiona case. Even if she wanted to set up the sort of secret
reading lessons | imagine you're worried about, she'd get few if any preteensto join her."

"Oh, of course," Jung said sarcadtically. "Naturdly, you know better than the men and women
who laid down these guidelines.™

"They wereliving within memory of the Lost Generation's chaos," Gould murmured,
unexpectedly coming to Gavras support. " The two-tiered society's been stable for nearly two
centuries now, with the kids position clearly defined for them. That kind of tradition’s hard to break."

"Besdeswhich, kidsaren't just smal adults, no matter what responsibilities and power they
have" Gavraadded. "They generdly lack the discipline to pass up an immediate pleasurein favor of a
more distant one—otherwise you'd have alot more preteens working to earn extra points than



actually do so. Most would rather spend as much time as possible flying or otherwise having fun,
especidly asthey get closer to Trangtion.”

" Spare me the psychology review," Jung said acidly... but there was anote of resignationin his
voice, and Gavraknew she'd won. Temporarily, anyway. "What about the Walker book she still has?
Or do you want to argue about that, too?"

"WEII do our best to get it back,” Gavratold him. "But again, | don't want to make amajor fuss
over taking it away from her."

"Asyou choose. But remember that the book is the property of Lee Intro—and if we don't get it
back soon, we would be within the law to bring theft charges against Duncan.”

"Understood,” Gavrasaid tiredly. The charge wouldn't stick for ten minutes, but she didn't want
to put Lisathrough that kind of trauma, and Jung obvioudy knew it. "I'll get you the damn book."

"Good." Jung got to hisfeet, shifted his glare from Gavrato Gould and back again. "Well.
Y ou've both been rather less than cooperative—I hope you're properly satisfied. | think you should
know that | intend to go directly to the police from here and give them the whole story."

"Go right ahead," Gavranodded. She'd anticipated this gambit, and while it sounded impressive,
there really wasn't alot the police could or would do at this stage except circulate Lisa's name and
photo among the officers. "It'll be good for them to have the background in case some sort of
problem does develop,” she added, hoping her admission of such apossbility would mallify Jung
somewhat.

It hed little if any of the desired effect. Nodding stiffly to her, his mouth atightly compressed line,
Jung left the room. Gould threw her aglance too quick to interpret and hurried after him.

Sighing, Gavragot to her feet and followed the same path... but only asfar asthe outer office
and the file cabinets therein. Unlocking the proper one, she began sorting through the D's. Jung might
be back later, but for the moment he was at |east reasonably convinced that Lisawasn't going to put
her newly acquired skill to adangerous use.

Now dl Gavrahad to do was convince hersdf of the samething.

Withdrawing the thick file labeled Lisa Duncan, she glanced at her watch. She could do aquick
survey of the preteen'srecord in the haf hour that remained before dinner time. And for the more
careful sudy that would be required... well, she had dl evening.

Grumbling under her breath, Gavratucked the file under her arm and trudged back into her
office.

The wind rustling the trees had, over the past hour, changed from a pleasant, soothing sound to
onefilled with foreboding. Twisting her wrist toward the nearest streetlight, Lisa peered at her watch
for probably the tenth time in the hour shed been waiting in the little park. Three minutes after seven.
Daryl was over an hour late.



Getting up from the bench, Lisa began to pace restlesdy, her eyes probing the inky shadows that
writhed like wounded animals as the trees swayed. Her emotions had aready passed from annoyance
to anger to concern, and were beginning to edge into genuine panic. After six weeks of regular
thrice-weekly mesetings, he couldn't have smply forgotten to show up, and asthe minutesticked
dowly by her imagination generated increasingly terrifying reasonsfor his absence.

She checked her watch. Five after seven.

And suddenly she could stand it no longer. Glancing around her onelast time, she flew quickly to
the top of the nearest tree and wedged her book securely between two branches. Then, dropping
back to the ground, she headed off at arapid walk.

There were afair number of pedestrians out—it was Friday evening, after al—and Lisadid her
best to check the faces she passed. But neither Daryl nor the blonde woman she'd seen him with that
once passed by her; and afew minutes later she was standing in front of the squat shape of Lee Intro.

For amoment she hesitated, her mind flashing back to her nervousnessthefirst evening shed
walked up to that door and redlizing dimly that what she was about to do could land her in real
trouble. But concern for Daryl pushed aside dl other considerations. Resolutely, she strode forward;
but thistime, instead of entering, she turned sideways at the door and disappeared behind the
decorative busheslining the wals. Keeping low, she circled around toward the rear of the building.

She had long ago found out from Daryl which of the rear-facing second-floor windows was his.
The line of bushes continued around the side of the building and a couple of meters along the rear
wall, alowing her to get within eyesight of hisroom without coming into the open. At that point,
though, two problemsimmediately presented themselves. Like the courtyard back at Dayspring, the
areabehind Lee Intro was set up as arecreational area, and under the bright floodlights a good
twenty teens were running about in what seemed to be atwo-dimensiona version of raiders. In
addition, as nearly as she could tell from the angle she was at, Daryl's window was closed and,
presumably, locked.

Lisas hands were trembling with both tenson and an ever-increasing sense of urgency asshe
looked around her. Obvioudy, with nearly two dozen teensthrowing and kicking aball nearby, there
was no way shewas going to get to Daryl's window without being seen. The floodlights—perhapsif
she teeked out the power lines at the light posts bases and plunged the rec arealin darkness? But that
would |leave dangerous cables |oose where someone might accidentaly touch them... besideswhich,
the thought of doing that much damage—even for something thisimportant—grated againg her hive
traning.

Shewas il trying to figure out aplan when inspiration and opportunity dropped smultaneoudy
into her lap. One of the teens, trying to get rid of the ball before he was tackled, gave the
twenty-centimeter sphere atremendous kick in the direction of the schoal building... and even asit
was dill rising, Lisahad it in afirm teekay grip, adding just ashade more lift and range and giving it the
dightest bit of sideways guidance until, with ahorrendous crash, it disappeared squarely through one
of thefirst-floor windows.

Somethings, at least, did not change with Trangtion. The teens stood rooted in horror for asplit
second and then took off madly in dl directions. Within seconds, the rec areawas deserted.



Lisawas at Daryl's window before the sound of running feet had faded into the night breeze. The
room was dark, but the curtains were still open, and enough light was scattering in from the rec area
for her to see that both beds were empty. She teeked tentatively at the window; it was, as she'd
guessed, locked.

It would have been easy enough to break it, but the noise would bring people there much too
quickly. But there might be another way, if the adults who would surely be coming to investigate that
broken window held off for another minute. With a quick glance behind her, Lisaturned back to the
window and teeked the top drawer out of the nearest dresser. Moving it close to the window, she
gaveits contents aquick scan. Shewasin luck; setting down the drawer, she teeked out asmall hand
mirror and brought it up to hover next to the window's lock. Like most locks, this one was shielded
from outsde view as aroutine precaution againgt teekay opening. But with the mirror Lisa could see
enough of the lock's works; and as the outside door beneath her dammed open the window did up
and shedipped inside.

Heart pounding in her ears, she peeked back out the window. Four or five older teens and
adults were in the rec area, but none of them was looking up toward her. Quickly, she replaced the
dresser drawer and closed both window and curtains. Switching on the light, she made sure the door
was locked. Then, feding excruciatingly vulnerable, she began looking around the room.

Having only the vaguest ideawhat she was|ooking for, she sumbled on the vita clue purdly by
accident. Taped to thewall by each of the two desks was a piece of paper divided up into rectangles,
with days of the week printed across the top and hours of the day down theleft-hand side. Inside the
rectangles were incomprehensible letter-and-number combinations, and it took Lisaalong minute to
reglize they were the occupants class schedules. Wondering if Daryl had unexpectedly been given a
Friday night assignment, she checked both schedules—and it was only luck that she happened to look
at the names on them.

The nameswere Mart Kolowitz and Ling Spongier.

Lisasfirgt, horrible thought was that she'd goofed and got the wrong room. But a heartbeat |ater
she remembered Daryl's mentioning hisroommate Mart. So the room was right. Only—?

She never had achanceto try and figureit out. Even as she stared at Ling's schedul e, the sound
of akey inalock came from the door.

Lisareacted ingtantly, throwing hersalf in asort of teekay-asssted jump to asheltered position
by the other desk. Teeking off the light, she ducked down as the door swung open, throwing awedge
of hdl light into the darkness. Aningtant | ater the room was brightly lit once more, and Lisa peeked
around the back of the desk chair to see atall, dark-haired teen turn back to close the door. The
pand clicked shut, and Lisapounced.

Her teekay legp landed her practicaly on hisback. One hand touched hisleft arm, which she
promptly froze in ateekay grip; the other arm snaked around his right shoulder and cameto rest with
her hand over his mouth. Simultaneoudy, she flicked a glance to the wall and again teeked off the
light.

Theteen jerked, probably with both shock and fear, but Lisaheld him easily. Oneleg kicked
back inexpertly and was promptly captured initsown invisble vise. Teeth clenched hard, Lisawaited



slently for his struggles to end, wondering what in blazes she was going to do next. Her attack had
been pure reflex—modeled, no doubt, after the action movies sheld loved as akid—and now that she
had the other, she had no ideawhat to do with him.

"Keep quiet," she muttered, making her voice as degp and masculine as she could. "I'm not
going to hurt you."

The other went dmost limp. Encouraged, she tried aquestion. "What's your name?"

Sheleft her fingerson hislips, just in case, but he was either too scared or too smart to try
ydling for help. "Mart Kolowitz," he answered in a husky whisper. "What do you want?'

"I'm looking for Daryl Kellerman," she said, only then redizing the sinister interpretation Mart
would probably put on the words, given the circumstances. "I'm afriend of his;" she hastened to add,
"and | think something might have happened to him."

"Wl | don't know whereheis" Mart said defensively. "His stuff was gone when | got back
from morning dasses™

Lisablinked. That Daryl might have left so abruptly was something that hadn't occurred to her.
"When did you last see him?'

"At bregkfagt thismorning.”
"Did he say anything about leaving, or was he angry or upset at al?"

Mart shook his head minutely in the teekay hold. "Nope. Said hed meet me at four for afast
'pong game, even. Didn't show up, though."”

"Look, people don't just disgppear,” she hissed. "Didn't you ask where held gone?”
"Thefloor supervisor just said not to worry about him."

Lisaexhaed dowly through clenched teeth, apprehension churning her somach. What could
have happened to Daryl that the school would react like this? It was dmost asif—

Asif they weretrying to pretend Daryl had never existed?

Her thoughtsflicked to Daryl's story of Hari's attempted suicide, and to the way the school had
reacted to his questions about hisfriend. But—No. Daryl wouldn't do something like that.

"Who are you?" Mart cut into her thoughts. "What do you want with Daryl, anyway?'

Histone was confident, dmost insolent, and Lisaredized with agart that she was running out of
time here. Mart's masculine pride was beginning to overcome his caution, and any minute now he
might try something foolish. She could probably handle any attack he could come up with, but if he
raised the alarm and someone got agood look at her face... "All right," she whispered, "I'm leaving
now. Don't try to turn around until I'm gone. And don't tell anyone | was here.”



Maintaining her grip, Lisaglanced around and teeked the curtains asde. With the extralight from
the rec areafloodlights she could see Mart clearly enough. Backing carefully to the window, keeping
ateekay hold on the teen's arms and head, she fumbled blindly for the catch and did the pane open.
Adult voices were still audible outside, but there was nothing she could do about that except to hope
they wouldn't look up. Reaching up, she smoothed her hair back, plastering it against her head and
shoulders with teekay to disguise its length. Then, taking a deep breath, she turned and dived out the
window.

Concentrating on speed and the necessity of getting her hands up in front of her face, she
migudged the Sze of the opening and banged her right knee painfully againgt the sill. She gasped as
the shock of it made her falter; but before any of the people grouped around the broken window
below could react to the sound she was above the floodlights and out of sight. Still she climbed, fear
adding impetusto her flight, until the cool mist of athin cloud layer on her face jolted her back to
redlity. With agtart, she redlized she was agood two or three kilometers above the now hazy lights of
theaty.

Exhding alungful of air, shelet hersalf coast to astop, her muscles limp with relief. She'd done
it—had gotten in and out of the schoal, probably without being recognized. For the moment, anyway,
shewas sife.

But how long would that last?

Gazing down at the city far below, she rubbed her sore knee. Daryl had vanished... and deep
down she was sure she knew why. They caught him giving me books, she thought, the panic
beginning to bubble up within her oncemore. It really isillegal. They arrested Daryl, and they're
going to arrest me, too! | have to run away!

She stared outward, her eyes picking out the moonlit peaks of the Tessellate Mountain range,
cutting its solemn way southeast across the continent. Beyond them, much of the territory was il
untouched by man....

But amoment later her common sense stubbornly reasserted itself. Mart said Daryl's things
were moved out before lunchtime. If he'sin trouble because of the books, why haven't they
already picked me up? | was at the hive at noon and for supper, too.

Relief washed over her like ahot shower in wintertime, dispelling chills she hadn't redized were
there. And yet... if Daryl hadn't disappeared because of that, what had happened to him?Had he
been injured or perhaps come down with some kind of sickness, and been moved secretly to a
hospital? No, that didn't make any sense. Had he seen some sort of criminal activity, then, and been
hidden as awitness? Again the thought of Hari's suicide attempt rose into view—

Lisashook her head hard. There was no sense | etting her imagination run away with her. For
now, all she could do would be to retrieve the book she'd left in the park and go back home.
Tomorrow... well, someone had to know where Daryl was. If she could find that someone and ask
theright questions...

Sowly, and then with increasing speed as she | eft the damp fog of the clouds, Lisaheaded down
toward the city. Her chances, she recognized, were poor; but she had to make the effort. She owed
him at least that much.



Especially, adark voice still whispered at the base of her mind, since the whole thing could be
your fault.

Gritting her teeth, she swooped low to orient hersalf and then headed for the park.

Chapter 14

The young acolyte tapped once on the open door to Omega’s private tabernacle quarters.
"Senior Acolyte Axel Schu, O Prophet,” he fluted, atrace of nervousness gpparent in hisface and
manner.

"Thank you, young Heir," Omeganodded solemnly. "Let him enter.”

The Ten stepped back, and the tall preteen strodein, hiseyes still puffy with deep above his
hive-issue robe. "Y ou sent for me, O Prophet?' he asked. Hisvoice, at least, was respectful.

"Close the door, Acolyte Schu, and sit down,” Omegainvited him, waving to the ornate chair
opposite hisown.

Axel choseto obey the ordersin reverse order, settling himself in the chair before turning his
head and teeking the pandl closed. "Norma daytime hours not long enough for you?' he asked, alittle

grumpily.

"Y ou didn't give the messenger ahard time, did you?' Omega frowned, recalling the acolyte's
NErVousNess.

"Whatever | gave him he deserved,” Axel said shortly. "I thought being a senior acolyte was
supposed to keep me from being woken up at—" he squinted at the desk clock—"at two in the
gracking morning. | don't stay here on Saturday deepover very often; | don't appreciate being
interrupted when | do."

"Even when the Prophet of Truth has need of you?' Omega asked softly.

Axel emitted a short bark of alaugh. "Oh, come on—you don't have to pull that earwash on me.
| figured you out months ago.”

"Oh, redly?" Sitting back comfortably, Omega crossed hislegs and eyed the preteen with
interest. "And what exactly did you figure meto be?’

"A complete fake, who's leading awhole bunch of gullible jerks by their noses," Axd said
promptly, with an air of enjoyment at finally getting to say thewords out loud. "I don't know exactly
what you're having us build out here, but if it'satemple, I'm afurhead.”

"l see" Omeganodded noncommittally, ashiver running up his spinein spite of himsdlf. Axe's
hypocrisy was no greet reveation, of course, but having his camouflage verbally ripped away was ill
an uncomfortable experience. "If you fed that way, why are you still hanging around?”



"Oh, fo—" Axel waved ahand impatiently. "Whatever you wanted mefor, let's get it over with
so | can get back to bed, huh?"

Omegaremained slent, and after amoment the preteen sghed heavily. "Okay, okay," he
shrugged. "I'm sticking around because | want to learn now you do it. I'm going to hit Transition one
of these days mysdlf, and when it happens | want to be ready.”

"Y ou enjoy having power over people; isthat it?"
Axel shrugged again. " Sure. Who doesn't?’

Omega nodded with satisfaction. Hed read the other correctly—and that lust for persona
power would serve quite adequately as a substitute for loyaty. "Good," he said. "Y ou'd like to have
my verba power. How would you like to have some real power, too?

"What kind of real power do you havein mind?' Axel countered.

"Poss bly the ability to delay Trangtion in anyone you choose," Omega said softly. "Would that
be enough power for you?'

Axd'sface went rigid. Sowly, the muscles relaxed and he swallowed carefully. "Yes" hesad,
amogt camly. "I think it would." He looked around the room once, amogt asif seeing it for thefirst
time, and then returned his gaze to Omega. "I don't think there's any chance of mefaling adeegp on
you now—you want to give me the whole story?'

Omegasmiled. "Certainly. | had avistor afew minutes ago—Weylin Ellery, from Barona. Y ou
know him?"

"Uh... isnt he apolicerighthand or something?"

"Right. At the moment he'sworking closaly with a Ridge Harbor detective named Tirrdll... and
Tirrell thinks the kidnapper they're chasing is doing some serious experiments with the Trangtion
point." Omegagave the preteen the gist of Weylin's most recent report, carefully emphasizing certain
facts and speculations and omitting others.

"Holy grack,” Axel murmured when Omega had finished. Hiseyesfairly glowed. "Holy grack.”

"Agreed,” Omeganodded, hiding hisamusement at the preteen’s childlike awe. "The mgor
problem, of course, isthat with their direction findersin place now the police will probably find them
before we could even begin to search the twenty-thousand-odd square kilometers of forest he could
behidingin."

"Oh." Axd suddenly looked stricken.

"But,” Omega continued, "snce the police will be mainly concerned with the boy's sfety, they
should movein dowly. Since we don't have to worry about that, we may be able to get the jump on

them, provided we're ready to move.”

Through haf-closed eyes Omegawatched Axd's face carefully. This was the make-or-break



point; if the preteen showed any quams whatsoever over theimplication that Colin Brimmer was
expendable, Omega would have to dump him and get someone esefor thisjob. But Axel merdly
nodded thoughtfully. Y esh," he agreed. "But how will we know when they find them?"

"Weylin has a phone number in Plat City to call when that happens. The man at that number will
radio me here and welll leave right away." Omega pointed afinger. "And that's where you comein.
Well need to have at least twenty kids here every evening from now on. How can we do that?'

Axd frowned. "Wdll... weve got sixty kids here right now, but Saturday deepover isredly the
only time you can get that many to ay overnight.”

"Why?I'd think that if you could get your roommeate to cover for you one night aweek, you
shouldn't have any trouble getting him to do it other nights, too."

"Theproblemistiming,” Axel said. "Except for the weekends, most of us haveto get up at Six
and leave for work by about seven. That would mean even kids from Plat City would haveto leave
here by five or earlier if they didn't want to be caught sneaking back into their rooms. Other kids
would haveto leave even earlier.”

Omegaremembered bed checks and work details being easier to duck when he was younger.
"All right, then, how about this? We set up asystem in each hive where we can dert one of the kids
and helll passthe word quickly to al the others. That way we can make do with only afew here at
any onetime and till scare up asizableforce on short notice."

"l guessthat'll work," Axd said dowly, doubtfully. He peered at Omegawith narrowed eyes.
"Y ou sure everyonell go along with you on something like this, though?!

"I'm sure many of them won't,” Omega corrected him. " At the service tomorrow—I mean this
morning—I'll give atak about the 'evil child-snatcher' that'll lay the groundwork in case we need to
get rough later. Part of your job will be to assemble agroup of kids—preferably the older
ones—who'll obey any order | give without question. They'll be our basic troops. Anyone ese welll
use up to whatever point they decide not to cooperate.”

"Which brings up the other part of my job, huh?"
"Y ou're not squeamish about pushing people around, are you?' Omega asked mildly.
Axd smply snorted.

"Good," Omeganodded. "Then you might aswell go back to bed—you'll want to be aert
enough to watch people'sfaces at the service"

"Okay." Axd got to hisfeet and tightened hisrobe sash. "See you later, O Prophet,” he added
with an elaborate bow. Grinning, he left the room.

Omega sat where he was for another moment, gazing at the closed door. Ambitious,
self-serving cynics, hethought. How would we ever accomplish anything without them? Almost
apity, inaway, that this one would eventualy have to be diminated, but Omega could dready see
the seeds of betraya taking root behind the preteen's eyes. By the time Jarviss technique—whatever



it was—was in their hands, Axel would have decided he no longer needed Omega's help and have
taken stepsto end their relationship. Omegawould smply have to make sure his stepsin that
direction werefaster.

Sighing, he got up from his chair and went over to his desk. He was dead tired—the Saturday
crowd had been unusualy wearing—and held had barely an hour of deep before Weylin'sarrival, but
he needed to at least sketch out what he was going to say to the assembled Heirs of Truth at the
morning service. To persuade agroup of generdly idedistic kidsto violate the most basic laws of their
society for even their spiritua leader was no mean rhetoricd task. Still, the chance to become perhaps
the most powerful man on Tigris was certainly worth some effort and afew hours of lost deep.

If my words really could be backed up by results! If | really could preach and then
demonstrate some kind of power over Transition whenever | chose. Spiritual and political
leader of Tigris? Why not? Who could possibly oppose me?

For amoment the vision threatened to overwhelm him, risng above hisorigina patry ambitions
for this game Tike the mountains surrounding the temple Site soared over scrubweed. Master of
Tigris. It was headier stuff than he'd ever before tasted.

But it won't happen unless | get to Jarvisfirst, hereminded himsdf firmly. For amoment he
gazed down at the papers on his desk, thinking hard. Tirrell wasn't likely to be smply sitting around
waiting to get agood trace on Jarviss phone. He'd be out poking around for leads... and Omega had
had firsthand experience with Tirrell's ability to breethe lifeinto icy-cold trails. If he did it again now,
the police could concelvably have the areaaround Jarviss cabin completely cordoned off before
Omega even heard about it—and afull-fledged baitle with the police was the last thing in the world he
wanted.

Of coursg, if he could get hold of Tirrell's notes somehow, the odds would be even again. Have
Weylin stedl them, perhaps? No, that would be about as clever as sending the detective an engraved
invitation to the First Annual Matthew Jarvis Race. And besides, Tirrell would be bound to have an
extra copy of his datatucked awvay someplace. What Omegareally needed wasto get a private peek
at the detective's notes.

Send Weylininto Tirrell's office some night with acamera? Risky; cameras smal enough to be
eadly conceded didn't exist, and trying to sneek alarger onein past the desk man would be tricky.
Teeking the camerain from outside would be equaly hazardous, given the darms police station
windows were invariably equipped with. If only Weylin could get himin... but the old Y erik Martel
wanted poster was undoubtedly still posted, and even though he didn't resemble that photo very much
anymore, it would till be astupid chanceto take.

With asigh, Omega put the thought on his mind's back burner. Time enough to worry about

besting out the police after he had aforce to beat them out with. Picking up a pen, he began working
out his speech.

Chapter 15

"...anhd sort of light brown eyes" Lisasaid, pausing both for bresth and thought. "I don't know if



he's got any scars or birthmarks or anything."

The burly police sergeant smiled briefly as his scratching pen caught up to where Lisa had
finished. "Thisll bejust fine" he assured her. "You just wait here and I'll go seeif weve got any
information on your friend." He gave her areassuring smile as he siood up and | &ft the acove,

Swiveling in her chair, Lisawatched him cross the duty lounge and disappear through a doorway
behind the impassive-faced desk man. Five or six other policemen were working at desksin the
lounge area, and two others were talking with peoplein dcoves smilar to hers. It wasfar more
relaxed a scene than the action movies had prepared her for; but despite that, she could amost hear
her thudding heart over the quiet conversationa background.

Just coming here had taken atremendous amount of courage. Now, having given Daryl's name
and description to the police, shefelt uncomfortably like a dragonmite hovering near the edge of a
spider web. Despite the fact that Daryl had disappeared nearly aweek ago and Lisahad till not been
picked up by any group of authorities, she couldn't shake the guilty feding that she and her books
were gtill somehow respongible. Maybe they just haven't gotten around to me yet, shethought
nervoudy, watching the door and haf expecting the officer to return with two or three righthands. In
her mind's eye she watched hersaf undergo the humiliation of being arrested, heard Gavra announce
the shameful newsto therest of the hive that evening at dinner, saw hersdlf put into a
cdl—aone—till not knowing what had happened to Daryl....

The door opened and the sergeant came out alone. He said something to the desk man, then
walked back to where Lisawaited. "Wdll, there's both good news and bad news," he said as he sat
down again. "The good newsisthat no one matching your friend's description has turned up dead in
the past week, at least nowhere this side of the Tessdllates. The bad newsisthat we don't have any
runaways, detainees, or hospita unknownslike him, either. | guesswe still can't help you.”

Lisasighed. Thishad been her last hope. "All right. Thank you anyway."

He gave her asearching look. "Have you talked to the various schoolsin town? He must have
been enrolled in one of them.”

She nodded. "He was at the Lee Introductory School, at least until last Friday. But he'sgone
from there now, and no one there will tell me anything about it."

"Maybe he was smply transferred. They do that sometimes.”

"Then why won't they tell methat? Every timel call they tell me he's not there, but they won't
say anything more. And why wouldn't he have told me about it before he left?”

Thoughtfully, the sergeant tapped his teeth with the end of his pen. "Good questions,” he
admitted. "I wish | could give you the answers.”

"Sodol," Lisasghed, dumpingin her seat. Thelast bit of emotiona strength seemed to have
drained out of her, leaving her more fatigued than long work days and even fightsin the hive had ever
made her fed!.

"Youdl right?" the sergeant's voice came asif from the far end of aFivesplay tunnd.



She managed aamile. "Yes, I'm fine. Thank you anyway for your help. | haveto get back; it's
amog dinner time.”

"You're not sick or anything, are you? One of the men could drive you—"
"No. Thank you." Getting to her feet, Lisanodded and walked past the desk to the exit.

Outside, she stood on the city building steps and took a deep breath, wondering what she was
going to do next. The police couldn't help her; Lee Intro wouldn't. She could think of only one more
avenueto try, and shewould dmost rather cut off ahand than take it. The humiliation of admitting her
crimesto the one adult whose approva she till vaued—

Dot for Daryl. If he'sin trouble, it may be your fault... and humiliation's easier to live
with than guilt.

Blinking away the dampnessin her eyes—they were not tears—Lisalaunched hersdf into the
sky. Tonight, after dinner, shewould tell Gavraeverything.

"Thirty-eight," Hob Paxton muttered as the radiophone buzzed quietly, indicating aring on the
phone at the other end of the Sgndl. It buzzed again: "Thirty-nine."

"Hang up,” Tirrdl said to Cam Mbar, feding aminor wave of frustration wash over him. Once
again, it seemed, Jarvis was one step ahead of them.

Cam replaced the radiophone handset and turned to Tirrell. "Do you think something's happened
to him?' she asked anxioudly.

"No, | think he's probably okay," Tirrell said, automaticaly soothing. "Maybe he's working
outsde or something.”

But Cam wastoo intelligent to accept such reassurance blindly, even when it was what she
obvioudy wanted. "Has he been working outside every other day thisweek, too?" She shook her
heed. " Something'swrong.”

"Well, there's not much we can do about it," Paxton said gruffly. "Not now."

Tirrel threw hisliaison anirritated look. Even if Cam was partidly responsible for Jarviss
silence, there was no point making her fed worse than she dready did. "It'saso possble he's busy
with aproject and turned off the phone so he wouldn't be interrupted,” hetold her. "Or maybe there's
afault in hisreceiver—that does happen, you know."

She nodded heavily. "I hope you'reright. If | somehow helped those..." She visibly searched for
an adequate noun, gave up, and fell slent.

"I'm sure everythingll be okay," Tirrdl said with more conviction than hefdt. ™Y ou might aswell
go back to the lab—or home, if you'd like," he added, noting it was after four. "Well have people
standing by both here and with the direction finders twenty-one hours aday; if Dr. Jarvis contacts



you, just press the button we've put by your phone and then keep him talking aslong as you can.”

"l undergtand.” Nodding, Cam got to her feet, collected the notes she'd been planning to ask
Jarvis about, and | eft the room.

"You might aswdll go, too," Tirrell told the two headphone-equipped men standing on opposite
sdes of the huge table map that dominated the center of theroom. "Y our relief's due in twenty
minutes, and Jarvis wouldn't be able to reach Ms. Mbar before then, anyway."

"Yes, gr."

Paxton waited until the men had | eft before asking the obvious question. ™Y ou think Jarvis
smdled thetrap and ran?"

"That he smelled something seems pretty obvious," Tirrdll snorted. "Whatever Cam said last
week when she talked to him apparently made him at least suspicious enough to stay clear of his
phone.”

"Or suspicious enough to pack up and run,” Paxton mused. "No, that wouldn't be very smart.”

"Especidly sncewe've aready postulated his cabin is as secure a place as hé's going to find
anywhere near civilization,” Tirrell nodded.

"WEell, then, we should till have a chance. What about this building contractor search you've
been doing? Any leads?’

Tirrell shrugged. "I've checked with every contractor between here and Rand—no luck. Either
Jarvisdid dl the work himself—and supply purchasesindicated he at least bought dl the materids
himsalf—or el se the contractor he hired went out of business sometimein the last four years.”

"Four years." Paxton looked thoughtful. Y ou have the time any more exact?'

"He seemsto have started building in April of three-oh-four, just e even months after Colin was
born. At least that's when he was buying and moving his materids.”

"Hmm. Three months after he and Somerset quit their Trangtion studies.”

"Right." Tirrdll was mildly surprised the other had picked up on that, given how often other
equally smple facts had seemed to dideright past him. Perhgps hewasfindly starting to pay genuine
attention to the case. "Possibly significant, but doesn't redlly tell us anything new."

"Sure," Paxton agreed. "Y ou said he transported dl the stuff that same month. How—rented
vehicles?'

"Y es, and that's where most of what little we've got has come from. The mileage he put on the
trucks he used give us an upper limit on how far from Baronathe cabinis.”

"Terrific,”" Paxton said, Sraightening in his chair. "Why didn't you say so before?”



"Becauseit's not an especidly useful number,” Tirrell countered dryly. "All it tellsusisthat he's
somewhere within ahundred kilometers of Barona."

"Oh." Paxton looked deflated. "That's not alot of help.”

"Not much, but alittle. It means he can't be in the mountains past Rand with adirectiona
antennato compensate for the extra distance. Also, the roads around here are not exactly straight, so
doing acareful distance check aong them shrinks the boundaries afair amount. And, of course, we
should be ableto diminate dl the farmland south of the city."

"Also Plat City and the marshes near Banat," Paxton muttered. "Still leavesahdl of alot of
territory, though—and afair amount of it in the mountains south of Plat City. That'sgoing to bean
absolute pain to search.”

"Yeah." Tirrdl hestated. "Thereis one other thing that might lead somewhere—heavy underline
on the'might.' One of the truck rental owners remembers having to spend six hours scraping
rock-mud out of the van'stire tread after Jarvis returned it—says he debated long and hard about
sending the usua hill for the work and decided againgt it because Jarvis was such an important figure.”

For amoment Paxton's eyes it up, but the expression was quickly replaced by arueful grin.
"Damn! For amoment there... but were talking about April, aren't we."

Tirrell nodded. "Apparently alot of the ground around here turnsinto rock-mud while the snow
cover ismdting. I've looked up al the available records and have acouple of the university's soil
specidigsliging the main areas where the stuff isfound in the spring. That, plus my map, will at least
give methemost likely placesto sart looking."

"You're going to sart afull-scale search?' Paxton said cautioudy. "Now?"

"As soon as that rock-mud datais complete, which is supposed to be this evening. Why?Y ou
have a better idea?'

"Wadll..." Paxton looked acutely uncomfortable. "Actuadly, we were wondering if perhapswe
ought to go abit easy at this point. Until we've got afew morefacts, | mean.”

Tirrell searched the other'sface. "The'we,' | takeit, isyou and Chief Li—and you're il
worried about possible false-arrest charges brought by Barona's leading scientific light. Right?*

Paxton shrugged helplesdy. "Faceit, Tirrdl; the only solid thing you've got isthat childsitter's
identification of Jarvis—and that was under hypnosis. Everything e seredly just boils down to hunch
andintuition.”

"Would you likealigt of the people my ‘intuition’ has helped nail?' Tirrell said coldly.

"The rules are different when you're picking on aleading light, as you put it. Always have been,
awayswill be." Paxton shook hishead. "'l thought the chief was going to have a coronary when he
saw the poster you had distributed to the area police stations.”

"Why?1 only identified him asamaterid witnessin the case, and | said specificaly to use



extreme discretion in inquiries and contact. Would you rather risk letting Jarviswalk in and out of
Banat without anyone even knowing we wanted to talk to him?"

"No. It'sjust that your methods don't consider the political implications. As an outsider you can
maybe get away with that. Therest of us, unfortunately, can't." Paxton shook his head. "Hell with that
now. How big a search crew were you hoping to use?'

Tirrell grimaced. "Given the circumstances, | guess1'd better not hold my bresth waiting for Li to
authorize anything substantia." He paused briefly, but when Paxton didn't contradict him he continued,
"So | guessTonio and | will haveto doit ourselves. If | can get the map ready, we can start
tomorrow morning. Well be discreet, of course.”

Paxton pursed hislipsfor along moment and then sighed. "Well, if you're that determined... |
suppose we might aswell makeit afoursome. That way it'll only take half an eternity to finish the
job."

"| appreciate the offer,” Tirrell told him, abit surprised the other had volunteered, given the
pressures on him. "But I'd rather you stay here, actualy, just in case Jarvis decidesto answer his
phone after dl."

"Maybe there's another way to do this," Weylin spoke up suddenly.
The other three turned to him. "What's that?' Paxton asked.

"Recruit some unofficid searchers” the righthand said. "I know abunch of other preteenswho'd
be willing to help us—maybe twenty or thirty of them. Give us each amap and an areato search and
well have Jarvisfound in no time."

"Forget it," Paxton said, shaking his head. "The chief doesn't even want experienced policemen
involved in afull-scale seerch—imagine how held fed about a bunch of amateurs running around out
there”

"They know how to keep their mouths shut—" Weylin began.

"Actudly, the idea has some merit,” Tirrell cut in, "and we might be able to try something likeit
later. But Paxton'sright, at least for now."

Weylin made aface. "Wadll... can | come help you look, anyway?'

"Sorry, but you should probably stay with your parther—he and the chief would both be furious
if an emergency came up and you weren't available. Though | daresay that in afew daysI'll be willing
to risk anything to have some extrahelp.” Tirrell stood up. "Tonio, you and | might aswell head over
to the univerdity and seeif that rock-mud dataisfinished yet. Good night; well probably check inwith
you next Nultday if not sooner.”

Five minutes|later Tirrell and Tonio had joined the stream of cars jamming Barona's Streets... and
Tonio finaly let loose with the question Tirrell had known hewould eventualy ask. "Y ou arent really
thinking about |etting a bunch of Weylin'sfriends help hunt down Jarvis, are you?'



"Why not?"' the detective asked with agtraight face. "Don't you know afew preteenswho'd be
smply overjoyed to spend their whole weekend flying between conetrees out in the forest?!

"Maybe two or three a the most—and | wouldn't trust them to do the job right,” Tonio snorted.
"Maybe you think good righthands hatch in bogs—"

"Oh, no, not at dl," Tirrel hastened to assure him. "I know the screening you had to go through.
So why does Weylin think he can dig up thirty quaified candidates just like that?'

