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For Mitch Drzewicki, the day began like most of the previous hundred or so: he was ripped
dapdash from a sound deep by the screech of atarsapien at the edge of the forest. For afew moments
hejust lay there, letting his heartbeat catch up with him and wondering why the hell hisbrain couldn't edit
out the caterwauling and let him deep through it. Certainly his subconscious had learned that trick with
the dozens of alarm clocks held gone through in histhirty-six years. . . . With asigh helooked at his
watch, decided againgt trying for the last hour of deep held dlotted himself, and climbed iffly out of bed.

The not-quite-warm-enough shower finished the waking-up process, and by the time hed wolfed
down aquick breakfast he was dmost over his grouch. Coffee cup in hand, he stepped outside for a
breath of fresh ar and afind settling of nerves.

A ritud that nearly alwaysworked . . . because whatever Pallas lacked regarding the courtesy of its
indigenous animals, it more than made up in beauty. Theforest surrounding their little settlement had an
unusua feding of vitdity about it, both in the way it pressed right to the edge of their protective herbicide
ring and in its unashamed delight with bursts of color. In the six months since the four men and two
women of their study team had arrived here Mitch had solved some of the botanica puzzles behind the
ripples of red and pale orange that swept through the ginkgap and manzani trees |leaves every couple of
weeks, but he was along way from a complete explanation of the whys and hows of the phenomenon.

Only three months remained until the university-hired ship would come to pick them up; and despite
the norma strainstheir group was starting to fedl, Mitch amost wished it was possibleto call acrossthe
light-years and ask for an extengion. It was dways like this, he knew from experience: study expeditions
were never long enough for anything but atantalizing taste of anew world's phytobiology. Still, it was
possible that after he published the papers from this trip some other university would decide it worth its
whileto fund another Pallas study, and if so perhaps he could talk hisway aboard. Unlessamore
eminent botanist decided to bid for suchadot . . . but perhaps by then Mitch would have enough
prestige himself to get every fidd trip he wanted. Dreamer, he told himsalf; and draining his coffee cup he
headed back insde to the biology |ab and the day's activities.

Thefirst and most pleasurable of which was going to be saying good-morning to Kata Belen. The
petite biologist was aready up, hunched in familiar posture over her work table as she fiddled with her
recorder and computer terminal.

" 'Morning, Kata," Mitch said, coming up to her and looking over her shoulder. The computer
displayed awiggly graph; some kind of spectrum, he guessed.

Katalooked up and smiled. "Wdll, hi, Mitch. | thought you were going to deep in today.”

"Sodid|. I redly think you should cancel Swizzleswake-up service.”

She chuckled, the action accentuating the tiny crinkles around her eyes. Sheld once commented that
the lines made her ook distinguished, but Mitch thought she was much too cheerful to gpproach any kind
of academic stodginess. "Y ou're the only one that tarsapien wakes up,” she said. "Swizzl€s dways up
ahead of time, Stting quietly and munching his manzani fruit, for dl theworld like heswaiting for the
morning newsto sart."

Mitch glanced over to the cage that dominated the far wall of the lab. Kata's pet-cum-test subject
was anything but quiet now, hislong arms swinging him through and around the makeshift jungle gym with



unlikely speed and grace. "I hope you don't intend to put leading smileslike that into your report,” he
warned Kata. "LydI's firmly convinced the tarsaps rate afour a the most on the Bateson-DuPre. Not
high enough for anything but the most rudimentary information exchange.”

"Wdl, Lydl'sjust wrong," she said firmly. "His sole criterion for that isthe Bateson neurd dexterity
index, and dl that redly saysisthat tarsapiens aren't anywhere near the tool-building stage of
development.”

"| thought you'd taught Swizzle to use smpletools,” Mitch said, looking back at the cage.
Resembling nothing so much as achimp-sized Terran tarser with twin-thumbed gorillaarms, Swizzle
aways seemed to him more akin emotiondly to acanine puppy. Certainly hisface—all eyes, mouth, and
nostrils—never seemed to show the seriousness Mitch had often sensed in borderline-intelligent animals.
Possibly one reason the forest was so pleasant, he thought suddenly: nothing existed on Pallas capable of
exploiting itsresources. At least not any more. The scattered ruins. . . but those were the archeologists
worry.

"Tool use per seisonly part of the Bateson index,” Kata said, bresking into his drifting thoughts.
"Mogt of it's concerned with cerebra and fingertip neuron density and firing speed, and in those |
concede the tarsapiensrate relatively low. Besides which, whether Swizzlesredly using thosetoolsis
gl pretty debatable. But. Communication skill isaso part of the Bateson-DuPre, and | think I'vefinaly
figured out what the tarsapiens are doing.”

She tapped the pattern on her computer display. "The screeches dl sound the sameto us, but the
ultrasonic pattern fluctuates like crazy asthe sound hits peak volume and then trails off. I'm guessing the
first, more static segment of the howl is something like persona or maybe territoria identification, and the
second isthen whatever messageis being delivered.” Tapping akey, she replaced the graph by a series
of others, al showing the basic pattern she had described.

"Y ou may beright,” Mitch agreed cautioudy, "but Lyell's going to want proof.”

"Hell getit." Blanking the screen, she typed a short message into her private log and stood up. "I've
got anew routinein mind for Swizzle, one that ought to bounce Lyell's guesstimate up at least a couple of
points. Want to watch?"

"Sure." Siding into one of the other chairs, Mitch watched as K ata crossed to Swizzl€'s cage and
extended a hand through the mesh. The tarsapien leaned forward, his floppy nostrils molding themselves
briefly around her wrist before he rocked back on his haunches. At one end of the cagewasadiding
door leading to atrangparent, three-dimensiona maze with asmal control box mounted on onewall.
Kata stepped to the latter and began pressing buttons, and Mitch found himsalf
wondering—again—what in starnation she was doing on Pallas with what could only be described asa
second-class university survey team. Asabotanist, Mitch's professional interests overlapped hers only
dightly, but even he knew something of her reputation and wide range of accomplishments. Why wasn't
she with some mgjor planetary development corporation, or at the very least one of thetop
megaversties?

The answer, of course, was Lyell Moffit; but there were severd different flavorsto that answer, not
al of them especidly paatable. Certainly Lyell was one of the more gifted persuaders he had ever run
into, aswell as one of the most pergstent; Mitch had turned down the genia biologist/physician'stwo
previous recruitment pitches, but that hadn't kept the other from coming back athird time. Certainly too
the name Lyell| Moffit, though relatively fresh on the scene, was becoming more and more recognizable,
and not only among the scientific community. Mitch had asneaking suspicion thet at least one of the
expedition's Sx members had joined in hopes of dingshotting a sagging career with theaid of Lyel's
growing reputation.

But Mitch rather thought Kata's reasons were more of a persona nature . . . though it was none of
his business, of course. Nor likely ever would be. Katafinished her programming and moved to the
diding pand separating the cage and maze. Asif that were the Sgnd held been waiting for, Swizzle
scampered over to the pandl and sat there expectantly. "All right, now," Katasaid to Mitch over her
shoulder, "I've set up a path with drops of jasmine through holesin that pipe network in the plastic.



Waich."

Pulling on arope, sheraised the barrier. Swizzle was through the hole like afurry shot, hisnogtrils
flaring like twin vacuum cleaners as he grabbed tiny handholdsto pull himsdf up along verticd shaft.
Mitch watched him negotiate aright-angle turn, drop down a short segment—and come to an abrupt
hat. "Logt?"

Kata shook her head. "He's blocked by adiding pand. Let's seeif he can figure out how to get it
open.”

But after acouple of minutesit was clear the tarsapien wasn't going to do so. "Oh, well," Kata
sghed. "It wasn't amgor part of the test, anyway." Touching a switch on the control box, she sent the
barrier diding upward out of theway. Asit moved, the overhead lights reflected briefly fromit, giving
Mitch aglimpse of two hand-sized dotsin the bottom which Swizzle could have used to raise the pandl
himsdlf. With the obstruction gone, the tarsapien rapidly completed the maze, ending up &t the far end
and three stalks of pora grass.

Kata closed off the maze and opened the tunnel that would enable Swizzleto return to his cage,
then walked back to Mitch. "Hell get it eventudly,” she said. "And when he does, Lyell and | will haveto
spend another couple of days setting up nets out in the forest.”

"Ah," Mitch nodded. "Y ou'll trap another tarsap and seeif Swizzle can talk him through the maze."

"And what exactly will that prove?" a deep voice asked from the door, and Mitch turned as Lyell
Moffit sauntered into the lab.

There was no question whatsoever that Lyell was |eaving in shreds the popular image of scientists as
asub-species of hominid—superhuman in intelligence and language, subhuman in persondity, taste, and
socid skill. Even on aFied expedition adozen light-years from the nearest newscaster, Lyell was
impeccably dressed, hiswardrobe complemented by his easy smile and naturd charm. Mitch had been
somewhat surprised when he found the other maintained hisimage off-cameraaswel ason; only
gradualy was he beginning to admit that Lyell's charismawas smply apart of the man himsdf.

All that, Mitch thought glumly, and a top-class scientist, too. Some people haveit all.

Kata had turned toward Lydll, but at the moment seemed entirely unconscious of his charm. "What
do you mean, what'll it prove?' she snorted. "It'll prove the existence of detailed communication between
them, that'swhat."

"Like communication between bees?' he countered dryly.

"Not at dl. Thiskind of maze and trick door are completely out of their normal experience. They'll
need to exchange abstract informeation—and they will."

"Only if Swizzle can be persuaded to cooperate.” Oddly enough, Lydl didn't seem to beworried
about the threatened attack on histheory. "Y ou'd better make it worth hiswhile to give any newcomer
the right information. A reward of hisown, I'd say, for getting the other through the maze.”

Kata's eyes had taken on aknowing look. "Uh-huh. So you do think they'reintdligent. Y our
famous devil's advocaterole, | suppose?’

Lyell winked at her and turned to Mitch. "Katas worked with me before. She knowsthat haf the
results my people get are inspired by the monomaniacal urge to prove something I've said is pure
Frensky moss.”

"Weve yet to make him admit out loud that he does it on purpose,” Kata added, sending amock
glower in Lydl'sdirection. "Usualy hetriesto clam he's smply dumber than the popular mediamake him
out to be."

"Well, | am," Lydl said, managing to ook innocent, hurt, and amused dl at once. "All that aside. . .
when do you want to start setting the nets?'

"Any time" Katasaid. "Weve got room for atemporary cage in the Endurssons lab, and if we can
get afemale!'ll want to do some studies before letting her into the maze. A few days worth,
anyway—plenty of timefor Swizzleto master the barrier trick.”

Lyell pursed hislips. "Rom won't be happy if he and Shannon come back early and find atarsap



gtting on hisisotope counter.”

Katashrugged. "The only other choices are Adler'slab, the common room, or one of our
bedrooms. You want to tell Adler he's going to have to move al those nest piles of rocks he's been
making in order to accommodate aguest?"

"Besdeswhich," Mitch put in, "the Endurssons aren't likely to come back ahead of schedule. Even
if theruinsthey found peter out faster than they expect, Rom'll find some reason to Stay out there the full
fifteen days"

"Um," Lyel said noncommittdly . . . but Mitch saw the corner of hislip twitch. Rom Endursson was
thethornin Lyel's organizationa flesh, the exception to the rule that Lyell's teams bubbled with harmony
and professiona camaraderie. Rom was a quiet, moody man who spent little of histime and even less of
his attention on the others. Adler Zimmerman, the geologist, had once suggested that after twenty-five
years of digging around the leavings of dead civilizations Rom may smply have forgotten how to ded
with living human beings. Mitch privately thought that theory smplistic; but whatever the reasons behind
his persondity, Rom was very definitely the type who improved socia gatherings mainly by his absence
from them. Fortunately, he seemed to recogni ze this effect and spent as much time as possible at the
handful of suspected ruinsthe origind discovery team had spotted from space.

Mitch sometimes wondered how Shannon stood him; but then, she must have had some ideawhat
she was getting into when she married him. The fact they'd been together for ten year's now implied she
saw something in him the otherswere missing.

"All right," Lyell said, bresking into Mitch'sthoughts. "1 need to wait a couple of hoursfor some
culture plates to come out of the autoclave, but any time after that | could give you ahand with the traps.
Y ou'll need the morning to get the nets deodorized, anyway."

"Not to mention assembling the other cage,”

Kata agreed. "We should be able to head out right after lunch, though.”

"Fine. Well, if you'll both excuse me, | have some tissue samplesto analyze." With anod a Mitch,
he headed off toward hisown lab table.

"Anything | can do to help?' Mitch asked Kata as she signed off her termind.

"No, thanks," shetold him. "The nets and caging materid's dl together out in the number three shed;
| canbring dl of itinonasingledolly. Seeyou later.”

"Sure." Mitch watched her leave the room. Then, with aglance a the back of Lyell's head, he
crossed over to hisown work bench, piled high with lichen samples held spent the last week collecting.
Should | tell her how | feel ? he wondered for the umpteenth time—and for the umpteenth time the same
answer came back. No. I'd just be making a fool of myself Anyone who's got Lyell doesn't need me.

And putting Kata out of hismind as best he could, he set to work cataloging his plants.