"Because he's pompous and arrogant and thinks he can do anything,” Tonio snapped back.

Tirrdll glanced a hisrighthand with mild surprise; he hadn't redlized Tonio felt that strongly about
Weylin. "Arrogant he certainly is," he agreed. "But arrogant and very stupid? | don't think so. And I'm
not pogitive, but | think thisisthefirst time he's volunteered any kind of help at all onthiscase. |
thought it was worth encouraging him abit onit, just to keep our options open.”

There was a short silence from the other seet. ™Y ou're sounding suspicious again,” the preteen
sad. "You think Weylin'sgot something sinister in mind?"

"Oh, probably not. He's probably just offering the service of his hive's secret society or
something, hoping they'll find Jarvis and make him look good. But..." He hunted for words, settled
ingtead for ashrug. "Never mind. Let'sjust concentrate on getting that map put together and turnin
early. Tomorrow's going to be along day."

The facts of the matter did not take long to recite, but with the drynessin her mouth and tension
in her throat, Lisafelt like she had talked for hours by the time she finished.

"| see," Gavranodded from across the wide desk, her tone aflat neutral that was somehow
more scary than disapproval or even anger would have been—and much harder to interpret. "Y ou
redlize, I'm sure, that what you've doneis... discouraged.”

Lisanodded, aquick bob of her head. "I know that now," she said. "I didn't—I mean, no one
actudly said—" She clamped her lips hard againgt the excuses that wanted to come out. "I'm willing
to accept whatever punishment | have coming to me," she said instead. "But please help me find out
what's happened to Daryl.”

Gavrapursed her lips, her eyes seemingly avoiding contact with Lisas. "Whereis the book you
sadyou il have?'

"Up in my room. Under the dresser."

"Please go and get it. Bring it back in this," she added, rummaging in adrawer and coming up
with acrumpled paper bag. "I don't want anyoneto seeit.”

Silently, Lisatook the bag and €ft the office. The hdlswerelargely deserted—most of the girls
were ether ill at dinner or already down in the game rooms—and she made the round trip in record
time



Gavrawas il seated quietly behind her desk when Lisaagain entered the office. Taking the
book with anod, the Senior glanced at the cover and then leafed through it. Lisawaited tensely in her
own chair, dmost afraid to breathe.

"You'veread dl of this?' Gavraasked at last, her voice cutting into the uncomfortable sllence
like blunt scissors. "And understood it?"

"Mog of it," Lisasaid, not knowing whether to fed pride or guilt. "There are afew words|
didn't know, but | could guess at what they meant from how they were used.”

"From context. That's called understanding from context. Did you keep up with the writing
exercises, too?"

"Some. | was more interested in reading.”

Gavranodded and closed the book, placing it carefully in front of her. For amoment she stared
at it, and then raised her eyesto Lisasface. "First of dl, Lisa, let me say that I'm very impressed by
your achievement. There have been other kids and preteenswho've tried to learn reading on their
own, but asfar as| know, no one else has ever made it to thislevel before.”

"Thank you," Lisamanaged, her heart pounding in her throat. Other preteens had doneit... but
sheld never even heard rumors about them. What had happened to them?

What's going to happen to me?

"But I'm afraid you're not going to get to brag to anyone about it," Gavra continued. "'From now
on you must consider your ability to read a complete and total secret. Total. If wefind out you'vetold
anyoneat dl, you'l facetotd loss of dl your hive points and maybe further punishment aswell. Do
you understand?’

It took severa heartbeatsfor that to sink in; and when it did, it waslike flying into the cool of an
unexpected cloudburst on agtifling July day. Therelief that went rippling through Lisas body was as
intense asthe fear it washed away, and it left her weak and even trembling dightly. "Oh, I—Gavra,
|—oh, yes, | understand completely. | won't tell anyone—I promise. |—oh, Gavra, | was o afrad |
would be—you know."

The barest hint of asmileflickered over Gavrasface. "l understand. But I'm sarious about
what'll happen if you tell anyone. Don't forget that."

"1 won't. Thank you for—oh!" Halfway to her feet, Lisaabruptly sat down again. "l amost
forgot—Daryl! Can you help mefind him now?'

Gavras face had turned to wood again. "I'm sorry, Lisa, but | think you'd better forget about
Daryl, permanently.”

The tension flooded back into Lisa's body with a suddenness that threatened to bring up her
dinner. "What do you mean? What have they doneto him?

"There aren't specific rules againgt you getting books from ateen; but there are rulesagaing him



giving booksto you," Gavrasaid grimly. "Daryl knew the rules and has to accept his proper
punishment for bregking them.”

"No!" Theword burst from Lisaslipslike asmal thunderclap as ahundred horrible images
crowded into her mind. "No, they can't! It's my fault Daryl did it—I'm the one who made him give me
the books. They should punish me, not him!"

Gavrashook her head. "He knew the rules,” she repeated. "In thisworld you have to take the
respongbility for your actions—your own actions, no one ese's. Y ou may have made the origina
suggestion, Lisa, but the decison he made was hisown.”

LisaAsbreath fet likefirein her lungs. "What have they doneto him?*' she whispered. "Pleasetdl
me. | washisfriend."

The Senior frowned. "Are you thinking...? Oh, good heavens, girl—no, no, hesaiveand
perfectly well. How could you think otherwise?"

The reassuring words made no impression whatsoever on Lisas panic. "Whereishe? If he'sall
right, | should be ableto see him."

"I'm afraid that can't be dlowed. I'm sorry."
"Then what havethey doneto him?"
"Nothing, Lisa Redly. | promise.”

Sowly, Lisagot to her feet, and for the first timein her life said to GavraNorward, "I don't
beieveyou."

Gavrasaid nothing; but the quiet pain in her eyes made Lisafed even worse than she dready
did. But sheforced hersdlf to continue. "1 don't know if you'relying to me or if someone dseislying
to you firg. But they told Daryl that Hari wasdl right, too, after hetried to kill himsglf." She moved
toward the door.

"Where are you going?' Gavra asked.

"Tofind Daryl," Lisasaid, her vison suddenly blurring. Angrily, she blinked back the tears, the
effort making the sorenessin her throat worse. "'l have to know what this—this punishment of his
wes"

"Lisa, he'sall right. They just don't want you and Daryl to see each other again.”

"I'll believe that when | see him." She focused on the doorknob, teeking it around—

"Lisa Wait."

The preteen hesitated at the command in Gavra's tone, torn between her frightening new spirit of

rebellion and her ingtinctive respect for hive authority. Slowly, she turned back to face the Senior,
letting her teekay grip on the knob dissolve. "What?*



"If you go charging off tonight or misswork tomorrow I'll have no choice but to report your
actionsto the police and... certain others. However'—Gavras eyes caught Lisa's with unexpected
intensity—"as |ong as you behave reasonably, your weekend timeisyour own, and | have no officia
control over your activities. Y ou'll have abetter chanceif you wait until Saturday to do anything about
this. Will you do thet?*

Lisagtared at her, indecision churning her ssomach. Every musclein her body was screaming at
her to start the search now—the last thing she wanted wasto sit around worrying for an extraday
and ahdf. But even with her emotionsriding high, thetiny core of common sense within her knew
Gavra's suggestion made sense. If... "You're not going to warn them, are you?' she asked flatly.

Gavrashook her head, and Lisaredized it had all come down to asingle, very smple, choice:
would she or would she not trust the woman standing before her.

It was, strangely enough, aremarkably easy decision to make. For al Gavrastak of punishment
and officia duties, Lisacould sense—as she should have known al adong—that the Senior was on her
gdeinthismess. "All right," shesaid & last. "Wherewould you suggest | start |looking?"

"l don't know," Gavrasaid, her voicetinged with relief. "But you might begin with theintro
schoolsin the nearest towns. All | know isthat he'snot in Barona anymore.”

"All right." Lisaturned and finished teeking open the door. Halfway through the opening, she
paused and looked back at Gavra. "Thank you," she said.

"Don't worry about him," the Senior advised her quietly. "Search aslong asyou like, but don't let
panic drive you to do anything foolish. Other people aren't likely to be sympathetic as| am to what
youredoing."

Lisaswallowed, thinking about her littleinvasion of Lee Intro. Does Gavra know about that?
shewondered. "I'll be careful,” she said. Teeking the door closed behind her, sheleft the office.

She spent the next two hoursin one of the preteen girls lounges, watching her thoughts spinin
their painful circles and feding her emotions burn down to an exhausted ache. Mercifully, none of her
friends came by to talk... or perhaps something in her manner discouraged approach. When the
lights-out warning sounded, she went immediately to her floor's bathroom, completing her bedtime
preparations quickly enough to be out before the main crush arrived. Back in her room, she gave
one-word answersto Shedlah's cheerful queries about her day until the other took the hint and shut

up.

For along time afterward she lay awake in the darkness, listening to Sheelah's steady breathing
and watching the faint pattern of light the curtains dlowed into the room. Findly, around one-thirty,
shefd| adeep.

Her dreamswere not pleasant ones.

Chapter 16



The six o'clock wake-up buzzer literaly blasted Lisaout of bed, startling her enough to cause an
involuntary half-meter teekay bounce into the air. Settling back to her tangled sheets, she rubbed her
eyes and took a deep, ragged bresath.

"You okay?' came acautious voice from the other bed.

Lisaran atongue over her lips. Her pounding heart was beginning to recover from the shock
now, but the headache throbbing in time with it was showing no signs of going away. Her somach
was oddly tender, and her entire body fdt likeit had been pulled repeatedly through awringer. "I'm
fing" shetold Shedah tiredly.

The other preteen was out of bed now, eyeing Lisawith amixture of suspicion and concern.
"Fine, huh?Y ou look like something a Seven would haul in out of the rain and ask permisson to
keep. And you were tossng and moaning haf the night. | think you're coming down with something.
Y ou want meto go cal the nurse?"

"No, I'll be okay," Lisainssted, teeking her clothes over from the chair where sheéld laid them
out the previous night. "I didn't degp well; I'm just tired. Um... | didn't say anything when | was
tossing around, did 17"

Shedah frowned. "Nothing | could understand. But if you want to talk about it now, I'm game.”
"Tak about what?' Lisa asked, heart starting to speed up again.

"Whatever's bothering you." Shedlah sat down crosdegged on her bed. "Either you're sick or
else you've got one monster of a problem eating away at you. Come on—you want to tell me what it
is?'

For along moment Lisawas sorely tempted. She wanted to talk about it, certainly, and from
past experience she knew Sheelah could be trusted with even the most persond of secrets. But
Gavraswarning gtill echoed through her mind, and she knew it wouldn't be fair to Sheelah to get her
involvedinthis, too. "Thanks," shetold her roommate, "but thisis something | have to work out for

mysdf.”

Shedlah's expression said she was unconvinced, but she nodded anyway. "Okay, it's up to you.
But I'm available anytime you change your mind. And | il think you should go seethe nurse.”

"Right after breakfast," Lisapromised.

Surprisingly enough—at least to Lisa—she was fedling much better by the time breskfast was
over. Thefood had helped both her headache and tender scomach, and the norma morning activities
had eased the worst of the kinks out of her muscles. The hive nurse, as expected, found no evidence
of any sickness, and afew minuteslater she wasflying with her work crew toward their current
condruction Site.

Unfortunately, as her physica condition improved, she found her mind concentrating more and
more on Daryl and the awesome task confronting her. Tigriswasahorribly big world for them to hide
asgngleteenin, and the more she consdered that fact, the more hopeessit al seemed. I'm going to
find him, she'd declared confidently to Gavra. Was the Senior even now chuckling a such



foolishness? Her cheeks burned at the thought.
"Hey! Wait up!" afaint voice came through theroar of wind in her ears.

Startled, Lisaturned around to find her five girlslagging nearly ten meters behind her. Slowing
down, shelet them catch up.

"What'sthe hurry?* Beryl asked with the righteous indignation only aNine could mugter. "Y ou
trying for Miss Speed Demon of Three-oh-eight or something?'

"Sorry," Lisamumbled. "l guess| wasn't paying attention.”
"Good way to fly into abuilding,” Beryl sad, only partly mallified.

Gritting her teeth, Lisaflew onin sllence, furious at hersdlf for getting so wrapped up in her
problems. It would be better once they got to work, she promised hersalf; as soon as she had
something el se demanding her attention, she would be able to push Daryl back into acorner of her
mind for therest of the day. At least she hoped she would be able to.

But it turned out not to be that easy. Standing on one of the bare fourteenth-floor girders of the
new building as she directed her girlsin lifting and placing new girdersin position, she had agrest dedl
of time where dl she had to do waswatch... and try as she might, she was unable to keep her mind
on what was happening. Still, that was more annoying than dangerous. Her crew had been doing
building work together for nearly five months now, and she could trust them to know what they were
doing.

An hour later, that casua assumption was shattered.

It happened without the dightest warning, at least without any that penetrated Lisa's
preoccupation. One moment the heavy girder wasresting in midair between two uprights, Neomaand
Renahovering near its center as welders at each end blew clouds of sparksinto the light breeze—and
the next moment there was ayelp of pain asthe heavy stedl beam wrenched itsdlf free and plummeted
toward the ground.

Her mind busy with other things, it cost Lisaafraction of asecond to switch gears... and in that
blank moment she did precisay the worst thing she could possibly have done. Instead of staying
where she was and trying to teek from a solid footing, she jumped off and angled away from the
building in an atempt to get a better view of thefaling girder amid the array of steework below. It
wasn't until shetried to teek the girder to a halt that she awoke to her blunder.

The girder was very near the weight limit of her teekay strength, and with its head start it had
built up agreat deal of speed. With her entire teekay focused on the girder, she might have been able
to stop it; but while she was a so holding up her own forty kilograms, there wasn't achancein the
world of her doing so.

Shetried anyway, though, her mind working with abonormal speed as shetried frantically to
figure out what to do. Rotation's easier than lifting, she thought, remembering the power station
flywheds, and put part of her effort into turning the beam to the vertical. Should | let myself fall for a
ways and try to at least soften its landing? But that would be aminor help at best, because no



matter how fast it was going when it hit it would crush whatever was underneath it. Catching her lower
lip between her teeth, Lisabit down hard as she threw everything she had into the battle. Where the
grack are the others? she wondered desperately, afraid to shift even afraction of her attention away
from the girder. Some of them would be busy with their own loads, but surely Neomaand Rena
hadn't both been incapacitated by whatever had happened up there... had they? Oh, no—please no!

And then, barely fifteen meters above the ground, the girder's downward rush abruptly dowed.
Within ten metersit had halted completely. Hardly daring to breethe, Lisateeked it carefully to the
side, moving it toward the spot where the rest of the girders were stacked. Only when it was safely
down onits Side did she look over to see Rena and Neoma—the latter clutching her hand—gazing
intently down from their perch. Heaving ashuddering sigh of reief, she shifted her eyesto the ground
where the girder would have landed. The haf-dozen mugs lying by an overturned bench—and the Six
men drifting cautioudy back to retrieve them—gave slent testimony to the tragedy that had dmost

happened.

And Lisabegan to shake.

The doctor the foreman had summoned laid onefind strip of tapein place and cocked her head
dightly as she ingpected her handiwork. "Okay, Neoma, that should do it," she said, nodding. "Y oulll
need to have the Dayspring nurse change that dressing tonight after she puts more salve on the burn.”
Pulling apen and smd| pad from her bag, she scribbled briefly onit. Lisa, looking surreptitioudy over
her shoulder, found the markstotally incomprehensble. "I want you to give thisto the nurse or your
Senior as soon as you get back home,” the doctor continued, folding the sheet and handing it to the
preteen. "It tellsthe kind of salve | used, and aso the kind of pain pill | gaveyou.”

"Okay." Neomatook the paper with her unbandaged hand and carefully put it in her pocket.
Already her face wastaking on an dmost dreamy expression. "Can | go now?"

"Y es, but not by yourself. That medicineis very strong, and you shouldn't try to fly or do much
teeking whileyouretaking it."

Neoma nodded, accepting that with unusua calmness. Glancing around the silent group of girls
standing at Neoma's shoulder, Lisagestured to Amadis. "Fly her home, will you, Amadis? Make sure
she getsto Gavra and then come back here.”

"Okay." Amadis stepped forward and took Neoma's arm. The doctor nodded, and together the
two preteens headed into the sky.

"Wdll, if that'sdl, I'll be going,” the doctor said, snapping shut her bag.

"Thanksfor coming by," the foreman said, offering her hishand. "Just send the bill to the
company; well work out any payment problems directly with Dayspring.”

The doctor nodded and headed toward the Site exit. Sensing perhaps that the excitement was
over, the group of onlooking men also drifted away to return to their jobs, leaving the kids and the
foreman done.



"What did you mean by payment problems, Mr. Vassily?' Lisaasked him, alittle suspicioudy.
"Neomawas doing just what she was supposed to when that spark hit her. Y ou're not going to clam
shewas negligent, are you?"

Vassly waved ahand. "Oh, no, don't worry about that—the company'll pay her medical costs
and the standard damage points, dl right. | just didn't want the doc sending Dayspring aduplicate
bill—they do that sometimes." He nodded to her. "How about you? Fedling any better now?"

"I'mfing" she sad, caught alittle off guard by the question. "Why shouldn't | be?"

"Y ou were shaking pretty badly when Neoma and Rena came down," hetold her, blue eyes
gazing steadily into her face. "First big accident you've ever been this close to?!

Lisafelt her face turning hot. Had he noticed the boneheaded mistake shed made up there? "l
guess 0," she admitted, hoping desperately he wouldn't say anything in front of the younger girls—the
humiliation would be unbearable. "1've never seen people dmost get killed before.”

"But they didn't get hurt—don't forget that," he pointed out. ™Y ou girls got it stopped intime,
and nothing even got damaged. Right? So take a deep breath and forget it, okay?"

Obediently, Lisainhaed deeply. It didn't help; her ssomach was till full of angry dragonmites.
First the thing with Daryl, and now | almost kill someone, she thought morosely, her anger and
shame beginning to give way to agnawing fear. Everything's just falling apart around me. What's
happening to me?

Vassily's voice cut into her thoughts. "L ook, kid, you're not in any shape to go back up there
right now. Take your crew home and come back after lunchif you fed uptoit.”

"No!" Theword came out with aforce that startled even Lisa. "I'll befine. Let's get back to
work."

Vassly shook hishead. "Not till you've had a chanceto get over this™" he said bluntly. "L ook,
I've seen this sort of thing too many times. Y ou go back up there now and you'll be so anxiousto
keep watching theload that, first thing you know, you'll make yoursdlf stop blinking. Then, when your
eyesdry out, they'll water so much you'l risk losing it. No, you go home and come back at one, and
well seeif you've camed down enough then. | can have the welders catch up on the secondary
druts”

Lisadropped her eyes, apainful lumpin her throat. "All right,” she muttered. Gesturing to the
others, she headed upward, wishing she were dead.

A bit of the setting sun cut through the tall conetreesin the distance, sending onefina ray of
brightnessinto the preteen girls lounge. Closing her eyes againgt it, Lisa pretended she was mdlting
into her chair and wished she could actually do so. It's the rever se Midas touch, she thought bitterly,
remembering the story tapes she used to listen to. Everything | touch turns to garbage. She'd done
who knew what to Daryl, was destroying her body with lack of deep, and to top it off had nearly
killed someone at work—and then had had to be sent home like an oversengitive Seven. The fact that



the crew—minus Neoma, of course—had been able to return to the site and finish out the day's work
was meaningless asfar as Lisawas concerned. Sheld been humiliated, and Mr. Vassily, her girls, and
Gavraal knew it. Squeezing her eydidstightly together, she wondered if she should serioudy
congder running away.

"Lisg?"

She opened her eyes, blinking away the tears that had collected there. The girl standing in front
of her wasn't one whose name legpt to mind. Y es?’

Thegirl—aTen, probably, Lisathought—gave her atentative smile. "Hi. My name's Camila
Paynter. Y ou don't know me very well, but I've noticed you've seemed upset for the past week or so.
| wondered if | could do anything to help.”

Lisashook her head, unreasonably annoyed that Camila had picked up on something she'd been
trying to keep hidden. "Thanks, but I'll bedl right.”

Camilashrugged dightly. "Sometimesit helpsjust to talk about your problems, you know.
Maybe with someone older and wiser than yoursdf.”

Lisasnorted. "You?"

"Oh, no." Camilds eyes had taken on aserene, faraway look. "I'm talking about someone who
has reached the heights Man was meant to reach. A man who has touched the truth and wisdom of
the universe—and who loves us enough to shareit.”

Despite her black mood. Lisafound hersdf growing mildly interested. There was genuine
conviction beneath Camilas words—an unusud trait in a Ten. " Sounds awfully impressve. How
come | haven't heard of him before?

Camilasmiled conspiratoridly. "Because the other adults would kill him if they knew he was
teaching us about the Truth after they regjected him. That'swhy we meet in secret and only talk about
it to each other."

A memory clicked in Lisas mind: Camilawas one of those shed seen sharing ahand signd in
this same lounge the night shed first decided to try and learn reading. "With hand sgnadsand
everything, | suppose, like any other secret club?" she sniffed.

Camilaghrugged, not taking offense at the scornin Lisa'stone. "The signd helps usidentify each
other when we're away from the temple site. But the Heirs of Truth isnothing like those silly clubs,”
she added. "Why don't you come with me tomorrow and see? Whatever's bothering you, | know the
Prophet Omega can help you."

"| doubt it." Lisahesitated, but there was something in Camila's voice that seemed to break
down the barriers Lisa had built for herself. " Someone | know has disappeared,” she said with
cautious vagueness, "and I'm worried about what might have happened to him. He—"

"He?' Camilabrokein sharply. "Is he aFive from Ridge Harbor?'



Lisashrank back alittle, startled by the intengity in the other's voice. "No—he's ateen who used
to be herein Dayspring.”

"Oh." Camila seemed disappointed, but before Lisa could ask about it she brightened again.
"Wdll, look—I know for afact that the Prophet Omegais very concerned about people who
disappear. If you'll come with metomorrow and tell him al about it, I'm sure hell be ableto help
you."

Lisasucked on her sorelip, torn by indecison. If shewent with Camila, she would lose vauable
timein her search for Daryl. But if this Prophet Omegaredlly could help... "How could hefind Daryl
for me?' she asked Camila. "And where would we have to go to meet him?"

"Oh, he'sgot lots of waysto find things out,” she said confidently. "And thetemple Steisonly
about sixty kilometersfrom here, up in the mountains.” Shyly, she touched Lisas hand. "Please come,
Lisa | know the Prophet can help you... and | think you could learn agrest dea from him. About
how the Truth in life and Trangtion can give you power."

Trangtion! Lisafelt ashiver run up her back. It was her fear of Trangtion, after dl, that had
pushed her into thiswhole messin thefirst place. The Truth about Trangtion... and power over it? It
was worth atry; the Prophet Omega could hardly foul things up more than Lisahad done aready by
hersdf.

"All right,” shetold Camila. "I'll comewith you."

Chapter 17

Saturday dawned bright and clear, with strong southerly winds that promised unusualy warm
temperatures even for August. Good wesather for flying; but despite that, Lisa—her spiritsinitialy
revived by the hope Camila had given her—felt hersdf dipping into gloom again as the two preteens
headed south toward the Tessellate Mountains. Second thoughts were beginning to nag at her, and
now with this headwind cutting dragtically into the speed they could make, thistrip was going to take
even more time than she'd expected away from her search effort. The universe, she decided glumly,
was gtill out to get her. Lisahad flown among the lower dopes of the Tessellate Mountains severa
timesin the past, but such trips had ddmost always been to the west, toward Rand, where the peaks
weretaller and more mgjestic. Much of the territory Camilaled her over was therefore unfamiliar and,
within avery few minutes, began to look disturbingly dike. "How do you find this place?" she shouted
to the other preteen.

Camila pointed behind them. "We started into the mountains right where the Nordau River
comes out—we passed over an abandoned metal refinery just over thefirst ridge, if that helpsyou.”
She raised her hand and pointed ahead. " See those two funny-shaped peaks there—they look like
someone took bites out of them? Stay to theleft of those and you fly right into our mountain. We're
building the temple on the eastern dope, where well be able to watch the sun rise. Wait'll you seethe
model the senior acolytes have made—it's going to be beautiful .

Lisamade somekind of polite reply and drifted away, settling back to her flying again. Camila
had dready shown herself more than willing to talk at length about her club, and Lisawasin no mood



to hear how the Heirs of Truth was doing wonderful thingsin someone elsgslife. Not yet, anyway. If
this Prophet Omegahelped her find Daryl... well, maybe then she/d be willing to believe thiswas more
than just another kind of hive club.

Thefirgt jolt to her skepticism came asthey approached the mountain and began to circleto the
eastern side. Four or five figures could be seen at first hovering or darting near the dope; but asLisa
and Camila continued circling, more and more kids cameinto view until Lisarealized with ashock
that there had to be a good hundred of them working on the temple site. The number staggered
her—she'd envisioned perhaps twenty or thirty members at the most. Maybe there is something to
all of this, shethought, daring to hope again. The size of the hole the kidswere digging into the
mountain gave asecond, equally strong jolt. Already it looked deep enough to swallow the
fourteen-story building she was helping build in Barona—and according to Camilait had to be made
gl bigger! For thefirst time Lisabegan to understand the excitement Camilafelt for what was

happening here.

Coming close, Camila pointed downward. "There's the tabernacle,” she said. "Y ou ready to
meet him?'

Lisalooked at the tent nestling casualy beneath the jagged rocks being teeked out of the
mountains. Insde that tent was the man who led dl of this. "l guess0," shesaid. | hope o, she

thought.

Arrayed in hiswhite robe and gilt-edged stole, his chair flanked by two senior acolytes, Omega
listened in silence as Camila explained the newcomer's problem. Hisfirst hope—that the"missing
friend” she sought was Colin Brimmer—had been quickly dashed, but he was careful not to show his
disappointment. A Prophet of Truth cares about all people, he reminded himsdf; and if showing
someinterest and making some promises could entice anew member into hisfold, it wastime well
spent. It made agood break from al these damn confessons, anyway. His eyesflicked to the sillent
group of waiting confessors just as another kid dipped through the meeting room door and joined
them.

Camilafinished and bowed. "Thank you, Acolyte Paynter,” Omegasaid, nodding hishead in
return. Shifting his gaze to the newcomer, he said, "Please come forward, Seeker Lisa" The preteen
took a hesitant step forward and he continued, " The Truth that dwellsin us can locate your friend,
wherever he may be. Do you blieve this?'

Lisalicked her lips. "I'm... not sure, Sir. | mean... it soundsimpossible....”

"1t sounds impossible because you do not yet recognize that Truth resides within you," he chided
her gently. "Like your muscles, the use of your inner power must be trained and exercised. Here, we
cantrainyou; but only if you arewilling to put forth the effort.”

He stopped, watching closely the play of expressions across her face. Camila had jumped the
gun, he decided; Lisawasn't quite ready to join up. Still, she was close. With alittle effort they might
dill manageit.

"Sir..." Lisabegan.



"Do not betroubled,” Omega put in kindly. "Y our friend is certainly uppermost in your mind right
now—that isonly naturd. When we have found him perhaps you will let us show you the power Truth
cangivetoyour life

A flicker of surprise wasfollowed immediately by relief, and Omegaknew held played it
correctly. The casud reading of her thoughts plus the promise of no pressure had clearly enhanced his
credibility in her eyes. "The Truth," he continued, "knows no bounds, no obstacles. If you will tell me
everything you know about your friend—everything that you and he have done or spoken of
together—the Truth will seek him out.”

It was asif acloud had passed in front of her face. A very dark cloud. "Everything?' she asked,
amost whispering.

"The more you tel me, the faster hewill be found,” Omegatold her, hiseyestaking in her dim,
prepubescent body as he wondered about her sudden mood change. Had they been experimenting
with sex? Unlikely... but her friend was ateen. That might explain both her reticence and the teen's
disappearance, if they'd been caught at it. But she was never going to admit to something like that out
here. " Perhaps you would fed more comfortable if we discussed thisin private,” he suggested, rising
from his seat and extending ahand in invitation. "We can go into my private rooms.”

She hesitated, then nodded. "All right." She stepped up to him but didn't take the proffered
hand.

Lowering hisarm smoothly, Omega nodded to Camila. "Acolyte Paynter, please take the
confessors back to the temple site to continue their service. | shdl send for them when | am ready.”

Camilabowed and headed back toward the group by the door. With areassuring smile, Omega
gestured to Lisaand led the way through the rear curtain of the meeting room and to the door of his
office. Opening it, he ushered her through and indicated the chair next to hiswriting desk. "Please Sit
down, Lis; I'll be with you in amoment.”

Omega closed the door behind them, then dipped off his stole and hung it carefully acrossits
hooks. Turning around, he took a step toward the desk—and froze with astonishment.

Lisawasleaning toward the desk, her head cocked dightly and her gaze on the copy of the
Bhagavad-Gita he'd left propped open while working on his Sunday talk. Even from the door he
could see her eyestracing arhythmic | eft-right pattern.

She was reading the book!

Thefirst word that came to mind was one he hadn't used since escaping from Ridge Harbor.
Lisajerked her eyes away from the book with guilty speed, but fortunately she didn't seem to know
what the word meant. Forcing a smile, Omega continued forward, swiveling his desk chair to face
Lisaand then stting down. "Y ou are interested in the ancient Scriptures?’ he asked her, indicating the
Bhagavad-Gita.

"l...was... just looking &t it, Sir," the preteen said. Her eyeswere wide, with lines of tension
around them, and she seemed to be having trouble breathing. "'|—it has those shiny edges and—"



Lisa" hesaid gernly. "Y ou cannot lie to the Truth within me. Nor should you deny such agreat
ability," he added in gentler tone. Reaching over, he turned the book to face her. "Please show me
how well you can read.”

"l can't," shewhispered, staring at the book asif it would attack her.

"Youmugt," Omegasad, putting al the command he could into hisvoice. If he could forcea
surrender on this point, he sensed, al other resistance could be broken with relative ease. "I want to
help you, Lisa, but if you deny any of what you are, you will merely hinder the very spirit of Truth
which seeksto free your friend. Come; release your fearsto the wind and alow your own Truth its
freedom.”

Lisaswallowed hard and dropped her eyesto the desk. Slowly, hatingly, she began to read
aoud.

Omegasat quietly, an eeriefeding of unredlity bringing a strange numbnessto hislimbs. To St
and listen as an unschooled kid read to him was probably the last Situation he would ever have
imagined himsdf in... and as Lisasinitia qualms faded and her confidence grew the sense of wonder
increased. She was good—damn good—stumbling over only the most uncommon words and even
then sounding them out correctly half thetime, Thiswasn't asimple case of sefteaching, he redlized,
thiskid had had help.

Of course.

"That will do," he spoke up, cutting her off in midsentence. ™Y our friend taught you well. Isthat
why he has disappeared?’

For asecond her eyesresisted, but then they dropped in defeat. "Yes," she murmured. "At leadt,
| think s0." Shelooked up at him again, her expression pleading. "But | didn't mean for any of thisto
happen—I didn't know anyone would punish Daryl for lending me hisbooks."

"Of course not,” Omega soothed. "What you are seeing is one part of the same rejection of
Truth | have suffered among adults, which iswhy | havein turn rgjected them. The Truth within you
has given you the desire and ability to read, which they now seek to repress. But the Truth can yet
overcome and restore thingsto their rightful places. And | say now: it will do s0."

Lisaseemed to ponder that for amoment. "Does that mean you're going to help me?" she asked,
abittimidly.

He gave her hisbest amile. "Within four days | will ddliver to you hislocation,” he declared
confidently. After dl, chances were that Daryl had smply been reprimanded and transferred to
another school somewhere. Once Lisatold him the teen's original school and last name, it should be a
smple matter of having someone pry the information out of the authoritiesin the guise of ardative or
interested friend or something.

"Y ou mean that?' Lisabreathed.

"l am aProphet of Truth," Omegareminded her. "My word will not cometo nothing. But." He
raised afinger. "Before| do thisfor you, you must agree to do something in return for me."



"Of course," she nodded eagerly. "Anything | can.”

"Good." Omega paused, preparing hiswords carefully. An incredible opportunity had dropped
into his lgp with this girl—an incredible opportunity and an equally incredible risk. He had to be
careful now not to scare her off. "The Barona police—who serve those who would stifle the Truth
within you—have in their possession certain secret papers whose contents | must learn. | would like
you to go into their ation tonight and read them for me.”

Lisaseyeswent wide. "Break into the city building? Oh, no. No, | couldn't—"

"Peace," he said, cutting her off. "There would be no need to break in; you would be
accompanied by one of my acolytes, who serves dso as arighthand there.”

"Why can't he sted these thingsfor you, then?' she demanded hotly.

He had a split-second decision to make on how to react, chose to go with gentle forgiveness.
"My young Seeker," he said with aforbearing smile, "1 do not steal from anyone. The papersarethe
police's, and they will keep them. But unless| learn what isin them, ayoung boy who has been stolen
from hisparentswill remain logt."

"But—" She gestured helplesdy. "It would ill be wrong."

"Isit wrong to try and rescue aterrified child from an evil man?' Omega asked gently. "Y ou fear
for your friend Daryl, who is—at the very least—able to understand what is happening to him. Can
you imagine how little Colin must fed, done and frightened?' He shook hishead. "No, thewrongisin
those who could rescue him but will not do so. What | am asking you to do isthe response of the
Truth within me. Examine your own heart, Lisa, and you, too, will fed ayearning to seethischild
freed of hisprison.”

For amoment hewas afraid held piled it on too thick; but it was quickly apparent he'd touched
anerve. Lisaobvioudy liked children, and he could see that hisdightly colored version of Colin
Brimmer's plight was affecting her strongly. Time, he judged, to give the screw one last quarter-turn.
"Will you do this, Lisa? Not for me, but for Calin... because you are the only one who can do this."

Her surrender camein theform of along sigh. "I... have to think about it."

"Certainly,” Omegasaid, suppressing atriumphant smile. "We would be honored if you would
spend the remainder of the day with us, sharing in our work and fellowship and perhaps learning more
of the freedom Truth givesto us. Later, when the Heir Ellery arrives, | will give you both more
detailed ingtructions.” He reached over and patted her hand in awarm, Senior-like way. "The Truth
will reward those of uswho give unsdlfishly to others, Lisa. Suchisthefirst law of the universe.”
Leaning back, he smiled. "And so now | giveto you. Tell meal you can about Daryl, that we may
free him from his bondage."

Trudging through the knee-high bristleweeds, Tirrell rounded the last conetree to find that, as
usual, Tonio had gotten back to the car first. "Wel?' he asked the righthand, diding gratefully into the
driver's seat as the other teeked the door open for him.



Tonio pointed northwest through the windshield. " There's a patch about three kilometers away
that's thick enough to hide a cabin from the air—conetrees mixed with some kind of wide tops. No
driveway | could see, but the main road's only a hdf kilometer or so away, and it looks like you could
get acar through.”

Tirrell had the map spread across the steering whed . "Three kilometers northwest... yeah. About
five by road, I'd guess. A little off the edge of the rock-mud region, actualy, but | suppose we ought
to check it out." Refolding the map, he took aquick survey of their surroundings. "1 wasright back
there, you know; we aren't going to have room to turn around in here. Y ou want meto get out before
you do your Stuff?"

The car rocked gently, rose a couple of centimeters, and settled back down. "Y eah, | think
well both haveto get out,” Tonio admitted.

Sighing theatrically, Tirrel siwung open the door and climbed back out onto the muddy grass.
Without its passengers, fortunately, the car proved easy for Tonio to handle, and within a couple of
minutes the detective was carefully driving dong their earlier tire tracks toward the narrow
backwoods road they'd been working off of for most of the afternoon.

"| gather you didn't find anything of interest at the last gpot?" Tonio asked.

"Asamatter of fact, | did,” Tirrell told him. "Nice little cabin snuggled up under the edge of one
of the conetrees.”

"What?' Tonio soun half around in his seet.

" 'Course, hdf the roof had rotted out and there were scrub bushes growing in the living room,”
Tirrell went on casudly. "1 figureit's been deserted ten years or s0."

Tonio settled back down. "You rat," he muttered.

Tirrell smiled abit. "Come on, | deserve the chanceto get agood zing in every onceina
while—I'm the one who's been walking hislegs off in that soggy ground for two days, after al.”

"Trade you jobs," the preteen offered. "Therés alot more glare up there than you might think,
and staring down at shiny conetree leaves gets avfully hard on the eyes after awhile.”

"If you've got a headache, thereés aspirin in the first-aid kit," Tirrell said. Reaching into the
storage area behind the seats, he located one of the canteens. "There's water |eft to take them with,
too," he added, doshing the canteen experimentaly before handing it over.

"Thanks." Tonio was dready rummaging through the firs-aid kit. "I surewish thiswas
December—wed have had Jarvisin nothing flat.”

Tirrdll nodded. Conetrees exchanged their leavesfor pinelike needlesin wintertime, cutting down
at least alittle on the cover Jarviss cabin would have. More importantly, though, the steam and
smoke from the generator and wood-burning stove Jarvis had bought would make a pointer visible
for kilometers. "Damn incongderate of him not to wait sx monthsto pull this™ he commented.



"Maybe that's why he grabbed Colinin June," Tonio suggested.
"Maybe. Of course, there was the whole thing with Colin'sfifth birthday, if you'll remember.”
"Oh. Right." The righthand sounded deflated.

Tirrell smiled. Ahead was the road they'd been following, and as he turned the car onto it he
glanced firgt at hiswatch and then at the swath of sky visible above them. "Weve got maybe two
hours of daylight left, if your eyes can hold out that long. Show me wherethislatest patch is, okay?"

Chapter 18

Lisahad dways enjoyed evening flights over Barona; but tonight the twinkling city lights had
none of their usual cheerfulness. Instead, they seemed more like a sea of unwinking eyes staring
accusingly up a her. "'l can't do this" she said doud to the preteen flying beside her.

"Will you rdax?' Weylin Ellery snapped impetiently. "The Prophet Omegatold usto do this,
right? And he wouldn't tell usto do something we'd get in troublefor, right? So just take it easy."

The arguments didn't help much. Prophet or no, Lisa couldn't shake the fear that the Prophet
Omegamight have forgotten something—surely he couldn't know the inner workings of Barona's
police department, for example. And she and Weylin were taking al the risks here. "Why do we have
to do this?' she said, moreto hersdlf than to Weylin.

"Because some kid named Colin Brimmer was kidnapped |ast June from Ridge Harbor," the
other answered anyway. "Tirrell—he's a detective from there—thinks a scientist has him hidden out in
the woods somewhere and is maybe doing some kind of experiment with him. The Prophet needsto
know where his hiding place might be so we can go and rescue Coalin."

Lisaflew for severa minutesin silence, |etting Weylin's words bounce around her brain. The
Prophet Omega had mentioned Colin's kidnapping, but he hadn't said anything about any
experiment. What sort of thing could this scientist be doing? It brought to mind the hundred most
gruesome monster movies shed had to sit through when she was younger. "But if the police are
dready trying to find him, why don't wejust let them alone?"

"Because the Prophet wantsto find him firg."

“Why?

"l don't know," Weylin said with complete unconcern. "Maybe we can do more to help Colin
recover from whatever Jarvisis doing to him. What difference doesit make why?—the Prophet told
ustodoit.”

Andthat, Lisaredized at lat, was al the explanation Weylin would ever need for anything the
Prophet Omega said. It must be nice to have that kind of faith, shethought, dmaost wistfully. Even
with Gavra sheédd never had anything like absol ute trus—she'd aways been too aware of her own
shortcomings to expect perfection from anyone else. Maybe someday that would change; but for



tonight, at least, Weylin's faith was going to have to do for both of them.

The windows of the city building were mostly dark and empty as the two preteens danted out of
the sky to land across the street. The main entrance, itself wll lit, showed bright lights through itsinset
windows, but aside from that there were no more than a haf-dozen lights visible anywhere.

"Nineo'clock," Weylin said, looking at hiswatch. "Good. The seven-to-eight shift overlap could
have given ustrouble.”

Startled, Lisachecked her own wrist. With her mind on so many other things, shed completely
lost track of thetime... and for the first time ever sheld now missed hive lights-out. Just one more
gracking thing gone wrong, she thought morosdly.

"All right, now just stay calm and remember the story the Prophet told usto use,” Weylin said,
taking her arm. "And let me do thetaking."

The room beyond the front door seemed larger than it had on Lisas visit two days earlier, and
the main reception desk looked somehow tdler and more massive. Glancing to both sides asthey
headed toward the desk, she saw four officers hunched over desksin the duty lounge and—talking
quietly together in afar corner—an equa number of preteen righthands. The sight of them made her
stomach tighten; if there was any trouble, she and Weylin would be nailed like dragonmitesin tar
before they got three meters.

"You're out awfully late, Weylin," the desk man commented as they approached. "What's up?'

Weylin gestured to Lisa. "Ran across something that couldn't wait till morning. My friend hereis
an ex-member of that burglary ring Hob and | were working on before Tirrell tied us up with his
kidnapping case."

The officer's eyebrows went up. "1 didn't realize there were kids involved with that one.
Shee-double-it." Helooked at Lisa "Tel me, was there an adult in charge of this group, uh—?"

"Kathi," Lisasupplied through dry lips. "Y es, therés aman telling everyone what to do.”

"Damn fagins," the other growled bitterly. His gaze hardened and shifted, giving Lisathe eerie
sensation of something hateful standing directly behind her. "Do you know this man's name, Kathi ?*

Before Lisacould answer, Weylin cut in. "It isn't one that sounded familiar. I'm taking her
upstairsto look through the suspects abum Hob and | worked up—it'll be faster than going through
the complete roguery down here.”

Okay." The officer's eyesflicked to the duty lounge. "Pamer?"

"I'd rather do thisdone, if that's okay,” Weylin said quickly. Lowering hisvoice, he added,
"Uniformed officers make Kathi alittle nervous, if you understand.”

The other hesitated, then shrugged. "Well... dl right." Reaching under the desktop, he pulled out
akey and handed it over. "Make it fast, though—you're not redlly supposed to be alone upstairs
when you're off shift.”



"l know. Wewon't belong." Taking Lisasarm again, Weylin led her behind the desk and
toward adoor flanked on both sides by pieces of paper with peopl€'s faces on them. Asthey got
closer, she saw that beneath each photo were severd lines of words. "What are those?' she

whispered, pointing.

"Pictures of people we're supposed to be watching out for," he whispered back. "We go through
here." He teeked open the door and stepped through.

Lisagtarted to follow... and abruptly stopped. "Wait asecond,” she said, frowning at the photo
that had caught her eye.

"Comeon," Weylin hissed, looking back at her.

Ignoring him, she stepped closer to the picture. Yes... yes, she decided; it was him. Lowering her
eyesto the words below, she read with agrowing sense of excitement.

Weylin was beside her again, pulling her arm with a grip that looked gentle but had teekay
srength behind it. "Come on," he growled in her ear. "Y ou trying to get us caught?*

"Thisis Dr. Jarvis—that scientist!" shetold him, stlanding firm and nodding toward the picture.
"Not soloud! Y ou're not supposed to have anything to do with him, remember?”

"But | saw him, Weylin, driving toward Rand back in June,”" she whispered. "He said hewas
taking his nephew home—" Sheinhaed sharply asit suddenly hit her who the degping child must have
been. "l saw Calin too!"

"Later!" he hissed, pulling harder. "L et's get upstairs before someone wonders what were doing
here”

Reluctantly, shelet him draw her dong, eyesflicking across the other picturesasthey again
walked toward the doorway. One other face seemed vaguely familiar, but before she had a chanceto
read more than the man's name, they were through the opening and Weylin had teeked the door firmly
shut.

"Okay," he said, taking a deep breath as he glanced around the deserted corridor. "The officeis
on the third floor; stairway's over there. Come on.”

Abandoning the floor, he flew to the stairway and threaded his way up the open spacein the
middle. Lisafollowed, and amoment later they were standing outside a door marked with the name
"Stanford Tirrell—Detective First." She teeked the knob experimentaly, discovered it was locked.
"Now what? she whispered.

Weylin had produced something that looked like ameter-long strand of limp spaghetti with a
combination penlight and eyepiece a one end. "Watch for company,” he said tightly and dropped
onto hisback by the door. Putting the eyepiece to one eye, he teeked the strand's free end under the
door.

Or, rather, tried to. "Grack," he muttered asthe line refused to go. Wriggling afinger under the



door, he felt around for amoment, and Lisa heard the muffled sound of heavy fabric tearing. "Rug
wasintheway," he grunted. Hetried the strand again, and thistime it dithered through the gap with
ease. He sent perhaps haf ameter under and then leaned his head back against the jamb, alook of
intense concentration on hisface.

"What isthat thing?' Lisaasked, afraid of disturbing him but fascinated by what he was doing.

"A py-scope,” he said digtractedly. " Sends light dong the glass filamentsto what I'm looking at
and then back to me."

"What are you—7?"' She broke off, sartled, at the click that came from the doorknob.

"Opening thelock, of course" Weylin said with an air of nervous satisfaction as he scrambled to
his feet, yanking the spy-scope out from under the door. Sending quick glances both ways down the
hall, he teeked the door open and al but pushed Lisathrough into the darkened office. A second later
he crowded in beside her, teeking the door shut and the lights on.

"Don't touch anything with your fingers,” he warned her as she blinked in the sudden brightness.
"That Suff they do with fingerprintsin detective moviesrealy works."

Her eyes adapted, Lisalooked around the office. Two chairs, a cluttered desk, a combination
bookcase/file cabinet, and alarge piece of paper shefindly identified as amap taped to onewall
were al the room contained. "What am | supposed to do?' she whispered.

"Whatever the Prophet told you to,” he said. "I was just supposed to get you in.”

Swallowing, Lisamoved to the desk and began studying the paperslying there. Everything that
talks about Matthew Jarvis's cabin, the Prophet had said; but everything on the desk seemed to be
about that. Sheld be here dl night if shetried to read all of it. Gritting her teeth, sheread afew lines
from each of the papers, hoping to find the most useful information quickly. One pile seemed to be
from companiesthat had sold thingsto Jarvis severd years ago; another sheet was covered with some
kind of writing she couldn't read. Near the center of the desk was alarge booklike folder with the
words Soil Types of the Barona-Banat Region written on the cover. Teeking quickly through the
pages, she found a section that consisted of short entries, each with severa words and phrases
followed by letters and numbers. Some of the entries were circled in red, and she stared a onefor a
long minute, sounding out the unfamiliar words and trying to figure out the | etters and numbers that
followed them. "Do you know what these mean?' she asked Weylin hopefully, teeking the folder up
for himto see,

His ear pressed to the door, the righthand shook his head impatiently. "What're you asking me
for?' he snapped. "You're supposed to be the one who knows what to do. And you'd better
hurry—someone's bound to check on us eventualy.”

Lisals heart was pounding. Calm down, shetold hersdf. Don't panic. The numbers have to
mean something. Her eyes swept the room again... and fell on thewall map. The words at the top—
Barona University Geological Survey Map Number One—were largely meaninglessto her; but as
she looked closer she saw for thefirst timethat a seriesof faint linesin both directions divided the
whole map into small boxes. A string of numbers ran down the left Sde, arow of letters and double
letters across the top, both in the same light brown asthelines. Lisastared at them for severa



seconds, fedling she was on the edge of understanding something... and suddenly it clicked. Glancing
back to the desk, she teeked the folder over to her and turned to one of the circled entries. The word
location was near the top, followed by four |etter-number combinations. With growing excitement,
she found the points on the map where the lettered and numbered lines of each set met, and
discovered they formed asort of squashed square just alittle waysfrom ablob [abeled BANAT. Oh,
of course—Banat, she redlized as she sounded out the word. The second entry had five
letter-number sets, which formed a shape near thefirgt.

"Lisa—"
"Shhi" she cut Weylin off,

BARONA Was easy to find: agood-sized blot in the lower center of the map. He was on the road
to Rand that night, she remembered, her eyes searching the paper and sounding out the words
there. Rand... Rand... thereit was, finaly, way off to theleft. If the circled folder entrieswere indeed
the places the police thought Jarvis might be, then al she needed to do now wasfind al those
with—she glanced at the top and side—letters A through N and numbersthirty to fifty. Turning her
attention back to the folder, she began to flip through the pages. There was one, and another—

And without warning Weylin flew back from the door. " Someone coming!" he hissed, darting to
the ceiling and teeking off the light. Lisahad just enough time to make agrab for the folder in the
sudden darkness before the door siwung open and a silhouetted figure stepped into the room. He was
reaching for the light switch when his head was dammed violently against the door jamb.

Lisagasped in sympathetic pain asthe figure collapsed to the floor. "Weylin! Y ou—7?"

"Shut up!™ the other sngpped. The limp figure of the policeman floated into the room and the
door again swung shut; and asthe last bit of hallway light was cut off the room's lights came back on.

"Ishe dead?' Lisawhispered in horror, her eyes glued to the crumpled body. Her ssomach
wanted badly to be sick.

"l don't think s0," Weylin answered tightly, making no moveto find out. "Weve got to get out of
here—if no one heard that thump, they'll still come looking for him soon. Hurry and finish up, will
you?"

Lisaignored him. Gingerly, she knelt by the policeman, wondering whét to do. In the movies
someone aways felt the person's neck, but she had no ideawhat that was supposed to prove. The
Sde of hishead where held been hit was becoming matted with oozing blood; she wondered if she
should try and stop the bleeding.

"Forget him, Lisa," Weylin growled. "Hée'sdl right. Can't you see he's breathing?”

Hewas right; she'd been so rattled she hadn't even noticed. "Thank heaven,” she breathed.

"Never mind that—we're till in trouble. Y ou'd better get out of here right now."

"But | haven' finished yet—"



"l can't help that. Get out of here and go tell the Prophet what happened.” He looked over at the
window and frowned in concentration.

"What about you?"

"I'll stay and cover for you. Don't worry; the Prophet told me how to handle something like this.”
Therewasaloud click and the window did halfway open. "Go. And don't get caught.”

Swallowing, Lisanodded and did out through the narrow gap. The night air wasaquiet splash
of redlity, likethe fed of her pillow when she woke up after abad dream. But this nightmare wasn't
going to go away. Dropping to just above Streetlight leve, she flew swiftly toward the building across
the street, heading for its protective shadows. As she rounded the corner a sudden impulse made her
glance behind her—

Just in time to see three righthands lift from the city building entrance and head in her direction.

Chapter 19

There was no time for thought, no time for Lisato consider the possibly lethal consequences of
her actions. The guilty fear exploding inside her mind drowned out everything ese... and a second
later she was shooting down the aleyway between buildings at top speed, the nearest wall barely
thirty centimeters from her shoulder. Emerging, she flashed over the next street and dodged between
two more buildings. A flicker of teekay brushed at her legs as she disappeared into the relative
darkness, and with asurge of panic she pushed her speed even higher.

Shevery nearly piled hersdf into a streetlight two blocks later, and the shock of that findly jolted
her conscious mind into redlizing the incredible danger she wasin. Gasping for breeth, her eyes
swimming with tears from the eighty-kilometer-per-hour wind in her face, she was avoiding obstacles
by sheer luck. Blinking furioudy, she managed to locate the darker shades of another dley ahead and
to her right; ducking into it, she cameto astop, pressing herself againgt the darker of the two
buildings. Theair felt dmogt hot in her throat as she gulped it in. Rubbing her aching eyeswith the
hedls of her hands, she looked back the way she had come, wondering if she had lost the righthands.

High overhead, three dowly moving figures caught her eye.

Pressing hersdf tighter againgt thewall, Lisawatched the drifting righthands with a crushing sense
of defeat. Of course they hadn't been crazy enough to try and match her terrified flight; at
three-to-one odds al they needed to do was get someplace where they could see her and then just
teek her in. If she hadn't stopped to catch her breath they'd probably have picked up her movement
and nailed her by now.

Strangely enough, the panic of afew minutes earlier was gone, leaving Lisamore clearheaded
than sheld been since entering the city building. It's just like hide-and-search, shetold herself, and
you know how to play that game. Keeping therest of her body motionless, she looked carefully
around her. With gtreetlights blazing al over the city, there were no shadows redlly dark enough to
hidein for long. All three righthands were ill visblein front of her; if she could get to the building at
the other side of her aleyway, she would be completely hidden from them, at least for the moment.



But the movement might attract their attention... and hiding wasn't ared solution, anyway. For dl she
knew therest of Barona's righthands might be flying in at any time to do a complete search of the
area. No, her only chance was to get out of the city asfast as possible.

Or to get back to the hive.

Shefrowned suddenly. With Weylin's command echoing through her mind, the thought of going
home hadn't occurred to her before. But Dayspring was alot closer than the temple site and certainly
eader to find in the middle of the night. If Sheelah was there to open awindow for her—and if she
hadn't reported her absence to Gavra—

Without warning, Lisawas yanked away from the wall and pulled upward.

Sheacted ingtinctively, not fighting the motion directly but teeking herself sdewaysto it. The pull
wavered a bit as the darkness and her unexpected action gpparently interfered with the righthands
view of her. Wavered just enough—and as she dl but dammed into the building acrossthe dley ther
teekay grip was abruptly cut off. Aninstant later Lisahad dropped nearly to the pavement and was
skimming thewall as she shot back in the direction she'd come from.

One of the righthands managed to get overhead before she reached the corner, but it was
ingtantly clear that he'd expected her to continue moving away from the city building and wasthusin
thewrong place, far to her rear. Histentative grip on her was again cut off as she swung around the
edge of her building. Counting two seconds, she came to a sudden stop and reversed direction, flying
alongside the building and ducking once moreinto the aley. The righthand, racing over the rooftopsto
intercept her, was again taken by surprise, and got even less of ahold on her thistime before she was
out of hissght. She reached the end of the alley without difficulty and shot acrossthe next street at full
speed. A cross street led off afew meters ahead and to her 1eft; shifting direction, she headed down
it, again hugging the buildings dong one side. Severa recessed doorways whipped by, and on sudden
impulse she stopped short and ducked into one of them. Pressing back into the shadows, blinking
away the latest flood of tears, she breathed deeply and wondered if her move had been seen.

If it had, the fact was not immediately apparent. Faintly, she could hear voices caling to one
another overhead, and though she couldn't make out the words the tone sounded more frustrated than
triumphant. They'd seen her head down the street, she guessed, but had then lost her. If they now split
up, leaving one to search the block while the other two went on—

The conversation ended. Heart pounding, Lisa eased forward and risked alook upward. One of
the tiny figures was disgppearing over the rooftops in the direction sheld been going; the other two
were dropping rapidly toward the ground, apparently heading for opposite ends of the block where
shewas hiding.

Head pressed against the cold stone of the doorway, Lisafroze, afraid to move the short
distance back into the deeper shadows and knowing such an effort would be wasted anyway. A
careful search would find her ingtantly... and while she might have been able to out-teek asingle
righthand, there was no way she'd be able to handle two at once. Her eyes shifted back and forth,
searching the brightly lit street for inspiration. But there was nothing there; no wegpons, nothing to
digtract them with, nothing that would give her cover for an escape. One of the righthands was drifting
along at street level ablock away now, and she could see his head turning back and forth ashe
moved dowly away from her down the street. So they weren't sure which of the two blocks she might



have vanished into... but that was little comfort. The second righthand had disappeared off to her |€eft
and was presumably working hisway down the block toward her hiding place. She had maybe half a
minute before he hauled her out into the light and together the two of them teeked her like awounded
catling back to the city building—

And with the inspiration of having nothing at al to lose, she closed one eye and reached out to
one of the streetlights hafway down the next block, teeking the bulb forward as hard as she could.

Thefaint tinkle of broken glass reached her ahaf second after the light went dark. Blinking at
the purple blob that temporarily blinded her, she switched eyes and shattered the next light in line.
With both eyes blocked by purple her third attempt was unsuccessful, but an instant later it proved to
be unnecessary, anyway. With a swish of wind the righthand who'd been searching her block shot
past, hisfull attention on the patch of darkness from which their quarry was presumably trying to
escape. An ingtant after that Lisawas heading the other way, keeping close to the wall and hoping
desperately she could make it around the corner before they redlized they'd been tricked.

No shouts or teekay grips reached her before she made her turn. Ten blocks and two direction
changes | ater, she paused to cautioudy poke her head over the edge of aroof. Off in the distance she
could pick out two faint figures circling over the areasheld just lft; athird wastracing what seemed
to be an ever-expanding spiral around the same place. Sipping back to streetlight leve, Lisa
continued on, hugging the buildings and flying as swiftly as she dared. A few more blocks, shetold
hersalf over and over. Just a few more blocks and you'll be safe. Safe... but for how long?

Shedidn't let herself think about thet.

The twin towers of Dayspring were even darker than the city building had been, without asingle
light showing anywhere. Under other circumstances Lisamight have found the view alittle creepy, but
at the moment she had far too many other things on her mind to even notice. Keeping to dl the
shadows she could, with half her atention on the sky and buildings behind her, she flew up to her
window, hoping fervently sheld be ableto get in.

But that problem, at least, had already been solved. For thefirst time since they'd become
roommeates, Shedlah had gone to bed with the curtains wide open... and looking closer, Lisaredized
the window was open acrack, itslock unfastened. Without hesitation she teeked it open the rest of
the way and dipped insde, closing it quietly behind her.

"Lisa?" The soft voice coming from Shedlah's bed was dert, without atrace of deepinessiniit.

"Yes" Lisawhispered. Sheteeked the curtains closed, pulling them the last couple of
centimeters by hand asthey cut off most of the light from the Street. "It's okay; go to deep.”

Her answer was a cresk of gprings as Shedlah flew out of bed. "Watch your eyes" her voice
warned from near the door, and the room suddenly blazed with light.

Lisasquinted momentarily against the glare; and as her eyes adjusted she saw with some
surprise that Shedlah wasfully clothed. "Why aren't you ready for bed?"



"l thought | might have to go out looking for you," Shedlah told her. "What happened to you,
anyway? Areyou dl right?’

"Oh, terrific." Lisawaked to her bed and sat down heavily. "Did you report me?"

"Wdl... not redlly.” Shedlah's mouth puckered into agrimace. "But | went to Gavra haf an hour
before lights-out and told her you'd been gone al day. | wasworried about you."

"What did she say?'

"That you were off doing something private that | gather I'm not supposed to ask questions
about. She said you'd be okay."

Lisanodded and closed her eyes. If Gavratold the police she'd been out late... but at the
moment she was too drained emotionally to even care. "Thanks for waiting up,” shetold Shedlah.
"Y ou'd better get to bed.”

The other hesitated for a second, then stepped over and sat down beside Lisa. "You'rein some
kind of trouble, aren't you?" she asked gently. "How about letting mein onit?"

Lisashook her head asfresh tears blurred her vision. "I've gotten enough peoplein trouble
dready," she mumbled through atight throat.

"So what's one more?' Sheelah countered, the lightness of the wordsin sharp contrast to the
solemnity in her face. "Come on, Lisa—tdling each other our troublesiswhat best friends are for."

And suddenly al thetension, fear, frustration, and anger turned to water and came pouring out;
and leaning into the warmth of Shedlah's shoulder, she began to cry, sobbing with an intensity of
anguish and loneliness she hadn't felt since the day after her fifth birthday, the day her parents had
brought her to the hive and I€eft her....

And later, after dl that remained of the tears were damp shirts and aching eyes, Lisatold her dl
about it.

"Palmer was just barely conscious when the ambulance took him away, but hewas ableto tdll us
what happened,” Officer Carylson said tightly as he and Tirrell walked down the hall toward the
detective's office. "He was headed for Hob Paxton's office to see if Weylin was having any trouble
with hisinformant when he noticed light coming from under your office door and went over to
investigate. By the time he opened the door the room was dark, and the next thing he knew he was
waking up with two parameds kneding over him."

"No ideawhat hit him, huh?" Tirrell asked, just to get the question out of the way.

"He didn't, no, but we know it had to be the kid Weylin brought in. Y ou can seeadent in the
doorjamb where she must have teeked hishead into it.”

Tirrell nodded. They'd reached the office now and the detective paused for amoment outside,



taking it dl in. " Anything been touched?"

"Nothing but the door—and Palmer, of course. We wanted to let you look things over before
we sent in a shakedown squad.”

"Thanks. Shakedown'll probably be usel ess anyway—if she was smart she wouldn't have
touched anything.”

"True. Nothing to lose by trying, though.”

Tirrdl nodded again. His eyeslingered on the torn-up section of rug by the door, on the open
window, and on the soil-typeslisting on the floor by the survey map. Stepping carefully into the room,
he did aquick menta inventory of his desktop papers. Nothing seemed to be missing, at least nothing
of any importance. "How did she get by Weylin?' he asked over his shoulder.

"He said helet her into Paxton's office and she immediately clobbered him with something. We
found an ashtray off in the corner with atrace of blood onit."

"Was he unconscious when you found him?'

"Just coming to," Carylson said. "Mad as hell, too—wanted to go right out with the others and
look for her, heedache and dl. | had to order him into the ambulance.”

Squatting down, Tirrdl lifted one end of the soil-types folder with apen and peered at the edge
where the pages met the binding. If any of them had been torn out, it had been done one at atime and
far between; he could see no obvious gaps. "How long did it take you to get someone up here after
the open-window darm went off?"

"Haf aminute, tops. And we were onto the kid outside sooner than that."

"So there wasn't any time to bring acamerain through the open window," Tirrell concluded,
more to himsdlf than to the other.

"Camera?'

Letting the folder back down, Tirrell stood up. "Thiswas avery dick job, Carylson. Thetorn-up
rug means a spy-scope or some kind of fancy mirror setup was used to get the lock open; the fact the
righthandslost her implies a preplanned escape route—and al this after knowing enough about one
of Paxton's casesto sucker Weylin into getting her ingde. Sick operators usualy get what they go
after. But if shedidn't physically take anything out of here and didn't use acamera, then what did she
get?"

"Maybe she broke into your office by mistake, thinking it was someone e sg's,”" Carylson
suggested.

Tirrell shook hishead. "According to your numbers, if she clobbered Weylin right away, she had
nearly twenty minutes alone up here. Evenif it took her five to open the door, figuring out shewasin
the wrong place shouldn't have taken the other fifteen." He looked around the office again. "l guess
you might aswell wake up the shakedown squad,” he said, moving toward the door. "Maybe they



can read things differently than I—"

Hefrozeright at the doorway, his mind spinning furioudy as hetried to track down the thought
that had suddenly brushed him on the shoulder. Carylson, who had aready taken three steps down
the hall, hurried back. "What isit?' he asked.

Stepping back to his desk, Tirrell opened the bottom drawer and pulled out athick stack of
paper. All the interdepartmental memos, notices, and low-priority info sheets—the sort of paper that
was usually skimmed once and then relegated to wastebaskets or taken home as fireplace kindling.
Setting the pile on hisdesk, Tirrell leafed quickly through it. "Would you describe the girl again?’ he
asked Carylson, pulling out the sheet he wanted.

"About ameter sixty, dender build—probably somewhere short of forty-five kilograms—dark
off-shoulder-length hair, dark eyes, maybe thirteen yearsold,” the other said, frowning at the paper in
Tirrdl'shand. "Y ou have something?*

"Takealook," Tirrdl said, handing the sheet over. "The picture a bottom right.”

Carylson glared at the paper asif it had just insulted his mother. "I'll be damned,” he growled.
"That's her, dl right." His eyes shifted to the top of the sheet. "And | read thisdamn thing when it
came out, too."

"Uh-huh." Tirrell took the sheet back, fedling cold ingde. Lisa Duncan, 14, of Dayspring Hive,
heread slently. Has learned to read and write, proficiency unknown. Level 10. So that waswhy
she hadn't bothered to take anything from the office—for her the soil-types listing would have been
just adangerous nuisance to carry. How very convenient for someone to have had her available... and
there was just one person who might be interested in his progress who also had the chutzpah and the
skill to set something likethisup.

" think we can safely bump her up afew levels now, don't you?' Carylson cut into histhoughts.
"Say, to level one?’

Tirrell tuned back in. "Put an al-points pickup out on her? Don't be sillly—we can't afford to let
anyone know were on to her." He thought amoment. "All right. Seal my office until the shakedown
sguad can go through it—you might aswell leave that till morning; there's no hurry now. Let me come
down to the desk with you and use your phonefor acouple of cals." Without waiting for areply he
headed off down the hall.

Carylson hurried to catch up. "Shouldn't we at least move her up to level eight? If someone
spots her they should at least cdll itin.”

"Can't risk it—we don't know what sort of survelllance syslem we're up againgt.” But if Jarvis
thought his preteen spy had gotten away with her little escapade, he and Tonio might just be able to
pick her up quietly. Then, if he could establish alink between them, he might be able to use the threst
of an accessory to kidnapping charge to force cooperation from her. And then—

Tirrell blanked the chain of thought from hismind. First things first, hereminded himsdf sernly.
A cdll to the Skylight Hive to get Tonio awake and over here, another cal to Cam Mbar to find out if
Lisa Duncan had ever worked as atest subject on one of Jarviss experiments, and then aquiet



midnight visit to Dayspring.

It waslikely to be abusy night.

" gill think you should go to Gavraright now with dl of this" Shedlah said, looking unnaturaly
siff as she sat crosdegged on Lisa's bed. " She might be able to help you.”

Sitting next to her roommate, hunched over the pad of drawing paper on her lap, Lisacarefully
finished the word she was on before laying down her colored pencil and straightening up. "I wish |
could," she said, rubbing the fingers of her writing hand. "But | don't think she could do anything for
me without getting into trouble hersdf. And if she callsthe police, | don't know what'll happen to
Daryl. My only chanceisto hope the Prophet Omega can tell me where he is before anyone knows |
was the one who was with Weylin tonight.”

"Suppose Weylin tells the police himsdlf?* Shedlah countered. "I don't trust him, Liss—him or
this Prophet Omega. If heredlly cared about you he should've hel ped you without making you do him
afavor first. And what makes you think he can find Daryl, anyway?"

Lisashrugged helplessly. "Everybody el se out there seemsto think he can do whatever he says
he can. Besides, no one ese had been willing to help me. What have | got to lose by letting him try?”

"That's a pretty dumb question from someone who'sin asbig adowndraft asyou are,” Sheelah
said sourly. She paused, and in amore understanding tone said, 'Y ou kind of like Daryl, don't you?"

"Not the way you mean,” Lisatold her, shaking her head. "I mean, he's anice enough guy, but
not for—you know. But I've got to find him. I1t'smy fault he'sin whatever trouble he'sin; don't you
se?|f they'vegot himinjail or something..." Sheleft the sentence unfinished.

"And if they have, then what? Break him out like they're dways doing in the movies? Y oulll
really get in trouble for something crazy like that."

Lisaslaugh was more like apainful cough. "Moretrouble than I'm aready in?'

Shedlah grimaced and fell silent. Picking up her pencil again, Lisareturned her atention to the
paper. Writing was much harder work for her than reading had ever been. Somehow, the letters
never seemed to come out looking quite like those in the books, and many of the words wound up
looking wrong, even though she usually couldn't tell why. She wished now she had spent moretime
on thewriting lessonsin Daryl's books instead of hurrying to get on to more reading. But it wastoo
late to make up for her laziness now. Doggedly, she kept &t it, trying to ignore the vision hovering
before her eyes of fifty police righthands hurtling toward Dayspring.

But no one had burgt into the room by thetime shefindly finished. "All right,” she said, laying
down the pencil with relief and folding the paper twice before handing it to Shedah. "Givethisto
Gavrain the morning—not before, understand? If she asks you about it, you don't know anything.
Y ou've got to promise me that—I don't want you to lose dl your points, too.”

Sheedlah took the paper gingerly, adubiouslook on her face. "1 till don't see what good anote



will do."

"1t tell her I'm dl right but won't give her achanceto ssop me," Lisasaid. Teeking off the room
lights, she went to the window and opened the curtains enough to peek out. "If | talked to her in
person or used the phone, sheld haveto call the police or get in trouble hersalf for not cdling them.”

"Shewon't have achanceto give you any advice, ether,” Sheelah pointed out. She signed
loudly. "All right, I'll give her the note. Any righthands out there?'

"l don't see any." Opening the curtainswider, Lisadid the window up and glanced back into the
darkened room. "Don't forget, you don't know anything. Okay?"

"Yeah." The shadow that was Shedlah stepped forward and touched Lisasarm. "Watch
yoursdlf, Lisa, and be careful.”

"1 will." Taking adeep breath, Lisadipped out the window and dropped quickly toward the
ground. Keeping low, with an eye out for searching righthands, she headed south.

Chapter 20

Dayspring Hive was atowering collection of uniformly dark windows as Tirrell pulled the car
Slently to the curb and gently opened hisdoor. "Don't damiit," he cautioned Tonio asthe righthand
did out hisside of the vehicle. "Sounds carry pretty well at night.”

The preteen nodded and swung the door to with abarely audible click. "Y ou want me to wait
out here and watch?' he whispered.

Tirrdl shook hishead. "There's no way you could cover the whole building by yoursdlf. Let'stry
the battering-ram approach first and seeif we can get to her before she knows were here.”

Still, the detective kept an eye skyward as they headed up the long walkway to the main
entrance.

The outer door was unlocked. Opening it and stepping through, Tirrell found himsdlf ina
glassed-in vestibule whose inner door turned out to be locked. In the larger entrance hall beyond, a
young adult was Sitting at asmdl desk, a solitaire hand laid out in front of her. Looking up &t the
vigitors, she leaned toward asmal microphone. "May | help you?' she said pleasantly, her voice
coming through an intercom grillein the vestibule calling.

Tirrell held his badge up to the glass. "Police," he said. "I want to see both your Director and
your Girls Senior right away."

Eyes bulging dightly, the woman nodded and groped at the far Sde of her desk. With a snick
the inner door popped open a centimeter or two, and as Tirrell pulled it open, she reached for her
phone.

They arrived dmost smultaneoudy from opposite directions afew minutes later—the manin



robe and dippers, the woman il dressed. Tirrell wondered why shed still be up, decided to hold the
question for later.

"Detective?’ the man asked as he approached, asif there could be any doubt. "I'm Director
Allan Gould. What seemsto be the problem?’

"I'm Detective Firg Tirrdl,” Tirrell identified himself formally. "One of your kids broke into my
office a the city building an hour ago and assaulted a police officer. We're here to pick her up.”

"What?" Gould's jaw sagged.

"Who?' the woman asked.

Tirrdl| shifted hisattention to her. "Y ou're the Girls Senior?"
"Y es, GavraNorward. Whom are you accusing?'

"It's hardly asmple accusation—one of the officerswho saw her enter the station has aready
tentatively identified her from her picture. Her name's Lisa Duncan.”

Something flickered over Gavras face, something that didn't look atogether surprised. "Areyou
absolutdly sureit was Lisa?' she asked, her voice strangely tight.

"That'swhat we're hereto find out,” Tirrell said. "Would you take usto her room, please?’

Gavraheld hiseyes afraction of asecond, then turned to the young woman at the desk. "Has
Lisacomein since you've been here?’

The other was dready running afinger down along list in front of her. "Not since the doors were
locked at eight-thirty," she said, shaking her head.

"Y ou knew shewas out?' Tirrell asked, watching Gavrasface closdly.