It was actually a couple of hours after lunch before Kata and Lyell headed outside; but for Kata, as
aways, the joy of being out under the open sky made any and al preliminaries worthwhile. She enjoyed
thelab, of course—the intellectual excitement of coaxing the secrets out of some new organism—but it
wasfor the field work that sheld goneinto biology in thefirst place. To tramp alien soil; to see, smell, and
touch dien plants and animalsin their own unique environment and ecologica structure ... it seemed 0
naturd ajoy that she till found it hard to understand people like Rom Endursson, who treated al living
thingswith equa disregard as he hunted hislong-dead artifacts.

With forested areas dominating the Palladian landscape, Lyell had insisted they set up shop in that
particular ecosystemn, ademand that had reportedly brought frownsto the faces of those in charge of the
expedition's budget. Lydl had ultimately prevailed, but the extramoney for clearing out treesand
undergrowth had had to come from somewhere, and the rdlatively cramped central building wasthe
result. Katahad occasionally missed their usua self-contained structure—especialy when doshing



through the mud to one of the outside storage sheds—but al in al she considered the trade-off a
reasonable one.

"Where do you want to set these up?' Lyell asked asthey passed the circle of sheds and started
across the ten-meter strip of empty ground separating the buildings from the edge of the forest. "Same
places asthelast time?!

"Moreor less," Katanodded, wincing involuntarily as her feet crunched the dry soil underfoot. The
dead ring—their "cordon sanitaire,” as Adler caled it—had been saturated with a potent herbicide to
keep the forest from regaining its former territory. Perfectly safe; but her feet somehow refused to fedl
comfortable walking across poison. "I haven't seen any evidence the tarsgpiens have changed their habits,
S0 those sites should still be the high-traffic aress.”

"Agreed.”

The local section of forest was nearly devoid of such obvious features as streams, hills, and natural
clearings, but radar and L ostproof transponder readings had long since mapped the ground's more subtle
undulations. Combined with Katas record of the original trap sites, the task reduced to little more than an
afternoon's gtroll in the woods. It should have been an enjoyabletime. . . but somehow Katafound
hersdlf unable to relax asthe two of them moved in arough circle around their clearing. Something in the
ar fdt odd, though she couldn't for thelife of her pin down what it was. Twice she dmost mentioned it to
Lydl; both times decided againgt doing 0.

They were setting the last net when afull-bodied tarsapien screech split the air from a dozen meters
away. "About time," Lydl commented, glancing that direction. "'l was starting to think dl the tarsaps had
gone on vacation.”

"They have been unusudly quiet,” Kataagreed, redizing suddenly that that was what had been
bothering her. ™Y ou suppose there's a heloderm loose out here?”

"Could be" Lydl sad dowly, drawing the half-meter-long lightning rod sheathed at hissde and
adjusting its power setting. "That screech had alot of piercing ultrasonicinit.”

"Yeah," Katasad, drawing her own wegpon. The single communications point on which she and
Lyell agreed wasthat high ultrasonic content signaed the presence of an enemy. "We going to be smart
and make adignified runfor it?'

"Let'stakeashort look around first," Lyell suggested, easing abush aside with hisrod. "I'd very
much liketo takeaheloderm dive."

"Lydll, that's crazy. We don't know their poison won't hurt us.”

"Oh, sure we do—the tests on that dead one's venom, remember?

"The dectric shock could have degraded the chemical," Kata argued; but Lyell was aready moving
cautioudy forward. Gritting her teeth, she nudged her lightning rod to full power and followed.

They'd covered perhaps five meters and Katawas probing carefully into anearby pora-grass
thicket when Lydll abruptly jerked backwards with ayelp of surprise and pain. "What?' Kata snapped,
trying to get around in front of him.

"My am—ahr!" he grunted again, lurching sdewaysinto her and throwing them both off balance.

Which may have saved her life. Even as she took a step backwardsto try and support his weight
something whistled past her ear and thunked audibly into atree trunk behind her.

They were being shot at!

Thetota imposshility of it threw her muscle coordination al to hell, sending both of them crashing
down into the undergrowth. "Lyel!" she hissed. "Where were you hit?'

"Right arm and shoulder," he gritted. "Fedls. . . strange.”

Another shot snapped at the leaves above them. "We've got to get out of here," she said, looking
around as best she could without lifting her head. Her lightning rod was till gripped in her hand; Lyel's
was nowhere to be seen. Not that glorified cattle-prods would be alot of use, anyway. "Can you crawl ?'

"But who—how—7?"



"Never mind that," she snapped, tugging a hisarm. Don't go foggy on me, Lyell, she pleaded
dlently. "Let'sjust get out of here"

Two more shots whistling overhead underlined her words and seemed to snap Lyell out of his
torpor. Moving awkwardly on knees and elbows, he began to crawl back the way they'd come. Kata
followed, tensing for the shot that would rip into her own body . . . .

Surprisingly, the shot never came. Another tarsgpien screech sounded, farther away thistime,
reminding Kata of the heloderm that might still be skulking about. It hardly seemed important anymore,
though, and she waited until she and Lydl| had traveled agood fifteen meters before wriggling her jacket
off and raising it on the end of her lightning rod. There was no response, and aminute later she cautioudy
sat up. "Looks clear,” she whispered, helping Lyell up. "Can you makeit back to the camp?’

"Sure" He had afunny sort of look on hisface and he was gripping hisright am with a
white-knuckled hand, but he seemed steady enough on hisfest.

"Okay." Kataglanced at her Lostproof for the direction and got agood grip under Lyell'sleft arm.
"Let'sgo. Quietly."

And asthey st off she sheathed her lightning rod and pulled out her communicator. The others had
to be derted.

Lydl'sknees were garting to buckle by the time they reached the edge of the herbicide ring, but
Mitch was watching for them and came out to help the last few meters. "Are you okay?' he asked Kata
as hetook some of Lydl'sweight.

"Yeah," she puffed. "Adler makeit back dl right?'

"He'sin the common room getting the medkit laid out." Mitch was very obvioudy bursting with
questions, but restrained himsdlf well. "Lyell, how do you fed ?'

"Not much pain, but my arm fedsfunny,” the other said. "'l can fed something solid in there, too."

"All right, just take it essy till we get insde." Mitch opened the door and together the three of them
eased throughit.

Adler had finished preparations in the common room when they arrived and was pacing nervousy
by the window, one of the expedition's only two laser pistols belted at his side. He came over asthey got
Lyell sested. "Lydl, what'sgoing on here?' he demanded. "Mitch fed me some nonsense about a sniper ?
What kind of crazy story is that?'

"Wasn't any of my doing, Adler, believeme," Lyl grunted as Kata eased hisarm out of itsdeeve.
"Doesn't seem to be any blood, does there?”

"Not much." Therewasalittle, though, she saw, asif held been poked with aneedle. "Mitch, hand
me the fluoroscan, will you? Thanks. Now . . . ah. Wumph." She ran the hand unit over his shoulder next,
feding her jaw tighten. "They'rethere, dl right. Two little needles, afew millimetersiong. In pretty deep,
too."

"I could havetold you that," Lydl said dryly, wincing as Kata probed with her fingers. ™Y ou fed up
to going in and getting them out?"

"Me?1| don't have amedica certificate."

"Well, | can't very well operate on myself,” he countered. "Just pretend I'm afrog or rhesus.”

"B

"Don't arguel” Lyell snapped. "My arm doesn't fed thisway solely because of shock. Those
needles are putting something into me, and | want them out."

Gritting her teeth, Kata nodded and reached for the local anesthetic.

It wasn't as bad as sheld thought it would be. Focusing on afew square centimeters of skin as she
manipulated the probe, she was indeed able to dmost forget it was a human being she was working on.
Stll, it seemed like forever before she dropped the second needle into the gauze pad Mitch held for her.



"There" she sad, expelling her breeth in asigh of relief.

"Good job," Lydl grunted, touching the skin gingerly. "I think we should go to the biology lab right
away and plug meinto the blood andyzer."

"Right." Kataglanced around, noticed for the first time that they'd lost one of their number.
"WheresAdler?!

"Checking to make sure dl the windows are latched and watching for your sniper to stick hisnose
insde the cordon," Mitch told her. Hed rubbed some of the blood off the needles and was holding the
gauze pad up to thelight. "If that'sredly what's out there."

"What do you mean, 'if*?" Kata snapped. "What do you think those things are, tarsapien toenails?"

"Could be the seeds of some plant,” he shrugged. "Pine needle shaped, thrown from a branch by the
wind or the passage of some animal. Sort of a combination samara and cocklebur.”

"Ridiculous—the speed they must have been traveling—"

"There'san easy way to settlethis” Lyel interrupted mildly, standing up. "Run the needles under a
microscope and look for Palladian-type cellular congtruction. If thereisn't any—well, maybe Adler can
run acompostion test on them.”

"Lydl, aren't you playing the dispassionate scientist part just alittle too far?' Kata asked, glancing
once toward the windows. " There's someone out there shooting a us. Shouldn't we be doing something
to defend ourselves?'

"Adler'swearing our entire arsena until the Endurssons come back," he pointed out. "Asfor
defenses, what would you suggest we do? Sandbag the entrance? Rig a defensive force field out of our
meson microscope and centrifuges?”

Her despair must have showed on her face, because Lydl smiled dightly and laid ahand on her
shoulder. "It's not as bad asit looks, though— redlly it isn't. I'm sure you agree our assailant could have
cut us both down long before we got back here if held either wanted to or been able to. The fact that he
didn't impliesweve got some breathing space.” He glanced at the bandage on his shoulder. "And in that
case our top priority isto figure out just what were up against here."

It took afew minutes for Katato get Lyell connected to the blood/tissue analyzer, about the same
timeit took Mitch to clean one of the needles and get it under the microscope. "Here goes,” he
announced, flipping on the projector.

Pdladian cellular sructure differed in any number of waysfrom that of terrestrid floraand fauna, but
even o it wasingtantly obvious that the needle had never been part of an organic structure. Smooth and
metallic, it was equipped with tiny finsthat had thelook of mathemeatical precision about them, and
despite al it had been through the tip was still perfectly sharp. Long, thin pores, symmetricaly placed,
seemed to lead through the skin to a darker shaft benegath.

Mitch wasthefirst to bresk the sillence. "1 think," he said quietly, "that werein serioustrouble.”

"The understatement of the day,” Lyell said. He stared at the needle'simage amoment, then shook
his head. "Thisjust doesn't make sense. We know the tarsaps haven't got anywhere near enough brains
or technology to make something like that, and there smply aren't any traces of anything more advanced
down here."

"What about those ruins Rom and Shannon are working?' Mitch asked.

"I mean recent traces," Lyell amended. "Rom dates those structures as at |east three hundred years
old. That—" he gestured at the screen—"is practicaly new."

"Isit?" Mitch pulled out hiscommunicator. "Maybe Adler will be abletotdll us”

The geologist, when consulted, looked skeptical. "That's a pretty smal sampleto get both
compoasition and age from.”

"Just pretend it'sadiver of unknown ore," Lyell said, hiseyes on the blood andysis data that was
darting to comein.

Adler sighed. "Il try. Mitch, you'd better take over sentry duty. Here's the laser; keep your comm



resdy."

The two men left, and Kata stepped to Lyell'sside. "How's it look?"

"Strange, but so far doesn't seem all that dangerous.” He pointed. "The stuff's getting into my red
cdls, but | don't see any effect on oxygen transport. Wait—here comes a preliminary molecular
Structure.”

Katawatched with growing fascination as the foreign molecule began to appear. It was nothing she
immediately recognized; and yet—"An azido group,” she said suddenly, tapping that end of the
schematic. "That settlesit—thisis apoison.”

"Maybe," Lydl agreed, tight-lipped. "Still . . . seems pretty dow-acting.”

Katawas dready keying the analyzer's scrubbing capability. "Try to relax,” she sad,
double-checking her coding. "1t'll take an hour or so to flush the stuff out of your system. How do you
fed?"

"Actudly, alittle better. | don't realy think this drug was meant specifically for use against humans.”

"Let'shopenot." Kata hesitated, then removed Lyell's communicator from hisbelt and placed it on
the table beside hishand. "If you fed any change, hit the emergency switch and I'll come running. | need
to go see how Adler and Mitch are doing.”

"I'll befine," he assured her. "Let me know what Adler finds out.”

She nodded wordlessly and | eft.

Adler's geology lab wasjust ashort walk around the building's central hub, but Kata passed it by.
Mitch would be circling the outer areas on guard duty, and it was Mitch whom she wanted to see.

She found him by the exit door, staring out the smal window with his hand resting on the laser's
grip. "Anything out there?' she asked.

"Apparently thereis; but it's not showing itself." Heturned to look at her, and she was startled by
the tightnessaround hiseyes. "How's Lyd|?"

"The darts were poisoned, but the drug doesn't seem very virulent. It's being scrubbed out of his
blood now."

Mitch nodded. "Y ou're taking this pretty camly,” he said.

She opened her mouth to deny it, but no words came out. He wasright, she redlized suddenly; so
far her physica and emotional responses had been totally on a scientific leve. "'l suppose the emotional
impact just hasn't hit meyet," she said at last. "1 had to get Lyell back and then take care of him ... ."
She shook her head. Y ou've had more time to think. What do you make of dl this?"

"Oh, hdl, I don't know." Mitch turned back to the window. "Lyell's right—nothing that's native here
could have made those darts. Weve got to be dealing with an outsider, maybe asurvivor of aspace ship
wreck or something.”

"Injured, perhaps, and not mobile?* That could explain how they'd escaped so easily. But—"Surely
the seismographs or weether satellites would have picked up traces of any crash or forced landing.”

Mitch shrugged. "The only other options I've come up with are an old survivor from one of Rom's
ruined towns—a very old survivor—or else someone sent ddliberately to drive us off. Take your pick.”

Katagrimaced. "So what do we do?—hole up here and hope helll go awvay?!

"For three more months?' Mitch shook his head. "I don't relish theidea of running through ahail of
darts every time we need something from one of the sheds. And that assumes he doesn't have anything
more powerful."

Katafelt ashiver run down her back. "Mitch. . . | think I'm starting to get scared.”

"You'rein good company.” Taking onefina look outsde, Mitch took Kata's arm and started back
toward the biology lab. "Come on; let'sgo talk to Lyell. Guarding the door like thisis probably awaste
of time, anyway."

Adler had dso returned to the [ab by the time they arrived, his bristly eyebrows knitted together in
concentration. "If | could have the other needle aswell," hewas saying, "I might be ableto get more



informeation.”

Lyell shook hishead. "I want that one to do a better andlysison the drug it's carrying.” Helooked
up & Mitch and Kata. "Anything?"

Mitch shook his head. "Nothing past our perimeter except forest,” he said. "Lyell, it occursto me
that this placeis about as defensible asthe far end of atarget range. Why don't we get Rom and the
Sunray back and get out of here?"

"And go where?" Adler snorted. "We don't even know what it is you want usto run from."

"Peace." Lydl raised hishand, cutting off Mitch'sown retort. "1 indeed plan to call Rom and
Shannon back, but not for purposes of escape. | believe what we have hereis a castaway, avictim
perhaps of a gpace accident, and | have no intention of smply flying off and leaving him."

Almost exactly what Mitch had suggested, Katathought, glancing at him. But somehow it sounded
alot lessthreatening when Lyd| sad it.

Though gpparently not to dl of them. " So what're you going to do—invite himin for teaand fruit
sticks?' Adler asked. "He shot at you, remember?”’

"Perhaps he mistook the sound for local fauna," Lydl shrugged. " Or else he spotted our drawn
lightning rods and thought we were coming to attack him. Either way, we can't afford to leave mattersas
they stand.” He paused, and his face took on athoughtful look. "I presume you all realize that we may be
on the brink here of finding out why weve never before run into any intelligent speciesin this part of
"What, the old 'shy dien’ hypothessagain?* Adler grunted. But even he had the beginnings of a
gleaminhiseye. "l supposeit'snot impossble.”

Lyell shifted hisgazeto Kata. "Y ou're being pretty quiet, Kata. What are your thoughts on al this?'

She shook her head. "1 don't know," she admitted. "The Robinson Crusoe theory works aswell as
any other, | suppose, but there are il holesin it you could fly the Sunray through. If that dart gun of our
theoretica dien is supposed to be a surviva weapon, why doesn't it carry amore lethd
poison?—cyanide, for trivia example; that'll kill most oxygen-breathers we know of. Furthermore, if he
crashed this close to us why haven't our surveys picked up evidence of it? And if he hit far away, how in
garnation did hefind us?'

There was amoment of silence. Then Mitch cleared histhroat. " This poison—it is ared poison,
intit?'

"I'm sureit's supposed to be, but againgt usit hardly quaifiesasone,” Lydl told him. "It affectsthe
nervous system locally to the extent of causing minor and temporary numbness, but that appearsto beal
it does. That's one reason I'm not especially worried about being gunned down en masse."

"l see" Mitch had afrown on hisface. "Have you done any tests to see how the darts work on,
say, tarsap physiology?"

Kataexchanged glanceswith Lydll. "Unh," Lydll grunted. "l see what you're getting at."

"I don't,” Adler spoke up.

"On abiochemicd leve Pdladian lifeisvery asmilar to ours” Lyel explained, sroking hischin
thoughtfully. "If the darts don't bother us much, they aren't likely to kill native animals either, at least not
quickly enough to be useful for hunting or defense.”

"Bang goesthe surviva weapon theory," Mitch murmured. "Lyéll, thisisnt getting us anywhere. If
the drug isn't dangerous, maybe Adler and | should go out and seeif we can find our trigger-happy guest.
Before hefiguresit out and switches to a stronger wesgpon.”

"You don't mind if I do my own volunteering, do you?' Adler snapped.

"Firg thingsfirst," Lyell shook hishead. "No one's going back outside until we have the Sunray
back to monitor things from the air. Kata, you and Mitch are to try and extract the main poison reservoir
from the second dart and double-check the blood analyzer's chemica formula. Adler, | guessyou can
just go about your work. As soon as the scrubber here'sfinished with me, I'll give the Endurssonsacal.”



"If itsdl thesametoyou,” Adler said, "I think I'll continue watching the windows. Even high-impact
plagtic can be broken if you hit it hard enough. Mitch?'

Silently, Mitch handed over the laser. The geologist strapped it on and |eft the room, and Mitch
stepped oyer to the table where the second dart lay onits gauze pad. "Come on, Kata," he said, picking
it up. "Rom will have his standard snit if Lyell doesn't have some hard datato give him when he calls™

Mitch didn't hear the radio conversation Lyell had with Rom: but when the Endurssonsfindly
arived an hour after sunset Rom wasted no time in making his annoyance public. "All right—Iet's see
these so-called poisoned needles,” were hisfirst words as Mitch met them at the door.

"Sure" Mitch said, swallowing the greeting héld started to give. "The othersarein the biolab."”

Rom snorted and strode past him. Shannon gave Mitch asmile that was haf greeting, haf apology,
and hurried after her husband. Suppressing agrimace, Mitch followed, glad that the conversational
burden would be shifting from his shouldersto Lydl's.

Lyell and Katawereindeed waiting in the |ab when they arrived, Adler with agood sense of timing
having chosen that moment to be esewhere. "Lydl," Rom nodded briskly. "What'sal thisfussthat you
absolutdy had to drag us away from our work over?'

Lyell flipped on the microscope projector and gestured to the screen. "1 was shot with two of those
darts" hetold the other without preamble. "I was hoping you might have run into this kind of wegpon
beforein your sudies.”

Rom stepped up to the screen, and Mitch felt asmile of admiration twitch a hislip. Only Lyell
would think of drawing the archeologigt into this by appeding to his professiond judgment.
"Compogtion?' Rom asked, adjusting the light afraction.

"Andloy of nickd, iron, molybdenum, and manganese,” Lyd told him. "There may be avery thin
layer of alacquer coating onit, too; Adler wasn't sure. Itsmain claim to fameisthat it's an extremely
ferromagnetic materid."

"In other words, the gun that fired it uses magnetic ringsinstead of compressed gas or chemical
explogves" Rom said, histone implying the others should have figured that out long ago.

They had, actualy, but Lyell didn't bother to say 0. " Seems reasonable—neither Katanor | heard
any sound except the whigtle of the darts themselves.”

"Means areasonably high technology,” Rom continued asif Lyell hadn't spoken. "Could have come
from theruins, | suppose. Have you done an dloy-bond dating yet?'

"Adler couldn't get both age and composition from the other dart, and | wouldn't let him have this
onetoo."

Rom snorted. "Adler thinks you need akilo of sample to do anything useful. | can probably get a
good gpproximation from whatever he'sgot left.”

"Wait asecond,” Kata spoke up. "Are you saying the sniper could be asurvivor from a dead
avilization?'

"Morelikely an outcast or someone accidentdly left behind," Shannon said, the quiet patiencein her
voiceforming itsusud contrast with the lack of that quaity in Rom's. "Or a descendant of such agroup.
The people who built those ruins seem to have arrived rather aoruptly on Pallas and then have left equdly
abruptly. Thereisno 'dead civilization' here, just temporary visitors."

"Vigtors?' Lydl frowned. "I got the impression from your reports that these ruins were more
€laborate than a simple exploration team bivouac.”

"They are)" Rom said. "All of them so far have shown evidence of extensive permanent
buildings—one of them even has anested series of perimeter walls, which indicates periodic growth of
the settlement.”

"Sounds more like afort setup,” Mitch murmured.



"Doubtful,” Rom shook his head. "Thewallsweren't thick enough to defend againgt any redl attack.
Probably they were just decorative." He peered at the magnified needle for another minute. "'l gather you
want meto take the Sunray up tomorrow and look for whatever's out there shooting these things.
Suppose he doesn't want to be found?”

"WEéll just have to flush him out, won't we?' Mitch said, and immediately regretted it as Rom sent
him alook of disgust that could have sterilized culture plates at twenty paces.

"l don't supposeit occurred to you that he may not want our company,” the archeologist sad icily.
"If he's used to being done or part of asmall group we'd probably scare the hell out of him charging in on
him like that. In fact, maybe that'swhat started him shooting in the first place.”

"Weve been tromping al around this part of Palasfor well over sx months, apparently without
bothering him." Lydl pointed out. "Why should he Sart shooting now if he doesn't want any attention?If,
on the other hand, he just got here, it may be he isin need of help or company.”

"He'sgot afunny way of showing it," Rom grunted. "But my original question was how you intended
to locate him in thefirg place. If you were counting on the Sunray's sensorsto pick up the needles or
magnets, you can forget it. A properly designed mag-ring gun doesn't lesk very much field, even wheniit's
being fired."

"Then well wak around and listen for the tarsgpien enemy call," Kaaputin.

"Thewhat?'

"Lyell and | heard atarsgpien danger cry just before the needles started flying,” sheamplified. "At
the time we thought it meant a heloderm was scuttling around, but now I'm not so sure.”

"And why would the tarsaps identify thisvigtor as an enemy?' Rom snorted. "They don't treat us
that way."

"l only meant—"

"It'sas good aworking assumption asany,” Lydl interjected mildly. "The whole tarsgp community
was unusually quiet thismorning, and I've never known even afamily of hedodermsto cause areaction
that widespread. Do you have any ideayet what the people who built those ruins looked like?"

Rom shrugged. "Bipedd, certainly; probably at least vaguely humanoid, aswell. We haven't yet
located any photos or sculptures that would tell usfor sure, but al the more subtle indications are there.™
Hefavored Lyel with asardonic smile. "Don't worry, I'm sure helll be digtinguishable from any tarsgpsin
the area. HEll be holding agun, for one thing. When do you plan on organizing this hunt?"

Lyell winced dightly a theword hunt but didn't comment on it. "I thought early tomorrow morning
you could take the Sunray up and just seeif you can pick up any traces of our visitor from above. If not,
Mitch, Adler, and | will go to the spot where | was shot and work outward from there. Unlessyou have
another suggestion?”

"No, | supposethat's as good aplan asany,” Rom said. "Y ou won't object if | leave any detailsto
therest of you?—I've got some samples | want to get catalogued. | thought not. Good night, al."
Without waiting for areply, he turned and disappeared down the hall.

Always a pleasure, Mitch thought sourly, but he refrained from saying it doud. Shannon was il in
the room, and whatever he thought of Rom he did genuindy like her. So he merely gave her afriendly
smile and gtrolled over to where Katawas tapping her fingersidly on her termind. "Feeling any less
scared than you were this afternoon?' he asked, pulling up achair beside hers.

She didn't turn to face him, and her fingers hated their drumming only for amoment. "Y esor no,"
she answered over her shoulder. "I'm not as afraid of the needlesas| was. . . but therest of it just keeps
getting worse."

"Y ou mean Rom's odd-man-out theory? | agreeit's shot full of holes—"

"Doesn't that bother you?' sheinterrupted, turning to give him astrange look. "Thisisnt somenice,
safe theoretical discussion about the ecologicd function of Frensky moss. Thereisareal someone out
there, shooting real needlesfor redl reasons—and it seemsto me that charging into thiswithout knowing
what were doing could be dangerous aswell as plain stupid.”



Theintengity of her outburst startled Mitch, and he glanced over to seeif Lydl had heard. But the
other was deep in quiet conversation with Shannon. "If you fed that way," he asked Kata, "why didn't
you bring it up afew minutes ago?'

She shook her head and turned away again. "Lyell had his mind made up—you saw that."

"But youre—" hislover "along-time colleague. Someone hetrusts. Y ou could change hismind.”

She snorted. " No one changes Lyd | Moffit's mind once he's decided on a course of action.”

Her face was till turned away, and Mitch abruptly realized what she was staring a. Crouching
motionlesdy in one corner of his cage, Swizzle had a preternatural aertness about him. Occasiona
ripples of muscle sent waves through hisfur, and hisflared nogtrils were larger even than his unblinking
eyes. "How long has he been like that?' Mitch asked quietly.

"I noticed it when we were working on the needle drug andysis earlier. | don't think he's moved half
ameter since then."

Mitch shivered. Generalizing from one speciesto another was aways an iffy proposition, but hed
rarely seen amore textbook example of herbivore danger reaction. "Could he have heard the tarsap
enemy cry earlier?'

"I don't know. Actualy, I'm not quite sure how to read this; he acts nervous, certainly, but he
accepted hisdinner from me without any hesitation | could detect.”

"In other words, it'snot us he'safraid of 7'

"I wouldn't even swear to that. | just don't know," Katas fingertips dapped the console onefina
timeand cametoahdt. "Wel . .. maybeit'll al prove academic, after dl. If you catch the sniper
tomorrow we should be ableto put al the pieces together easily enough.”