"1 knew sheld missed the eight-thirty sign-in,” the Senior replied without hesitation. " She's never
missed lights-out before, though, so | had no reason to suspect sheld be late thistime.”

"Uh-huh." Or else had suspicions and carefully avoided any direct knowledge. "I'd liketo
check her room for mysdif, if you don't mind.”

Gavraglanced past him at Tonio, opened her mouth asif to object to his presence on the girls
sde, then abruptly turned and headed back the way sheld come without saying anything. Tirrell fell
into step beside her, Tonio following close behind.

The twin towers started three floors above Street level, rising above the hive's common aress,
and Lisa'sroom was five more flights up the girls tower itsdlf. Tirrell pushed the pace, with the result
that both he and Gavrawere breathing abit heavily by the time they started down the hallway. Tonio,
of course, showed no strain a al from thetrip.

Gavraled the way to one of the doors about hafway down the left-hand corridor. "Thisisit,”



shesaid in asoft voice which tried very hard to disguiseitstension. "May | knock before you go
barging in? Knocking isahive privecy rule”

Tirrdl hesitated, then nodded. "All right, but don't wait for an answer before opening the door.”

Gavra grimaced, but turned back to the door without comment and rapped gently on the panel.
Twisting the knob, she pushed the door open and stepped inside. "Lisa? Shedah? It's Gavra," she
announced quietly as Tirrell flicked on the light and took along step past her into the room.

It was, unfortunately, an anticlimax. One of the two beds was clearly empty; in the other a
toude-hared girl, startled awake, was half itting up with an arm thrown protectively over her eyes.
"Wha—" she gasped.

"It'sal right, Shedah; it's Gavraand a police detective,” the Senior said quickly.

"The police?' Still squinting, the girl lowered her arm and peered in Tirrdl'sdirection. "Why
is—oh!" She broke off, and her sheet suddenly jumped to chinlevel.

Besde him, Tirrell heard asort of embarrassed gulp from Tonio. "Maybe | should wait inthe
hal," the righthand suggested.

Tirrell's eyes had dready completed their sweep of the room without finding any place even an
undersized preteen like Lisacould be hiding. "All right," hetold Tonio. "But say close

"Right." The other took a breath and got out fast.

Turning hisatention to the girl now dtting straight up in bed, the detective gave her hismost
reassuring smile. It didn't help; above the sheet her expression remained wary. And she's
wide-awake, he noted suddenly. A fast waker? Or wasn't she asleep at all? "Please don't be
aamed, Shedah," hesaid. "I'd just like to ask you afew questions, if | may. Have you seen your
roommete Lisathisevening?'

The girl'sexpresson didn't change. "No," she said. "She left thismorning and | haven't seen her
sgncethen.”

"Do you know where she might have gone?'
"No."

"Did sheleave with anyone d =7

"l don't know."

"l see” Tirrdl glanced at the curtained window. "It's been over an hour now since lights-out.
Any chance she could have snesked in and out during that time?"

"The window's locked. Y ou can check if you want.”

"I'll take your word for it." Tirrell studied her thoughtfully. "Y ou're certainly taking thiscamly,



Shedah. Aren't you even worried about what might have happened to Lisa?'

For the first time Shedlah seemed uncertain. "Lisa can take care of hersdf," she muttered,
looking at thefloor.

"Maybe she can, but maybe not,” Tirrdl said. "Thefact is, Lisaisin agreat ded of trouble—and
running isonly going to make it worse. Y ou'd be doing her afavor by telling me where she'sgone.”

Sheelah's eyes snapped back up to the detective, guilty surprise plastered across her face. "
don't know what you're talking—"

"Shedah, Tirrell cut her off quietly, gesturing a Lisasbed. "Y ou don't haveto look very closdy
at that blanket to see that two people have been sitting on it—and | remember enough of hive
housekeeping standards to know Lisawouldn't haveleft it like that in the morning. You let her in,
sometime in the past half-hour or so, you sat on her bed together and talked, and then she took of f
looking for aplaceto hide. True?'

Shedah's gaze was back on the floor, her throat making swallowing motions. In the silence
Gavrastepped forward and sat down on the edge of the girl's bed. " Sheelah, isheright?' she asked

gently.

The preteen closed her eyes and drew a shuddering breath, but otherwise remained silent.
"Look," Tirrdl said after amoment, "we know you're trying to protect her, but you're only making
thingsworse for both of you. Aiding afugitive, especialy one who's committed assault, could—"

"Lisadidn't hurt that policeman!™ Shedah flared with asudden fire that took Tirrdll by surprise.
"It wasthat other guy—Weylin something. He did it."

"So Lisadid come here"” Gavrasaid, her voicetightening. "Why didn't you—?"

"Wait asecond,” Tirrdll interrupted. "What makes you think Weylin was involved? He wasn't
eveninthe sameroom at thetime."

Shedah's expression was pure puzzlement, without atrace of guileinit. "Yes, hewas. He took
Lisathereto... look at somethings.”

Tirrell sared at the girl for along second, hisbrain adjusting to this unexpected revelation. It
could bealie, of course, Lisatrying to cover up what she had done. But the more he thought about it
the more sense it made. Weylin had the necessary skill to use a spy-scope, and faking an attack on
himsdlf took nothing but determination and chutzpah. Beatedly, now, Hob Paxton'sidle comment
severa weeks back about how Weylin had nagged him into requesting the liaison job took on anew
sgnificance. If Weylin had been spying for Jarvisdl thistime, then it was no wonder the scientist had
outmaneuvered them at every turn—and in that case Lisamight smply have been recruited on some
pretext for this specific job. If she had no especia loydty to Jarvis she would make a good witness
againg him... if she could be found.

Gavrawas speaking again. "What was she supposed to look at, Sheelah?”’

The preteen shook her head. "1 don't know, exactly. This Omegaguy who sent her said it had



something to do with a child who'd been kidnapped.”

Gavralooked up at Tirrell, startled. But the detective nodded. "No, she's right—I am working
on akidnap case. | think Lisawas after our list of the kidnapper's possible locations. How much she
got, | don't know."

"But why would anyone be interested in something like that?' Gavra asked. "It doesn't make any
e

"It doesif the man who sent her isaso the kidnapper,” Tirrell said bluntly.
Shedlah's eyeswidened. ™Y ou mean... but Lisa said Omegawas a prophet.”

"Prophet, my foot," Tirrell growled. "He's a coldblooded kidnapper who thought nothing of
snatching afive-year-old boy fo—well, never mind." The detective had no intention of going into the
whole story. "The point is, he's just using Lisato find out how close we are to him. Once she's served
her purpose, thereé's no telling what helll do to make sure she can't tell us anything about his hideout.”

Thistime Gavras eyes went wide, too. ™Y ou mean he might... kill her?’

"He aready faces charges of kidnapping and possibly of suborning a police righthand, depending
on what we find out about Weylin," Tirrell pointed out. "I'd rather get to Lisa before we find out just
how far he's prepared to go."

But Shedah'sface had gonerigid again. "Y ou don't believe me, do you? Y ou till think Lisa hit
that policeman, and you're making up thiswhole thing about Lisabeing used just S0 I'll tell you where
she'sgone. Well, | won't."

Clamping histeeth together, Tirrdll counted to ten, cursing hisloose tongue. Of course he wasn't
going to passfind judgment on Weylin on Shedah's unsupported word, but he hadn't intended for the
girl to know that. " Shedah—"

"No! You don't want to help Lisa, sojust go away." Flopping down onto her back, Sheelah
turned sdewaysto facethewall.

"All right, this has gone far enough,” Gavrasaid, her voice abruptly hard. "Shedlah, thisisnt
somekind of game. If therésany chance at dl Lisasin danger, you oweit to her to tell Detective
Tirrell everything he wantsto know. Y oull regret it the rest of your lifeif something happensto her
that you could have helped prevent.”

Shedlah said nothing, but Tirrell could see her body shaking with quiet sobbing under the shest.
Studying the back of her head, he decided that threats against her hive points would probably be a
wagte of time. "All right, Shedah,”" he sghed. "WEell find her ourselves—and maybe prove Weylin's
guilt or innocencein the process.”

"How are you going to do that?' Gavrafrowned.

"I'm going to cal headquarters and tell them we've picked up Lisaand are bringing her in,” Tirrell
told her, watching Shedlah. The preteen was gtill facing the wall, but her shaking had stopped. 1f you



can convince her you mean this—and can convince yoursdf it'll work—"I'll tel them that you,
Ms. Norward, havetold her not to say anything until she'sformally charged, and that they should
therefore call the hospital and have Weylin come back to the city building to make a positive
identification of her."

"But you dont have Lisa"

"No, but Weylin won't know that—and if Shedlah'sverson isthetruth, hell know that the
minute Lisagtartsto talk hislittle charade will disntegrate. With any luck, when he runs hell head
straight to hisbosss hideout.” Tirrell nodded to Sheelah, who had now turned halfway back toward
him. " Shedah, if you can a least tell uswhich generd direction Lisawent, it'll help us pick up Weylin's
trall when he takes off."

Shedah pursed her lipstightly. "South," she said at last.

"Thanks." Tirrell looked back at Gavra. "'l noticed a phone at the other end of the hall. Can | get
anoutsdelineonit?'

"Y es—just punch onefirst. Can you find your own way out?1'd liketo talk to Sheelah for a

"No problem. Shedlah, whatever you might feel about it now, you did the right thing to tell us
what you did. Thank you." Nodding onceto Gavra, Tirrell left the room, closing the door behind him.

Tonio was hovering in the middle of the hall, his expression reminiscent of an approaching
thunderstorm. "That lousy, rotten, batling eater!" he hissed.

"| gather you wereligening in,” Tirrell nodded. "Good. Y ou think you'll be able to follow Weylin
if herunsfor it? Quietly, I mean, without being noticed.”

"No problem.” Though his expression said held rather teek Weylin into something solid.

"Okay. | want you to get going right away and find a good spot to watch the south side of
Mercy Hospital from. Stop by the car first and grab a portacom—the private, not the broad-band; |
don't want Weylin listening in if he thought to take a broad-band with him. Weylin or anyone else, for
that matter.”

"Y ou're not going to tell the other police what we're doing?’

"Not yet. If Jarvis got to Weylin he might have gotten to one of the others, too, or even to some
of the officers. For the moment, it'sjust going to be you and me on this. If and when Weylin leads us
to Jarviswell think about how to get some help. Get going; I'll give you afew minutesto get in
pogition before | make my cdl. I'll head out on the Plat City road when I'm done—give me acal
when you've got aclear direction.”

"Right." Taking off down the halway, Tonio vanished into the stairwell.

Checking hiswatch, Tirrell followed more dowly, bypassng the sairs and stopping finaly beside
the phone fastened chest-high on thewall. How on Tigris did Jarvis get Weylin in on this? he



wondered, staring a and through the phone. What could he have promised him in exchange for
information? Or was he instead using some kind of blackmail? Or—and the sudden thought was
sobering—has he come up with a genuinely fool proof method of mind control? The concept was
not as farfetched as most people preferred to think; hypnotic drugs came disturbingly close asit weas...
and Jarvis had presumably kept Colin Brimmer under some kind of control these past two months.

Therewas afootfal behind him, and Tirrdll turned to see GavraNorward approaching, apiece
of paper in her hand. " Something?"* he asked.

She held out the paper. "Lisaleft anotefor me," she said steadily, watching hisface. "'l
convinced Shedah you should seeit.”

"1 know about Lisa," he nodded, taking the paper. The message was short, its painfully blocky
letters done in some kind of soft blue pencil. But the words, if not the meaning, were clear enough:

Gavrai amal rite. | hav gone to see the profit omaga. He and the other kids wil find
Daril for meif Waylin and i got wat he wanted us to. Plese dont wory il be al ritei did it to help
Daril. Lisa.

" ‘Dail'?"

"Daryl Kelerman was the teen who taught her to read,” Gavraexplained. "He'sjust been
transferred from Baronato an intro school in Cavendish, but I've been forbidden to tell her where he
IS, and she's gotten it into her head that something terrible's been doneto him.”

"Damn," Tirrdl swore gently. He reread the note, asmdll feding of uneasiness nagging at the
back of hismind. Who in hell were these other kids Lisawas talking about? Colin and Weylin? Or
was something e se entirely going on out there? A fagin operation? Ridicul ous—world-famous
scientists don't become fagins.

"|s something wrong?' Gavra asked, frowning.

Tirrdl refocused on her face. "A lot iswrong—and I'm not sure anymore | understand dl of it,"
he growled. "I'd like to keep this, if you don't mind."

Gavranodded. "If you think it'll help you find Lisa" She hesitated. ™Y ou know, | think I've
persuaded Shedah to trust you alittle. I'd like to think that trust will be honored.”

"Saving one preteen’s respect for authority is pretty low on my prioritieslist right now,” Tirrell
said shortly. "I'll seewhat | can do, but if it turns out Lisa deserves getting the book thrown at her,
then that's what's going to happen.”

Surprisingly, Gavrasmiled tightly. " "The book." Y our choice of wordsis gppropriate, Detective.”
The smile faded and she nodded. "I understand. Good luck.” Turning, she walked back down the hall
toward Shedlah'sroom.

Probably going to prepare her to expect the worst, Tirrell decided morosdly. Jarvis, | think
I'm starting to hate you.



Checking hiswatch, he turned back and reached for the phone.

Chapter 21

By day, the Tessdllate Mountains south of Barona had been as unfamiliar asthe buildingsof a
strange city; but by night, they might just aswell have been from another planet. Coasting to a stop for
probably the hundredth time since crossing the Nordau River, Lisagazed out across the shadowy
landscape before her, trying to find anything that looked familiar while at the same time fighting down
the panic that seemed to have lodged permanently in her throat. The stars blazed brilliantly down from
acloudless sky, and Akkad, the larger of the two moons, was still up, but al of the light seemed to
hinder more than it helped. The shadows the moon created were sharp and very dark, confusing the
shapes of the mountains and sometimes hiding the smaller pesks completely. The handful of
snow-covered mountains were easy enough to identify as such, but except for the dopes nearest her
at any given time, Lisafound conetree forests, scrubweed, and bare rock to be virtualy
indiginguishable.

Just ahead and allittle to her right were apair of mountainsthat might be the ones Camilahad
pointed out to her that morning—yesterday morning, now; it was agood half hour past ten. If they
were the right peaks, she remembered, she needed to pass them on the left. If they weren't... well, in
that case, she was probably lost already. Swallowing her fear, she picked up speed again.

So intent was she on the landscape ahead that she failed to see the figure angling down toward
her from overhead; failed to notice him, in fact, until his soft voice jolted her into afour-meter swerve
totheside. "Weylin? That you?' the voice cdled.

Heart abruptly pounding, Lisaleveled out, rolling in midair to seewho it was. "No, it'sLisa
Duncan," shetold him, trying to pierce the shadows hiding hisface. "Who are you?'

"Senior Acolyte Axdl Schu," he said. "The Prophet sent me out here to watch for you. Where's
Weylin?'

"The police amost caught us" shetold him, awave of rdlief at having aguide dmost covering up
her other worries. "1 don't know if Weylin got away or not."

For amoment they flew together in sllence. "Well..." Axd said e last. "Did you at least get the
stuff the Prophet wanted?!

"l don't know," Lisasighed. "I hope s0."

"A little moreto theleft here,” Axel said asthey rounded acraggy peek. "1 guessyou'l find out
soon enough,” he added, pointing to aglistening cone directly in front of them. "That's our mountain.
The Prophet'swaiting for you."

"All right," Lisasad, matching hisincreasein speed. The Prophet's waiting. Somehow, that
thought wasn't as comforting as she'd expected it to be.



"Stll going due south?" Tirrdl said into his car's microphone, fighting the whed with one hand as
he bounced over the dusty farmland road.

"Still south," Tonio's voice confirmed.

"Damn," Tirrell muttered to himsdlf. The road he was on was forcing him ever more eastward,
toward the central part of the Barona-Nordau farming area, and there hadn't been a right-hand turnoff
for akilometer or two. "How close are you to the mountains?' he asked.

"A few kilometers, maybe—not very far. Weylin's dtill pretty high; | don't think he'sgoing to land
anytime soon.”

Tirrell scooped up his map with his mike hand, but it was pure reflex; aready he wasletting the
car coast to astop. "Thisisn't going to work, Tonio—therée's no fast way for me to get back to you
by car. Y ou'd better come and get me before he getsinto the mountains and we lose him for sure.”

"Okay. | think I can seeyour lights back there. Blink them once... right. I'll be therein aflash.”

Pulling off onto the soft dirt at the edge of the road, Tirrdll collected his map, flashlight, and
jacket and climbed out of the car, leaving the headlights on. Ahead, he could see the barest outline of
the Tessdllate Mountains as they jutted up to block the stars. A hell of a place to be playing
nighttime hide-and-sear ch, he thought uneasily, putting on hisjacket and stuffing the map into a
pocket. A million places Weylin could ingtantly lose them if he even so much as suspected he was
being followed—and amillion more places where Jarviss cabin could be hidden. For amoment he
consdered diding back into the car and sending for reinforcements, or at least another few trackers.
But he ressted the temptation. Until he knew exactly how Jarvis had suborned Weylin it was better to
have one righthand he could trust than fifty he wasn't sure of.

He sensed, rather than saw, the dark object arcing toward him from the southwest, and acted
with the sure movements of past experience. Ducking dightly, he reached through the car window and
doused the lights; smultaneoudy, heflicked on hisflashlight and pointed it a himself from arm'slength.
Instantly, the still night air became ahurricane in hisface as he was abruptly teeked upward at high
speed. Squeezing his eyes shut, he brought up hisfree arm for extra protection and waited for the
wind to easeahit. A moment later it did just that, and he opened hiseyesto ditsjust in timeto reach
out and clagp Tonio's outstretched hand. "Good job," he complimented the righthand, flicking off his
light and putting it away. "Can you get us back to Weylin before he getslost in the mountains?*

Already they were heading back the way Tonio had come. "Just watch me,” the preteen called
over the wind and doubled his speed.

The techniques of breathing in fast flight, once learned, were never forgotten, and Tirrell had the
extraadvantage of not really needing to watch where they were going. He spent most of those first
few minutes with his head turned to the side, windward eye closed tightly and the other open just a
crack, breathing through the side of his mouth. Every few breaths he would take a quick look
forward, just to keep someidea of their position. Tonio, of course, had to do that alot more often.

They had been flying for perhaps ten minutes when Tonio abruptly brought them to dmost a
complete hat. "There heid" the preteen said, pointing.



Tirrell swiped a his eyes and scanned the area ahead. Sure enough, adimly lit speck could just
be seen tracing a path above thefirst real mountains of the range. "L ooks like hel's dowed down
some," Tonio commented. "Probably figures he's safe now and doesn't want to missany turns.”

"Neither dowe," Tirrel told him with grim satisfaction. " Stay low and back and let'sfollow him

Tonio nodded and they started moving again. Ignoring the conetree tops brushing at hisfeet,
Tirrell kept his eyes solidly fixed on Weylin. Thiswas one game of hide-and-search he was not going
tolose.

The tabernacle was quiet and dark, but the Prophet Omega was indeed waiting for them. "Lisa;
I'm pleased to see you again,” he said with awarm smile as Axd ushered her into the office shed
talked to the Prophet in before. The Prophet had changed since then from his white robe to a plainer
blue one, but he looked no lessimpressivefor dl that. "Come st by me and tel medl of the evening's
events. Acolyte Schu, please wait outside.”

Slowly, Lisawalked forward and sat down in theindicated chair by the Prophet's desk.
Something was nagging a her, but she couldn't for the life of her figure out what it was. "Don't you
aready know?' she asked him. "l mean, you told me you had the Truth insde you—"

"Truth and knowledge are not identical," hetold her, histone that of a preteen lecturing a Seven.
"Truth ismore like wisdom, the ability to distinguish right from wrong. Else why would | have asked
you to seek knowledge of the boy Colin for me? Now, begin."

Haltingly—the memory was gill painful—Lisatold him everything that had happened from the
time she and Weylin entered the city building to the time she escaped from the searching righthands.
More from fear of the Prophet's disgpproval than anything el se, she skipped completely over her trip
to the hive and everything that happened there. " So then | came back hereto tell you what | could,”
she concluded. "Are you going to do anything to help Weylin?'

"Acolyte Weylinisin no danger if hefollowed my insructions,” the Prophet said, adight frown
creasing hisforehead. "Tel me, did you have trouble finding your way here?

"Oh, yes," Lisasad, shivering dightly at the memory. "I was afraid I'd get completely lost and
have to spend the night out there by mysdlf.”

The frown vanished. "That explainsthe time, then,” he said. Before Lisa could ask what he
meant, the Prophet picked up alarge packet of paper from acorner of hisdesk and unfolded it into
what turned out to be aduplicate of the map on Tirrell's officewal. "Now, Lisa," he said, spreading
the paper across the center of the desk, "show me exactly wherethe circled areas are.”

"Well..." Lisaswalowed. "I only found acouplein the right part of the map before the—before
had to leave." She found the | etters and numbers she remembered and pointed out the spots.

"What do you mean, 'the right part'?* he asked. "Did the paperstak about that?"



"Oh! No—I forgot to tell you. Therewas a picture of Dr. Jarvis by the door downgtairsin the
city building—I'm not exactly sure what the pictures were for—"

"They're photos of people wanted by the police," the Prophet told her. "Go on."

"Wdl, | remembered seeing him. He was driving toward Rand one night last June. And hehad a
little boy with him who he said was his nephew, but | think it must have redlly been Colin."

"You talked to him? Jarvis, | mean?'

"Yes. | thought he might be having some trouble, driving between cities at night, so | stopped to
ask if hewasdl right.”

The Prophet muttered something under his breath and jabbed at the map. " Show me where," he
ordered. "The exact spot.”

Shelooked at it in bewilderment. "But... how do |—"

"Y ou've flown over that road lots of times, haven't you? Well, each turn and bend shows up here
asacurveintheline. Comeon; | need to know."

But | wasn't flying along the road that night. Gritting her teeth, she leaned over the map,
trying to think. Sheld cut off parts of two curves catching up with the car, had stopped it on asmooth
gtretch, and had watched the car curve alittleto the left asit |eft. I think it was maybe about here,”
shesaid a ladt, her finger tracing atwo-centimeter section of theline.

The Prophet brushed her hand aside and made acircle there with a pen. "Good. Now, let's see
how far that isfrom Barona...." With asmall disk-shaped device he carefully traced dong theline
back into the shape labeled BARONA. Glancing at the device's Side, he scribbled a number by the
circle. "Lisa" he sad, looking up with asmile, "I am even more certain now thet it wasthe Truth that
guided you to me."

"Youmean ... did al right?' she asked cautioudy.

"Y ou did wonderfully," he nodded, still smiling. ™Y ou see, | dready know the boy Calinisbeing
held within ahundred kilometers of Barona. Y ou saw him at a point nearly eighty kilometers away,
which means you have narrowed tremendoudly the areawe must search. That plusthese—" he
touched the two spots shed firgt given him—"gives me hope that we will soon have Colin freed from
his satanic captor; possibly beforethisday isover. And for alowing the Truth to work through you,
your own desire shal surely be granted.”

"Youll find Daryl for me." It wasn't until the words were out thet Lisaredized sheéd made a
statement instead of asking aquestion. In that moment she suddenly understood why Weylin had been
ableto trust this man so completdly. Looking into his eyes, feding the warmth of his pleasure at her
accomplishment, shefdt asif she had findly found something she hadn't even known sheld logt.
Somehow, it made everything that sheld gone through worthwhile.

The Prophet nodded solemnly. "I give you my word—"



Abruptly, he broke off, his eyes shifting toward the door. Soft voices could be heard coming
from outside the room; but even as Lisa strained her ears, the door swung open—

And Weylin Ellery strode into the room.

"Weylin!" Lisaexclamed with ddight. "l wasafraid you'd—"
"How'd you get away from Tirrdl?" Weylin interrupted her coldly.
"From who? | went out the window—"

"Tirrell caled from your hive—said held caught you,” Weylin bit out. "Wanted me to go back to
the city building to identify you."

"And you ran?"' the Prophet asked sharply. Lisaglanced back at him, startled by the sudden
changein hismanner.

"Of coursel did," Weylin said, hisbelligerent tone cooling some under the Prophet's gaze. "'l
figured she wouldn't know enough to shut up and let me do thetalking.”

"In other words, Tirrell set up atrap for you and you flew straight into it,” the Prophet snapped.
"At the very least he knows you've got something to hide over what happened tonight—and at the
worst he had you followed and now knows exactly where we arel™

Weylin actudly cringed. "No—no, I'm sure | wasn't followed. | got out too fast and made sure

no onewas behind me." Hiseyes swiveled to Lisa, turning angry again. "But why would Tirrell have
done something likethat in the first place?"

"Why indeed?' The Prophet looked at Lisa, too, his earlier warmth gone without atrace. His
eyeswere cold and hard, his unsmiling face looking like that of another person atogether. "So you
came here straight from the city building, did you? Who did you talk to, Lisa, that you conveniently
forgot to mention? Wasit Tirrell? Someone at your hive?'

"l... didnt—"

"Don' lieto me!" the Prophet thundered abruptly.

"Just my roommate,” she blurted, shrinking back into her chair. "Only her—and she promised
shewouldn't tel anyone.”

"Well, she obvioudy did tell someone," the Prophet shot back. "What did you tell her?”

"|—l—" Lisafumbled, her tongue tangled with confusion & the Prophet's abrupt change—

And suddenly her mind flashed back to the other picture on the city building wall, the one that
had seemed vaguely familiar. "1t was you!" she said without thinking. "But the namewas Y erik
Martdl, not the Proph—

"Weylin, hold her," the Prophet said quietly.



For aningant Lisasat in stunned silence, the order echoing through her mind as she wondered if
she had heard him right. An instant after that she launched herself at the door—but she was barely
halfway there when Weylin's teekay plucked her out of the air and dammed her down onto the floor.
Fighting blindly againg theinvisbleforce, Lisastruggled back into the air, jerking Sdewaysin an
attempt to break hishold. But the trick that had worked among Barona's shadowy buildings was
ineffective in such close quarters, and his grip on her remained firm. Spurred by panic, she abandoned
her attempts to fly and instead scooped up all the books and papers she could from Omega's desk,
hurling them a Weylin. But the righthand dodged them without shifting hisgaze... and amoment later
Lisawas spun around and shoved into one of the room'sfar corners.

"What's going on?" anew voice—Axd's—snapped from behind her.
"Help Weylin hold her,” Omegaordered. "1 think she'sapolice spy."
"No—" Lisamanaged to croak before her jaw was abruptly teeked shut.
"Grack!" Axd muttered vicioudy. "What do we do with her?

"Wefirgt of dl don't panic,” Omegasaid coldly. "Hold her arms, legs, and head redlly ill; I'm
going to check for hidden mikes."

Lisatried to protest, but her mouth was still being held closed. Footsteps approached; and then
Omega's hands were moving firmly over her body, kneading the materid of her clothing and fedling
the skin benegath it. She squeezed her eyes shut, every muscle painfully tense... and finaly it was over.

"She'sclean,” Omegatold the others, relief evident in histone. "Maybe she wasn't working with
Tirrdl, efter dl."

"We going to let her go, then?' Weylin asked.
"Of coursenot,” Axe put inimpatiently. ™Y ou think she wouldn't go straight to the police now?"
"But we can't keep her here—"

"Peace,” Omegainterrupted, hisvoice under control again. "Axe, how many of your people are
heretonight?"

"Fifteen or twenty, | think."

"Go and get four of them. No, wait—tell Weylin their names and where they're deeping and let
him bring them."

"All right." Axd rattled off some names and ingtructionsthat were incomprehensibleto Lisa
"And don't wake up anyone ese," he added.

"Right,"” Weylin said. Theteekay grip on Lisaeased some, and there was the sound of adoor
opening and closing.

"What are we going to do with her?' Axd asked.



"Leave her here, of course,” Omegasaid. From the sounds behind her Lisaguessed he was
picking up the books and papers she'd thrown at Weylin earlier. "Y ou don't think we're going to take
her with usto look for Jarvis, do you? Shelll be suitably restrained, of course.”

"Y ou know where Jarvisis?'

"Close enough to make it worth trying. Anyway, we have no choice—Weylin's blown his cover
and the policell undoubtedly be making a push now to find him first. Well leave here at first
light—that should only be a couple of hours away now."

"Why not |eave as soon as she'staken care of 7' Axel suggested. " That areals a good two-hour
flight away, and we canfly it just aseadly inthe dark.”

"So you were listening at the door,” Omegasaid coolly. "That's not avery palite thing to do, you
know." There was ashort, brittle silence before Omega continued. "We leave a first light because
want dl of the regular kids out of here before we leave, and we never send them back to their hivesin
the dark. That's alesson you should learn: breaking familiar patterns draws attention, and that kind of
attention is aways unwelcome. And we want the regular kids out first to make sure none of them
accidentally sumbles across Lisaon their way out. | don't want to find this place svarming with police
when we get back.”

"Oh," Axdl mumbled. "I hadn't thought of that.”

"That'slesson number two for the day: leave the thinking to me. Y ou haven't had enough
practiceat it."

Taking acareful bresth, Lisagingerly tested the teekay grip holding her faceto thewal. If Axd's
attention wavered even alittle, she might be able to turn her head far enough to teek off thelight. If
she could then get out the door—knocking it flat if necessary—and out of the tabernacle, it should be
dark enough outside for her to get away....

Shewas dill probing for an opening when Weylin returned with the other preteens.

They took her outside the tabernacle and up the side of the mountain towering above. At
Omegas direction Axd flew into the gaping hole that was the temple Site; and afew minuteslater he
led the group to asmall, cavelike hollow the workers had |eft in one of the Sides. Omega pronounced
it satisfactory... and as Lisa stood motionless within the space, pinned by two of the preteenswith a
flashlight, the others maneuvered a huge dab of rock into place over the opening. The light
momentarily showed afive-centimeter gap between the stone and the roof of her prison. Then it was
turned off. The murmur of voicesfaded into sllence, and shewas done.

Drawing ashuddering breeth, Lisaclenched her handsinto painfully tight fists. "I'm not going to
ary," shesad doud, mainly to rdieve the silence hissaing in her ears. Carefully—the rock surrounding
her was jagged enough to cut—she felt every centimeter of the cave. She found nothing useful. With
thefull force of her teekay on it, the dab blocking the entrance would not budge so much asa
millimeter, though shetried again and again. Once, she thought she had the answer when she
discovered alayer of smdl stonesdirectly beneath the huge rock. But after asolid haf hour of teeking
out as many as she could touch, the dab merely settled afew millimeters and, if anything, ended up
leaning even more securely over the opening.



Findly, with aweary sigh, she gave up. Sitting down carefully, she closed her eyes, only then
realizing how utterly fatigued nineteen hourswithout deep had left her. And | trusted him, she thought
bitterly, wishing sheld listened to Shedlah's doubts. He used me, got me in trouble with the police,
and might even—

She swdlowed. Sheld never thought much about death before; certainly never redly considered
the possibility of dying before she became an adult. Now, it suddenly seemed likely that she would
never even see sunlight again. The urge to scream for help bubbled up into her throat, and it was al
she could do to chokeit back down. Not yet, shetold hersdf firmly. Omega wouldn't have put you
anywhere someone could hear you. Save your strength; someone's got to come by sooner or
later. One of the kids who's been working here, maybe even the police. She amiled painfully at the
thought of how hard she'd been trying to escape from the police abare four hours earlier.

But one way or another, no onewas likely to find her for at least severa hours. Stretching out as
much as she could in the cramped space, she pillowed her head on her |eft arm. If anyone came by
while she was degping, she would just be out of luck.... Groaning with the exertion, she sat up again
and, maneuvering cautioudy in the dark, wriggled out of her pants and underwear. The pants went
back on; the panties she dangled outside her prison, anchoring one end securely to the top of the rock
dab. It wasn't much of asignd, she knew, but it was better than nothing. And with fatigue dragging at
her like adowndraft, it was the best she could do.

Stretching out again, she was adegp within haf aminute,

"Sorry, Stan,” Tonio said tiredly, drifting onto the bare rock outcrop where the detective was
ganding. "1 can't find any trace of him anywhere."

"Damn," Tirrell muttered, gazing out at the dimly lit mountains, rising like frozen ocean waves
around them. To have come so close...

"l cantry again, if you want," the preteen offered. "Unless Jarvisis growing trees on hisroof the
cabin's got to be visble from some angle”

Tirrell shook his head. "Not worth it, especialy now that the moon's gone. But we know he
went down somewherein thisvaley, and unless he spotted us they're not likely to move before dawn.
Whichis—" he consulted hiswatch—"dl of two hours or so away now. Let's St tight and get alittle
deep, and we can pick up the search in the morning.”

"Well... okay." Tonio paused. "Maybe | should go and get some help, though. | could probably
get to Plat City and back beforeit getslight. Unlessyou're still worried about Jarvis getting tipped
off."

"Actudly, a thispoint I'd love to have some help,” Tirrell admitted. "Unfortunately—no
offense—I'm not at dl sureyou could find this place again if you left now. Maybe when it'slight we
can risk that, but not now. Besides which, if you fed like | do, you need degp more than flying time
right now."

"Theresthat,” Tonio Sighed. "Okay. Shouldn't one of uswatch in casethey try to leave or



something?'
"Probably,” Tirrell conceded. "No rest for the righteous, for a change.”
"Comeagan?'

"Skip it. Move back awaysinto that thicket of trees where you won't be spotted and get some
deep. I'll wakeyou in an hour or s0."

Tonio nodded and moved off, and after a moment the sound of rustling leaves was replaced by
slence. Moving with the stiffness of overabused muscles, Tirrell carefully seated himsdlf onthe
ground. Pulling hiskneesto his chest, he wrapped his arms around them and settled down to watch.

Chapter 22

Tirrdl had dways been a sound deeper, especidly when overtired; but the hand shaking his
shoulders was anything but gentle, and within seconds the colorful dream held been having faded and
was replaced by Tonio'sblurry face. "Wha—?"

"Shh!" the righthand hissed. "Y ou'd better come take alook at this."

Tirrell nodded and rolled onto his scomach, mindful of the dead |eaves benesth him. Pushing
himsalf up on hisknees, he noted the starlight had been replaced by the stronger glow of early dawn.
The highest peaks around them blazed with sunlight, though the degpest parts of the valey were il
dark.

From high overhead came the faint sound of laughing voices.

Thelast remnant of deep was gonein an ingtant. Getting to hisfest, Tirrell moved to the edge of
their concedling thicket and cautioudy looked up. At least adozen kidswere visible, fanning out in
twos and threes as they flew acrossthe lightening sky in generaly northward directions.

"What the hell ?" Tirrell whigpered.

"Agreed,” Tonio, at hissde, whispered back. "They came from over there." He pointed, and
with perfect timing another trickle of figuresroseinto the sky from the eastern sde of atal mountain
severd kilometers due south. Tirrell listened closaly asthey passed overhead, and while the words
were unintdlligible, the tone was clearly lighthearted and untroubled—not the sort of tone the detective
would normally expect from akidnapper's accomplices.

"Thismakesno sensea dl," Tirrell growled, fatigue putting irritation into hisvoice. "Have we
stumbled onto some hive's weekend outing or something?”

"Hive outings don't bresk up at fivein themorning,” Tonio pointed out. "And | haven't seen any
of the adultsthat should have been with them, ether.”

"Right," Tirrdl said, annoyed he hadn't thought of those points himself. "Well... have you seen



anyone who lookslike Lisa Duncan?’

"Uh-uh," the preteen said positively. "I've been watching for both her and Weylin and haven't
Seen ether of them.”

More kids were streaming upward now, and Tirrell looked at each carefully asthey flew past.
No Lisaor Weylinin thisbunch, either. "This has got to be somekind of coincidence, Stan,” Tonio
shook his head. "Jarvis can't be mixed up with this many kids and preteens. Weylin must be
somewheredseinthevaley.”