"Maybe." Mitch glanced once more at Swizzle and then turned away. "Might beinteresting to see if
his wake-up cal tomorrow has any of the 'danger’ overtonesinit, though.”

"I've already got the recorder set up.”

Mitch had planned to be listening when the tarsgpien cry came the next morning; but though hewas
up well in advance of the event he wound up missing it entirely as he walked innocently into the common
room and straight into afull-fledged war of words.

Lyell, it seemed, had findly run afoul of his own abundant self-confidence. Apparently smply
assuming Adler's cooperation in the morning's activities, he hadn't bothered to clear his planswith the
geologist . . . and Adler was not amused at having been volunteered for such clearly hazardous duty.

"| don't care," he was saying when Mitch arrived. "I'm not going out thereto be shot at on a
half-hour's notice. Not without better protection than these coveralls—certainly not without a better idea
of what we're up againg.”

Even LydI'stemper was showing Sgns of srain. "I've told you what the darts contain—"

"And you've assured meit's not dangerous," Adler interrupted him. "And I'm sure you're not
deliberately lying to me. But what about long-term effects of the residue you can't flush out? What about
cumulative effects? Faceit, Lyell; you haven't got nearly enough answersyet.”

"| presume we're open to suggestions,” Mitch said, Stting down next to Shannon. Rom, seated
aone on thefar sde of the table with alook of sour amusement on his face, seemed to be staying out of
the discusson.

"My ideds dready been trampled on, thank you," Adler said, hisvoice frosty.

Lyell shook his head wearily. "Adler thinks we should just expand our herbicide ring—excuse me,
our cordon sanitaire—by afactor of ten or so. Keep the sniper at adistance. Be reasonable, Adler; even
if we had the herbicide to maintain it, we couldn't begin to clear that much space quickly and safely
enough.”

"If you say s0. But I'm till not going out there.”



Theimpasse lasted severd minuteslonger, with Lyell running through an amazing repertoire of
persuasions and inducements before giving up. "All right, then," he said, standing up. "'l guessMitchand |
will haveto do it one. Y ou ready, Rom?'

"Whenever you are," Rom said. "If it would help, though, | suppose| could let Adler takethe
Sunray and go with you two mysdf.”

You might have suggested that ten minutes ago, Mitch thought—and was opening his mouth to
say so when Lyl beat him to the draw with afar more diplomatic comment.

"That's very generous of you, Rom; thank you. Wdll, Adler?'

Adler shot anirritated glance in Rom's direction; but having basically painted himself into acorner
he had little choice but to accept the offer. Lydll pretended to takeit dl at face vaue, but even he couldn't
quite carry it off, and it was a quiet group that headed out into the forest.

Theforedt, too, was quiet—aquieter than Mitch had ever known it. He felt the eerieness of it dl as
he, Lyell, and Rom fanned out toward the spot where the mysterious sniper had first struck. Overheed,
the Sunray was ahumming blue-and-gray shadow drifting above the ginkgaps and manzanis; behind
them, unseen but ever present, Kata and Shannon monitored the Lostproof and ground-to-air equipment
and directed the search. It was, Mitch thought more than once, most asif he were back in college
playing the elaborate Search and Strike games that had been al the rage then. Those had beenfun. . .
but in those heldd been facing only chalk-dye pellets, not high-velocity needles.

"Still nothing," Adler's voice murmured from the communicator strapped to Mitch's shoulder.

"Computer enhancement's not getting anything from the data, either,” Kataput in. "Lydl, | think
Rom wasright; that gun's not going to show on the Sunray's sensors.”

"Well, well leave him up there—" Lyell broke off abruptly as atarsapien screech split the air off to
Mitch'sleft. "Report,” Lydl said quietly.

"About thirty degrees|eft,” Mitch whispered toward his shoulder, squeezing the "mark™ button on
his Logtproof to feed its position and orientation back to Shannon's monitor.

"Directly to my right,” Lyl sad. "Rom?"

"Straight ahead,” the archeologist said camly. "I guess| win."

"Stay there," Lyel ordered. "Mitch and I'll moveinto flank him. Shannon . .. 7"

"Got a probable location—feeding to you." Mitch glanced at the smal white crossthat had
appeared on his Lostproof display and headed in that direction. There was no guarantee the loud
tarsapien was Sitting directly on top of the sniper, and he didn't want to blunder carelesdy into acouple of
those needles.

He was no more than twenty meters from the spot Shannon had marked when there was arustle of
movement in the trees ahead. "Lyd |?" he whispered. " Something moving up there.”

"l can seeit,” Rom put in. "Just atarsap.”

"Okay," Mitch nodded. Hetook a careful step forward, eyes scanning the undergrowth—

The needlejabbed in from amost directly above him, tracing aline of fire down hisright
shoulder-blade. With ayep he threw himsdf to the side, reflexively raising hislightning rod asif to ward
off the attack. A second needle whistled down to nick histhigh as he scrambled toward the nearest tree
trunk. Dimly, he heard Lydl| cdling hisname. "In thetreed" he shouted as his brain unlocked for a
second . . . and as athird needle dapped into the tree beside his cheek the forest seemed to explode with
noise.

The crash of breaking branches overhead was the worgt, giving Mitch the momentary feding of
being caught in awood pulverizer. A swish of abody through the foliage and a glimpse of blue metd an
ingtant later told him what had happened: Adler had rammed the Sunray through the upper tree branches
in an atempt to didodge the sniper. Smultaneoudy, aflash of laser light filtered through the undergrowth
ahead. The scramble of something among low branches—Rom's bellow—three more laser flashes—

And with an unearthly scream something large crashed to the ground.



For amoment there was silence. "Mitch?' Lyell called, hisvoice echoed by the communicator
jammed into his neck.

"Here," Mitch answered, struggling to hisfeet. There was arustle of branches and Lyell appeared,
an oddly tight look on hisface. "Y ou get him?' Mitch asked as the other gave him ahand up.

"Yeah. You okay?'

"Couple of needles—those damn things hurt going in. What's he look like?"

Lyédl's expression tightened a bit more. "Come and see.”

The body was lying on the crushed remains of asarcacia bush, its fur marked with the red-in-black
swaths of laser burns. Still gripped in its hand was adeek, jet-black pistol—gripped so tightly, in fact,
that Rom was having trouble prying it loose. For the moment, though, Mitch had little attention to spare
for the wegpon; hisfull and unbelieving gaze was on the cresture holdingit.

A tarsapien.

"Got to hand it to you biologists,” Rom grunted as he straightened up, the pistol held loosdly in his
hand. "When you goof, you do it right. Canine-level intelligence, wasn't it? This one must have been a
particularly fast learner.”

"Lydl, what'sgoing on?' Kata's voice said at Mitch's shoulder.

"We got the sniper,” Lyel answered, the words seeming to stick in histhroat. "It's—well, it seems
to beatarsap.”

"What?"

"Yeah." Lydl shook his head-in agesture of bewilderment. "He must have found the gun
somewhere; in one of the ruins, probably. Then figured out how to useit . .. somehow ... ."

"Or dsewonit from atourist in acard game,”" Rom put in sarcastically. Hefting the pistol, he sighted
down the barrdl, adight frown creasing hisforehead. "Don't worry—I'm sure you'll be able to salvage
your theories somehow."

"Well certainly takeacrack at it," Lyell agreed, sounding more on balance. "Mitch, can you travel
under your own power?'

"Uh...wdl, my leg fedssort of tingly—"

"Never mind." Lyell stepped to his sde and offered a supporting arm. "Rom, if you can carry the
tarsap | can take that weapon.”

"Okay." Rom raised the gun, but halfway through the gesture hesitated and dipped it into his belt
ingtead. "No, thanks; | can handle both." Reaching down, he manhandled the dead tarsapien onto one
shoulder and checked his Lostproof. "Let'sgo," he said, heading toward home. Traveling only abit
dower, Lydl and Mitch followed.

They were hdfway across the herbicide ring when the impossible happened; and because it was
impaossible none of them reacted during the precious handful of secondsthat might have madethe
difference. From the treetops behind them wafted down a high-pitched tarsapien cry . . . and even as
Lyell paused to look around the needles began to fly.

"Run!" Rom ydled, sprinting for the safety of the building. Mitch tried to follow, but Lyel had been
caught flatfooted and it cost the two of them another second to get their feet moving in synch. Mitch bit
down hard asafamiliar sting scratched across hisarm. Lyell seemed to fdter, nearly pitching them
headlong onto the ground; shifting his grip, Mitch managed more by luck than anything eseto take Lydl's
weight and keep them moving. Thelast four steps seemed to take forever . . . and then they were through
the open door, damming into Rom as the archeol ogist was starting back out. They fell together in a heap,
another couple of needles ricocheting from the floor and walls before Mitch managed to get afoot free
and kick the door closed.

It wasn't until he and Rom got to their feet that they discovered why Lyell was being so quiet.



Thework on Lyell was dow, nerve-wracking, and frustrating, and by the time Kata remembered
Mitch'sinjuries she dready felt asif sheld been run backwards through afaulty garbage recycler. But
despite the fact held been eft lying on the dining table for over an hour there was no anger or impetience
in hisface or posture when shefindly looked in on him. "How are you feding?"' she asked, hoping the
deadness within her didn't come across as disnterest.

"I'mdl right," he said quietly. "Y ou can leave the needlesin until later if you're ill busy.”

She shook her head. "I can't do anything more for Lyell now except let him deep. Where were you
hit?'

"Right scapula somewhere and |ft thigh rectus muscle, if I'm remembering my anatomy classes
properly." He paused. "How ishe?!

Something in his voice made her take another ook at hisface, and it findly penetrated her own
cloud of fear and anxiety how hard he wastaking this. "He's not doing too badly,” shetold him. "Still
unconscious, but 1'd have sedated him anyway. | think helll pull through okay."

" Shannon told me there's a needle lodged in the heart muscle.”

"Near, but not actualy init," Kata corrected, silently thanking heaven for smdl favors. "Unlessit
migratesit should be dl right to leave it there.”

Hetwisted hishead up to look &t her. ™Y ou're not going to takeit out?'

Kata shook her head tiredly. "No, and I've dready gone six roundswith Adler over the decison, so
please don't you start. The needle went in between two ribs, just missing the spine, and theres smply no
way | can get at it with the non-specidized equipment we've got here.” She bit her lip as she applied a
fresh layer of anesthetic to Mitch's shoulder wound. "Not to mention my own lack of skill, of course.”

" egh"

She worked in slence for amoment, the part of her mind not actualy involved with the operation
trying to come up with words that would sound convincing. But Lyell was the one with the silver tongue,
and eventudly she gave up the effort. "It'snot your fault, you know," shetold Mitch.

"lan't it? Rom madeit in without ascratch . . . but he wasn't being dowed down by someone with
only oneand ahdf legs. Lydl could havelet go of me and saved himsdlf."

"Inthat case, it was his decison and again wasn't your fault.” Kata shrugged. "Anyway, who'sto
say what would have happened if held let go? You're the one who got him insde, remember. Without
you the tarsapien might have had time to put a dozen more shotsinto him.”

"Maybe." Mitch Sghed. "Kata. . . what the hell isgoing on here? Tarsaps with guns, shooting at
us—it'slike something out of aplot for City of Night. Y ou know—the old Natives Rising To Throw Off
The Human Conqguerors gimmick. Could the tarsaps somehow have hidden atechnologicd civilization
from us?'

"No." Therewasalot about this that Kata didn't understand, but of that one thing she was certain.
"Remember the Bateson neurd dexterity index? The tarsapiens are biologicaly incapable of inventing
something as advanced as a needle gun.”

"But that conclusion assumes Swizzleisatypica example. Isthere any chance he'sthe tarsap
equivaent of animbecile, deliberately planted on usto skew our data?’

"You forget I've got disks full of data.on tarsapiensin thewild aswell. Anyway, if they were so
intelligent that they could fool usthat thoroughly, why tip their hand now?"

"I don't know." Mitch hissed between his teeth as K ata began easing the needle back dong its
origina path. "But the option isto believe that they just happened to find at least two working needle guns
in some multi-hundred-year-old ruin and that the tarsaps that found them both traveled several hundred
kilometersto this same spot and that they only shoot humans and not each other with them.” He ran out
of breath and fell glent.

Katawithdrew the needleand laid it in aculture plate. For future analysis, a detached part of her
mind said. "It doesn't make much sense either way, doesit?' she admitted, moving down to work on
Mitch'sleg. "Wel . .. Rom and Adler are looking at the gun now. Maybe they'll come up with a better



theory. | just wish we had better deep-probe equipment for them to use.”

"I wishwe had away to call out-system for help,” Mitch retorted. Grimacing, Kata nodded. If
wisheswere horses . . . .

It took another half hour to remove the second needle and clean the wounds, and afterwards she
helped Mitch to the bio lab for asession with the blood scrubber. She had finished the connections and
was thinking about lying down for awhile hersdf when Lyell woke up.

"| gather | took afal," he said as Kata came over to the cot they'd set up for him.

"Of asort," she said, checking the sensor readings and trying to keep her voice reasonably cheerful.
"Tried running away from aneedle that was running fagter.”

"So that part wasn't adream,” he murmured. "1 wasamost sure. . . ." Heclosed hiseyes briefly
and seemed to come a bit more awake. "Did the tarsap we killed get lost?

"No, we've got both it and the gun,” Kata said.

"We need to do an autopsy onit,” Lyell said. "Find out why it was different. Why it shot at us."

"It's probably not—" Kata clamped her teeth firmly acrossthe sentence. Already Lyel'seydids
were drooping; now was not the time to attempt arationa discussion with him. "Y ou just deep and get
yourself well," she said instead. ""We can handle things until you're back on your feet again.”

"All right," Lyell's eyes were closed now, but with an obvious effort he forced them open a crack.
"Kata? Until I'm better . . . you'rein charge of the expedition.”

"Me?But—"

"Please. Y ourethe only onewho candoit.”

She gritted her teeth; but the important thing wasthat Lyell should get to deep without any added
burdens on mind or body. "All right, Lyell, I'll do my best to keep everything running smoothly.”

"Thank you." Lydl's eyes closed, and with asigh he settled back to deep.

For amoment she watched the sensors, wishing she knew what normal readings ought to bein this
kind of dtuation. We shouldn't have let him go out there, she thought miserably. We should have
made him stay here, or at least up in the Sunray. No matter how safe the needles seemed we
should have made sure our only doctor was as protected as possible.

But with al the advances of modern technology no one had yet come up with away to make
second-hindsight profitable. Putting the chain of what-ifs from her mind, Katawent to Lyell's |ab table
and the dead tarsapien lying there. Her nap would just have to wait until after the autopsy.

It was asomber group that assembled in the bio lab that afternoon—an atmosphere undoubtedly
not helped by the presence of Lyell lying unconscious on his cot againgt thewall. Kata didn't care much
for the congtant reminder of their danger ether, but she was becoming increasingly reluctant to leave him
done.

"To dtart,” she said, looking around the circle of people clustered around her lab table, "I'd like to
get the tarsapien himsdlf out of the way. The preliminary autopsy shows nothing especialy out of the
ordinary about him: no extra brain mass, no anomaiesin coloration or organ Sze—in short, no indication
whatsoever that he'samember of atheoreticaly superior sub-species of tarsapien. The computer's doing
adetailed biochemicd analysis now, but | believeit's safe to say he did not make the gun himsdf.”

Rom snorted. "I told you that hours ago.” Besides him, Shannon shifted dightly in her chair, but said
nothing.

"It's nice to have proof, though,” Mitch murmured. There was still a haunted look about his eyes,
Kata noted uneasily: mute testimony to the fact that he till felt some respongbility for Lydl'sinjury. "How
far did you two get with the pistol ?" he added.

"Depends on what you want,” Rom said. He glanced a Adler, asif expecting the other to say
something. But the geologist was staring in the direction of Lyell's cot, hismind obvioudy light-years



away, and with aquiet snort Rom pulled the black wegpon from his belt and held it up. "Length, about
fifteen centimeters, main body about four by three, grip about sx long and an ova cross-section about
twelve centimetersin circumference. Thefront haf of the main body contains a series of seventy rings
that, judging by their reaction to applied magnetic fields, are room-temp superconductors.”

Abruptly, Kata noticed that the pistol, which had started out being held by the fingertips of Rom's
right hand, had dipped imperceptibly into acozy position in the archeologist's pam. There was nothing
overtly hostile about that—certainly Rom wasn't pointing the thing at anyone—but something about the
action nevertheless sent aquiet shiver through her body. "Rom, can we put it under the fluoroscan here?’
she cut into hismonologue. "Seewhat it lookslike ingde?"

He glanced down at the gunin hishand, dmost asif seeing it for thefirst time. "No need,” hetold
Kata, lowering the gun to hislap but maintaining hisgrip onit. "It'sal on the computer—Datapack ALP."

Fedling vaguely disturbed, Kata reached to her terminal and accessed the proper disk. A moment
later, she had an x-ray view of the pistol on the screen.

Mitch whistled softly. "Crowded in there, isn't it? What is dl that Suff?"

"L ooks like some sort of relatively smple sensor at thetip of the barrdl, probably part of thefiring
mechanism,” Rom said. "The stuff behind the ringsis more eectronics and what seemsto beasmal
powerpack. That narrow thing around the insgde edge of the grip isareservoir of someliquid, probably a
lubricant. The rectangular block taking up the rest of the grip—" he hesitated—"appearsto be the
ammunition.”

"Thewholething?' Kataasked, her eyes and brain trying to reconcile the sizes of the tiny needles
sheld become far too familiar with and the solid-looking mass on the computer screen. "There must
be—oh, thousands of needlesin there."

"Something under nine thousand, actually,” Rom said. "The reservoir aso gppearsto be about half

Mitch wasthefirst to bregk the silence. "An eighteen thousand shot clip? What were they fighting,
anyway, the Hundred Y ears War?'

"How should | know?' Rom retorted. "Maybe it wasjust their version of the disposable
flashlight—a sedled unit that you throw away whenit'sempty."

"Sedled?' Katafrowned. "Y ou mean you can't figure out how to open it?’

"If I'd meant that | would have said that,” Rom said, his voice heavy with scorn. "I mean there isno
way to openit. Not unless you want to ruin part of the mechanism getting in."

Clamping her mouth firmly shut over her irritation, Katalooked back at the image on the computer
screen. | think were going to havetorisk it,” she said. "There's only so much we can learn from indirect
Sudy—"

"Well, forget it," Rom interrupted. "I know you biologists are used to cutting up everything in sight,
but you're not taking your scapesto my gun.”

"Your gun?' Kataasked. "Since when?'

"Since when do you give orders around here?' Rom countered.

"Since Lydl put her in charge thismorning,” Mitch spoke up.

"Hedid that?' Shannon asked, frowning. "Why?'

"Well, obvioudy he's not in any shape to run things himself," Mitch shrugged. "He woke up long
enough to order an autopsy on the tarsap and then told Katato run things until he was better.”

"Ridiculous" Rom snorted. "Lydl must've been delirious.”

"Now you're being ridiculous—"

"Enough,” Katainterrupted. Mitch had alower threshold of irritation than even Adler, and the last
thing they needed was a knock-down argument about who got the dubious honor of Lyell's hot sedt. "In
caseyou've dl forgotten, there's atarsapien out there with agun—one of those guns, Rom. Wherever he
got it, we need to know everything we can about the thing if we're going to come up with adefense.”



Rom's face was settling in dong well-defined frown lines; but before he could reply Shannon spoke
up. "Surely there are other tests and studies we can do before we have to risk damaging the gun,” she
sad. "After dl, theimmediate problem seemsto meto be learning how to locate or defend against the
weapon, not necessarily learning al the details of how it works."

Katahedtated . . . but it wouldn't cost them more than alittle time, and if they could postpone this
fight until Lyell was back in charge the final decision would probably be reached with less emotiona
bloodshed. "All right," she said with asigh. "Rom, why don't you take the gun back to your lab
and—oh—set it up in the NMR chamber. We could have dinner while the thing's getting a good
compogtion profile”

"I know what to do,” Rom snorted, getting to hisfeet and starting for the door. There he paused,
garing for amoment at the alien weapon till gripped in his hand. "Don't hold dinner for me—I may just
wait until theandysisisfinished.”

Heleft, and Katafelt aprickling of the hairs of her neck. It was the sort of parting shot they dl
expected from aloner like Rom . . . but thereéd been something about the way he'd looked at that pistol
that bothered her. You're getting hypersensitive, shetold hersdf firmly. Hyper sensitive and maybe a
little paranoid.

Beside her, Mitch cleared histhroat. " Shannon, is he okay?' he asked quietly. "l mean. . . he seems
alittle...."

"Preoccupied?’ Shannon suggested. Her eyes were on the empty doorway and there was adight
furrow between her eyebrows. "Y es. He does, doesn't he."

So I'm not imagining things, Katathought. "Why did he refer to the gun as his?" she asked
Shannon. "Becauseit'slike the other artifacts you're dways digging up?'

"Archeol ogists don't become attached to the things they find,” Shannon shook her head. "We nearly
awayswind up giving them to someone e se. And Rom's dway's been even less possessive than most of
the others| know."

"He's sure making up for it now," Adler spoke up.

Kataturned to him in some surprise—she'd amost forgotten he was there—and found him ill
gazing at the unconscious Lyell. "What do you mean?"

"I mean he wouldn't so much aslet me touch that damn gun while we wereworking onit,” the
geologist said. "He hdd it under the fluoroscan, he took al the caliper measurements, he moved it
between machineswhen necessary. All held let me do is punch in the data.”

"Um." Tha did seem excessve, Katathought. Still, Rom had never been at his best in group
gtuations. "Wl . . . Rom doesn't ask much of the rest of us. | suppose we can indulge him this once.”

"He gtill shouldn't carry that gun around like apersond sidearm,” Shannon said, stlanding up. "'l try
to get that through to him, at least. Oh, and please don't wait for me, either—I'll make a private supper
for Rom and me after you've eaten.” With her usua half-apologetic smile shelléft.

"Going to beasmall group for dinner,” Kataremarked, trying for alight tone. "I don't know about
you two, but I'm famished.”

"Yeah." Mitch got up from his seet, hiseyesflicking onceto Lydl and then—Kata thought— guiltily
away. "My turn to cook, | suppose. I've certainly had the easiest day of everyone.”

"Adler?' Kataasked, turning to the geologist. Y ou coming?"

"Inawhile" the other answvered. "I'm not realy hungry yet."

Katafollowed hisline of sght. "Therés nothing you can do for him right now," shesaid. "I've
programmed the sensorsto aert mein case of any change.”

"I know. | just want to St hereawhile." He hesitated. "I'm not afraid of dying, Kata—I'm nat,
redly. | just don't want to die now, with my career and professiond reputation aslow asthey are.
[—well, I'm sure you didn't know it, but the main reason | cameto Pallaswasthat so many of Lyell's
companions have returned from these trips to publish outstanding papers. | rather hoped some of that
luck would rub off onme."



"l see," Katasaid. The revelation wasn't exactly newsto her—Lyell had read Adler's motives
correctly right from the start—but there wasn't any point in telling him that. "Okay. Cal meif hewakes
up; otherwise, I'll be back in an hour.”

The dinner Mitch fixed for them was quick, smple, and under other circumstances would probably
have tasted quite good. But with dl the strains and uncertainties of the Situation buzzing around her likea
swarm of sweat gnats the food went down like so much untextured protein supplement. Midway through
the med Shannon unexpectedly gppeared, and though she acted civil enough the single med she heated
and sat down to eat spoke volumes about how her talk with Rom had gone. First Adler goes all
quivery, Katathought glumly, and now Rom and Shannon are having some kind of polemic. Please
get well quick, Lyell— can't hang onto this tiger much longer .

But that hope proved crudly short-lived. Four hourslater the medsensor darmssigndled Lydl's
lapseinto acoma, and despite Kata's best efforts his condition steadily worsened.

Two hours later, he was dead.

The morning sun wasfiltering through the trees by the time Kata called them together again. "The
best guess | can makeisthat the drug in the needle interfered with Lydll's autonomic nervous system
enough to cause adowdown of hisheart,” shetold them quietly. "1 don't know whether the drug dso
caused the subsequent metabolism drop or whether that was a reaction to the dower heartbeat—" She
caught her breath as her voice began to tremble, and Mitch winced in sympathetic pain. To have had to
perform even abiochemica autopsy on aman shed loved; wondering probably the whole time whether
different treetment could have saved hislife. . . . "Whichever," she continued, once again under control,
"he seemsto havejust drifted off . . . and died.”

"So your 'harmless poison turns out not so harmless after al,” Adler said heavily.

"We never said it was harmless; only that—" Katawaved aweary hand. "Oh, never mind. Rom?
What more have you found out about the weagpon?”'

Kata had been up most of the night, handling what was undoubtedly the most emotionally draining
gtuation of her life, and shelooked it. And yet, as Mitch studied Rom, he decided the archeologist
looked even worse. Hisface was drawn and pale, asif held spent amonth with adebilitating illness, and
even in the cool of the morning there was a sheen of perspiration on hisforehead. He hadn't bothered to
shave, and his eyes seemed unable to shift from their steady gaze at the floor. But his voice was clear
enough, and the hand that gripped the dlien pistal in hislgp showed no signs of infirmity. "Nothing very
useful," he said, staring at a spot near Katal's feet. "I've got the feed mechanism figured out—an
unorthodox but straightforward scheme that seemstotally jam-proof. | also took adiver of metal from
the underside of the barrel, and it looks like the gun's twenty to fifty years older than any of theruins
weve studied.”

"It is?" Shannon frowned, and Mitch felt his eyebrowslift at her surprise. Freezing Adler out of the
work had been par for the course with Rom; but Shannon's reaction meant held kept her out aswell, and
that was well-nigh unheard of. Mitch glanced at Kata, saw the same thought flicker briefly across her
face.

"Yes" Romsaid, "and it sort of blowsthe theory that that's where the tarsaps found them.”

"Unlessthe sttlers brought twenty-year-old gunswith them,” Kata suggested.

Rom snorted. "1 thought we'd established these things were usdless for hunting local animals. |
suppose they brought abunch of semi-infinite repeaters to use on each other?”

Kataflushed. "Maybe the different settlements weren't put up by the same people. Y ou ever think
of that?"