"Maybe," Tirrell said dowly. "On the other hand, he did offer usagroup of kidsto help search
for Jarvis. | think it would be worthwhile to ease over there and seejust whereit is everyone's coming
from."

"Okay." Tonio paused. "Wait a second; here comes another group.”

Morefigureswereindeed risng into theair... but as Tirrell watched them something cold began
tracing a path up his spine. Thiswas no loose-knit bunch of kidswho had simply happened to leave at
the sametime. They were staying together, amost flying in formation, without atrace of chatter that
Tirrell could hear. Staying just above treetop height, they shot swiftly past, heading northwest.

"Stan!™ Tonio whispered. "Thereés an adult with them!”

"I saw him," Tirrell nodded. Buoyed up by two of thekids, his outfit some sort of woodsman's
garb, the man had looked nothing at al like aprophet; but Tirrell had no doubt he was the Omegain
Lisasnote. And he was most definitely not Matthew Jarvis. "Weylin'stheretoo.”

"Yeah. But | didn't seeLisa”

"Me neither." Tirrell looked back toward the mountain, the coldness on his backbone seeping
into his stomach. "L et's get down thereright away, Tonio. And the hell with secrecy—I've got abad
feding that everyone who was supposed to leave has aready done so.”

Tonio understood. "Grack," he said, very softly, as he held out his hand.

A second later they were hurtling southward.

The huge tent set up at the mountain's base was impossible to miss—and probably the last thing
Tirrell would have expected to find. "What is this place? Tonio whispered asthey stood just insde the
entrance, looking at the gaudy furnishings.

"The Prophet Omega's headquarters, 1'd imagine, the detective whispered back, keeping afirm
grip on hisfedings. Even recognizing that the place had probably been deliberately designed to
mani pulate emotions, he couldn't help but feel atouch of awe. To an inexperienced kid, the effect
must have been wdl-nigh overwheming. No wonder Omega'’s suckered in such a large following,
he thought grimly. What the hell is he doing with them, though? "Let'sdo afast search,” he said
aoud to hisrighthand. "Don't disturb anything too noticeably, but check every place a preteen could



be locked up."

Thetent, though large, had only afew rooms, and it took them only a handful of minutesto go
through it. "Now what?' Tonio asked when they were finished.

"I think," Tirrell said quietly, "wed better start looking for agrave.
Tonio sighed. "Y ou don't think he would have left her tied up somewhere outside?!

Tirrell shrugged. "Maybe, but tying kids up so that they can't get freeisn't easy to do. Y ou cant
redly gag them, for starters, and he dmost certainly would have needed to keep her quiet. I'd bet my
pension the kidswho left firgt this morning weren't involved with Lisa or whatever ese Omegas got
cooking."

"Maybe that's why Omegas group left last, so that acouple of them could sit on Lisaand make
sure she couldn't cdll for help until the others were gone.™

Tirrell thought that over. Probably nothing but wishful thinking. If Lisawasn't thoroughly on
Omega's sde, keeping her aive was more dangerous than profitable—but on the other hand there
was no specia reason to burst Tonio's hopes out of hand. At this point looking for abody, afreshly
dug grave, or aprisoner would be essentidly equivaent. Y ou might beright,” he told the preteen.
"Okay. Well do afast search, starting at the tent here and moving outward.”

They spent the better part of an hour flying dowly through the trees, and while they located
severa other places Omegas kids apparently used in their activities, there was no clue anywhere asto
Lisaslocation or fate. For Tirrell, the hardest part of the search was watching Tonio's dmost
desperate optimism dowly ground down astheir chances of finding her dive diminished. The
righthand's reaction to what Jarvis might be doing with Colin had shown up the soft spot in Tonio's
character, and his concern now for Lisamerely emphasized it. Just one more righthand, Tirrel
predicted privately, who'll leave the for ce after his year and never come back.

"l guessyou wereright,” Tonio admitted at last. "Were not going to find her, are we?"

"I don't think so," Tirrell shook hishead. "L ook, thisisn't getting us anywhere. Why don't we
figure out how to get back here again, and then get over to Plat City and put out an alarm on Omega.
We can send a complete shakedown squad back hereto... finish things. Okay?"

"Sure." Tonio nodded tiredly.

"And we're both in need of food and deep, anyway." Shading his eyes, Tirrell peered upward.
"Before we go, though, I'd like to take aquick look at that gash up there. It doesn't look like any kind
of natural formation I've ever heard of, and if it'serogon it's an awfully strange pattern.”

"Why bother with it now?" Tonio grumbled.
"Because it would be nice to know if the shakedown squad should keep on the lookout for a

sudden rock dide,” Tirrdl explained, holding on tightly to histemper. Matching groucheswith Tonio
wouldn't do them any good. "It'll just take a minute, and then well be off."



Sighing, Tonio held out hishand.

But the gash turned out to be even more interesting than Tirrell had expected. "Holy hivefruit,”
Tonio said asthey hovered at its entrance, his depression momentarily superseded by astonishment.
"It'sacave."

"Surelookslike one," Tirrell agreed. "And man-made at thai—that floor isfar too levd to have
been formed naturaly. Let'sgo in, take alook around.”

Even with the sun now peeking over the eastern mountains, the angle of the cave was such that
the deegpest third was till in shadow. Tonio brought them down near the middle of the lighted part,
and Tirrdll immediately squatted down to examine the floor and the loose stones littering it.

"Y ou suppose Omegas kids dug this?' Tonio asked, drifting to one side and gingerly touching
thewall.

"Somebody's kidsdug it," the detective said. "There aren't any marks adigging machine would
have eft, and even so it would've taken kids to get one this high up amountain.”

"Shh!" Tonio said aruptly. "I heard something!

Tirrell frozein place, lisgtening. A faint sound—a voice?—cameto hisears. Catching Tonio'seye,
he pointed toward the darkened section, of the cave. The righthand nodded and flew to a spot on the
wall just insde the shadow, where held have at least alittle cover and yet be ready to help. FHicking
on hisflashlight, Tirrell started forward, moving carefully on the loose gravel underfoot ashetried to
pick out the direction the sound had come from.

He needn't have bothered. Thefirst passwith the light caught the white panties hanging across

the pinkish stone, and seconds later he was close enough to see anarrow horizontal gap two meters
abovethefloor. "Hello?' he cdled. "Whao's there?"

"LisaDuncan," the voice came through the gap. "Who are you?"
"Detective Firg Tirrdl. Areyou dl right?’

"Yes, I'mfine" Seldom before had Tirrell heard such papablereief inavoice. "But | can't get

"Relax,” Tonio said from Tirrell's shoulder. "I'll give you ahand.”

"Forget it," Tirrell told him. "That dab must weigh five tons—probably took four or five preteens
to put it there."

"But we cant just leave her therel”

"Werenot going to." Tirrell ran hisfingers carefully over thejagged rock. "Thisthing seemsto
be mostly quartz, and quartz shatterslike glassif you hit it hard enough. | want you to scare up afew
good-sized chunksto throw at it. Not too big; you'll want to be able to teek them to agood speed in
the disance you'll have."



"Right." Tonio vanished with awhoosh.
"Lisa?Did you hear dl that?' the detective called.
"Yes. What can | do to hep?'

"Get asfar back from the stone as you can and curl up with your back to it. Most of the chunks
should bounce back out here, but some might go inward and there's no point in you getting cut.”

The operation went flawlessy. Standing well back, where he would both be out of the way and
ableto illuminate the whole target range with hisflashlight, Tirrell watched as Tonio blasted the door
of Lisas prison with a succession of melon-sized pieces of quartz. The righthand's heart was clearly in
hiswork, and it took only afew blows before a dozen hairline cracks could be seen radiating from the
impact point. The next three blows gouged out progressively larger showers of the glassy shards; and
with the fourth, the top third of the stone abruptly broke off and crashed resoundingly to the floor.

The trgpped girl wasthrough the opening in an ingtant, landing in front of Tirrell with a
shuddering sigh. "Thank you," she said, shifting her gaze to include Tonio astherighthand flew over.
Taking another deep bresth, she looked back at Tirrdll. "I'm under arrest, aren't 7" she asked.

"For the moment, let's just say you shouldn't try to leave us,” the detective said, running hiseyes
over her in search of injuries. "Areyou dl right?’

She nodded. "They didn't hurt me, unless you count scaring meto death in that hole. But | don't
know what he had planned for when he got back.”

Tirrell's shoulder blades tightened up. Theréd been at least fifteen kids flying off with Omega
earlie—more than enough to make mincemest of two preteens and an adult. "Any ideawhen that'll
be? Where were they going?”’

"They were going to the Barona-Rand road to |ook for that kidnapped boy, Colin Brimmer."
She dropped her eyes. "I'm sorry; if 1'd known what kind of person hewas, | wouldn't have hel ped
him”"

"But what does this Omegawant with Colin?" Tonio asked, sounding puzzled.

"l don't know anymore,” Lisasaid. "He's lied about so much | don't know what's true anymore.
His name's not even Omega; | saw apicture of him with the name Y erik Martel at the—"

"Yerik Martel?" Tirrdll snapped.

Thegirl flinched. "Y -yes. | think it was him—"

"Damn, damn, damn,” the detective whispered, staring through the back of the cave. Suddenly
all the odd pieces of the puzzle that had never quite fit werefdling into place... and the emerging

picture wasn't a pretty one.

Lisawas gtill watching him gpprehensively when he brought his eyes back to focus. "Rdax,” he
told her, managing asmile. "I'm not mad a you. | wasjust startled to find out Martel wasinvolved



here." He looked at his righthand. "Doesthat answer your question, Tonio?"

The other was frowning. "Martel's that fagin who got away from you once, isn't he? He must be
awfully hard-up if he'sgoing to dl thistroublefor onekid."

"l doubt if he giveshdf ahill for Colin," the detective said shortly. "For the time being he's
switched specidties. Weylin'stold him our theory of what Jarvisisredly doing out there, and that's
what he's efter.”

"Oh, grack.” Tonio's mouth was atight line. "That'sjust terrific. Well, a least he doesn't know
any better where to start looking than we do. | guessthat's something.”

"Sir?' Lisaspoke up hesitantly. "I'm sorry, but... | think | may have told him something you don't
know. I—well, | saw Dr. Jarvis and Colin driving from Baronatoward Rand one night last June, and
l... | told Om—I mean Martel—that."

"What day in Junewasthat?' Tirrell asked.
"Thefifteenth.”

Tirrdl nodded grimly. "That'sit, al right. Listen, Lisa, we can't let Martel get to Jarvis beforewe
do—I can't explain, but it's vitally important. Can you take usto the spot where you saw him?”

"I think so. If it'll befaster, | could show you the spot on amap, if we can find one down in the
tabernacle.”

Tirrell had forgotten she could probably read maps. "Asamatter of fact..." he said, digging into
his pocket and glancing around. "L et's get into the light."

Moving back into the sunlit part of the cave, the detective spread his by-now crumpled map
onto the gravelly floor. Squatting down beside him, Lisatouched a spot some sixty-five to seventy
kilometerswest of Barona. "It was about here, | think," she said. "I aso told him about these two
spots—I saw them marked in your book." She pointed to two of the rockmud areas straddling the
road further on toward Rand.

Tirrdl felt his tomach tighten. If Lisas placement of the meeting was correct, there wereless
than adozen areas | eft where Jarvis could be... and Martel had two of them. "Damn. Weve got to get
after himright away."

"Wait asecond,”" Lisasaid, teeking the map back down as he sarted to refold it. "1 didn't
remember when | wastalking to Martel—I saw Dr. Jarviss car turn off the road to the right just after
I lefthim."

"You did?' Frowning, Tirrell peered a the map again. The nearest road marked was at least a
kilometer from the place Lisa had indicated. Either her estimate was off or Jarvis had taken something
more informal then area road. Either way—"1 guess you're going to have to show usthe actual place,
after dl." He studied her face, noting the fatigue there. "Y ou fed up toit?!

"Sure" she said, straightening her back ahbit.



"Good." Tirrell folded up the map and stood up. " There was awell-stocked pantry in the big
tent; well grab some food and head straight out, if you don't mind esting while wefly."

Both preteens nodded. "We still going to stop by Plat City and report this place to them?' Tonio
asked.

"I don't think so," Tirrdll said dowly. "I'm beginning to think it'salmost certain that Martdl's
suborned one or more righthands there like he did Weylin, and I'd rather not tip them off that we've
found hisbase."

"Why isit certain? Because Plat City's closer than Barona?”
"No. Because of this." Tirrell waved his hand to encompass the huge cave.
Lisaglanced up. "This? But thisisjust where hés going to build his Temple of Truth.”

"Temple of Truth, eh?1 should have figured Martdl to come up with something cute. | suppose
he has hisfollowers dump the rocks agood distance away; say, by ariver somewhere?"

Lisablinked. "There is ariver in the valey where the rocks are taken. How did you know?"'

"Because the rocks are what he's redlly after here—the rocks and the free labor to dig them
out." Tirrdl gestured. "My guessisthat he's taken acouple million billsworth of gold out of here
aready, and the vein's probably got at least that much ill init.”

"Gold?" Toniolooked stunned. "Y ou said it was quartz.”

"Mogt of itis" Tirrell nodded. "But if you look &t the walls closaly you can see bits of gold
glittering there. How Martel sumbled on aveinthisrich | don't know, but the point isthat unlesshe
takes the gold down the far Sde of the Tessellate Mountains, he hasto run it through the assay office
in either Plat City or Rand, and he'stoo cautious not to have ingtalled &t least one listening ear in each
city's police department. That's how he got away from usin Ridge Harbor, and he'snot likely to
change awinning system.” He glanced at hiswatch. "Wed better get moving—Martel'sdready a
good hour and a half ahead of us, and even if he starts with the wrong areas he's got fifteen or more
arborne searchersto our one."

"Our two," Lisacorrected, her voice quiet but determined.

"Forget it," Tirrell told her. "As soon as you've shown us where Jarvis turned off the main road,
you're going to go to Baronaand turn yoursdf in to the police asamaterid witness.”

"But | want to hep you," she said. "I mean, thiswhole messismy fault. Again." Her eyeswere
glislening with moisture, and Tirrell sensed she wasfighting back tears. "1 got afriend in trouble who
was just doing something | asked him to—and now 1've made things bad for you intrying to help
him." Sheturned haf away, biting her lip.

Tirrel gazed a her, wondering briefly how things might have been different if the various officids
had just told her the plain truth instead of dropping ominous hints about Daryl'sfate. "Well... first
thingsfird. Y ou get usto Jarvissturnoff and then well see”



She took a deep breath and nodded. "Thank you."

"But just for the record,” he continued, "your friend Daryl'snot redly in dl that much trouble.
He's actualy only been transferred to a school in Cavendish, where he won't be able to continue your
lessons.”

Lisas mouth fell open asaflurry of emotions struggled for supremacy across her face. "Y ou're
ure?!

"That'swhat GavraNorward told me, and | expect she should know. Y ou're not supposed to
betold, but | think we've got enough to worry about at the moment, and I'd just as soon get Daryl out
of our way."

"l—thank you." Shetook a deep breath. "I guessit waskind of silly, but | wasredly worried
about him."

"I know. Just don't borrow any more books from him, and don't turn mein when thisisdl over.”
Tirrell turned to Tonio and held out his hand. "Well, don't just stand there—let'sgo."

Chapter 23

Flying at abrisk but less than eye-gouging speed, it took them nearly two hours to reach the part
of the road Lisa had pointed out; after that they drifted above the trees at much dower speed for
several minutes as Lisasearched in sllence for the exact spot. Tirrdl, having spent much of their flying
time imagining what Martel would do with whatever discovery Jarvis had come up with, was amost
literdly aching with the desire for immediate action. But he managed to keep his mouth shut and let
Lisaproceed at her own pace—and within fifteen minutes his patience was rewarded as she suddenly
swooped downward.

"Thisisit," she caled decisvey, pardlding the road a a height of about three meters. "Her€e's
where | flew next to him; he stopped about here and we talked; and then he went around this curve.
Then—" shepulled up again, losing Tirrdl and Tonio for ahalf second before the righthand matched
her maneuver—"| started to head home, looked..." She hovered for amoment, then pointed. "He
turned off and | saw hislights go through there.”

"Great." Tirrell fixed the view in hismemory. "Let's head down and take alook."

There was no real road anywhere near the place Lisahad indicated, but it took only minutesto
confirm that the grassy lane cutting between the treesled al the way back to the main road, and that it
was both wide enough and firm enough to handle moderately heavy vehicles. "I think," Tirrell said with
satidfaction, "that we've got him. Let'sgo. And watch out for apath leading on alittleto the
east—weve dtill got to hit arockmud patch before we reach his cabin, and the most likely spotson
the map are il east of us.”

Flying low, they set off between the trees. Lisafdll into formation beside them, and for along
moment Tirrell debated slently the wisdom of |etting her come dong. Still, it shouldn't redly be
dangerousif they got there before Martdl showed up; and the girl was clearly determined to help; and,



actualy, an extrapreteen redly would be handy to have aong.

Hisrationaization complete, Tirrell put the question out of his mind and settled down to the task
at hand.

Colinwas playing in the living room and Jarvis had just finished clearing the dishes from their
mid-morning brunch when the knock came on the door. "Dr. Jarvis?' amuffled voicecdled. "Thisis
the police. Open up, please.”

For along instant Jarvis stood frozen in place. Somehow, held expected them to comeina
midnight or dawn raid, when the detectors held set up around the cabin might have given him some
warning. But he dways turned them off when Colin was likely to go out... and now he had only
seconds before they charged in and carted him, Colin, and all of his papers away. Too littletimeto do
anything with the papers—far too little to set off the smoke bombs hidden around the cabin's
periphery. But if he could buy abit moretime...

Three slent stepstook him into the living room where Colin, his cat's-cradle frame sitting ignored
in front of him, waslooking questioningly toward the door. " Shh!" the scientist whispered, putting a
finger acrosshislips. "Get up onto the couch. Quickly."

Clearly picking up Jarvisstension, the boy obeyed at once, and was huddling wide-eyed a one
end when Jarvisreached him. "Miribel," the scientist said; and as Colin's eyesrolled up and closed,
Jarvis picked up the limp body and shifted it into a prone position. HeEd never left the boy in hypnotic
deep for more than haf an hour at atime, but past experience with such things suggested it would be
severd hours before Colin got hungry enough or uncomfortable enough to come out of it on hisown.
With luck, that might give Jarvis enough timeto do what he had to.

Hewas out of the living room and nearly to the door when it suddenly emitted the crack of
breaking wood and swung inward with acrash.

The blurry figure that shot in through the opening actudly flew past him beforeit could react to
his presence, and he glanced back just asthe boy braked to amidair halt. The adult chargingin on

foot, of course, had no such problem. "Dr. Jarvis?' he asked with the tone of one who aready knows
the answer.

"Yes. | was coming, you know," he added, eyeing the damaged door.

The other's expresson remained cold. "Dr. Jarvis, I'm Detective First Stanford Tirrell, Ridge
Harbor Police. Wed like to search your cabin.”

"Of course" Jarvissaid calmly. "'l can save you the trouble, though: Colin'sadegp ontheliving
room couch.”

A flicker of surprise touched the detective's face—surprise, probably, at such astraightforward
admission. "Show us," he ordered.

"Certainly.” Turning, Jarvisretraced his steps and, with the righthand hovering watchfully a his



shoulder, led the way back to the living room.

"Tonio, watch him," Tirrell said. Stepping to the couch, he gazed at the degping boy'sface for a
moment. "Colin?' he said tentatively. "Wake up, Colin."

"I'm afraid that won't do any good, Detective," Jarvistold him. "He's going to be adeep for the
next few hours—asde effect of some medicine I've been giving him. And he musin't be moved until
he awakens, ether.”

Tirrel favored him with along, speculative look. "Colin?* he said, louder thistime. "Colin!"

Therewas, predictably, no response. Gingerly, the detective reached down and touched a
forefinger to the base of Colin's neck. After amoment he straightened. "And why can't he be moved?”
he demanded.

"The drug couples strongly with the inner-ear balance system and severd ddicate brain
sructures,” Jarvis sad, frowning dightly. By now the rest of the police should surely have movediin...
if there were any more police. Could Tirrell possibly have come alone? That was amost too much to
hope for. " Shifting his pogition, even with teekay, could be dangerous.”

"How dangerous?'

"l don't know. | didn't think it worth experimenting with," he said dryly.

Tirrell grimaced. "Y eah. All right, we can afford to wait. Maybe." He stepped to the window
and gestured. Jarviswaited tensdly; but the only person who came through the front door wasa
dender preteen girl.

"Isheadl right?' she asked, ignoring Jarvis completdly as she flew into the room.

"| think s0," Tirrdll told her. "But apparently were not going to be able to move him for afew
hours. | want you to stay with me and help keep an eye on Jarvis here while Tonio watches out for
Martel and hisgang. Tonio, find some place where you'll be out of sight but have agood view of the
area. If you seeanyone at al, get down here fast and let me know. Got it?"

"Right," the boy said and disappeared.

Jarviseyed the girl, who wasin turn watching him with amixture of distaste and curiosity. "'Is
Ridge Harbor using girls asrighthands now?" he asked.

Tirrell shook hishead. "Lisajust came dongto act asaguide.”
The girl'sface suddenly clicked. "Y ou're the one who stopped me on my way here last June,
aren't you?' Jarvis said, nodding. "What did you do, Detective, send my picture around to al the hives

inthearea?'

"Asit happens, Lisarecognized your picture at the police gation.” Tirrell glanced around the
room. "Where's your radiophone?’



"I'm afraid it'sout of order,” Jarvis said, amost too quickly.
Tirrell gave him along look. "How very convenient. Show it to me; maybel canfixit."

Jarvisglanced once a Colin's limp form, lying there benesth the seascape painting Miribe had
given himsolong ago. "All right," hesaid. "But | don't think it'll do any good."

Heled the way into the study and pointed out the phone. "Thank you," Tirrell said. "Please sit
over there againgt thewall. Lisa, watch him closdly.”

Jarvisdid ashewastold. "Tdl me" he said as Tirrell got to work on the phone casng with a
pocket screwdriver, "just how widespread is knowledge of my... involvement with Colin's

kidnepping?”

Tirrell frowned up a him briefly. "Not very. Y our poster identified you only asamaterid
witness. Why?'

Jarvis shrugged. "The smdler the number of people who know what I'm doing out here, the
better my chances of convincing everyone that it should be kept secret, at least for now."

"Soyou'd liketo keep dl thisa secret, would you," Tirrell said. "We'd take Colin back to Ridge
Harbor and you'd settle back in at the university, career and reputation intact, um?”

"My career and reputation are completely unimportant. Colin—and what may be happening
indde him—isjust the opposite. We might be on the brink of the most drastic changein Tigrin society
sncetheteekay ability first gppeared.”

Tirrell snorted. "Impressive words—especialy coming from aman who kidnapped his own son
to do hisexperimentson. Y oull forgive meif | remain unconvinced.”

"Hisson?" Lisalooked startled. " Colin?"

"Yes," Jarvisnodded. "Detective Tirrell was just guessing, of course, but there's no reason now
to deny it." Helooked back at Tirrell. "Would you care to know just why | chose Colin?"

"Because you knew his birthday, I'd imagine.”

"A minor point only. Mainly, it was because | knew held have agood chance of handling what |
might be doing to him. | knew my own temperament and physica staminaand those of hismother
Miribel, so his genetic background is good; and, more importantly, | knew the reputation of the
Brimmers, who'd been given custody of him. | knew they would give him solid moral and ethical
training. | don't know if that'll be enough. | hope so."

Tirrell looked up from the workings of the phone, where held been testing for loose wires.
"What have you doneto him?' he asked quietly.

Jarvisamiled tightly. "1've possibly made him the most important man on Tigris.”

"How?'



Thiswasit. The detective was listening; and if Jarvis could convince him of the need for secrecy
there might still be away to work out adedl. If not... "1'd be happy to. But perhaps Lisashould wait
somewhere out of earshot for the rest of this discuss on—outside the window there, for instance,
where she could till watch me.”

Tirrell held the scientist's eyes amoment longer before turning to look first at the window and
thenat Lisa "I don't think that'll be necessary,” he said. "She can stay and listen.”

Jarvis hadn't expected that. "Detective, as| said before, the fewer that know anything about this,
the better. Lisaisonly akid—"

"She'salmost ateen,” Tirrdl interrupted. "And she's demonstrated an ability to keep secrets
reasonably well. Besides, | don't especidly trust your motivesin wanting her outsde.”

Jarvislooked at Lisa, thoughts tangled with indecison. Even asingle hint of this dropped into a
hive would start rumorstraveling like afirestorm, with effects potentialy as devagtating. But if he
didn't talk now, hisnext chance would be a an officia police interrogation... and more than rumors
would spread from that. Lisa, he decided at last, was probably the lesser of thetwo risks. "All right,”
hesghed. "Thereis, | think, areasonably good possibility that Colin will passthefirst stages of
puberty without undergoing Trangition—and if he getsthat far helll have afifty-fifty chance of kegping
histeekay well into adulthood.”

Lisagasped. "Y ou can stop Trangtion from coming?'

He shook his head. "Possibly... but not the way you're hoping. If the method works at all, the
treatments will have to be sarted very young. There's nothing | can do for you; the metabolic changes
that would be needed would be far too drastic to be safe. I'm sorry.”

"What sort of changes areinvolved?' Tirrell asked.

Jarvislooked at him, glad for an excuse to turn away from Lisas disappointment. "For the time
being that hasto remain my secret,” he said.

"So you can make dl the money from the process?'

"I'm not going to make abill onthis" Jarvis growled, annoyed at the other's attitude. "If you'd
bother to think about it for ten seconds, you'd realize what a potential bombshell adiscovery likethis
Is. Handled wrong, it could literdly drive Tigrisinto another Lost Generation Situation.”

"I redlize what amessthisisadamn sight better than you might think," Tirrell retorted icily. "Why
the hell do you think | kept your role asquiet as| could, otherwise?' Heleveled afinger. "And if
you're really worried about the effect on society, why'd you start the project in thefirst place? You
could have thrown away your notes and that would've been the end of it."

Jarvis shook his head. "Because we need this, Detective—it's the only way to get back to a
stable society. Besides, scientific knowledge can never be buried for very long. If | canfind theright
approach, sooner or later someone elsewill hit it, too... and that someone might not want to let al of
Tigrisinonit. He might keep it for hisown use, or a least play paliticswithit."



Lisainhded sharply. Tirrell looked up at her, hisown facerigid. "Yeah," hesaid to her. "He
would, wouldn't he?" Looking back at the disassembled phone, he seemed to cometo adecision. "All
right, Doctor, you've made your point. Y ou're getting out of here right now, dong with al your notes
and any of the chemicalsyou used. Lisaand Tonio will take you to Barona and send more police
back to wait with me until Colin can travel.”

A cold knot rose into Jarvissthroat. Was the discussion going to be closed, just like that?
"Detective—to let more people know about this—certainly before the results are even in—will just
cause panic and—"

"Doctor, I'd rather broadcast your story al over Tigristhan let a certain person get at you—and
that man isright now combing thisarea. There are police units standing by ready to movein, but if we
can't cdl them the only other thing to do isrisk flying you out of here oursdves.”

"So why can't you and the kids handle him?* Jarvisfrowned, his somach tightening asthe
detective's sense of urgency began to seep into him. Tirrell clearly wasn't stupid—and he clearly
understood the implications of hauling Jarvis and his notesinto a police station, where any chanceto
keep this quiet would be gone forever. If Tirrell was that worried about this guy—

"Because he'safagin, and his preteen entourage outnumbers us by about seven to one," the
detective growled. "Come on, get your stuff together."

Jarvis sood up and made afast decision. "All right, but you and Colin can come, too. He's just
in ahypnotic degp—I only gave you the other story so you'd stay long enough to hear me out.”

"You what? Damnit dl, Jarvis—All right. Lisa, watch him and make sure he doesn't destroy
anything while | go and whistle down Tonio."

Hed taken two steps toward the study door and Jarvis was reaching for the first of his
notebooks when a short, barklike shout drifted in from outside... and, smultaneoudy, al the windows
abruptly blew outward.

Chapter 24

Jarviss automatic reaction wasto jerk back from the flying glass; but hed barely turned awvay
from the windows when hisbody frozein place, asif caught in aninvisble, infinitely soft vise. Lisa, in
hisline of sight, thrashed like a hooked fish for afew seconds more before her body, too, went rigid.
Turning his head afew degrees, he could see Tirrdl's fiff form balanced precarioudy hafway to the
door.

"Everybody just rlax," ayouthful voice said from behind Jarvis. "Prophet!" he shouted. "Weve
got 'em!"

The shout was answered by footsteps, and amoment later amiddle-aged man strode into the
study, accompanied by two more preteen boys. “Good morning,” he said with mock politeness, his
eyesflicking acrossthe others and coming to rest on Jarvis. "Doctor, it's a pleasure to meet you."



"I'm sure dl the pleasure'syours,”" Jarvis said coldly. "Who are you, and how dare you bresk
into aprivate resdence?’

Theman'ssmiledidn't even flicker. Y ou may cdl methe Prophet Omega,” hesaid. "My god is
Truth—and | understand you have abit of truth | would like to have.”

Jarvisfet hisblood turn to icewater. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Of coursenot,” Omegasaid, till smiling. "I'm sureyoull figureit out shortly.” His eyes swept
the room briefly. "Where's the boy?*

"Intheliving room," Jarvistold him, hisbrain Sarting to work again. "But don't touch him—he
could dieif hesmoved."

A dight frown creased the other's forehead. "Why?"

"It'sasdeeffect of the drug I've been giving him," Jarvisexplained. "It puts him into adeep
deep and makes his brain extremey susceptible to position changesfor severa hours.™

Omega studied hisface for along moment in silence. Then he stepped back outside the study
and looked into the living room. "Watch the boy—make sure he doesn't move," he instructed
someonethere. "Axd, go seeif the righthand confirmsthat.”

One of the boys nodded and flew out the door. "What have you done with Tonio?" Tirrell
asked, histone one of barely controlled fury.

"Oh, we just snesked up on him from under thetrees," Omegasaid, waving nonchdantly. "He
was a bit faster than we expected, actudly, but as we were already in position, hiswarning was a
waste of time. HE's unhurt, if that's what you're worried about.”

"Wl if you want to remain the same, you'd better take your mob and disappear,” the detective
sngpped. "This placeis going to be crawling with policeinside of haf an hour.”

Omegalooked pointedly at the disassembled phone and shook hishead. "Admirabletry,
Detective, but | doubt serioudy werein any danger at al of being disturbed. Y our histrionic anger
Isn't going to panic usinto running until were good and reedy.”

"How'd you find this place?’ Tirrell asked coldly. The fury was gone from hisvoice, and Jarvis
reglized suddenly it had been an act, apparently designed to lend credenceto the "dip" of telling the
other that reinforcements were on the way.

"Oh, it wassmplicity itsdf." Omega stepped over to the desk and began legfing idly through the
top notebook. "Y ou see, Tirrdll, asusua you made al the wrong assumptions and wound up one step
behind me. Y ou hear from Lisathat |'ve taken off and you immediately jump to the conclusion that the
kids | took with mewerethe only forces| had. It never even occurred to you that | might have more
in Rand, Barona, and Plat City, and that | might send messengers en route to go get them... and so
naturally you never bothered to look over your shoulder while Lisa pointed out the turnoff to you. But
thank you—you three saved dl of usalot of work."



Tirrdl said nothing... but Jarvisfdt thefirst glimmering of hope. He knew little about fagins or
other criminals, but he'd long since discovered that people who couldn't resist explaining how clever
they'd been tended to underestimate everyone el se—a weakness he might just be able to exploit.... A
moment later Axel was back. "The righthand says the samething,” he reported. "Thekid'l dieif we
movehim."

Omeganodded. "I see. Well... no matter." He walked back from the desk to again face Jarvis.
"Well, Doctor, shdl we collect al of your notes and be on our way?'

"You can just go take aflying legp a yoursdf,” Jarvis said evenly, adefiant set to hisjaw. "I'm
not going with you, and if you think I'm going to just hand over my work, you'retotdly crazy."

Omegasighed. "Don't waste my time," he said, gesturing toward the clutter on Jarviss desk. "If
necessary we can take everything in this place that isn't nailed down and sort through it at our lelsure.”

"Only if you've got degreesin biochemistry, endocrinology, and cdlular physiology—and can
read the chicken scratches | use for handwriting,” Jarvis retorted. "Besides which, you don't even
know what you're looking for."

"I've got a pretty good idea,” Omegasaid camly. But his expresson was growing increasngly
unfriendly. "And the smple fact that you're ressting so strongly indicates your discovery isindeed a
vauableone. So let me put it another way." His gaze switched to Lisaand Tirrell. "If you don't
cooperate in getting your materiastogether, your two friends here will suffer.”

Someone behind Jarvis muttered uneasily, the sound cut off by a sharp look from Omega.
Jarvissown mouth fet dry. "Y ou're bluffing," he said weskly.

Omegas eyes bored into his. "Mugt | demongtrate?"

Jarvis dropped his eyes, letting the defiance in hisface crumble. ™Y ou can have my notes, but |
won't help you any more than that."

Omegasamiled scornfully. "Of course. All right, collect everything together and put themin afile
or something for transport.” He gestured.

Theteekay grip holding Jarvis vanished abruptly, and he dmost fell before hisleg muscleswere
abletoreact. "l want some guarantee first that you won't harm the others,”" he told Omega.

Omega spread hishands. "I can give you my word, certainly, but I'm afraid you'l just haveto
trust me on that. But aslong as | have your discovery | have no reason to harm anyone.”

Hisvoice was quiet, sincere. Jarvis glanced at Lisaand Tirrell—the latter's eyes shifting left and
right in an obvious no! sgna—and then nodded heavily. "All right."

Stepping back to his desk, with awatchful preteen at each shoulder, the scientist began piling
together his notebooks and files. When he was finished he reached under the desk and pulled out a
portable file box. Setting it on the desk chair, he unfastened the catch and swung the lid back.
Carefully, he began to stack the papers at one end, hoping no one would notice that, unlike standard
file boxes, this one was completely glass-lined. A moment later he wasfinished; and settingina



spring-loaded brace rod to hold everything in place, he started to close thelid.

"Now put in dl the drugs you've been using,” Omegasaid. "Wrap the bottles carefully, of
course.”

Jarvis hesitated, making sure none of his grim satisfaction showed on hisface. Aslong as Omega
had the notes the drugs themsel ves were unnecessary, but Jarvis had banked on his being greedy.
L etting his shoulders dump abit more, he stepped to hiswork table and unlocked its deep drawer.
From it he drew four vids of brown fluid, one each containing milky white and pae pink substances,
and two large glass-stoppered Erlenmeyer flasksfilled to the neckswith aclear liquid. Taking
everything back to the desk, he wrapped each piece of glassware in strips of material that looked like
nothing so much as long, thin sandbags wrapped in tissue paper. Omega, fortunately, didn't wonder
why he had such convenient packing material on hand, at least not out loud. Each piece, once
wrapped, went into the file box with the notebooks. When they were dl in place, he stuffed more of
the flexible strips between them, until they were wedged tightly together. Under cover of that activity,
he made sure the stoppers of both flasks were loose. Findlly, he closed the lid and fastened the catch.
"All right," he said, picking up the box and turning to face Omegaagain. "Thisis—"

And without warning he flipped the box upside down onto the floor.

Omegals bellow and movement were smultaneous. Crossing the floor in two long strides, he
snatched up the box and turned it over. With nimble fingers he pried open the catch and threw back
thelid—and barely got out of the way of the waist-high flames that roared up from the opening.