For asecond Rom's eyes locked with Kata's and Mitch braced for an explosion. But apparently
Rom wasn't in the mood. "Y eah, I've thought of that,” he said, his gaze dipping to the floor again. "But the



building stylesare virtudly identical. Besides, the wegpons don't seem very practica for warfare.™

"They kill well enough,” Adler murmured.

Kata seemed to wince, and Mitch hastened to step in. "What happened to Lyell was afluke," he
pointed out. "Anyway, there are other reasons Rom's probably right. Those needles have practicaly no
stopping power, and they'd be usdless against any kind of body armor. The gun'sdesigned morelikea
child'stoy than like awegpon for atrained soldier.”

"Or like atest for civilization, perhaps," Shannon said.

All eyesturned to her. "What do you mean?' Mitch asked.

"I've been thinking over the same questionslately,” she said, her gaze flickering around and coming
to rest on the gun in her husbhand's hand. " Suppose you came upon a planet like Pallas and wanted to see
how stable or adaptable the tarsap socia structure was. One way you might do that would beto givea
group of them superior tools or weapons and observe what happens.”

"Shades of Satan in the garden,” Mitch said. "What arotten trick to play on a species.”

"Isit?' Romretorted. "Isit any different redly than netting Swizzle and hauling him hereto perform
inamaze?Y ou should know by now that biologists are dways playing God with the things they find."

Mitch clamped his teeth together and counted to ten; but before he reached it Katareturned his
earlier favor and took back the conversationa bal. "Y ou're suggesting, then," she said to Shannon, "that
when it cametime to collect the guns and |eave they missed a couple?!

"Or dsedidn't bother to collect them at al,” Shannon shrugged. "Mitch told me earlier that you'd
never found atarsap with needlesin him, so maybe they never learned to shoot each other.”

"Which again leaves us the question of why they shoot at us," Mitch reminded her.

"Maybethey just don't like people,” Rom murmured. "1 can sure understand that." He looked up
abruptly, and for along second the gun in his hand wavered like a snake unsure of itstarget. Mitch
caught his breath, heard Kata do the same. . . and Rom stood up, jamming the gun back into hisbelt. "I
need someair," he said and strode out of the room. Even before he was out of sght, he was fumbling the
pistol back into his hand.

Carefully, Mitch let out the bresth he'd been holding. "Isit my imagination, or was heredly thinking
about opening up with that thing?*

"Hewas." Adler'sface wasadirty white, his preoccupation with Lyell's desth momentarily pushed
into the background. "And if he did he would have started with me. He doesn't like me—you al know
that."

"Rom wouldn't do athing like that," Shannon said. But her voice lacked conviction, and her face
was amost aspdeas Adler's. "He's not—I mean, he's not very sociable, but . . . did any of you see his
faceright then?'

The others shook their heads. "I was watching the gun,” Mitch said. "Why?'

"Helooked . . . confused, sort of. Or like hewasin pain." Shannon looked at Kata. "I think he's
coming down with something, Kata. | know you and Lyell said that shouldn't happen, but with the way
he's acting and the way he looks—" She waved ahand helplesdy. "'l just think he'sill.”

Katanodded grimly. "He sure looks like someone with untreated intestind flu," she agreed. "And it's
not completely impossible for one of usto catch something here; the different surface protein cues keep
theloca bacteriaand viruses from entrenching themsdvesinto our systems, but the DNA and RNA
structures are smilar enough for arogue plasmid or something to conceivably make trouble.” Shelooked
at the doorway. "I'd better try and talk him into an examination.”

But Rom didn't like Kata much; and with the shorter fuse thisillness seemed to have givenhim. . ..
"Il go," Mitch said, getting quickly to hisfest.

"You sure?' Kata asked, her voice amixture of relief and guilty concern.

"Sure. Rom doesn't seem as angry at botanists this semester asheisat biologists. Anyway, | can
awaysremind him | supported one of hisarguments afew minutes ago. Y ou want afull medcheck?'



"If you can get it," Katasaid. "But don't push too hard.”

"No kidding." Wondering briefly about the stupid things donein the name of chivary, Mitch went in
search of Rom.

He found the other, predictably enough, in the archeology |ab, staring out the window and ignoring
the bits and pieces of ancient rubblelaid out around the room. "Mind if | comein?' he asked from the
doorway.

Rom hdf turned, then resumed his outward gaze. "Don't touch anything,” he said shortly.

Swallowing, Mitch stepped inside and closed the door. "How are you fedling?' he asked casudly,
moving carefully toward the other.

"Why?"

"To be honest, you look like you're coming down with something and we're worried about you."

Rom snorted. "Afraid I'll passit onto you?"

"Not especidly,” Mitch said, determined not to let the other get to him. "We're more afraid of what
it might do to you."

"Oh, come on—none of you cares what happensto me."

"Not even Shannon? She's the one who suggested—"

"Shannon can go swim an ocean with the rest of you,” Rom snapped.

Surprise tangled Mitch'stongue, cutting off the rest of his sentence. As uncaring as Rom was about
everyone e se's sengitivities, Shannon had aways before been exempted from the verbd abuse. To hear
that immunity crumbling wasin away more disguieting even than the other'sfixation with the dien
weagpon.

And Rom knew it. "Bothers you, doesit?' he said as Mitch was dtill trying to find something to say.
"Shows you've never tried marriage yourself. Half the time you'd be better off rooming with your worst
enemy. At least then you'd know exactly where you stand.”

If thingsare that bad . . . ?Mitch wondered. No. They've just had a fight, that's all. That
and/or thisillness. "Deep down you know better than that,” he said, hoping it didn't sound astriteto
Rom asit did to him. "We care about you—all of us—and Shannon most of al.”

"Degp down,” Rom countered softly, "you'redl my enemies. Tell me, do you bdievein ghosts?"

The verbal blockbusterswere coming too fast. "'l . . . don't know," he managed. "Do you?'

"Not really. But | think there are ghostson Pdllas. | can.. . . | can fed them, aimost. Hear them,
too."

Oh, terrific. "What do they say?" he asked, choosing the safest response he could think of .

"They tel meI'min danger.” Rom'svoicewas cam, dmost asif he werereciting from a stone tabl et
he'd dug up. "There are enemies here, enemies | haveto try and fight. To drive away. We did that once,
alongtimeago.”

"We?' Theword dipped out before Mitch could stopit.

"l mean they," Rom replied. "They. The abandoned ruins are proof of that, | think. Someonetried
to settle here and the ones with the guns drove them off."

Mitch's mouth was beginning to fed dry. "That's not what you were saying about the ruins before.”

"I didn't know about the guns before, did 1?7 Rom retorted with atouch of hisold acerbity.
"Anyway, it's obvious now."

"Not to me." Thiswhole line of conversation was becoming more than alittle creepy, but somehow
Mitch had the feding held better stick with it aslong as he could. "Y ou said the people who built the
settlements were gone, but then you aso said they were dtill here.”

"No. | said there were enemies here. Not the same onesthat were here before . . . well, sort of the
same...no...." Romtrailed off, and for along minute stared out the window in silence. "I know who
they are," he murmured at last, amost inaudibly. "If necessary . . . ."

He shook suddenly, like a dog throwing off bathwater. " So what did you want, anyway?" he asked.



"Uh...." Ittook Mitch asecond to remember. "I think it'd be agood ideato run aquick
medcheck on you. In case you have picked up some bug."

"Shannon'sides, right?’

"Sort of agroup consensus, actudly,” Mitch told him, wondering if he should be lying about such
things. Rom's personality was shifting too rapidly for Mitch's meager knowledge of psychology to keep
up with. "Wedl care about you—"

"Yeah, sure. All right; if itll get you dl off my back—" Hauling himsdlf out of hischair, Rom swung
to face Mitch . . . and froze.

For that first, awful ingtant Mitch thought the most horrible creaturesfrom al the City of Night
shows held ever seen had slently lined up behind him. But Rom's eyes were locked squarely on Mitch's
face; and the other'slook of horror, hatred, and fear was directed squarely toward him. Peripheraly, he
saw the gun in Rom's hand snap up into firing position, but for once even that couldn't distract his
attention. Eyesfixed on Rom's, unable to move and knowing it would be usel ess anyway, he waited with
tensed stomach musclesfor the needlesto cut into him.

They never did. Sowly, dmost unwillingly, Rom turned his head; and as his gaze broke from
Mitch'sface hisbody seemed to sag. "No," he growled as Mitch shook off his own paralysis and took a
gep forward. "I'm dl right—don't touch me. Go aheed; I'll follow you to the bio lab."

With that pistol trained at my back . . . . But Rom had already had ample opportunity to gun him
down. Swallowing painfully, Mitch turned and headed toward the door.

Hisorigind hope—was that really only five minutes ago?—had been that Kata and the others
would clear out of the lab before he and Rom arrived. Now, after al that had happened, he hoped
fervently that Kata, at least, would still be there. The blood/tissue analyzer, poor cousin to the Diagnizer
machines in common use these days, was easy enough to set up for amedcheck . . . but adjusting it to
administer medication took more knowledge than Mitch possessed.

But Kata hadn't been around to see Rom'slatest reaction . . . and the bio lab was thusindeed
deserted when they arrived.

The andyzer took ten minutesto collect its data, and it was among the longest ten-minute blocks
Mitch had ever lived through. Rom was cooperative enough—amost docile, in fact—as Mitch got him
into the chair and hooked up the twin armbands. But the other's carefully averted eyes and restless
fingering of the alien pistol were continua reminders of the emotions bubbling amillimeter benegth the
surface. Twice during that time Mitch reached silently for the keyboard, prepared to gamble that he could
locate a strong enough sedative among the machine's pharmaceuticals and flood Rom's system with it
before the other could figure out what was happening and riddle him with needles. But both times he
withdrew hishand, letting it curl into an impotent fist a his Sde. Fast sedatives were generdly dangerous
ones aswell, and there was no guarantee whatsoever that Katawould be able to neutradize that kind of
overdose before it proved fatal.

And so he watched silently as the machine finished itsjob, then hel ped Rom off with the armbands.
And then, because he couldn't think of any way to stop him, helet the other leave.

It was early evening when Katafinaly pushed her chair back from her lab table and rubbed her
gyes. "That'sit," shetold Mitch. "I'm out of ideas on what to try next."

Mitch nodded; he'd spent most of the day |ooking over her shoulder as she ran her tests, and he
likewise saw the study at adead end. The nucleic acid anomdiesin Rom's system had shown up quickly
enough, but tracking down any likely carrie—or even pinpointing the foreign molecules themsel ves—had
proved impossible. Y ou're sure we're not dedling with a hitherto quiescent Terrestria virusor
something?'

"Positive—the analyzer would have picked that up right away. No, there's something new in there .



.. and the crazy thing isit actslikeit just dropped out of the sky into his bloodstream. No broken virus
fragments, no plasmids or plasmid hosts—nothing."

"Could he have inhded something?' Mitch asked, though he was pretty sure he knew the answer.

"There's no way anaked nucleic acid could survive long enough in an unprotected environment,”
shesad, confirming his guess.

"How about dug into acrevice or something in the gun?’

"It'd ill haveto get through his skin." She frowned. "Maybe we should check his hands for cuts or
scrapes.”

"I'd recommend waiting until he's adeep tonight,” Mitch said, grimacing at the memory of their last
encounter that morning. ™Y ou still haven't told me what you're going to do with him, by the way."

"Y ou mean sedate him or not?' Kata shook her head wearily. "Mitch, | know you're not given to
flights of fancy and all, but you have to understand that | can't do something like that on the basis of a
single subjective feding that Rom's somehow becoming dangerous. If | can get something—anything
—objective from this machine then maybe we can risk it. But otherwise—" She waved her hands
hepledy.

Mitch nodded, tight-lipped, and stayed for amoment out the lab's window. The sun had set within
the past few minutes, and the forest beyond their herbicide ring was darkening rapidly against the blue
sky above. "Whatever'swrong with Rom," he said, "we till aren't any closer to solving our origina
problem. Y ou given any thought to that?"

"The armed tarsgpiens?' She sighed. "Y es, but you couldn't tell from the results. Every ideal've
come up with so far has had one or moreflawsinit. We haven't got anything that would make redigtic
body armor, we don't know enough about tarsapien physiology to come up with a safe repellent, and
we've dready proved we can't |ocate the guns themsdl ves from any distance. | guesswe're just going to
have to hole up here until the ship comes back, dashing out to the sheds for food aswe need it and letting
everything dsedide”

"And hope the tarsaps with the guns aren't fast enough on the uptake to pick us off each timewe
run outside." He shook his head. "1 don't know, though. Three months cooped up here—well be at each
other's throats within aweek."

"Egpecidly without Lyell here to smooth the ruffled feathers” Kata murmured.

Helooked at her closely; but she wasn't, as he'd expected, on the verge of tears. Holding up well,
he thought. Unless thisis going to hit her as a delayed reaction.

Behind him the door opened, and he turned as Shannon stepped into the [ab. "Have you seen Rom
anywhere?' she asked, her voicetight.

"Not since the medcheck thismorning,” Mitch said. "What's the matter?"

"l can't find him," she said, her eyes darting around asif he might have somehow sneaked in without
their knowledge. "'I've been through the entire building and I smply can't find him."