Omega shrieked a blagphemy as pandemonium erupted in the room, but Jarvis paid no attention
to the noise and fury. For the moment, at least, every eye was on thefire... and he and the others
werefree.

Hegot just aglimpse of Lisaas she shot past him and out one of the broken windows; an instant
later ahand closed hard on hiswrist and Tirrdll half led, haf hauled him out of the study.

"Wait! What about Colin?" Jarvis whispered as Tirrell skidded to a hdt by the cabin door and
threw aquick glance outside. Jarvis couldn't see anyone, but from the flurry of shoutsit was obvious
Lisahad been spotted.

"For now, weleave him," Tirrell whispered back. "It's more important we get you out of here
while Lisasgot their attention. If | can, I'll come back and get him." He looked outside again. "Okay,
go!"

Tirrell'sshovein the middle of hisback ended any chance for argument. With afast prayer for
Colin's safety, Jarvis headed for the densest part of the woods asfast as hislegswould take him. It
would have been nice to snatch up one of the hidden smoke bombs on the way, but there were none
in hisimmediate path and he didn't dare squander the few seconds he might have by trying to get to
one. He'd do better to just concentrate on getting to the dead conetree half akilometer avay where
he'd cached the surviva gear held expected he and Colin would eventualy need to use.

The treeswere five meters away now, and he could hear Tirrell's pounding footsteps behind
him... three meters away... two...



And hisrear leg snapped painfully backward as the ground it had been pushing againgt abruptly
vanished from beneath him. Smultaneoudy, the leg was yanked high above hiswaist, and with athud
that knocked most of the air out of him he dammed chest-first into the ground.

The stars of hislanding had barely cleared when Tirrell landed hard beside him.

The preteen who'd thrown them let them lie gasping for aminute before teeking them up and
returning them to the cabin. The study was till in an uproar, though, and they were kept out of the
way near the outer door until things quieted down. By the time Omega sent for them, Jarviss
breathing was almost back to normd.

The study was amess. Water from the frantic firefighting efforts lay puddled in various placeson
thefloor, and the air was heavy with afoul stench. Tipped onto its Side in the middle of the room, the
file box's glass lining was black with soot, the vids and flasksingde barely visble amid the ashes.

"By dl rights, Doctor, | should have you killed for that stunt.”

Jarvisturned his attention to Omega. "Y ou're probably right,” he said coally, ignoring the
tightnessin his stomach. His plan had worked, and the expected consequences now had to be faced.
"Why don't you go ahead and do it? If your followers are willing to kill for you, that is.

For along moment Omegasaid nothing, hissinged hair and bright red forehead framing an
expression that was nothing short of murderous. Slowly, the fury faded, to be replaced by something
merely bitter. "I underestimated you," he acknowledged at last, hisvoice amost cam. "How did you

do that, anyway?"

"Sulfuric acid in the flasks, amixture of potassium chlorate and sugar wrapped in tissue paper as
the packing materid," Jarvistold him. "Thereaction is extremely exothermic, and when you opened
thelid the rush of oxygen caused dl the paper to spontaneoudy ignite. I'd had the stuff ready to use
ever ancel redized the police were onto me," he added, glancing at Tirrdll. "If I'd had alittle more
warning of Detective Tirrdl'svist, I'd have had everything in the box, ready to go."

"| suppose the drugs that were in there were a so destroyed?”

Jarvis nodded. "Very much so. Complex organic moleculesfal apart easly in that kind of heat.”

A movement outside caught Jarvis's attention, and he turned as three kids escorted a
rigid-limbed Lisathrough the window. "Well!" Omega said, turning as the girl wasteeked to the floor.
"At least we made a clean sweep. Y ou have any trouble, Case?’

The boy addressed swallowed visbly. "Not too much with her, gir... but the righthand got
away."

"Hewhat?" Omega's satisfaction vanished.

"We couldn't help it, Ssr—when she flew out the window everyone looked, and he just shook off
the hands on him and took off." The words were coming in arush asthe boy tried to vindicate himself.



"Wetried to catch him, but when we looked back he teeked a bunch of branchesright in our faces...
and by then she was|oose again, so we had to chase both of them, and..." He shrugged helplesdy.
"Adom and the others are still looking for him, but | don't think they even know where heisanymore.”

Tirrell snorted derisvely. "Where heis, is hafway to civilization and a police force big enough to
mop up your little group in five minutes. If you don't want a genuine battle on your hands, you'd better
take your junior goons and get the hell out of here.”

"Shut up, Tirrdl," Omegasaid thoughtfully. "Doctor, you've left me no choice. Y ou're going to
have to come with us. Now."

"Prophet, if youwant I'll take a couple of the others and go look for the righthand,” Axdl offered.
"He can't have gotten that far.”

"It'snot worth it," Omegatold him. "Why don't you go get the knapsack from where we left it
and bring it here."

"Knapsack?' Jarvis asked carefully as Axd |eft the room. There had been something new in
Omegas voice, something hedidn't a al carefor.

"l told you | wasn't going to hurt anyone, and | intend to keep my word," Omegasaid. "I'm
going to leave everyone e se here, suitably restrained, to wait for the police Tirrell clamswill soon be
coming."

Jarvislooked at the other's burned face and for amoment dared to hope... but with the next
heartbeat he knew it couldn't be. Omega couldn't afford to leave Tirrell alive—despite hisearlier
Sneering, it was clear that the detective had been hanging on histail long enough and successtully
enough to be ared danger. And if Tirrell was dated for death, then so was everyonein the cabin...
including Calin.

It was the darkest, most painful decision Jarvis had ever had to face, and the fact that he'd
known from the minute of Omegas arrival that it was coming madeit no easier. To confesshislie
about Colin's degp would probably save the boy'slife... but for what? What would Omega do with
him wherever they were going? At the very least, hewould surely try to bend Colin'sloyaty toward
himself, so asto be ready in the event that Jarvis's technique succeeded. Brought up by such a
creature, what sort of life could Colin look forward to?

Or to put the question another way, what were the chances Colin could be rescued from the
cabin or rescued from Omega's hideaway? Both, he suspected, were vanishingly small.

And then the ghost of anideabrushed acrosshismind. If Tirrdl wastruly ingghtful—and maybe
ahit telepathic...

Omegas voice cut into histhoughts. "When will it be safe to move the child?'

Jarvis remembered to consult his watch before answering. "Not for two or three hoursyet," he
lied, knowing that with those words he was now committed. "Unless you want to wait, helll haveto
stay here, too."



Omegas eyes bored into his. "Any particular reason he would be necessary to further
experiments?'

Jarvis shook hishead. "Any kid hisage or ayear or two older would do just aswell. He's had
severd treatments, but given you'll haveto wait until the subject reaches puberty to find out whether it
worked anyway, two monthsisn't redly significant.”

Omega seemed taken aback. "Puberty? Why can't you tell before that?!

"Because there's no way to know if the small metabolic changes are going to have the desired
effect. Thisisnew territory; there aren't any theoretica curvesto check experimenta results againg.”

"l see" Omegalooked over as Axd camein teeking a heavy-looking knapsack in front of him.
"Well discussthislater. Axd, well betying up Tirrdl in thisroom and putting Lisain the living room; |
want one of the kitchen chairsin each place.”

Axd frowned as he let the knapsack drift gently to thefloor. "Lisatoo? | thought you were going
to take her with us”

"That was before shefdl in with bad company.” Omegaturned to Lisa, till standing rigidin her
guards teekay grip. "l had fine planslor you, Lisa—literate preteens are not exactly common, you
know, and you could have been of immense use to me. 1'd had hopes of persuading you—with
hypnotic drugs, perhaps—to be more compliant. But frankly, right now you're not worth that much
troubleto me."

Jarvislooked at Lisain surprise. Literate? No—surdy Omegawaslying; literacy was il
restricted to those past Trangtion. But Lisa's expression held no surprise at Omegaswords, only a
sullen anger. And if she could indeed read... Jarviss mind shifted into high gear, and for thefirst time
hefelt real hope. Maybe—with a properly phrased clue—he could vastly improve the odds he was
leaving Tirrdl with.

The kitchen chair arrived and Omega st to work.

It was along-established axiom of Tigrin society—and the basis of the hive system—that akid
could only be controlled or immobilized by an older and stronger kid. But Omega had clearly done
some hard thinking on the problem, and when held finished tying Tirrdll into his chair, hetook Lisainto
theliving room and proceeded to demondirate hisingenuity.

Hisfirst step wasto carefully tie her to the chair Axel had placed in the center of the room,
positioning the knots behind her back and making sure none of them touched her skin, where they
could conceivably be teeked open. His second step was to place aloose black bag over her head,
tightening its drawstring snugly around her neck, and again tying it away from direct physica contact.
And hisfina step—

Jarvis gasped. "Isthat dynamite?"
"Itis," Omega confirmed. Lying down on hisback by the chair, he put down the stick of

explosve and set to work with brackets and a screwdriver. "Lisa, | want you to listen carefully to
me," he said asheworked. "I'm fastening astick of dynamite to the underside of your chair. The



detonator—the thing that setsit off—hasitstrigger fastened by arope to the floor beneath the chair.
If you try to teek the chair in any direction you'll blow yourself to bits. Understand?'

"Yes" Lisas muffled voice answered. Not surprisingly, she sounded scared.

"Good." Omegafinished hiswork in slence and got to hisfeet, checking the knots onelast time.
"Well, that should keep you herelong enough for usto get safely away," he said with satisfaction.
"Don't bother trying to break the rope, by the way; it's mountaineer'sline and tests a just over two
tons. Doctor, if you're ready...?"

Jarvis hesitated, stepped forward to touch Lisa's shoulder. "Lisa... | know you and Detective
Tirrdl don't think much of me, but please believethat | do care very much for Colin. | don't know if
you can picture mein therole of aloving parent, but—well, | just wanted you to know." He turned
back to Omegaand nodded. "All right, | guessI'm ready."

"Axd, take the doctor and send him on with the others—they should head southeast,” Omega

ordered. "You and | will go collect anyone who's till looking for that damn righthand and catch up
with them later.”

Axel nodded, and suddenly Jarvisfelt the floor fal away beneath him. Thisisit, hetold himsdf
bleskly as he was threaded sKillfully through the doorway. I've done all | could. It'sup to Tirrell
and Lisa now.

Hewondered if hewould ever see any of them again.

Chapter 25
The faint sounds of conversation and movement faded into silence. Trapped for the second time
that day in blindness and solitude, Lisamade no effort to stop the tearsrolling freely down her cheeks.
Omega’s promises hadn't fooled her; sheld aready had asample of hisverson of truth. Thistime, she
fet certain, shewasgoing to die.

"Lisa?" Tirrdl'svoice, though muffled by the bag, was neverthe ess understandable. "I think
they're gone. Areyou okay?"

"What difference doesit make?' she moaned, her slent sobsdoubling in intengity.
"Lisa, pull yourself together!" the detective snapped. "We may ill have achance.”

Hewas only trying to console her, she knew, but nevertheless she sniffed hard and managed to
bring hersalf under somekind of contral. "1'm okay now, shetold him.

"Good girl. Thefirgt thing to do is get you out of whatever they've got over your head. Describe
it tomeand tdl me how it'sfastened.”

Shedid the best she could. "I can't seeanything at dl throughit,” shefinished.



"All right. Now, it'stight around your neck, so you should be able to use teekay on it there. Try
teeking it outward in al directions and seeif you can bresk the rope.”

Shetried; but there was just enough give in the rope to move it off her skin before breaking, and
the instant that happened shelost the ability to teek it. "I can't doiit,” she admitted after severa
frudrating tries. "It kegps moving away."

"All right, don't get excited. Try this: throw your head back suddenly so that the bag isresting
againgt your face. Use the contacts with your forehead and chin—or stick out your tongue—and teek
the material at those pointsin opposte directions. If you can open up even asmal tear, it'll berightin
front of your eyes and the rest should be easy.

Taking adeep breath, shetried it. It took two triesto get the bag touching forehead and chin
solidly enough, and severa seconds of careful teeking before the first tiny tear sppeared like alighted
jewd just past her nose. But with the edges of the tear visible... the sound of the bag shredding was
perhaps the most satisfying sound sheld ever heard. "1 did it!" she cdled, blinking in the sudden light.

"Great! Now, look carefully under you and see how that booby-trap line is attached to the
floor. Don't move the chair in the process.”

Shedidn't need the reminder. Leaning gingerly over asfar asthe restraining ropes would permit,
shelooked beneath the chair. "The rope goes through ahole cut in therug,” she said. "Should | tear
the rug more and see whereit goes?'

"Better not,” Tirrell said quickly. ™Y ou might nudge the rope, or he might even have set thingsto
go off if the tenson decreases.”

Lisaswadlowed. Shed dmost torn the rug without bothering to ask abot it.... " Now what do
wedo?'

"Take agood look around the room. Seeif theré's anything at al sharp enough to dice your
ropes. Theresapicture on thewall, isn't there?" he asked suddenly.

"Y-yes" Lisasad, frowning at the question. "It's a picture of the ocean.”

"Teek it over to you and search it for ahidden knife or sharp edges. Hurry—I don't know how
much timeweve got.”

"But why should there be anything like that on apicture?’ Lisaasked, teeking the painting off its
nail and bringing it to her.

"Remember Jarvisslast wordsto you? It seemed to me he went out of hisway to use the word
‘picturé—"picture mein the role of aparent,’ or something like that. | think he might have been trying
totdl ussomething.”

"But there's nothing here," shetold him, turning the picture over for thefifth time. "Just anorma
picturein awood frame. There's some writing on the back, but it doesn't say anything that'll help.”

"Damn.” Therewas along pause. "All right, then therésjust onething left to try.



Remember—just before Martdl's gang broke in—Jarvis said that Colin wasn't drugged but only ina
hypnotic degp? Were going to have to try and bring him out of it. HE's not tied up or anything, is he?’

"No... but if he's dept through al the noise that everyone's been making in here, how arewe
going to wakehim?"

"ldeally, you'd use the key phrase that he's been told to respond to. In this case... the only other
way | know of isto make the subject so uncomfortable that he wakes up on hisown. Y ou're going to
haveto hurt him alittle, I'm afraid.”

Lisa's ssomach knotted up. "I can't do that. HE'sjust alittlekid!"

"If you don't, he's going to die with therest of us," Tirrell snapped. "Just use teekay to squeeze
hisarmsor chest alittle—seeif that'll doit."

Timidly, Lisatried it. "It'snot working," she said amoment later.

"Lisa, you're going to haveto grit your teeth and bear down. Martdl isn't going to just leave us
here—we know too much about both him and Jarvisswork. If he's not coming back to kill us
persondly, hell have set something up to do it automaticaly, probably with more of hisdynamite.”

"lan't there some other way?" Lisa pleaded. "Douse him with water or something?”"

"If you can get to any supply of water go ahead and try it. Otherwise—" Tirrell broke off
suddenly. "Damn! What am | using for brains? Lisa—you said there was writing on the back of that
picture? Read it out loud."

Lisateeked the painting back up. " 'To my darling Matt,' " she read |aborioudy, fighting her way
through the flowing handwriting. " 'From Miribd. Christmas, three-oh-one.’ That'sdl thereis.”

"Any response from Colin?'

Lisapeered over the picture at the boy's face, looking in vain for someindication of life. "I don't
seany,” shesad, feding panic risng up her throat. "He's il just lying there.”

"Hold on; let methink." For amoment there was silence from the other room. Lisalooked
desperately around the room again, searching for anything she could useto cut her ropes. The
windows, their glass knocked outside and out of reach by the other preteens, seemed to mock her
with their usdess offer of escape; the trees beyond seemed almost part of another world. Turning
back to Colin, she clenched her jaw, fear making her decision for her. If hurting an innocent boy was
what was necessary to survive, then that was what she would do.

"Hal" Tirrell said suddenly. " Therole of aloving parent'—of course! Miribel Oriana!”

And on the couch Calin stirred and opened his eyes.

"Colin!" Lisadl but shrieked in her relief. "Come here—quickly."

The boy jerked at her voice, and as he focused on her his eyes went wide and he scrambled up



into agtting position. "Who are you?' he asked fearfully.

Lisaswallowed her panic-fueed impatience and resisted the urge to teek him directly over to
her. Instead, she forced areassuring smile onto her face. "My namesLisa" shesad, usng the
soothing tone that had calmed so many nervous Fives back at the hive. "Don't be afraid—I won't hurt
you. But | need your help. Would you go to the kitchen and get me a sharp knife, please? And hurry."

Colin'seyeswere till troubled, but he nevertheless nodded and did off the couch. Just outside
the doorway he paused, looking into the study. "Matthew?" he asked, taking astep in that direction.

"No, Calin," Tirrell'svoice came. "My name's Stanford. Matthew's been taken away by some
bad men—please hurry and get that knife for Lisa so we can go after them.”

Colin turned and ran, and a second later there was the clatter of a drawer's being wrenched
open. He had barely regppeared in the doorway when Lisa, her patience finaly breaking, teeked
away the butcher knife he was carrying and brought it flashing across the room to her.

"Don't bother with your hands—just get free of the chair and get usdl out of here," Tirrell called,
anote of urgency creeping into hisvoice.

Lisanodded, too absorbed in her control of the knife to remember he couldn't see the gesture.
A few seconds later she wasfloating gingerly free of the chair, taking care that her tied hands didn't
catch anywhere. Turning, she shot toward the doorway where Colin was gill standing, an astonished
look on hisface. "Wow!" he breathed—and yelped as Lisateeked him into the air in front of her.
Barely pausing at the doorway, she snatched Tirrell, chair and dl, and made for the cabin door. A
second later they were out in the bright midday sunshine, whipping between the trees as Lisaignored
Coalin'syeps of darm and excitement in an attempt to get distance as quickly as possible. Findly,
about akilometer away, Tirrell pronounced them safe and Lisa brought them down with adeep sigh
of relief.

She had the detective's ropes untied, and he was working on hers, when the cabin blew up with
aroar behind them.

Therewas very little left when they returned cautioudly to the small clearing. Obeying Tirrdl's
ingtructions, Lisawaited with Colin among the trees as the detective walked around the blackened
rubble, samping out small fires and stopping every so often to examine something on the ground.

"Nothing worth salvaging,” he said when he returned. He seemed about to say something else
but glanced a Colin and agpparently changed hismind. "Lisa," he said instead, "go up to thetop of this
tree and seeif you can spot anyone.”

Shewas up and down in lessthan aminute. "No one," shetold Tirrell. "I don't see Tonio and the
police you said he was bringing, ether.”

"l wonder..." Putting afinger in hismouth, the detective gave apiercing whistle. "Tonio might
have gone to ground instead of heading for help right away. If he did, that should bring him." Dropping
down on one knee, he smiled at Colin. "Didn't get a chance to ask you before, Colin, but how are you



doing?"

"Fine," the boy said with the grave politeness Lisa had often seen kids adopt in the presence of a
hive authority.

"Have you been dl right out here these past couple of months?"

"Uh-huh," the boy nodded enthusiagtically. "It's the best vacation | ever took. Why did the bad
men take Matthew away?'

"Well..." Tirrell scooped the boy up and got to hisfeet. "I'm sure wéll get him back red soon.
Until then, how would you liketo vist areal police ation? Hm?!

"Okay, | guess,” Colin shrugged. "I like the woods better."

"You'll be ableto come back to the woods again sometime,” the detective promised. "But for
now we haveto go."

"We going to take him back to Barona?" Lisa asked.

"No choice," Tirrell told her grimly. "Weve got to raise the darm and get on Martd'strall
immediately, before he buries himsdf and Jarvisin some deep hole on the far side of the Tessdllates.”

"But won't alot of righthandsin the ky dert him?”

"Maybe, if he seesthem. But we haveto risk it. All we know for sureisthat they |eft here
traveling southeast, and that direction could have changed dradtically after he rgjoined themain

group.”
"San?'

The voice drifting down from the treetops made Lisajump; but before she could locate its
source Tirrell had whistled again, and with acrackle of conetree branches Tonio landed beside them.

"Boy, am| glad to seeyou," he exclaimed, giving the detective an unashamed hug. "I heard the
explosion and was trying to sneak back to see what happened. | thought maybe you'd been blown to
bits"

"Almogt, but thanksto Lisaand Colin we got out before the timer ran down,” Tirrdll told him.
"We can now add an attempted murder charge to Martel'slist when we nail him. Y ou didn't happen
to check out the direction his gang was headed, did you?'

" 'Fraid not—I was afraid to poke my head more than half ameter off the ground.” Tonio
frowned as he glanced around. " Say, where's Jarvis? Didn't he get out with you?”

"No. The shoe, asthey say, ison the other foot.” Tirrell waved southeast. "He's now been
kidnapped by Martel.”

Tonio snorted. "Serves him right," he said; but to Lisahisvoice lacked red conviction. "I



suppose weve got to get him out, though.”
"Y esh—and we're going to have to cal in some help to find them.”
"Maybe they just went back to the temple site,” Lisasuggested.

Tirrell shook hishead. "No. It's clear that most of hiskidsaren't in on thiswith him, and that
makes the temple site too public a place to keep Jarvis. Besides, he left under the impression that
Tonio was dready on hisway with reinforcements, so he wouldn't go anywhere that Tonio knew
about. However—" He paused, athoughtful frown beginning to crease his Face. "He doesn't know
we're on to what the temple steredly is—and héelll need to have arefinery somewhere where he can
Sseparate out hisgold.”

"Y ou think he might go there?" Tonio asked.

"It'sworth checking on. Lisa, were going to need more of your help, I'm afraid. We're going to
fly over to Plat City and drop Colin off at the police station there. Then welll get some detailed maps
of the region and I'll want you to show us exactly where the dump siteis. With luck, Tonio and | may
be ableto find Martdl's refinery on our own and determine whether or not he's there.”

"What if heis?' Lisaobjected. "Hell probably have kids on guard, and if he catchesyou, you'll
be in the same situation we just got out of."

Strangely enough, Tirrell smiled. "Not redlly,” he said. "I think | know how to even the odds a
little. Let's get going—we can talk more on the way."

Chapter 26

The dump stewasin agrassy valey three or four kilometersfrom the temple site, an
unexceptiond place with ahandful of trees, anarrow yet surprisingly gentleriver, and two or three
barren hills poking through the scrub weed. It was only as Lisaguided them to one of the latter that
Tirrdl could seeit wasin actuaity animmense pile of broken stone.

"They dug al this stuff out of that mountain?' Tonio asked, eyeing the rocks with obvious
amazement.

"Thisisnt hdf of what they've actudly mined,” Tirrell told him. "Loose rock always|ooks bigger
than the hole it came out of ." Siding his backpack onto the ground, the detective found ardatively flat
dab at the edge of the pile and unfolded the small-scale survey map held obtained from the Plat City
police. "They've probably been quietly hauling the stuff away, most likely during weekdayswhen al
thekids are a work. Probably leaving this much here on purpose so no onéll redize any of it's
misang.”

Fiddling with one of the smaller stones, Tonio flew over to land at hisside. Y ou figured out
where we are?'

"] think s0." Tirrell was actually somewhat more certain than that, having followed their course



on the map dl the way from Plat City. "We're on the southern edge of the De Sable Plateau, next to
the main branch of the Rashoni River. Flows generdly south, then goes southwest down the far side
of the mountains and off my map."

"Isthat why the water's moving so dowly?' Lisaasked. "Because were on aflat area?”

"Badically. The size and number of tributaries and the channdl dimensions areimportant, too, but
you basicaly can't have anything this dow in mountains except on aplateau.”

"Makesit nice and easy to anchor their boat while they load up, doesn't it?" Tonio commented.
He teeked his stone hard into the side of the heap, causing aminor rock dide. "Well, what arewe
waiting for? Let's head on down and find him."

Tirrell was dready folding up his map when something in hisrighthand's
voice—overconfidence?—made him pause. Let's head on down and find him. It was a perfectly
reasonable and obvious statement... but thiswas Martel they were dealing with, and Martd had
stayed free thislong precisaly because he worked hard at avoiding the obvious. Still, shipping the ore
viawater was the smplest and cheapest method available. Why bother teeking the stuff to the
riversdeif dl he wanted wasto leave afa se clue before carting it away overland again?

Unless...

Unfolding themap again, Tirrdl sudied it closdly. Yes... yes, it was possible. And right or
wrong, it wouldn't take long to check ouit.

"Stan?' Tonio asked impatiently. "We going or not?'

"Weregoing," the detective answered dowly. "But we're going to start by heading upstream.
The current's dow enough that even aheavy boat shouldn't have any troublefighting it, at least for a
few kilometers™”

"Y ou think he's set up arefinery way up herein the mountains?' Lisaasked, looking puzzled.
Wouldn't that have been the hard way to do it?"

"No, to both questions,” Tirrell told her, taking one last look at the map before folding it to show
only theregion immediately upriver of them. "What I'm thinking might be crazy, or it might be
brilliant—and | won't know which until we check it out on the actua terrain.”

"Wdll, let'sdo it then,” Tonio said. "Don't worry, Lisa," he added to the other preteen. "He gets
these brilliant hunches dl thetime. Y ou just have to learn to put up with them."

Tirrel smiled, and asmall tight place in his ssomach relaxed for thefirst timein hours. The
resurgence of Tonio's sense of humor was agood sign, an indication that the righthand was finaly
catching up with the emotiona shocks and stresses that had been pummeling him dl day. To capture
Martel at the cost of damage to Tonio's personality was not atrade he would've liked having to make.
"So skip the noise and give me alift," he said, scooping up his backpack with one hand and holding
out the other. ™Y ou can explain to Lisaon the way that my hunches usualy come out right.”



They found it abare kilometer upriver—not the refinery, but the clue that Tirrdll, despite his
outward confidence, had only half expected to find.

"What arethey?' Lisa asked asthey hovered over the grooves cut into the narrow band of moist
ground separating the riverbank from the harder rock beyond.

"Tread marks," Tirrell told her. "Almost certainly those of a heavy amphibiousvehicle”

"This doesn't make any sense,”" Tonio complained, squinting in the direction the tread marks
pointed. "There's nothing but rock over there. No trees, no possibility of adecent cave—how's he
going to hide arefinery out in the open?’

"Let'sgo see, shdl we?' Tirrdl said.
"But they'll see us" Lisaobjected, looking around nervoudy.

"Don't worry; Marte's il kilometersaway,” Tirrell assured her. "Let's go—youll understand in
about ahundred meters."

The two preteens exchanged glances. Then Tonio shrugged and they were airborne again, flying
low. The ground swelled up into alow rise, and they topped it to find—

Anocther river.

"Areyou going to tell us," Tonio demanded asthey landed, "that Martdl carts hisrocks up one
river and across dry land just to ship ‘em down another river? Why?'

"l amindeed,” Tirrel nodded. "And the why istwofold: first, because thisriver—atributary of
the Nordaw, according to the map—winds up going down the other side of the mountains, which
meansthat at the cost of relatively little trouble he's managed to point any pursuersin exactly the
wrong direction. And secondly—"

"Stan!" Lisaexclamed suddenly. "There's an old metd refinery wheretheriver leavesthe
mountaing”

Tirrell nodded. "Right. It hasn't been used in probably twenty years or more—not since the
mines southeast of Plat City were played out—but it wouldn't take much to get one of the crushers
and a cyanidation tank or two back in operation. I'll lay ten to one odds that's where he's holding
Javis"

"Y esh—with thirty or forty kidsto help him," Tonio muttered.

"No, he doesn't have nearly that many,” Tirrdll told him. "Remember back to the cabin. Even
though he I eft the temple site with fifteen kids and picked up reinforcements on the way, he hit uswith
only eight or nine—and recdl that Weylin wasn't among them. | suspect that those eight or nine have
been trusted with the full story of what Martel's planning with Jarvis and are cooperating less on blind
faith than on the more tangible promise of sharing in whatever wealth and power Martel hopesto get.
Kidslike Weylin who have even ascrap of faith eft in them would have donefine at begting the
woods for Jarvis, but Martel would have had to cut them out of anything past that. They're probably



gtill hunting through the woods east of Rand right now.”

"But Weylin waswilling to attack a policeman for him," Lisa pointed out. "He had to be pretty
loyd to dothat.”

"Breaking lawsin the name of religion and seeing your leader bresk them are two very different
things, and that's an even stronger indication that Martel's not taking any chances at dl with his group.
So he's probably only got those same eight or nine kids with him. The other side of that, of course, is
that trying to talk them into mutinying would be essentidly useless. We're just going to haveto hit them
hard and fast, without any call for surrender to dert them.”

"That doesn't sound very... pleasant,” Lisasaid hesitantly.

"It probably won't be," Tirrell acknowledged. "But with luck you won't have to be there. Were
going to head down to therefinery firgt of dl and try to confirm that Martel'sthere. If we can, Tonio
and | will put the place under survelllance while you sneak away and whistle us up some backup
forces, Probably from Nordau; it'll be faster than going back to Plat City." He glanced up at the
midafternoon sun, aready periloudy close to the highest mountain pesks. "And wed better get
moving—I want to get thingsrolling as soon as possible.”

Because—he didn't add—if the reinforcements didn't arrive before dark, he and Tonio might
just wind up taking on the whole place by themsdlves.

And that definitely didn't sound very pleasant.

"Y ou'll have to excuse the accommodations, Doctor,” Martel said with exaggerated politeness as
the two adults walked toward the middle of the huge, high-cellinged room, leaving the small group of
preteensto close the door behind them. "But I'm afraid We redlly weren't set up for visitors here.™

Jarvis passed up the scathing reply that came to mind and instead took a good look around. The
room was indeed huge, taking up probably an entire third of the building, and was, in addition,
tiflingly hot. Thick-paned, wire-reinforced windows covered three of the four walls, presenting a
somewhat dust-filtered view of the mountainsto the south and east and the river flowing by the
building to the west. The floor space was dominated by what appeared to be afurnace and two large
tanks, each liberaly wrapped up in catwalks, conveyors, control and power lines, and tens of meters
of heavy pipe. Other catwalks and stairway's crossed to what appeared to be a glass-walled control
room stuck above the windows on the south wall. Other smaller pieces of equipment werelaid out in
aseemingly random pattern, connected to each other and the tanks by more piping. A handful of
troughs cut into the concrete floor—emergency drains—were covered with gratings which, flush as
they were againgt the floor, fortunately presented no additional hazard to travel. Jarvis mentdly fixed
the locations of everything as best he could and looked back at Martdl. "What isthis place, anyway?"
he asked, though he was pretty sure he knew.

"Oh, sort of abusnesssideline of mineg," the other said airily. " Axel—I want four of your boys
outside to watch for company,” he caled, his voice echoing in the huge space. "One on each side of
thebuilding."



Axel seemed to stare at Martel an unusudly long time before nodding and turning back to the
other eight kids hovering near him. Inaudible words were exchanged, and four boys detached
themselves from the group and disappeared back out the door. The other four dispersed to the
windows, which they proceeded to unlatch and teek open. Watching their curious glances around the
room, Jarvis concluded that it wastheir first vidt to the refinery, which meant they weren't any more
familiar with the layout than he was. Offhand, he couldn't think of any way that could help him.

Axel flew over and settled down beside Jarvis and Martdl. "Now what?' he asked with more
than alittle truculence. "We can't stay here very long—we're not that far from the temple ste, and
that'sthefirst place the police will look."

"WEIl be safe enough, at least until dark,” Martd said. "At that point we can fly over the
mountains to a secluded place | know of ."

"And then what? Back at the cabin he said it would take yearsto figure out if his stuff even
worked. Y ou going to sit out there and eat conetree pods that whole time?"

"Wewon't have any trouble with supplies." Martd was gazing thoughtfully at his preteen aide. "'l
can keep my business contacts in Rand and e sewhere, and in the next room is the meansto finance
any purchases we'll need to make through them. Well be perfectly comfortable out there, | assure
you."

"Glad to hear it. And who exactly are you going to find to experiment on?"

"| thought we'd adopt Dr. Jarviss method, seeing as how it's already worked so well. Y ou and
your preteenswill smply kidnap some four- or five-year-olds, well use whatever trickery the doctor
used to keep them from panicking, and that will be that.”

"Y ou sure he'sgoing to help us, huh?'

Martel glanced at Jarvis; hisfrown deepened as he returned it to Axel. "Hell mix up the drugs
for us, under the threst of very painful consequencesif they don't work."

Jarvis snorted. ™Y ou're going to chain me to my bed for ten years, are you? That should be
interesting.”

"Actudly, | have something more sophisticated in mind,” Martd said, hiseyes till on Axdl. "If
there are no further questions—"

"Thereare," the preteen interrupted. "I want to know who these business friends of yours are,
where your hideout is, and how you intend to force anything out of him. Werein as degp asyou are,
Omega, and it'stimewe got in on more of the planning.”

For along moment Marte smply gazed at the boy... and when he finally spoke hiswords were
edged with sted splinters. "Youreadow learner, Axd; did you know that? A dow learner and a
glutton for head punches. | told you once today aready that you weren't practiced enough at thinking
to take over that job from me—and so you've naturally decided you want to take over that and

everythingdse"



"No, | didn't mean—" Axel began, hisindstent manner evaporating aoruptly.

"Just how far do you think you'd get?* Martel cut him off brusquely. "Even if | was stupid enough
to answer al your questions, how many would you forget to ask until you'd disposed of me? How
would you go about recruiting new kidswhen you dl hit Trangtion in ayear or so, for instance? Hm?
What would you do to persuade the doctor to cooperate if he suddenly decided to be stubborn?
How would you even know what chemicals he was using, Snce you can't even read the damn |abels?
He could sprinkle poison in your soup and you'd never know it."

Axel threw aglancein Jarvissdirection and swalowed visibly. "I... All right." He took adeep
breath. "All right, then; but if we can't do without you, you can't do without us, either.”

"Who ever suggested | intended to?' Martel asked. "Y ou have the strength, | have the
knowledge and brains. The arrangement's worked well for Tigrisfor two hundred years, there's no
reason it should fall apart now, isthere?'

"But what about Trangtion?' the boy blurted.

"What about it?' Martel countered smoothly. "I'll need people | can train to act as priests among
the kids once we get things going again. The message of Truth isn't dead, you know, just reorganizing.
| suspect we're soon going to have more power on this planet than anyone since the Lost Generation.”

Axel nodded, his eyes shining, and Jarvis could practicaly see the boy's embryonic thoughts of
rebelion vanish under the weight of Martdl's dazzling promises. "He's lying, you know," the scientist
spoke up, wishing now he hadn't waited so long to do so. But he still might not be too late. "He
doesn't need any prieststo share his power. Once you lose your teekay, hell get rid of you without a
second thought.”

If thewordssank in at all, they did so without leaving atrace. Axel gave him acool look and
turned back to Martel. "What should we do next?' he asked.

"Go and check on thelookouts;, make sure they're well concedled,” the other said promptly, his
businesdike manner stating the matter was closed. " Then go through the door over there and check
on how much packaged food we've got. In the room next to that there should be some smal
boxes—count the sedled ones and let me know how many there are.”

"Right." Heturned toward Jarvis. "What about him?"

"I'll watch him. Just make sure one of your kidsis dwaysin the room with us"

"Okay." Axd flew acrossthe room and vanished through the outside door.

"l hopethat'll dissuade you from further attemptsto turn my kids against me,” Martd said, facing
Jarvis. "They havetheloydty of extreme sdf-interest: greed plus the knowledge that I'm the only one

who can protect them from the police.”

"Mugt be an interesting form of greed, given you don't even know what my project is" Jarvis
retorted. "Or isit your stockpile of gold they're interested in?"



Martd's smile vanished. "How did you know about the gold?' he demanded, hisvoice deadly.
"Did Tirrdl tdl you?'