"That'sridiculous,” Mitch said . . . but even as he spoke that unearthly look of Rom's floated back
up from hismemory. "Have you tried caling him?" he asked, trying to keep his sudden chill from showing
upinhisvoice.

"He left his comm on our bed," Shannon said. "And his Lostproof, too."

"He'sgone outside.” It wasn't what Mitch had planned to say, but suddenly al of it clicked together
in somerecess of hismind and the words simply forced their way out. "He's taken the gun to go fight the
‘enemies.’ Come on, Kata—we've got to get him back insde.”

"Wait aminute," Shannon said, grabbing at Mitch's arm as he and Kata headed for the door. "What
enemies? What's going on?"

"I'll explain later,” Katatold her. "Right now we've got to act fast. Thelasersarelocked up in
the—wait asecond.” She raised her communicator, punched abutton. "Adler, thisisKata. Areyou sill
carrying one of thelasers?. . . Good. Mest us at the outside door right away."



Mitch half expected to see Rom lying face-down hafway acrossthe herbicidering, but that fear at
least wasn't redlized. Unless he's on the far side of one of the sheds, he grimaced, sudying as much of
the forest as he could see through the small window. And there's only one way to find out. "Adler!" he
shouted over hisshoulder. "Hurry it up!™

"What do you see?" Kata demanded, trying to squeeze in for alook.

"Nothing—but that doesn't mean much,” hetold her shortly. "I'm going to go out and seeif | can
find him. Adler'—thereyou are," he added asthe geologist puffed into sight behind Shannon. "I'm going
out. Stand here in the doorway, and if | yell start shooting into the trees. High into the trees—don't forget
I'll be out there, too."

"What? Wait aminute—"

"Just doit." Wondering whether he was being heroic or just stupid, Mitch eased the door open and
dipped outsde—

And was barely two paces away from the building when the needles began whining al around him.

The smart move, he quickly redized, would have been to beat ahasty retresat; but momentum and
surprise kept him moving forward, and seconds later he wasflat up againgt the closest shed, gulping air
and waiting with itchy skin for the needlesto find their mark.

But, surprisingly, they didn't. For afew more secondsthe hail of impacts againgt his shelter
continued, then ceased. Behind him, he could hear asort of muffled confusion at the doorway, but no
laser flashes it up the dusk. "Rom?" Mitch called. "Rom, can you hear me? Y ou'rein danger out
here—you've got to come back in." He paused, listening, but his bellow had silenced even the animasin
thearea. Already too far away to hear ? he wondered tensdly. Or did the tarsaps already get him?
"Rom!" he shouted, louder thistime. Would he have headed for one of the ruins? And if so, which?
We'll have to take the Sunray up, try to spot him—

"Youll never get me, Drzewicki!"

The reply would have made Mitch jump if he hadn't been pressed so hard againgt the shed. Rom's
voicewas firm and clear, with nothing of an injured man about it . . . and it came from no more than
fifteen metersaway. "Go away or I'll kill you. | meanit!"

Mitch licked hislipswithout obvious effect. "Rom, | want to help you," he called. Out of the corner
of hiseye he saw the muzzle of Adler'slaser poke cautioudy around the doorway. Not now, you idiot,
he thought furioudy; but there was nothing he could do but try and hold Rom's attention. "Well help you
hunt down the enemies,” heimprovised rapidly. "Y ou'reright, they're till out there—"

A clatter of needles on metd cut him off, and when he glanced around the laser had vanished back
indgde. "Y ou must redly think I'm afool,” Rom snarled. "Y ou don't think | can recognize enemieswhen |
see them? I'm wise to you now, Drzewicki—you won't fool me again.”

Thiswas starting to get sticky. "Rom, no one heréstrying to fool you, but if you want meto go
back inside I'll do so. Just hold your fire, okay?' He paused. "Okay?"

"Why?—s0 you can plot against me?' Rom answered, punctuating hiswords with afew more
shots. The ricochets seemed to be changing direction, Mitch noticed uneasily. Was Rom working hisway
around the circle to a point where he could get a clear shot?

The unexpected beep of his communicator made him start. Moving aslittle as possible, he snared
the ingrument. "What?' he whispered.

"Get ready to move," Katasvoice said tensely. "I'm going to throw aflare out, try and dazzle him.
When | do, make for the door. Got it?"

"Y eah. Hurry it up—he's getting ready to nail meto the shed.”

Hisanswer was afaint cresk of hinges, and with the sputter of burning magnesium the clearing was
abruptly bathed in blue-whitelight. Shoving off the shed wal, Mitch threw himself into a desperate sprint
toward the gaping door. A wild spray of needles spattered al around him, but none of them connected,
and with onefinad surge he hurled himsdlf through the shadowy rectangle and into Katals waiting arms.
Someone dammed the door behind him; and for the moment, at least, he was safe.



"Mitch, what's happening out there?' Shannon asked as he and Kata regained their balance. "Did
you remind him there are tarsaps with guns on the loose?"

"The tarsgps are welcome to him," Mitch panted. "I'm sorry; | didn't mean that—but it was Rom,
not any tarsap, who was shooting a me. He's gone crazy—thinks we're his enemies.” He looked at
Kata. "Could you hear what he was saying?'

"I got most of it," she nodded grimly. "I'm sorry Mitch; | should have listened when you first told me
about him."

"There wasn't much we could have done even then—" Mitch broke off and took along step
backwards, intercepting Shannon as she started for the door. "Hold it; you're not going out there.”

"Get out of my way," Shannon said. Her voice, no louder than awhisper, had atouch of hysteria
building at its edge. "He's my husband—I've got to help him."

"Y ou can't do anything for him now," Katatold her firmly, stepping to Mitch'sside. "We haveto
figure out what's happened before we can hep him.”

"What do you mean, what's happened? He'sill, that's what, and we have to cure him." Abruptly,
Shannon pushed, sending Mitch staggering back. "Let me go to him—I'll get him back insde.”

"No!" For Mitch it was atossup whether Shannon going out or Rom coming in would be agreater
disaster; but for now, at least, both would be averted. Even as Shannon tried to push past Kata, Adler
reached from behind to pinion the archeologist's arms. For amoment she thrashed in his grip; but as Kata
and Mitch moved in to assst she abruptly gave up and stood quietly, tearswelling up in her eyes.

"Don't you understand?"* she haf demanded, half pleaded. "He needs me"

"Come on, Shannon," Katasaid, taking her arm and walking her down the hall toward the bio lab.
"L et me get you something to calm you down. Y ou're not helping Rom likethis.”

They disappeared around the curve, and Adler turned haunted eyes on Mitch. "What the hell's
happening here, anyway?"

"Y ou know about asmuch as| do,"” Mitch answered shortly, stooping to study the door's latch
mechanism. It should be possible, he decided, to jam the thing well enough to keep Rom from sneaking
ininthe middle of the night. "I'm going to need some wire and aflat chunk of metd thesze of a—"

"Firgt Lydl getskilled, and now Rom goestotaly rock-happy,” Adler went on asif Mitch hadn't
spoken, "and al on asupposedly safe world. How are we going to look to the rest of the scientific
community?'

"We're going to look dead if we don't get this door seded,” Mitch snapped. "Now go get me—"

"Better dead than having to live through the end of acareer,” Adler murmured. Mitch opened his
mouth, but before he could speak Adler's eyes seemed to refocus on him. "What did you say you
wanted?'

"Some strong wire and a chunk of metal the size of amicroscope dide," Mitch repeated. "Try
Rom'stool kit—and leavethe laser here”

Adler nodded and headed off. Clutching the laser like agood-luck talisman, Mitch waited tensdly
by the door, belatedly wishing hed sent Kata for the equipment instead. But Adler was back within five
minutes with a double handful of wire, metal chips, and tools, and in ten minutes more the door was as
secure as Mitch could makeit. "At least he won't break in without making alot of noise" he concluded,
testing the latch onefind time. "Come on—Iet's go find Kata and Shannon and try to figure out what
we'regoing to do."

"If you don't mind, | think I'll check first to make sure Rom didn't unlatch one of the windows for
himsdlf,” Adler said, that distant look drifting onto hisface again. "I'm . . . not likely to be much help just

With an effort Mitch controlled histongue. "All right. But don't take too long. Were going to need
your help.”

A bitter smiletugged briefly at Adler'slips. "Sure. I'll dowhat | can.. . . whatever littlethat is.”



Hiding his grimace, Mitch nodded and |eft. He could vaguely understand the demons Adler was
wrestling with, but the geologist would just have to handle the battle by himsdif.

Katawas donein the bio lab when Mitch arrived, staring grimly at her computer display.
"Shannon?' he asked, pulling achair up beside her.

"| gave her astrong sedative and put her to bed. What's the situation out there?!

"Not good,” Mitch admitted, eyeing the screen. "We've got the door sedled against casua entry; but
with Rom in aposition to keep us away from our supplies, locking him out seems sort of futile. I've been
trying to figure out away to sneak out in the dead of night to collect some food, but if Rom anticipates us
properly whoever goes out there won't have a chance.”

"Wadl . .. wevegot afew days worth of food dready indde—more, if weration it. Rom's got to
degp sometime”

"Does he? We don't have any ideayet what's happened to him. If he could be turned into a
homicida maniac, why not into adeepwalker with the same qualities, too?' Mitch nodded at the screen.
"Rom's psych profile?"

"Yes" Katanodded. "I was hoping to find some basisfor his actions—some latent paranoia that
had cancered out of control, maybe. But aside from hiswell-known |oner tendencies nothing seems
particularly abnormd.”

"I doubt if Lyell would have brought him aong if theréd been anything obvious." He hesitated.
"Stop meif thissoundsweird . . . but we know those guns were made by some alien race, and | told you
Rom thought he was hearing ghosts. Could . . . well, something have entered him and taken control ?*

Katashook her head. "I don't believe in ghosts, dien or otherwise."

"Maybe they weren't a corporeal raceto begin with," he suggested, abit warmly. It wasn't that
ridiculous an idea. "It's possible they were pure Spirit or pure energy or—"

"They fought with needle guns.”

"Oh. Right."

Reaching forward, Kata blanked Rom's medica record from the screen and typed up anew file.
"That gun'sthe key, Mitch—it's got to be the gun.” On cue, an x-ray view of the pistol appeared on the
screen. "He'sthe only one who ever touched it, and dl this started a the sametime.” Abruptly, she caled
up afileindex and leaned forward to study it. "On ahunch . . . Rom must have taken some
ultrachigh-resolution pictures. Let'ssee. .. ." A new picture appeared and she centered the screen on
one edge of the grip. "Let'stry about a thousand magnification . . . ." She pressed some keys, the picture
changed—and Mitch inhaled sharply.

The smooth edge had become a gently curving hill forested with squat but exquisitely sharp needles.
A glance at the scale confirmed hisfirst guess Rom would probably never have felt them poking into his
skin. "'l think," he said, "weve found the delivery system for those nucleic acidsin Rom's blood.”

"l think you'reright," Kata agreed. "That angle must mean were focused on one of the indented
finger grips. Let'sjust confirm . . . ." She tapped controls and the image rotated afew degrees. "Y eah,
the neediesare hallow, dl right. Probably take from that reservoir around the magazine. Damn! Wdll, |
guessthat answersthe how. All we need now are the what and why." She drummed her fingers againgt
thetable. "And for at least the what we're going to have to figure out what that reservoir contains. | don't
Suppose you have any idea of how to write an interior-anaysis program for x-ray diffraction data?"

Mitch snorted. "Not hardly. But maybe we can get asample directly.”

"From where?'

"From the gun's previous owner." Mitch waved back toward the lab's refrigerator.

"The tarsapien! Of course—I'd forgotten al about him. Asamatter of fact . . . ."

She busied hersdlf with the keyboard again. Mitch, too, hadn't thought about tarsapiens|ately, but
now he looked over a the corner where Swizzle was squatting in a precarious-looking position on top of
hisjungle gym. "Swizzle seemsto have loosened up from a couple of nightsago,” he commented.



"Yes" Kataagreed. "Whatever wasin that danger cal he reacted to, he's apparently decided since
then that were okay." Her fingers paused, and Mitch looked back in time to see her blink something
from her eyes. "More evidence of intelligent modification of ingtinctua patterns. . . but I'll never get the
chanceto convince Lydl now. Never mind. Here's the biochemical comparison of the dead tarsapien
with Swizzle. . . yes! Look—nucleic acid differences. Now, if only the molecules didn't degrade too
much before the datawastaken . . . ."

In that, though, they were only haf lucky. The odd nucleic acids had indeed begun to unravel, and
their concentrations were far too low for acomposite/extrapolation to be made. "Well?' Mitch asked as
adiagram of an incomplete molecule dowly rotated on the screen. " Can you make any guesses asto
what it's supposed to do?'

"l think s0," she said dowly. "That tail looks like atag to get the molecule through the tarsapien
brain-blood barrier, which implies we're on the right track. I've got areasonable data base on their brain
chemigtry; and if worst comesto worst | suppose we could try and synthesize some and giveit to
Swizze"

"And then we come up with away to block whatever it does?"

"Starnation." Kata shook her head. "1 can't even think that far ahead right now. Let me do what |
can with thisand well go on from there." Abruptly, shelooked around. "Wheres Adler?

Mitch frowned, glancing back at the door. "1 told him to join us here. He's probably till wandering
around pretending he's on guard while he tries to figure out how he'sgoing to explain al of thisto his
colleagues.