"Don't beslly." Jarviswaved at acollection of flat plastic bottles on the floor next to one of the
huge tanks, bottleswhose big NaCN markings were clearly visble. "What else would you be doing in
an old refinery with sodium cyanide? Especialy when you're packing the result in small boxes. What'd
you do, kill some mine owner near here and stedl hisore?’

"Asit happens, | came upon it honestly," the other said. "Not that it matters. And asto the
details of your project, that can wait until you're ready to tell me al about it. | already know it involves
the Trangition point and is something you're rather desperate to keep secret. There are limited
possihilities, and dl of them would be of gresat valueto me." He shook his head. "I must say, though,
that you don't at al fit the stereotypica image of the brilliant scientist, who is supposed to be both
blind and hel pless outside his specidty. You're fast, sharp, and not afraid to takerisks. It'sbeen a
long time since I've had to dedl with someone likeyou."

"I'm delighted to hear it," Jarvis said. "Especialy since you're going to be doing it for at least
eight years. Unlessyou want to gamble I'll give you the right formulathefirst time, of course.”

Martel's smile made atentative regppearance. "No, | don't really expect such cooperation. But |
don't intend to have you breathing down my neck that wholetime, ether.”

"What're you going to do—tie meto atree with a supply of sandwiches?'
"Something like that. 1'm going to have you put yoursdf into hibernation.”
Jarvisfelt hisjaw drop. "Y ou what?"

"Y ou heard me." Martel was back on balance now. "Y our hibernation work with Kelby
Somerset has been well publicized. WeIl set you up with a capsule hidden underground, perhaps,
with enough oxygen to keep you dive at your reduced metabolic rate.

It took Jarvisamoment to find hisvoice. "And if | give mysdlf the wrong drugs?’

"Then you've committed suicide,”" Omega shrugged. "But then, that option will dways be open to
you. Fortunately—for me—you're not the suicidal type." He glanced around as a breeze drifted
through the duggish air. Thekids, Jarvis saw, had finished with the windows and were standing in a
loose group studying the furnace. "'1'd better go give my kids something to do,” Martel said, pointing
Jarvisto aspot along the south wall, well away from both the cyanide bottles and any of the room's
doors. "Why don't you go sit down over there. I'll get you some paper and you can start making alist
of the drugs and equipment you'll be needing. Thereés no sensein wasting time, now, isthere?'

"Noneat dl," Jarvisagreed. It was, after dl, just after three in the afternoon, with perhaps four
hours until complete darkness. He had just that much time to find away to escape.

It took Tirrell and his companionslessthan half an hour to reach theridge just upriver of theold
refinery; the three-hundred-meter trip from there to the detective's chosen observation point took



nearly aslong. Tirrdl himsaf was used to such dow advances, but both preteens were visibly fidgeting
by the time he ordered a hdlt.

"Now what?"' Lisa asked as they settled to the ground between abush and a stand of tall grass.

"Keep your voice down," Tirrdl whispered, dipping off his backpack and squinting down the
gentle dope ahead. The south wall of the refinery was about half akilometer aheed, just visble
through anarrow gap in the underbrush. Rummaging briefly through the pack, he pulled out apair of
lightweight binoculars, aheadset, and a small microphone attached to a coil of dender wire. "Ready,
Tonio?" he asked, plugging the end of the wire into the headset and setting the coil and mike onto his

lap.

Tonio nodded and raised the binocularsto his eyes; and with the barest whisper of disturbed
grass the mike headed smoothly down the dope. Tirrell watched it go, trying smultaneoudly to protect
the coil of wirefrom snags and aso watch for sgnsof asentry. It would have been niceto usea
cordless modd, but they couldn't take the chance that Martel might have the equipment available to
detect its broadcast. Still, aslong asthe wire didn't break or dert the lookout by suddenly yanking out
aswath of grassthey should be dl right.

The microphone, its motion adone keeping it visible, was dmost to the refinery wall. "Lookslike
the windows are danted open abit," Tirrell murmured to Tonio as he dipped on the headset. "Ease
the mike through the bottom of the crack and let it sort of edgeinside.”

"Right"

A moment later it was done. Hipping hison switch, Tirrell cautioudy turned up the volume... and
within five seconds knew held guessed right. "We got 'em,” he announced tightly. "Martdl's there, and
at least acouple of thekids... and they just referred to Jarvis." He did the headset half off and turned
toLisa "Okay, Lisg, it'sup to you now. Get that note | gave you to the Nordau police; with luck, Plat
City'll have their squad ready to move by now. Be sureto take it very dow until you're over theridge,
then keep low until you'rewell away from the area.”

"Okay." Taking adeep breath, she set off uphill, flying bare centimeters off the ground. Withina
minute she was |ost to view among the undergrowth.

"Shelll be okay," Tirrell assured hisrighthand asthe latter continued to gaze after her. "Givemea
hand unloading therest of this stuff, will you?"

It took only aminute to empty the backpack and lay its contentsin negt rows in front of them.
"What are these things?' Tonio asked, fingering one of the three gogglelike devices.

"They'regas masks," Tirrdl told him. "They'reto protect us againgt the stuff in these." He tapped
one of the half dozen squat black cylinders. "It's called tear gas—acts sort of like concentrated onions
inyour eyes.

"Never heard of it," the preteen said, looking rather apprehensively at the cylinders. "'l suppose
it's supposed to keep kids from using teekay?"

"Or at least to limit it drastically. The stuff's hardly ever used anymore, but it was one of the few



weapons that worked against the Lost Generation, and it'salaw that every police department hasto
keep at least alittle of it on hand.”

Tonio nodded thoughtfully. "Stan... you guys don't redly trust us, do you? Uskids, | mean.”

"Wdll..." Tirrell shrugged uncomfortably. "I suppose there's some distrust,” he conceded, putting
asgood aface onit as he could. Certainly most adult tension was below the consciouslevel, where it
hardly qudified astrue distrust. "After dl, with teekay, kids are alot stronger physicaly than adults.

Y ou probably felt the same way toward the preteens when you were a Six or Seven. Hm?'

"Not redly. | mean, if they picked on ustoo much the Senior would make them get back inline."

"True enough—but I'm sure you redlize now that without the preteens cooperation the Senior
has no red power at dl. Thekids themsaves have to enforce hisrules; you see?’

"Huh! Y ou know, | never thought about it like that.”

"That's because the hive is set up to keep you from doing so. When you're little the preteens
enforce the Senior's orders; and by the time you're a preteen yoursalf you're so used to obeying the
Senior you do so automatically.”

Tonio sat quietly for along minute. "Huh,” he said again, softly. "So if most of the preteensat a
hive decided to disobey some order, that would beit. The Senior wouldn't be able to stop them.”

"No. Hed haveto cdl inthe police... and the result could be pretty bad." Tirrell shook his head.
"When you get to school and start learning Tigrin history, you'l redize just how much destruction and
chaos the L ost Generation caused. For nearly six yearsthey held absolute power on the planet, and if
it hadn't been for the unexpected |oss of teekay at Trangtion the generations growing up behind them
would have been just aslawless and just asignorant... and we might well have lost every scrap of
science and learning we ever brought to Tigris. If adults distrust kids, | suppose it's because the
knowledge of what amost happened is till pretty fresh.”

Tonio actualy shuddered. "And Jarvissdrug,” he said, "would take away Trandtion. Wouldn't
it?"

Tirrell turned to look at the refinery, his mouth suddenly dry. Somehow, he'd never looked at it
quite that way before. "Yes" he agreed quietly. "It would.”

Chapter 27

Thelast of the sunbeams crawling up the east wall faded and disappeared as the sun dipped
below the mountain peaksto the west. It was till agood half hour until officid sundown, of course,
but Martd nonetheessfelt heartened in the relative gloom that now filled the refinery. Darkness
aways made him fed sfer.

A breezetickled the back of hisneck, and heturned as Axel landed beside him. "All s&t," the
boy reported. "Those boxes of yours are awfully heavy, but there are only fifteen of them and we



should be able to handle two each. They'relined up just inside the door over there."
"Good. What about the food supplies?!
"All packed and ready to go. Everyone's eaten now except you and Jarvis and the kids outside.”

Martel glanced at the blue sky outside. "We might aswel pull in the lookouts, | guess. Wherever
the police are looking they'll have to quit reasonably soon; it's dready getting dark in the valey
benegth the temple site. Go call thekidsin and let them egt. Jarvisand I'll et after they finish."

Axel nodded and flew off to collect the outside guards. Martel watched him go, wondering
exactly what to do with the boy... or, more accurately perhaps, when and how he would do it. That
fabrication about priesthoods for the kidswouldn't hold him forever, especialy with Jarvisright there
to breathe on any sparks of doubt that might arise. Eventualy, Martel knew, a showdown was
inevitable, and held better be prepared to win it damn quickly.

Stll, al things were possible to those who planned ahead. In a sealed cabinet two rooms over
were several more bottles of sodium cyanide, and it would be smplicity itself to add oneto the
suppliesthey would be flying out with. When he and Jarvis went to est, he would find away to quietly
take care of that little chore,

A motion across the room caught hiseye. Jarvis, still Sitting againgt the south wall, was shifting
position, gpparently trying to angle the pad of paper on his kneesto catch as much of the waning light
as possible. For amoment Martel frowned, wondering what about the doctor seemed different to
him... and then he smiled as understanding came. Jarvis was agood three meters closer to the east
door than held been when hefirgt sat down. Still smiling, Martel walked over.

Jarvisgot in thefirst word. "Don't you have any lightsin this place?' he asked irritably. "I'm going
blind trying to write over here."

"Of coursewe do," Martel told him. "Run by our own private generator and battery bank, since
the service from Nordau seems to have been suspended. However, if we wanted to usethe lights,
wed firgt haveto close and curtain the windows, and I'm afraid it's till too hot in here for that.”

"If 1 don't get morelight, I'll have to quit working," Jarvisthreatened.

"Oh, by al means—you've worked so hard for the past hour and a haf that you've earned some
time off. Besdes—" he amiled pleasantly—"it'll give you the chanceto devote dl your energy to
sdling imperceptibly toward the door.”

Some of the starch seemed to go out of the scientist. "Damn you," he muttered.

"Come now, Doctor," Martd chided mildly. "Don't sound so discouraged. Especidly sincel
know it'sdl an act, anyway."

For amoment Jarviss eyes blazed with anger. ™Y ou're pretty sure of yourself, aren't you?' he
said. "You know everything, understand everybody, and never make amistake.”

"Of course | make mistakes—but seldom any of consequence. And the reason is exactly asyou



sad: | understand people. | don't know what if anything Tirrell told you of my background, but |
assure you that I've been amaster of psychology far longer than you've been studying hormones.”

"Then you must know I'll die rather than give you what you want."

Martel shook hishead. "I doubt it. Y ou see, Doctor, al your professond life you've been
solving problemsthat at first glance have looked unsolvable. Thisisjust the latest onein along string,
and habit donewill keep you searching for away around mefor along time yet. Besides, if you die
before the project's complete, you'll never know if the damn thing works, will you?'

Jarvisremained dlent, and Martel knew at least one of his shots had hit home. A smdll victory,
but a potentidly significant one. If he could convince even afraction of Jarviss mind that he, Marte,
was unbeetable, he would in effect have gained an dly inside the scientist's own brain. "If you'l forgive
me now, | have afew more thingsto attend to before our departure,” he said, glancing out the
window at the blue sky. "Well probably be leaving in about—"

He broke off abruptly as something hard and cold wrenched at his heart. Nestling amost
invisibly just insgde the window's lower | eft-hand corner was atiny black cylinder... acylinder hanging
fromathinwire.

A microphone.

Hetook a deep breath, trying to ignore the nausea of fear and anger bubbling in histhroat.
"Axe!" he belowed.

"Damn!" Tirrdl snarled, ripping off the headphones as Martdl's yd| echoed off hiseardrums.
"Werein for it now, partner.”

"They've spotted us?' Tonio asked, sounding alot calmer than Tirrell ft.

"Jugt the mike, so far. But that'll give them our generd direction if they Sght dong thewire. Seeif
you can pull the mike back out; if not, better bresk the wire asfar awvay from us asyou can.”

Therighthand was aready peering through hisbinoculars. "Okay... got it. Mikesdown in the
grassnow, but | think | wastoo late. Someone was pulling from the other sde. Do we get out of here
or say put?'

Wegay put,” Tirrdl said grimly, trying to see through the dust coating the refinery windows.
"They'll haveto fly straight overhead in order to spot us, and once they're out in the open you'll havea
strong tactical advantage. Just watch for flanking maneuvers and don't let anyone get too close. At
least that crowd they'd left outside got in before the darm went off; | guessthat's something to be
thankful for."

"What happensif they dl sneak out the far side of the building?’

"Asdefrom the fact that they don't know were alone, it wouldn't do them any good.” The
detective pointed. "Except where the river cuts through, the ground on the north side dopes up, and



there's not a scrap of decent cover anywhere this side of that ridge. Ditto for east and west; they'd
have nearly akilometer to cross before they'd even get to any tal grass. No, they'll try to comethis
way—and they'll try to eliminate usfirst. Solook sharp.”

For severa tense minutes nothing happened; and thefirgt attack, contrary to Tirrdl's
expectations, did not come from high-flying preteens. Instead, one of the windows suddenly opened
al theway and alarge object shot out, heading straight for them.

Tirrell opened hismouth to yell at Tonio—and bit down hard on histongue asthe projectile
sailed cleanly overhead and thudded into the ground agood fifty meters upsope. It had barely landed
when asecond missile followed it, this one hitting less than twenty metersin front of them and nearly
asfar totheleft.

"Trying to flush usout,” Tonio murmured.

"Y eah. Waiting to see which shots come close enough for usto deflect.” A third object followed
its predecessors. " Tonio—if thisone'saimed high, deflect it at the last moment to land as close to us
asyou can."

"Gotit."

Tirrell held his breath. The shot was indeed going to be a solid ten meterslong... and suddenly it
jerked in midair and fell, digging itsdf hdf into the ground lessthan ameter from Tirrell'sfeet. The
detective swalowed painfully; but it had been what he wanted. "Nicejob," he managed.

"Thanks. Now what?"

"They should be throwing everything loose at the place that one was supposed to hit. Deflect as
many asyou can in any direction you want—not so closethistime.”

Thewordswere hardly out of his mouth when the open window suddenly erupted with a
veritable stream of flying objects. Tirrel ducked involuntarily, but Tonio was equa to the challenge.
Directly overhead, the stream broke up, its component elements splashing into aroughly circular
pattern centered a dozen meters updope. Gritting histeeth, hating his own inactivity even while
recognizing there was nothing he could do, the detective watched and waited... and, as abruptly asit
had begun, the barrage ceased.

Besde him, Tonio exhaded loudly. "Whew! I'm glad that's over. Or are they just collecting more
Suff to throw?"

Tirrell risked taking the time for aquick look at the objectslittering the ground around them.
Severd sections of iron grating, what looked like an ingot mold, awhed off acart, asmall box.
"They're certainly throwing everything that isn't nailed down," he said. "But | suspect that |ast attempt
cleaned out their stockpile, at least for the moment. My guessisthat they'll try coming after us
personally next—we've pretty well proved this gpproach doesn't work."

Tirrell's prediction was quickly borne out; but with atwist the detective hadn't expected. Without
warning, two kids came shooting out the same window the earlier barrage had come from and headed
swiftly toward them. Simultaneoudly, athird boy took off from the building's east Sde, asmal box



clutched in hisarms. At breakneck speed he headed for the trees akilometer away.

"Stop him! Tirrell snapped, pointing &t the fugitive. Their only hope wasto keep Martd's group
bottled up in the refinery until reinforcements arrived, and if they alowed even one of them to get
away, the fagin would keep trying until dl of them had madeit.

Tonio'sresponse wastypical of the righthand's sense of humor. Instead of Smply trying to halt
the other's dash by brute force, he abruptly teeked hard on the box clutched in the kid's arms. Unable
to react fast enough as the box suddenly dowed, the boy dammed into it ssomach-first, legs shooting
by underneath as he wrapped himsalf around it with a gasping yelp loud enough for Tirrell to hear a
kilometer away. An ingtant later both he and the box were hurtling backward toward the refinery as
al resstance to Tonio's teekay vanished into the boy's all-consuming need to get air back into his
lungs. Satisfied his righthand had that part under control, Tirrell shifted his attention skyward.

The other two kidswere dmogt directly overhead, drifting dowly now astheir eyes swept the
ground. Tonio, Stting right next to alarge bush, wastemporarily out of their line of Sght; but Tirrdll
was perfectly visible from their position, and he knew he had seconds at the most before they spotted
him.

Therewas only one thing he could think of to try. "Get ready to catch me," he muttered to
Tonio. Waiting until the searching eyes above them were looking el sewhere, he scrambled to his feet
and ran recklessy down the dope toward the refinery, the tear-gas grenade he/d scooped up
concedled in hisleft hand.

He hadn't covered more than five meters when hisfeet found themsdlvestreading air. Looking
up, he saw one of the kids coming up behind him at aheight of ahundred meters or so. The second,
close behind, was glaring at the ground, and Tirrell got the impression that ateekay battle was
underway between him and Tonio. Mentaly crossing hisfingers, Tirrdl glanced a the ground,
perhaps three meters beneath him now, and waved his empty hand at his captor. "Not so high! Not
50 high!™ heyelled, putting an edge of hysteriainto hisvoice.

Thekid responded exactly as Tirrell had hoped he would. Instead of lowering the detective, he
did just the opposite, yanking him swiftly upward as afisherman would red in acatch. Higher and
closer he wasteeked... and asthe kid reached out toward him, Tirrdll pulled the three-second fuse on
his grenade, counted two, and threw it.

He had aimed the device to go off directly between the two kids, but whether or not it actudly
did so he never found out. Theflat crack of the compressed tear gas bursting free and the cool wave
of moisture that followed immediatdy afterward caught Tirrell with hishead turned asde asfar as
possible, his eyes squeezed tightly shut with hands protecting both them and hisnose. That hisplan
had indeed succeeded, however, was clear from the strangled gasps above him—and from his
sudden, uncontrolled tumble toward the ground.

Faling blind was afar more unnerving experience than Tirrell had expected it to be, but
fortunatdly it didn't last long. A new teekay grip was on him in seconds, pulling him to the Sde and
down; and with amoment's hard decel eration, the ground dapped at hisfedt.

"Tonio?" hewhispered loudly, dropping into akneding crouch. Brushing his deeve againg the
tear gas dtill clinging to hishair, herisked aquick glance, saw nothing but tal grass.



"Back here," came amuffled whisper from afew metersto hisright. "Here—your gas mask."

Something bumped lightly againg the side of Tirrdl'sface. Grabbing it, hedid it on, fumbling a
bit before he got the straps properly tightened. Exhaling what was left in hislungsto clear the mask of
any traces of gas, he cautioudy took abreath. Just as cautioudy, he opened his eyes.

Tonio, hisown mask firmly in place, did through the grassto Tirrdl's Sde amoment later, the
remaining gas grenades held in afingertip-and-teekay grip in front of him. "Grack, but you took a
chancethere," he murmured.

"Had to be done," Tirrell grunted, taking a second to examine the righthand's mask. Tightening
one of the straps, he returned his gaze to the now empty sky. "Did you see what happened to them?"
he asked.

"I think their friends teeked them back into the refinery. They sure weren't navigating on their
own. Arethey going to bedl right?"

"Oh, they're not in any danger. But | think we can scratch them from any further action for the
day." Raisng hishead cautioudy, Tirrell peered over the grasses at the refinery. No activity was
visble; the window Martel had been using for his attacks was now sealed againgt the bluish-looking
cloud of tear gasthat was dowly drifting toward the east in the light breeze. "'In fact, depending on
how close everyone eseis crowding around them, we may be able to take out the rest of them, too.
Grab another grenade, Tonio, and let'stry to teek it Sraight down Martdl's throat.”

Gasping and rubbing amost vicioudy at their eyes, Kalle and Barth were teeked back in through
the window. "Close that window tight!" Martel snapped to Axd, his stomach threatening to climb up
histhroat. "All thewindows—astight asthey'll go." Thekidsflew off to obey, leaving him staring out
thewindow. Not at the cloud of gas that had unexpectedly robbed him of aquick victory, but a the
place where the man who'd executed the maneuver had disappeared back into cover.

Tirrell. It had been Tirrdl.

He swallowed once, hard, and as his brain dowly unfroze, he became aware of a sharp odor in
theair. "Get over there—all the way in the corner," he ordered the two disabled kids. "Axel, teek
them over there. Everyone €l se keep away; they've got the Stuff on their clothes.”

"Something coming!" the boy on lookout two windows away snouted.

Martel jumped to hisside. A smal black object, heading straight for the window. "Knock it
down,” he commanded the boy. "No, wait—just stop it and try to pull on anything that seemsto be
gticking out."

The cylinder hesitated in itsflight, wobbled back and forth under the opposing forces, and a
small ring near the front abruptly popped free. Seconds later the cylinder seemed to explode into
another of the off-white clouds.

"What is that stuff?" the boy asked nervoudy.



"Don't worry, it won't hurt you," Omegagrowled. "It just makes your eyeswater, like diced
onions”

Axe landed next to him. "Can we give Barth and Kalle some water? Maybe if they wash—"

"Youl" Omegabarked, turning on him. "That was Tirrdl, damnit! Why the hdll didn't you teek
him in herewhen he started faling?'

Axel seemed to draw back from the outburst; but even through hisanger Martel could seeit
wasn't the recoil of puppylike subservience. Axel was regarding him coolly, dmaost measuringly. "We
were busy getting Barth and Kale back in, we had to pull Doane and that box in over there, and you
were screaming at usto hurry up and not let any of the smokein. If you'd wanted usto grab him, you
should have said something.”

With an effort, Marte forced himsaf to cam down. He couldn't afford to lose control now.
"Sorry. But that was Tirrdl, damnit.”

"1 saw him. Y ou told me he wouldn't be any more trouble.”

"l know." Martel watched the latest cloud move across the landscape. How had the detective
escaped from the cabin? He didn't know, but he was for damn sure going to find out. " Put one of your
kids on each side of the room to watch for attempts to break through the windows," he instructed
Axel. " Someone dse should make sure Tirrdl and whoever he's got out there don't move from where
they are. Then | want you, Axdl, to stack the boxes we're taking with usin front of the door to the
rest of the building; I don't want anyone sneaking up on our blind side.”

Axel seemed to congder dl that, then nodded. "All right. Y ou just going to stay hereand
upervise?'

Martel made a note of the preteen's sarcastic tone for future reference. "No. I'm going to have a
little talk with Dr. Jarvis." Without waiting for aresponse he staked away.

He found the scientist seated with his back against the huge furnace, a nervous preteen hovering
nearby. "Report to Axel—he has ajob for you," Marte told the boy. The other nodded and flitted
off, and Martel turned his glare onto Jarvis. "Enjoying the show?' he asked coldly.

"Wouldn't have missed it for theworld," the scientist smiled. For some reason, he looked five
yearsyounger. "Did | hear you say it was Detective Tirrell out there?'

"Either him or histwin brother. I don't suppose you'd like to suggest how he got out of your
cabin, would you?'

"Maybe Tonio didn't go for help after dl," Jarvis suggested. "' Perhaps he amply waited outside
until you were gone and then nipped in and got them out.”

Martel had seldom heard such a poor attempt at alie; but on the other hand at |east one part of
that explanation fitted with the known facts. "Maybe you'reright,” he said, watching the other'sface.
"It'sfor surethat no one's arrived with any help so far.”



A dight frown creased Jarviss forehead. "What do you mean?"

"1 mean the rescue attempt you're looking forward to isfar in the future. Tirrell's out there done,
with exactly onekid asssting him."

"Wha makesyou think that?'

"One: agroup of police and righthands would have either ssormed us by now or have used a
loudspesker to call for our surrender. Two: Barth was struggling with someone on the ground just
before Tirrell fired his gas grenade; if theréd been two kids down there, they would have had enough
combined teekay to yank Barth out of the sky."

"l see" Jarvis nodded thoughtfully. " So what you're saying isthat asingle kid out thereis
successfully pinning down al nine of yours. | think | understand why Tirrell didn't call for
reinforcements.”

"Then you understand wrong," Martel snapped, unreasonably irritated by the barb. "So far there
hasn't been anything but one-on-one confrontations, and both were won only by tricks. They couldn't
survive amassed attack, and you know it. If it weren't for that damned gas they wouldn't have a
chanceagaing us."

"Well, | suppose you could al snesk out the far sde of the building and make arun for it,” Jarvis
shrugged. "Of course, you'd probably have to leave me and your little stash of bullion if you wanted to
be fast enough to outfly any tear-gas grenades that might be thrown at you. But if youd liketo run
aong, | can assure you well befine hereaone.”

Martel smiled thinly. "Cute—very cute. But | don't think we're quite that desperate yet. It'sjust
occurred to me that there's another way to keep Tirrell off my back. Or had you forgotten | have a
vauable hostage?'

He watched Jarvissface long enough to get the satisfaction of the other's startled expression and
then turned toward the door where Axel was busily stacking boxes of gold. "Axd!" he called. "Come
here!"

"Well, so much for that gpproach,” Tonio commented as the second cloud of tear gas floated
harmlessy past therefinery. "Martel's got at least one kid in there who's ftill able to see straight. What
now?'

Tirrell shrugged. "We st tight and enjoy the stldlemate, | guess. Those windows are undoubtedly
too strong for you to bresk, especidly in thislight, so aslong asthey're dert in there, were not going
to get any reasonable amount of gasingde. Storming the place would be futile—the windows are too
filthy to seethrough when it'sasdark insdethere asit is, and | don't think we want to get teeked at
when you can't teek back. On the other hand, aslong as we've got grenades | ft to throw, they aren't
going anywhere, either.”

Tonio yawned audibly. "Well, | hope Lisahurries back with those reinforcements. I'm absolutely
dead.”



"It hasindeed been along day," Tirrell agreed, his own lack of deep a permanent layer of sand
under hiseydlids. "I'd offer you anap, but we might need fast action.”

"I'm okay."

Therighthand fell slent. Shifting position alittle, Tirrell stared at the dark windows and ran
through the calculation one moretime. Lisahad left just after four; cal it haf an hour to get free of the
area, another half hour to get to the Nordau Police Station and contact Plat City, at least forty minutes
more for the troopsto arrive. Five-forty at the earliest—agood haf hour away and uncomfortably
closeto thetimewhen it would be dark enough for Martel's crowd to dip away. Of course, artificia
lighting could postpone any break the fagin might be planning, but whether lights could be set up such
that the kids ingde couldn't teek them off was another problem entirely. He hoped someonein the
Plat City team had given the matter some serious thought.

Hewasjust trying to bend histired brain toward that question when one of the windowsin the
refinery cautioudy opened acrack and afaint voice drifted acrossthe intervening distance. "Tirrel?"

"Don't answer!” Tonio urged. "They'll figure out wherewe arel”

"They dready know that reasonably well," Tirrell shook hishead. Taking adeep breath, he
raised the lower part of hisgas mask and called, "I'm till here, Martdl. Y ou ready to surrender?”

"Hardly," the reply came afew seconds later. "I've got Dr. Matthew Jarvisin here, Tirrell. HEsa
hostage to your good behavior. I've got him booby-trapped with about a quarter kilogram of sodium
cyanide powder. Any attempt to break in or interfere with my kids teekay and hell die. You
understand?’

It took Tirrell two triesto get histongue to work. "Understood. What do you want?"

"For now, just stay back and don't try anything cute. Well talk more later.”

"All right. You understand that if Dr. Jarvisis hurt, you'll pay with your own life.”

Martd didn't answer, and the window was once again closed. "Has he gone crazy?' Tonio
demanded.

"No—just desperate.” Carefully, Tirrell fastened hismask in place again, afeding of cold
unredlity displacing thefatigue in hisbrain. Could Martel truly be willing to gamble with Jarvisslife?
Surely not—surdly he was merdly bluffing. And yet... The detective's earlier conversation with Tonio
gprang unbidden into sharp focus. With his drugs and notes destroyed, only Jarvis himsdlf had the clue
now to the dimination of Trangtion. If hedidn't survive the night...

"Do you think they'll try escaping now?"

With an effort Tirrdl brought his mind back into focus. "No, they'll ill wait awhile. Whatever
thisbooby-trap is, they can't try to leave until it'stoo dark for you to see the mechanism.”

"So it'sback to waiting," the righthand said with atired sigh.



Tirrell nodded, glancing at the darkening sky. "That'sright,” he said. "L et's hope the support
troops hurry.” And hope, he added silently, that | know how to advise them when they get here.

Chapter 28

They arrived just under forty minutes later; dozens of them, appearing suddenly over the
surrounding hillswith such perfect timing that Tirrdll had the instantaneous image of being &t the center
of alasso closing sllently in across the blue-black sky. The vision vanished quickly, asthefigures
dropped lower and disgppeared into the shadowy |landscape. Fumbling out hisflashlight, Tirrell turned
his back on the refinery and flashed the beam three times againgt his chest. A moment later two dark
figures dropped to the ground beside him. "Detective Tirrdl?' the larger of the two murmured.

"Right," Tirrell acknowledged. "My righthand Tonio Genesee's around here somewhere.” Tonio
snorted at that.

"I'm Detective First Ray Kesner of Plat City," the newcomer told them. "Righthand, Mark.
What's the Situation?'

"Delicate." Tirrell gave the other afast summary of the past hour, including Martd'sthreat against
Javisslife.

"Damn,” Kesner growled. "Any chance hes bluffing?

"Asfar asthe means are concerned, no. | believe he's been running aniillegal gold processing
operation in there, and the smplest method for him to be using is cyanidation. Whether hesredly
willing to carry out such athreat—" He shrugged.

"Any ideawhy he grabbed Jarvisin thefirst place?" Kesner asked. "Eggers said you were pretty
vague about the whys and wherefores of the Situation when you first flew through Plat City four hours

"For the moment dl of that's till unclear,” Tirrell lied. "Let'sworry about it after we get Jarvis out
safdy, okay?'

"| just thought it would help usfigure out how serious Martd is" the other grumbled. Raisinga
hand to the side of his head, he gave a series of ordersinto the radio headset he was wearing. He
listened for afew seconds and then nodded. "Okay, everyone'sin position. Mark, let me have that
loudspeaker and well see what we can shake loose... thanks." Raising the cone-shaped deviceto his
lips, he clicked aswitch. "Martd?* hisamplified voice boomed, echoing off the nearest hills. "Thisis
Detective First Ray Kesner. We have you surrounded and outnumbered. Come out one at atime and
surrender or well comein and get you."

The echoes faded and for amoment there wastotal silence as even the nocturna insects
remained quiet in the wake of the loudspeaker'sroar. Then, clearly audible, came the faint scrape of
an opening window. "Y ou'd better talk to Tirrell before you try anything stupid, Kesner,” Martel
cdled. "Moveinand Jarvisdies. | meanit."



"All right," Kesner replied, "just take it easy. What exactly do you want?"

"For now, assurance that your people will stay at least half akilometer away from this building.
I'll have the rest of my demands ready for you in awhile." Another squesk announced the window's
closing and the end of the conversation.

Kesner lowered the loudspeaker. "What the hell isthis bus ness about demands? Any idea?"

"l expect it'smainly asmokescreen,” Tirrdll told him. "All heredly wantsisto get safely away
from there with Jarvis, however many kids he has with him, and abox or two of what | suspect is
crude gold bullion. To do that he hasto wait until it's pitch black out here, dark enough that we won't
be able to neutralize the threst to Jarvisslife. But he'snot likely to apprise us of such amovein
advance—he obvioudy doesn't want us working on away to sop him."

"Seems reasonable,” Kesner growled. "Well... | suppose we could set some floodlights around
thearea Aslong asit'slight out here they can't leave."

"You'd berisking Jarvisslifethat way," Tirrel reminded him.
"Not redly. HEd have to be completely crazy to kill hisonly hostage over something like that.”

"Hewouldn't haveto kill him outright,” Tirrdll said. "If he gave Jarvisasmall dose of cyanide he
would livefor at least acouple of hours before dying. Y ou'd then have the choice of Ietting Martel go
on histerms or waiting around until Jarvis dies."

"Ouch! | hadn't thought of that." Kesner touched his headset again. "Pamyra, have you got an
angle where you can seeingde?... Even with the night glasses?... Y eah, I'm not surprised. Anyone
e ableto see anything?'

Another pause, and Kesner's silhouette shook its head. "Pamyra says that the windows are so
filthy that he can't see through them even with the night glasses. I'm not sure that even putting a
spatlight on the building from out here would do us any good.”

"Do you suppose we could sneak in one of the north doors and get into the south section that
way?" Tirrell suggested hesitantly. "There are only nine or ten of them in there—they can't be holding
the entire building.”

"Probably not. But | had alook at the refinery's blueprints on the flight down, and there seemsto
be only one door connecting to the south section. Almost certainly they've got it barricaded by now.”

"How about air vents or other kinds of openings?’ Tonio asked.

"The ventilation system isloaded with filters,” Kesner told him, "and al other conduits are either
sedled or wind up ingde the furnace or somewhere just as useless. Anyway, getting inisn't the point.
We could handle them just aswdl from out hereif we had alittle bit of light in there."

"1 know that,” Tonio said impetiently. "But if we could get someone inside, he could take some
flaresinwithhim."



There wasamoment of sllence. "You'reright,” Kesner said, sounding mildly surprised. "1 hadn't
thought of that."

"Let's seethose blueprints,” Tirrell suggested.

With aprolonged rustle of paper Kesner laid them out. Covering the lens of hisflashlight with his
hand, Tirrdl let afaint glow fal on the plansfrom between hisfingers.

"Air vents, crushed ore conveyer; furnace feed, out-gas, and dag lines," Kesner said, touching
each point as he named it. "1'd say the best bet isto use the furnace feed duct... except I'm not sure
how you'd get out of the furnace once you wereinsde.”

Tirrdl nodded. "Tonio?"'

"l think it'sworth atry," therighthand said promptly. "I'll need aflashlight, someflares, and
probably someoneto help me get in the other end of this pipe. One of those radios would be handy,
too."

"Holdit," Kesner cut in. "Who put you in charge of thisoperation? Tirrdll and | will decideif
someone's going and who that someone will be."

"I'm afraid we're going to have to skip the parliamentary procedure, Kesner," Tirrell said.
"Therésno timefor along discusson—Martel could make hismove practicaly any time now. Tonio's
volunteered to try it, and he knows the Situation and people in there better than any of your righthands
do."

"All right,” Kesner said heavily. "Technicaly, | suppose, you can take charge here. But
remember that whatever happenswill then be your responsbility.”

Tirrell nodded. "I know. Now get busy and start collecting the stuff Tonio'll need.”

Bardy five minuteslater Tonio was gone, flying low in awide circle that would get him invisbly
to the north sde of the refinery where histhree assigned helpers awaited him. Tirrell watched him
disappear into the darkness, hisfedings badly mixed. One way or another it would soon be over, he
knew, and however it turned out Martel would definitely have lost hisbid for the power he craved.
And yet, down deep, the detective recognized uncomfortably that by sending Tonio in he had
effectively forced the most crucia decision of hislife squarely onto hisrighthand's shoulders. Tonio
could do hisbest to rescue Jarvis... or could try equally hard to make sure neither the scientist nor his
formulasurvived the night.

And Tirrdll had no ideawhich the preteen planned to do.

For along, agonizing moment he thought serioudy about having Kesner cal the boy back. But it
wastoo late for that. Already the brightest stars were visible overhead; any minute now Marte would
be opening hiswindow again and announcing hisimminent departure. No, Tirrell would haveto trust
Tonio'sjudgment... and perhaps, he thought suddenly, that was the best decision histired and
irresolute mind had been able to make. Perhapsthe best decision it could have made.

The thought failed to console him. Staring through the gloom at the dmost invisble refinery, he



listened with half an ear as Kesner directed his righthand force into position, and tried to ignore the
painful thudding of hisheart.

Chapter 29

Only the windows themsdves were il visible, and they were distinguishable only asrectangles
of navy blue set into a pitch-black background. Seated with his back to the huge furnace, his hands
tied tightly behind him, Jarvis shifted dightly to ease hismuscles.

Thefigure standing over him stirred in response. "Relax,” Axd'svoice came quigtly. "It won't be
much longer.”

"I'm sure," Jarvis murmured. "Y ou redlize, of course, that the police aren't going to just let dl of
usfly merrily out of here. And if that cyanide hitsme, it'll be you who gets charged with murder.”

Axd chuckled. "Y ou don't know Omegavery well. Hell get usout of here, dl right. Don't worry
about that."

"Don't underestimate Tirrdll," Jarviswarned. Under cover of the conversation, he carefully
probed the edge of the furnace's metd plate sheathing with hisfingers, searching for another place
where the coating of rust was thick enough to abrade rope. Omegawas smart, dl right, but the
pressure was making him careless, and he hadn't bothered to check the metal before sitting Jarvis
here. Finding anew spot, the scientist resumed his stealthy rubbing. "And my other comment ill
gands. you're the one holding those bowls over my head, not Omega. He didn't give you thisjob
because he likes you—he did it because he thinks that dragging you in as deep asheiswill insure
your loydty tohim.”

"A lot he knows about loyalty.” Axd shifted pogtion again and Jarvis tensed involuntarily. The
two smdl bowlsfloating rim to rim directly over his head held enough sodium cyanide powder in the
gpace between them to kill him ten times over... and the only thing holding it up there was Axel's
teekay, transmitted through a single finger touching each bowl. A dight distraction, aflash of light or
whiff of tear gas, and it would literaly be dl over. "Let metell you alittle secret,” Axe continued,
lowering hisvoice till further. "As soon aswere dl set up in Omegals secret hideaway, I'm going to
get rid of him. | don't think he'stelling the truth about making usinto priests, and | don't want to wait
until Trangtionto find out for sure.”

"You aren't going to live even that long." Therewasadight jerk in the rope binding hiswrists as
one more of the fibers broke. Jarvis strained carefully at what was left. Not quite enough. "If you
know Omegaaswdl asyou say, you must know hewon't just wait for you to act againgt him."

"Y ou let me worry about that, okay? Now shut up,” he added as, across the room, Martel
began speaking. "'l want to hear this"

It was not, as Jarvis had feared, the order to move out, but merely another in Martel's series of
speculations as to what the police were doing. The relative slence suited Jarvis just fine, though.
Leaning hard into the rusty metd, he put as much power into his efforts as he could without making
any noise... and with a suddenness that jammed hiswrists painfully against the edge, the rope finaly



broke.

Quickly, hardly daring to believe hed done it, he worked his hands free from the loops around
them. Then, moving carefully lest the sound of rustling cloth dert hisguard, herolled over onto his
hands and knees and began to crawl, heading for the back side of the furnace. Thefirst three meters
were the hardest, as he waited with nerves on end for the shouts that would mean his discovery. But
even to hisown hyperdert ears he made no sound, and as he continued on, hisfears gradualy
diminished. By thetime he hated, hdf the circumference of the furnace and an eternity later, his
heartbeat was no longer the loudest sound in the room. Leaning back against the furnace, his shirt
soaked with sweet, he swiped at hisforehead with atrembling hand and took hisfirst deep breath in
hours. For the moment, at least, he wasfree.

But even with darkness to hide him, such freedom would only last alittle while past the
discovery of hisescape unless he could get out of the building. The doors, he knew, were out; any
that weren't barricaded against the police would undoubtedly have preteens guarding them. The
windows weren't designed for easy egress, and opening them made enough noise to wake the dead,
anyway. But there was one more possible escape route... one that Martel might not have thought to
block.

Jarviss memory wasfar from eidetic, but hed had ample time to study the room'slayout through
thelong afternoon. Slipping his shoes off, he took his bearings from the windows and set off in what
he hoped was the proper direction, feeling carefully for obstacles with hands and toes. Ten paceslater
he found what he was looking for: one of the ladders|eading to the network of catwalks high above.
With asilent pleato the metal not to squeak, he Sarted up.

Hisluck held dl the way up the ladder and perhaps four steps aong the catwalk itsdlf. But his
fifth step brought hisweight down on what was apparently a rust-weskened section of the grating,
and with aloud snap that seemed to reverberate forever one of the heavy wires broke under hisfoot.

Hefroze, and on the floor below the quiet conversations abruptly ceased. "What wasthat?' one
of the kids whispered nervoud y—and the words were barely out when Axd's bellow split the air.
"Grack! Omega—he got away!"

"Damn you, Axel—no, hold it, damn it, everyone just stay where you are for aminute. Jarvis,
you can't get avay—we've got the doors blocked and well tear your head off if you try for one of the
windows. Give yourself up right now or | guarantee the consequences will be very, very painful .

Under cover of Martel'svoice, Jarvis had made it another six steps along the catwalk. Now, as
silence again settled onto the room, he paused, hardly daring to breathe. Clearly, no one below had
yet redlized where the original noise had come from, and he had no intention of giving them
unnecessary hints. Pitch darkness or not, once they figured out he was on one of the catwal ks they
could have him in thirty secondsflat. Squinting into the darkness, he tried unsuccessfully to see how
far ahead the next intersecting catwalk was, the one he needed to get on.

"All right, Jarvis, haveit your way," Martel snarled suddenly. "Axd, Brody, Royce—go to the
east end of the room and start working your way west. Cover every square centimeter of floor and
wall and make sure he hasn't climbed onto any of the machinery.”

Jarvis had made it to the intersection and onto the proper catwak by the time Martd finished



talking—but he knew histime was nearly up. The mere mention of climbing was bound to bring this
aeria wakway to mind, and the minute Martel remembered it he would certainly reach the proper
conclusion. Quickly, Jarvis unfastened hisbelt and took it off, cailing it astightly ashe could. Giving it
enough loft to clear the other catwalks, hetossed it asfar as he could toward the west wall.

"Aha" Martel shouted triumphantly. “The cat—"
And with aclatter the bt hit the floor.

Theflurry of activity at that end of the building was dl Jarvis could have hoped for, and he didn't
hestate. Abandoning dl efforts at stedlth, he ran at full speed along the heavy wire mesh, his hands
merely brushing the low guard rails. Distances were impossible to judge in the gloom, but hetried to
form an estimate by counting his steps... and two earlier than he'd expected the door loomed suddenly
ahead and he dammed full tilt into it. Beneath him Martel bellowed. Ignoring the stabbing painsin his
cheek and right kneecap, the scientist fumbled the door open and staggered into the tiny control
room, damming the door behind him. The pae square of asmall outside window gave him direction,
and he crossed the room in four quick steps, hands searching the wall for the emergency exit he knew
would bethere.

It waan't.

For along second Jarvis stood perfectly sill, hismind doing adow tumble asal his hopes
unraveled like an old sweater. The kids would be on him in seconds; far too short atime for himto try
sueezing out through that tiny window, or even to sneak back out onto the catwalk. Not that the
|atter would help him, anyway. Blind or not, they would have him back in their control soon no matter
what hedid.

And, amogt too late, the answver hit him.

He banged the same kneecap a second time in getting to the long control board spanning the
room's right-hand side, and he broke afingernail against the rim of one of the meters set into it ashe
desperately threw every switch and spun every dia he could find. Most of the equipment had
presumably been disconnected or shut down at the machines themsealves... but Marte had mentioned
both a generator and battery bank. If the connections were il intact—

He was hafway down the board and someone outside was fumbling for the doorknob when he
found the right section of the board. Without warning, two floodlights blazed on, lighting up themain
room with abrilliance that seemed devastating after the blackness. Jarvis squeezed his eyes shut
reflexively and got two more switches before he was abruptly yanked off hisfeet. Hegot just a
glimpse of Axd'sface a one of the control room'sinside windows, hisface distorted dmost beyond
recognition by fear and hatred, before being dammed hard against the door. Below, on the floor,
Martel was screaming something incomprehensible as he pointed up at the floodlights. Therewasthe
sound of breaking glass and one of them abruptly went out—

And with adap Jarvis heard al the way inside the control room, everyone below suddenly
dammed face downward onto the concrete floor. Axel spun around, releasing Jarvis from histeekay
hold, and an ingtant later was flying past the catwaksin a desperate attempt to reach the west
windows. But he'd barely covered ten meters before his body seemed to dam into an invisible barrier,
and he was plucked from midair to land roughly on the floor beside the furnace. An ingtant later the



outside door was blown in off its hinges and the room began to fill up with police and righthands.

It wasn't until Jarvis walked back onto the catwalk that he saw that Axel waslying facedownin
the spilled cyanide powder held been holding so recently over Jarviss head. Lying with unnatural
dillness..

Chapter 30

"] suppose you're going to gloat now," Martd said, a sardonic smile tightening the corners of his
mouth. Leaning back in hischair, heidly scanned the books on the shelf beside him, pulling one out
for closer examination.

On the opposite side of the desk, Tirrell took a deep breath, refusing to acknowledge Martdl's
obvious atemptsto irritate him. He would have given practically anything to put thistalk off until
morning, when hewould at least have been able to snatch afew hours deep; or, failing that, to have
used one of the Plat City Police Department's interrogation rooms instead of Detective Kesner's
office. But by morning there would be no chance a al of stuffing the genie back intoitsbattle... and
interrogation rooms were alway's rigged with hidden recording and observation equipment. "Gloating
isthelast thing on my mind," hetold the other. "Asamatter of fact, | brought you hereto offer you a

Martel turned back to face him, an eyebrow cocked. "Oh, really? 1'd never have guessed. Let
me see—can | assume my part of it will beto keep quiet about Jarviss experiment?”

Tirrell grimaced, but he knew he should have expected this. Martel wasfar too smart to have
missed the significance of the detective's choice of meeting room, and hed obvioudy put considerable
thought into the implications of Jarvisswork. "Y ou're very perceptive," hetold the other. "That's
precisely what | want you to do.”

"It would cause agreet deal of chaos, wouldn't it?* Martel mused, asif Tirrdl hadn't spoken.
"Everyone worried about the changes that might or might not hit the society, wondering whether this
was going to start anew Lost Generation type of period—and of course the whole population would
be dithering over it for ten years before anyone even knew how successful the project had been. A
whole society jumping at its own shadow for a solid decade—that would be something to see,
wouldn't it?"

Tirrell waited until he wasfinished. "To see, perhaps, but not to live in. Now—"
"Ah, but | wouldn't redly beliving init, would 17" Marte interrupted him. "'I'm an outcast,
remember?—a crimina who's going to be spending the next severd yearsin confinement and

supervised service programs. Why should | care what happensto Tigrin society?!

"That'sastupid question, but since you're only asking it to try and raise the value of your silence,
I'll ignoreit,” Tirrell said tartly. "Congder your point made, dl right?'

Martel amiled briefly. "All right. So what are you offering in exchange?'



Tirrell took adeep breath. "1n exchange for your absolute slence regarding everything you
know of Jarvisswork, the attempted murder charges against myself, Tonio, Lisa, and Colin will be
set asde. In addition, fagin charges semming from your free gold mine work will be dropped
completely, aswill variousinfractions concerning the whole refining and distribution process, though
weéll probably hit your confederates with those whenever we catch up with them.”

"Interesting,” Martel murmured. "What exactly isthis'set asde’ busness?’
"It means that those chargeswill till be on the record but that you won't be tried on them.”
"That sounds ditinctly dangerous. | want them dropped outright instead.”

Tirrell shook hishead. "No. | need to have something that'll insure your half of the bargainis
kept. Aslong asthose charges are merely set aside, | can ingtigate trid proceedings at any time within
the next twelve years. Dropped charges are gone forever."

Martel toyed with the book he ill held. "What makes you think you can keep that sort of
bargain?' he asked a last. "Y ou don't handle the prosecution directly.”

"No... but | believe | can control the willingness of the involved partiesto testify. That brings up
one other matter; you'll also have to accept the blame for Colin Brimmer's kidnapping. We can work
out some story about you having left him with one of your accomplices out in the woods and Jarvis
accidentdly finding him, which is how Jarviswound up in your hands. That charge will aso be sat
asde, needlessto say."

Martd smiled thinly. "In order to whitewash Jarvis?'

"And in exchange for his cooperation in setting aside the attempted murder charges,” Tirrell
shrugged. "Do we have aded ?"

The other hesitated. " Some of my kids know | didn't take Colin."

"Aslong asthe fagin charges are dropped, they won't be called on to testify. Besides, most of
them never had any red proof other than your own statement, and we al know what agood liar you
are. Asto the others—well, | can take statements from them and dter them if necessary, but | gather
Axe redly didn't tell them al that much. He probably would have made you afitting successor if held
lived."

A strange sort of shadow crossed Martdl's face. "Perhaps, he said. For amoment he hesitated,
lips pressed tightly together, and then carefully returned the book to its place on the shdlf. "Very well,
Detective, | accept—on the condition that you tell mewhat exactly it isthat Dr. Jarvis has
discovered.”

"Possibly amethod to allow kidsto keep teekay after puberty,” Tirrell said. Therewaslittleto
be gained by refusing the request; Martel had probably aready guessed, anyway. "We won't know,
of course, until Colin grows up. Possibly not even then." Standing up, he stepped to the office door
and opened it. "Tonio?"

"Right here”



"Escort Martel back to hiscdl, if you would, and then seeif Dr. Jarvis can come up herefor a
few minutes”

Martd stood up. "Good-bye, Detective. I'll seeyouin court.”

Tirrell nodded slently and waited until they had left. Then, sinking back into hischair, he
propped his elbows up on the desk and rubbed his eyes vigoroudy. It wouldn't be nearly aseasy as
he'd made it sound, of course—he would haveto talk fast and loud to convince the various court
officidsthat setting asde one set of chargesin exchange for aflat-out guilty pleaon the other set was
afar compromisefor al concerned. But he should be ableto pull it off. The crucia question now was
how Jarvis would react to the ded he wastrying to work out. Tirrell had been battling Martel's kind
long enough to know how they thought, but the scientist was till in many ways an enigmato him. Too
late, now, he wished he'd goneto get Jarvis persondly instead of sending Tonio; tired though he was,
the exercise might have awakened hisbrain abit.

The office door siwung open, and he looked up as Jarvis stepped into the room. "Y ou wanted to
seme?’

"Yes." Tirrdl waved him to the chair Martel had just vacated. "Tonio, | want you to hear this,
too," he added as the preteen started to leave. Without comment Tonio moved into the room and
closed the door behind him, hovering with hisback toiit.

"Firg of dl, Doctor,” Tirrell began, "I'd like to know exactly what you've told the other police.

Jarvis eyed him for amoment before answering. "I've just said that Omega—or Martd, | guess
hisred nameis—suddenly burst into my cabin, took me prisoner, and blew the place up. I've agreed
to give more detailswhen I've pulled mysdlf together."

"In other words, you've been stdling. Good. Did you mention Colin to them at al? Or the fact
that Lisa, Tonio, and | were there when Martel grabbed you?

Jarvis shook his head. "No to both questions. | assumed you would want to talk with me before
my story got set in concrete, so | tried to be as vague as possible.”

"l see” Tirrdl leaned back dightly in hischair. "All right. Let's start by finishing the conversation
we were having at your cabin when Martel arrived. As| recdl, you were about to try and convince
methat Tigrin society needed your discovery to become stable.”

Jarvisglanced up at Tonio. "'l doubt if | have to spell out the more obvious potentia problemsto
you, Detective. Depriving kids of literacy and book knowledge would hamper any attempted power
grab they might try, but the physical strength is certainly on their sde. They would succeed... at least
temporarily.”

"Only if everyonewent along,” Tonio said, abit hotly. "A lot of uswouldn't, you know."
"That's one reason arevolt would ultimately fail," Jarvis acknowledged. "But the threst will

always be there, gitting in the backs of people's minds, and the response will aways be to keep as
tight arein as possible on the kids. That sort of permanent strain isn't good for anyone.”



Tirrell thought of the official overreaction to Lisa's attemptsto learn how to read. "Possibly,” he
said. "But that's not sufficient reason to risk another Lost Generation's worth of chaos."

"lantit?" Jarvis shrugged. " Then maybe you'd like to consider the trauma of taking
five-year-olds from their parents and sticking them in hives among strangers. Or the way the
emotiona shock of Transition combines with the physical aspects of puberty itsalf to make teen
suicide rates the highest on the planet. Or maybe—" hisface seemed to harden—"you don't mind the
way those triple-damned fagins siphon some of the brightest kids away from hives and twist their
mindsto hell and gone. Every one of those problemswould disappear if adultsaswell askids had
teekay."

Tirrell felt his somach musclestighten as, knowingly or otherwise, Jarvis hit the detective's own
deepest sore spot. "You don't likefagins, | gather?”!

For amoment Jarvis stared a him, hiseyes curioudy flat. "No, | don't. | take it you don't know
why exactly Colin was abandoned in Ridge Harbor in thefirst place.”

Tirrell shook his head. "Why don't you tell us?'

"It was because afagin in your town got the bright idea of starting with brand-new babies
instead of snatching kidsfrom homes or hives," the scientist said bitterly. "Miribel was supposed to
deliver Calin to him when she left the hospitd "

At Tirrdl'sright, Tonio growled something. "Just like that?" the detective asked. "Just walk out
the front door and hand the baby over?

"Why not?' Jarviss eyeswere blazing, but Tirrell could tell the anger wasn't directed a him. "No
onein Barona knew she was even pregnant. The birth would be recorded in Ridge Harbor, and in
thirty-two daysit would go into the sealed records and no one would ever find out what happened.
The fagin would have someone raise the baby, and when histeekay appeared hed have aworking
kid who wouldn't be missed by anyone and wouldn't have any records he could be traced by."

"Why didn't you tell the police?' Tonio burst out.

Jarvislooked at the preteen, shook his head. "1t would have gotten Miribel in trouble, too. Even
If sheld been using me from the start—and | don't believe she was—I till cared agreet dedl for her. |
couldn't turn her into face crimind charges.”

"So what went wrong?' Tirrell asked, though he now thought he knew.

"] did the next best thing: | phoned in an anonymoustip about the fagin,” Jarvis said. "The police
caught him redhanded, with two of hiskidsright therewith him."

"Nash Gorman,” Tirrell nodded. "'I've dways wondered who phoned us that tip. So when you
told Miribel her prospective market had vanished, she just took off and left Colin to fend for himself?"

"It wasn't quite that heartless," Jarvis Sghed. " She was afraid for her own safety, too. Gorman
had blackmailed her into doing thisfor him; the details aren't important. |'ve often wondered what
happened to her after she left the hospital. | hope she's il dive... but | don't redly think sheis.”



It was Tirrell who broke the long silence that followed. " So what more would you haveto do
with Colin?' he asked.

Jarvisfrowned. "Y ou mean to complete my experiment? Not much. Aninjection every two
months, dropping off to twice ayear when he reaches seven. Keeping records of hisB and M profile
would be useful, too, though only for future reference. Asamatter of fact, | would have returned him
to Ridge Harbor within aweek or soif al of this hadn't happened.”

Tirrell was conscious of Tonio's astonished gaze on him. "All right," hetold the scientist. "He's
going back to Ridge Harbor alittle ahead of schedule, but if you can continue the work without
getting caught, you can do so. That's completely unofficia, of course.”

"What?" Tonio wasincredulous.

"Thereareafew conditions" the detective continued asiif the boy hadn't spoken. "Firgt, I'll tell
you right now that if any harm comesto Colin because of your drugs, I'll have you arrested and
prosecuted, so you'd better make damn sure you know what you're doing at al times. Second, you'll
need to coordinate your story with Martel's so that Colin doesn't show up in your cabin at al.
Martdl's going to take the blame for Colin's kidnapping, though we're not going to try him on that
charge”

"Awfully charitable of him," Jarvis commented. "What did you haveto promisehimin
exchange?'

"We're setting asde dl attempted murder and illega gold operation charges. In return hesaso
promised to keep his mouth shut about you and your work."

Jarvis made a sound that was half laugh, haf snort. Y ou don't serioudy believe that, do you?!

"Oh, hewill. Not for dtruistic reasons, of course, but because he's fill hoping to sted your
process and it'sin his own best interest to keep anyone e se from knowing about it."

"How's he going to stedl anything from a prison-work program?' Tonio scoffed.
"He cant; but even if he's convicted for both Dr. Jarviss kidnapping and on the faginiam charges
il outstanding in Ridge Harbor, he can probably work off al the service pointsin seven years or so.

Colinwould only be twelve, with at least a couple of yearsto go before the method was proved one
way or the other; plenty of timeto try and grab the formula before its existence became public

knowledge."

"S0 I've got just about seven yearsto live?' Jarvis suggested, not entirely humoroudly.

"Possbly,” Tirrell nodded. "Y ou'll bein danger; but the option isto announce your discovery

"Thanks. I'll take my chanceswith Martdl. I'm sure I'll be able to take some precautions against
him."

"True—and one of those precautionsisto make sure he can't corner the information market with



oneblow." Tirrell leaned forward. " Specifically, Doctor, you're going to tell Tonio and me—right
now—exactly what it is you've ssumbled on. That's the condition for my slenceondl of this. If
something should happen to you | want to at least be able to point researchersin theright direction.”

Jarviss eyesflicked back and forth between the two of them. Finally, he nodded. "I suppose
you'reright. Well, inanutshdl, | believe that Trangition isthe result of an interaction between the
dowdown in brain growth and the spurt-and-decrease in the amount of lymphoid tissue, both of
which occur gpproximately at puberty. What I'm trying to do is extend Colin's general growth
time—which will change hisbrain growth-rate curve—while leaving the lymphoid tissue curve
untouched.”

"What'll that do to Colin?' Tirrdl asked.

"The extragrowth timewill increase his adult height afew percent, but snce he's smdl to begin
with that shouldn't be aproblem. Asfar asany other problems are concerned, 1've successfully
decoupled the two curvesin earthstock lab animaswithout any harm that | can detect. Isthat
auffident?'

Tirrdl thought for amoment, then nodded. "I think so. Anything else you could say would
probably be too technica for usto understand, and | don't want any detailslying around in writing."
The detective stood up. "Thank you, Doctor. | suggest you continue to decline making any public
Statement until you've had agood night's rest. In the morning I'll help you coordinate your story with
Martel, but I'm just too tired now."

"Understandable.”" Jarvisfrowned and paused hafway to the door. "What about the kids that
attacked my cabin? They saw Calin there."

"They've dready been sent back to their hivesfor disciplinary action,” Tirrell assured him. "They
won't be called on to answer any questions aslong as Martd pleads guilty to your kidnapping, and
they arentt likely to find out about any discrepanciesin the official record. Asto the Baronapolice, I'll
just have to be agood sport about suspecting you when you readly weren't involved at al with the
kidnapping. If you can come up with an explanation of what your 'secret project’ was that'll satisfy
Ms. Mbar and Dr. Somerset, | think we'll have everyone covered pretty well.”

"I supposethat'll work," Jarvis said, sounding a bit doubtful.

"If you've got a better ideal'll be happy to hear it... in about nine hours.”

The scientist smiled. "Good night, Detective.”

Tirrell waited afew seconds after they were gone and then followed, hislegsfedling likelead as
he clumped down the hal toward the deeping room Kesner had had set up for them. Only oneloose
end remained to be tied up, and fortunately that could wait afew days. Tonio would be back upina
couple of minutes, as soon as held escorted Jarvis back to the policemen downgtairs, and he could

perhaps discuss it with the righthand for afew minutes....

When Tonio arrived he found the detective facedown on one of the room's two cots, snoring
gertly.



Chapter 31

Lisahad been expecting the summonsto Gavra's office for two days, ever since her midnight
return to the hive with the note the police had given her. Along with her other secret burdens, though,
such anticipation was just one more bit of weight; and her dread was thus mixed with a certain amount
of relief as she knocked on the Senior's office door and teeked it open.

Gavrawas seated, as usua, behind her desk—but the unexpected sight of the room'’s other two
occupants temporarily buried al of Lisa's fears beneath a Flood of delight. "Tonio!" she blurted.
"Stan! | was afraid that something had—I mean, that you'd been—I mean—"

She stopped, embarrassed by her outburst, but the others merely smiled. "We'redl fine, Lisa,"
Tirrell assured her. "I'm sorry—we should have gotten word to you sooner that we were dl right. But
we've been very busy.”

"I told you shedd beworried,” Tonio murmured, grinning cheerfully.

"Sit down, Lisa," Gavrasaid, waving her to achair next to Tonio's. "I'm afraid we have some
unpleasant business to attend to, and Detective Tirrell has asked that we dlow him to act as officia
witnesstoit.”

Lisanodded and sat down, her happiness at finding Tonio and Tirrell aive abating as she
redized what Gavrahad in mind. "May | ask Detective Tirrell aquestion first?" she asked, determined
to hold off the hammer aslong aspossible.

Gavranodded. "Go ahead."

Lisaturned to Tirrl. "Are Dr. Jarvisand Colin dl right? And have you caught Weylin and the
othersyet?'

"Everyonesfing" the detective assured her. "Colin'sabit confused by al the fuss—apparently
Jarvis convinced him he was on avacation of sorts—but he's back in Ridge Harbor and doing fine,
We picked up Weylin and al the others Martel had been using when they got tired of flying around
theforest and returned to the temple site. Weylin'sgoing to lose alot of pointsfor his attack on that
policeman, and of course he'slogt his righthand position. The others were just sent back to their hives
with warnings. They'll probably lose some pointsfor being out after lights-out, but nothing worseis
likely to happen to them. When afagin'sinvolved, kids are usudly trested more as victimsthan as
criminds”

Gavracleared her throat. "Unfortunately, Lisa, your case is considerably more serious,” she said,
looking unhappy. "Along with severd smdler infractions of hive rules, you have ddiberatdy violated
my prohibition againgt telling anyone of your reading ability." She hesitated, and her eyeswere moist.
"I'm sorry, but | have no choice but to cancdl dl of your points.”

Lisaswallowed painfully, feding her breakfast churn in her somach. Shedd known thiswas
coming, but it ill hit her likeapunchin the gut. All her points gone—no possibility of any schooling
past Basic—maybe not even that much. Her future effectively ruined... and dl whilejust trying to help



people. But | did save our lives, shetold hersdlf, thinking back to the cabin. Somehow, at the
moment, it didn't fed like afair trade.

"That ssemsahit extreme," Tirrdl sad. "After dl, she was agreat dedl of help to us"

Gavrashook her head tiredly. "I tried, Detective, | redly did. But | have no choice. My own
superior, the officials at Lee Intro—I've even talked to the mayor's office to try to win her at least a
reduction. No one'sinterested in sticking his neck out to even help me fight it. The point loss has
aready been recorded at the city building—I don't know how they found out—and there's absolutely
nothing | can do.” Shelooked a him hopefully. "Unless you can intercede...?"

Tirrell shook hishead. "I don't have even temporary authority in Baronaanymore,” he said.
"WEe're on our way back to Ridge Harbor right now. Tell me, how many pointsdid Lisa have?'

Gavrafrowned, and even through her misery Lisaheard something odd in the detective's voice.
Shelooked a him, wondering, but his expression was perfectly calm. It wasn't until she noticed Tonio
doing hisbest to stifle agrin that it began to dawn on her that perhaps their disinterest wasn't what it
seemed.

"1t was something just over forty-six hundred,” Gavratold him, sill frowning. "Forty-sx forty, |
believe

"That'salot of points," Tirrell commented, drawing afolded piece of paper and apen from an
insde coat pocket. "Tonio's got more than that, but he's got several months of righthand duty under
hisbet.” Unfolding the paper, helaid it on the edge of Gavras desk and wrote briefly onit. "Asa
matter of fact, | wasthe one who blew the whistle on Lisa. Y ou see, she can only have her points
taken away once and | wanted to make sure it was done before | brought thisby." He offered Gavra

the paper.

The Senior was looking thoroughly confused. "What isit?" she asked, taking it cautioudy.

"Didn't you know?" Tirrell's straight face was gone, replaced by asatisfied, almost wicked smile.
"Ridge Harbor's had a ten-thousand-bill reward posted for Y erik Martd's capture for nearly four
years. With a haf-dozen different relationships between bills and hive pointsin existence, | wasable
to get officiad permission to use my own judgment.”

Gavrablinked hard, her eyes <till moist but al the tension gone from her face. "Lisa.. Detective
Tirrell has authorized the addition of forty-seven hundred pointsto your hive record.”

Lisasthroat fet dry. Forty-seven hundred points! Everything shed logt, and afew extra. "I...
thank you," shemanaged. "1.... | don't know what to say."

"Y ou don't need to say anything," Tirrell told her. "Y ou've done agreet ded for us, Lisa, though
the world will never know it. A few hundred hive pointsis no more than you've earned.”

A warm glow seemed tofill Lisa's bodly... but she neverthel ess caught the extrameaning behind
thewords. "1 understand,” she nodded, and meant it. No one would ever learn about what had
happened that weekend from her.



"Good." Tirrdl stood up. "Wdll, I'd like to stay longer, but we're supposed to be back in Ridge
Harbor by noon, so we'd better be going. Perhaps you can come visit sometime soon, Lisa; just drop
in at the police station and someone therell find us.”

"And if you come beforeit getstoo cold, I'll show you what flying over an oceanislike,” Tonio
added, his manner an odd mixture of shyness and daring.

"I'd likethat," she smiled. "I've never flown near the ocean before.”

"Good," Tirrell said. "Then well see you soon. Good-bye, Ms. Norward, and thanks for
evaything."

"l was glad to help. Good-bye, Detective; Tonio.

They left. For amoment the room was slent, and then Gavradtirred in her chair. "Wdll, Lisa,"
shesad, "l guessthat about endsit.”

Lisanodded. "Should | go on out to the construction site?' she asked. "I could take over from
Kaarin and let her come back here. UnlessI'm still on probation, that is.”

Gavrasmiled and waved the suggestion away. "Tomorrow's soon enough to get back to work.
Takethe day off and rdlax—I get the feding you've more than earned it. And whatever you've
promised Detective Tirrell to keep secret, for heaven's sake make sure you do it thistime"

Wordsthat could have hurt... but spoken with a concern that kept them from doing so. "I will,"
Lisasmiled back.

Though it might be nice, she thought as she left the office, to know exactly what it was she was
keeping quiet about. Perhaps on Saturday she would take the others up on their invitation and fly over
to Ridge Harbor for along talk. And after she got the complete story of what had happened at the
refinery, perhaps she would take Tonio up on his offer of aguided tour of the seacoast and ocean.

And after that, there might be time for aquick sidetrip up to Cavendish... where Daryl was.

"So you're going to let Jarvis keep on with his experiment,” Tonio said asthey pulled avay from
the curb and headed down the street.

"Y ou disapprove?’ Tirrdll asked.

Tonio shrugged. "'l don't liketheideaof him putting stuff into Colin without knowing what it'll
do."

"If it hasn't hurt him so far, chances are it's safe enough. And if it'snot... well, it's probably too
late dready. But | think it'sarisk worth taking, given how things have turned out.”

Tonio glanced a the detective. "Y ou're redly determined to wipe out dl the fagins, aren't you?"



Tirrdl grimaced. "It'sthat obvious, huh?"
"You practicaly lit up when Jarvis suggested hisformulawould do that."

Tirrell was silent for along moment, long enough for Tonio to wonder if he shouldn't have put it
quite so strongly. "I've never told you this before," the detective said at last, "but perhaps you ought to
know. | nearly became afagin'skid mysdlf when | waseight.”

"You?' Tonio stared at him.

"Me" Tirrdl admitted. "Brace and |—Brace was my roommate—wed aready been through all
the movies and games Eights were alowed and were looking for something else to do. And when he
ran into asmooth-talking fagin..." He shrugged. "The promises sounded awfully convincing, even
though | could sense that something was wrong with the whole setup. It took me two daysto decide
not tojoin in. But Brace did... and | never tried hard enough to talk him out of it. He deserted the hive
and worked asathief and smuggler until Trangtion, when the fagin threw him out.

He paused. Tonio waited, afraid to break the silence.

"Therewas abig officid debate asto what to do with him, and even though he was eventualy
alowed Basic the whole thing made him pretty bitter. He quit school twice, got into trouble fighting
with the other teens, and was eventualy ordered out. He drifted through severa low-skill jobs, but his
record kept tripping him up, and he dipped into various petty crimind activities. Eventudly... he
becameafagin himsdlf."

Tonio had sort of guessed where Tirrdll's story was leading, but it still sent ashiver up his back.
"It doesn't make sense,” he said, shaking hishead. "He, of al people, should have understood what he
was doing to hiskids."

"It doesn't seem to work that way," Tirrell said with more than atouch of bitterness. " Along with
al the other traumas of Trangtion, kids like that wind up fedling regjected by both their fagins and by
society, and that's a pretty hard load to carry. Most of them hang on and eventualy managetofitin
reasonably well, but others spend the rest of their livestrying—at least subconscioudy—to get back
intheir fagin'sgood graces.”

"By becoming the same kind of people he was?'

"And by proving they'reasgood at it asheis." Tirrdl sghed. "It'saweird, sdf-destructive
pattern, Tonio, but no less strong for al of that. Martel was afagin'skid, too, and you saw how
camly hewastrying to pass the poison on to someone ese.”

"LikeLisa" Tonio murmured. "It could have been her."

"And except for the grace of God and circumstance, it could have been you," Tirrdl said gently.
"Y ou and Lisaboth found other interests when the hive's entertainments got dull—her with reading,
you by applying to be arighthand. But either of you could just as easily have gone the other way. You

see now why | think it'sworth therisksto let Jarvis continue hiswork?'

"Yeah." Tonio stared out the window for along time. "1 guess maybeit'sagood thing then that |



wasn't ableto get out of that furnace," he said at last. He wasn't redlly sure he wanted to say this, but
the memory of what he'd been halfway planning to do in that darkened refinery—what he'd thought
Tirrdl wanted him to do there—was proving to be as uncomfortable a burden as a sore tooth. "If I'd
had the chance, | might have tried to make sure—" Jarvis got killed, hismind prompted. But the
three words remained stuck on histongue.

"It certainly isagood thing," Tirrell nodded. "Y ou'd have come out smack into that cyanide. I'd
say the angdl who protects policemen and other idiots was working overtime that night.”

Tonio opened his mouth to explain that that wasn't what he meant at dl... and suddenly he
redlized that Tirrell had understood him perfectly, and that his apparent misinterpretation was his way
of saying that everything was dl right and that the issue was closed. "Thanks," he murmured.

"No problem.” Tirrell glanced at him. "By the way, | know how hard this case has been on you.
If you want to resgn asmy righthand, I'll certainly understand.”

"No, I'll finish out my year." He grinned. "Remember, | went into thisfor excitement in the first

place. But... I'm not sure I'll want to stick with police work after school. There are parts of it I'm not
aurel like"

Tirrell shrugged. "Y oull find you have to make dedls and compromisesin practicaly any
profession you go into. But it's your decision, of course. There are certainly other good fieldsto go
into."

"Big of youto notice.

Tirrell chuckled and fell slent, and Tonio settled himsdlf for the long drive ahead, wondering a
the uneasiness il nagging a him. Everything seemed to have come out okay... but he fill didn't like
what was being doneto Colin. Even with Tirrdll's assurancesit didn't seem either safe or right to be
experimenting with ared livekid. But until he hit Trangition and could sart learning things on hisown,
he was just going to be stuck accepting adults words on such things.

Unless...

A strange thought, at least for him—but Lisa would be visiting Ridge Harbor soon. Perhaps, if
he could get up the nerve, he would ask her to teach him reading.

It was worth thinking about, anyway.
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