"What'sto explain? None of thisishisfault.”

"l know that. But you try telling him hislifeis moreimportant than hisreputation.”

Kaasaid aword Mitch had never heard her use before. " Great. Just great. Between him and
Shannon wereredly rising to the chalenge. Well, Mitch, until the rest of our team get their brains back
on-linel guessit'sup to us"

"Looksthat way," he agreed. So here we are, he thought, thrown together in battle against
something that'll probably kill usif we cant figure it out damn fast. How the hel do fiction writers
make this sort of thing sound so romantic?

But he had too many serious questions on his mind to bother with trivial onesaswell. "Okay," he
sghed. "What can | do to hdp?!

Katahad known on an intellectua level since her senior year at college—and on afar more
persona level since her firgt gruding year of grad school—that even the safest of deep-subtitute drugs
extracted their price in both subtle and not-so-subtle ways. Once shed findly accepted this truth she had
madeit part of her persond rule book to avoid such drugslike Sirian leopard snakes. But ruleswere
servants, not magter, and it was amost without notice—l et alone qualm—that she spent the next day and
ahaf drugged to the eyeballs as she worked to reconstruct and understand the enigmatic molecule that
seemed to be at the bottom of Rom's psychotic behavior. On one leve, the results were worth the price,
as her studies began to bear fruit . . . but on another, it meant that when Adler's fuse ran down that
afternoon she was in the worst possible shape to handleit.

The explosion occurred an hour after lunch—amea which Kata had taken care not to dawdle
over. Adler's growing touchiness and barely controlled nervous energy were hard enough to take by
themselves, but when contrasted againgt Shannon's dmost ghostly quietude the effect wasto leave Kata
fedling pogtively twitchy. Mitch, who usudly managed to be anidand of rdative stability at such
gatherings, was back in his room catching acouple of hours deep, and Kata had therefore stayed in the
common room only aslong as basic civility and hunger required before escaping back to the | ab.

Shewas at her table, sweeting over aparticularly tricky smulation, when Adler stalked in. "'l need



some ten percent hydrochloric acid,” he growled, waking over to the chemica cabinet. "Where do you
keepit?'

"Number six locker; out the door and turn left,” she replied without looking up. "Help yoursdlf.”

A second later sheliterally jJumped out of her chair asthe crash of the cabinet door againgt the wall
echoed through theroom. "Adler!" she yelped.

He was fumbling with the back row of bottles, hishand trembling. "The hydrochloric, damnit!" he
demanded.

"l told you | don't have any," she snapped, dimly aware that she was|osing her temper but not redlly
caring. "What are you trying to do, earn yoursdf avacation in a psycho-ward snuggy?*

Hisface darkened. "Y ou'd like that, wouldn't you? Y ou'd like to be able to spread the blame
around to therest of us. Y ou imply in your report that | went rock-happy and maybe they won't notice
how badly you botched things."

"I botched things? What are you talking about?*

"Not s0 eager to be in charge now, um? Now that Lyell's dead and Rom might aswell be and
you've got us cooped up in here like your pet tarsap while the whole project turnsto organic fertilizer?!

"l antrying," shesadicily, "to keep dl of usdive. If this double-damned project and your
triple-damned reputation are that important to you, then why don't you go out there and bring Rom back
in?

"I might just do that,” he snarled. "Y ou'd at least haveto li measahero if | did.” Turning, he
stomped back ouit.

Sowly, the blind fury died within Kata, and asit did so she sarted to shake with reaction and guilt.
Some terrific leader | am, she berated hersdf. Lyell wouldn't have blown up like that—he'd have let
Adler drain off some of his tension and that would have been the end of it. Obvious thing to do.
But instead she'd fought back, and in the process smply added to both parties resentment. | can't
believe | did something that stupid. Stupid and—

Did | really suggest he go out after Rom? Oh, my God—

She didn't even stop to put her half-finished program on standby as she took off toward the exit as
fast asthe curving corridor permitted. If Adler wasfeding asirrationa ashe'd sounded. . . .

But the exit door was still sedled when she arrived. For amoment she leaned againgt it, catching her
breath and feding alittle silly. Of course Adler wasn't crazy enough to—

"Out of my way, Kata," avoice behind her growled, spinning her around and kicking her heart back
into high gear.

Adler had put on gloves, hat, and the heaviest coat he had, and had a hip pack belted to hisleft
sde. With the laser riding his other hip helooked like achild's verson of a Starlane Patroller, and under
other conditions the effect might have been laughable.

But there wasn't anything amusing about the expression on hisface.

"Adler, thisisn't going to do any good," Kata said carefully, staying where shewas. "Y ou don't
know anything about hunting animals, let done people; and even if you did Rom's got aflashless wegpon
and hispick of placesto ambush you from. All you can possibly do is get yoursdlf shot.”

"Y ou agreed yoursdf that what happened to Lyell was an unlikely accident,” Adler pointed out.
Therewas adeadly cam to hisvoice that suggested reasoning with him was awaste of time. "A few
needles, if he getsthat lucky, won't dow me down much—and my weapon is ultimately superior to his”

"LydI's death was an accident because tarsapiens don't have the eye-hand coordination to be
marksmen," Kataretorted. "Rom does. Furthermore, he dso knowswhere the vital organs are, and he's
had plenty of timeto practice his shooting. Chances are good helll kill you before you even get ashot
off."

Adler'slip twitched. "And if he does? My career will never have time to recover from thistrip,
Kata | might aswell die here aslive out my last few yearsin some tenured dead-end position



somewhere.”

"Adler, that's—" She broke off before the work crazy could dip out and tried again. "L ook, this
isn't going to be nearly the drag on your reputation that you seem to think. The dien gun actudly quaifies
as pretty exciting suff—"

"For you, Mitch, and Shanon, perhaps,” Adler interrupted her. "But for me? No. I'll just suffer
under the sensationdistic hammer without so much asanew geologica formation to baance it with."
Again, hislip twitched in an admost-amile. "I've seen it happen before; been the target of it, in fact, more
than once. Colleagues—people you thought were your friends—concentrating on everything but the
paper you're presenting or the results you're reporting on. '‘But what really happened on Draconis Minor,
Dr. Zimmerman? 'Do these two redly fight asmuch in private asthey do in thejournas? " 'How were
you involved in that incident with the Site break-in? | can dready hear what they'll ask me about Pdlas.
'So things werefaling apart, eh? What did you do to help out? Oh, you stayed in your room and sorted
rocks? How helpful of you.""

"Adle—"

"No, Kata. When they ask those questions | intend to have answersfor them." Carefully, he drew
hislaser and settled it firmly into hisgloved fist. "Please; just go away. | redly don't want to have to hurt
you."

Wordlessly, Katamoved asde. Adler knelt by the door and within half aminute had undone the
makeshift lock. " Sedl it up behind me," heingtructed her, getting back to hisfeet. "If | gt Rom I'll call
you." Taking adeep breath, he abruptly swung open the door and dipped outside.

Only then did Kata's drug-fogged mind think to call for help.

Mitch was obvioudy still haf adeegp when he answered her cal; but he wasn't that way for long.
"Stay there," hetold her when sheld given him atwo-sentence summary of the situation. "'If anyone heads
for the door, haller. I'll get the other laser and meet you there in a couple of minutes."

Hewastherein lesstime than that, the wegpon in his hand forming an odd contrast to hisrobe and
disheveled gppearance. "l've got Shannon warming up the Lostproof monitor,” he said, glancing out the
window. "Did he get to the trees?’

"I don't know—he broke to the | eft just past the sheds. Mitch, I'm sorry—"

"Never mind the brow-beating,” he cut her off. "Get back there and help Shannon. And leave your
comm open.”

It wasadow and painful wait. Despite his gpparent recklessness Adler wasn't smply besting the
bushes and waiting for Rom to attack. His blip on the Lostproof screen showed hewasin fact making his
way dowly and—presumably—quietly through the forest, hating occasionaly in the shadow of atree
before continuing hisrough spira around the clearing. Each time he stopped Katal's somach tightened,
relaxing again only when he started moving again.

Hewas dmost hafway around when hisblip abruptly threw itsdf sdeways. "Mitch!" Kata barked.
"I think he's been hit."

"Where?' her communicator snapped.

"Thirty-five meters by forty-two degrees,”" she read off the coordinates.

"Okay. Come here and take the laser—I'm going to take the Sunray up.”

"But Rom—"

"If heswith Adler I've got aclear path,” Mitch cut inimpatiently. "Hurry up; | don't want to just
leave the laser here on thefloor.”

She hurried, and two minuteslater the Sunray hummed itsway overhead in the direction of Adler's
motionless Logtproof blip. A minute after that Mitch cdled in the bad news.

"There'sjust no way at al for meto get in on top of him," he reported tensely. "I'm going to haveto
put down and go out to get him."

"No," Kata snapped, the pain of the decison twisting like aknifein her gut. "It'stoo risky—you'd



be awaking target out there.”

"Kata, | can't just leave him—"

"Y ou have to. Maybe Adler's not dead; if so, you may have distracted Rom's attention enough to let
him escape. But if you wait too long Rom'll have time to get back before you—and helll then bein
perfect position to shoot you when you try to come back insde.”

For asecond she thought he was going to refuse.. . . and that she would be forced to add another
degth to her conscience. "All right," he Sghed. "I'm coming in.”

She sat in the common room for along time after Mitch made it in, staring into a cup of coffeeand
trying hard not to break down into borderline-hysterical sobbing. Those damn drugs, shetold herself
over and over; but she and the others knew better than that. Kata smply didn't have what it took to play
chesswith peopleslives.

Oh, Lyell—why did you have to will this burden to me?

"That coffegs going to curdleif you don't drink it," Shannon murmured from acrossthetable.

The atempted humor deserved an attempted smile, which was about dl Kata could manage. At
least I've got Shannon acting human again, she thought, Sipping her cooling drink. Maybe if I'd fallen
apart sooner none of this would have happened. Isthat an irrational thought?

"Nothing seemsto be moving out there," Mitch said as he came into the room and sat down next to
Kata. Hed dressed and run acomb through his hair, but such trappings of normalcy merely emphasized
thetension lines about hiseyes. "I can't tll for sure, but it lookslike Adler's Lostproof blip may have
moved dightly. That could mean he's il dive and conscious.™

"Y ou can't go out after him," Katasaid dully.

"l wasn't going to ask." He paused, and she could fed hiseyeson her. ™Y ou made the right
decision, you know. Makethat decisions, plura. Therewasn't athing in the world you could have done
for Rom, Adler was stir-crazy beyond rational argument, and | probably would have gotten mysdlf
perforated if I'd tried to get him into the Sunray."

"Y ou pointed out to me two days ago that we'd have troubleif | kept everyoneindoors,” Kata said,
perversdly refusing to be comforted. "I should have listened, tried to do something about it."

"There wasn't anything you could have done" Shannon put in quietly. "Infact, | rather think driving
us gtir-crazy was the basic ideabehind dl this."

"All what?' Mitch frowned. "Y ou think someoné's out there trying to drive us off Palas?’

Shannon shook her head. "Not us personally; and | don't think anyone's actually watching us. What
| meant was that whoever |eft the guns here did so specifically to keep people like us off the planet.”

Katasfirs reaction wasincredulity . . . but even as she opened her mouth to voice her doubts the
pieces started clicking into place. Multiple-shot, maintenance-free weaponsin the hands of native
animas, combined with the lab results of the past few hours—

Mitch might have read her mind. "Kata, have you got anything on that odd nucleic acid yet?"

"Yes." Shetook adeep breath. "The results aren't complete by any means, but it appearsthe drug
is designed to teach any tarsapien who finds the gun how to useit. And, if Shannon'sright, exactly whoto
shoot it a."

"It what?" Shannon whispered. "How? | mean, memory alteration methods are supposed to require
huge tempora-lobe induction machines.”

"Oursdo," Kata acknowledged. "The—what do | call them? How about the ‘Gunners? The
Gunners seem to have come up with amethod using nothing but a sequence of enzymesto stimulate and
guide the false memory development. How they provide the motivation | don't yet know, but it would
have to couple arecognition pattern with either aglandular or menta fear reaction and then induce the
proper physica motions. Probably need a reinforcement mechanism, aswell—" She cut off abruptly.



"Sounds awfully dicey,” Mitch shook his head. " To coordinate that many different activitieswithin
such ashort time of each other?”

Katashrugged. "'l argue from the results that they managed it.”

"Even worse, how could they possibly set up arecognition pattern that way?Y ou'd need sensory
input of some kind—" He paused. "Oh. Sure. All of that winds up as chemica sgndsanyway. Why not
just skip the middleman?'

"That seemsto bethe case," Kata nodded. "Part of the molecule appears designed to break away
along with one of the severa tags. The tags on my sample have degraded pretty far, but the one that's
most intact looks suspicioudy likeit should attach itsdlf to agroup of receptor sitesfound mainly inthe
brain'svisua cortex.”

"Human or tarsap?" Shannon asked.

"Either, asit turnsout." Kata hesitated, then continued. "'I'm afraid that's what's happened to Rom.
We must look enough like the Gunners enemiesto have triggered the chemica sequence.”

Mitch bit at hislip. "If that'strue, though, why'd they wait six months before they started shooting?'

"Probably took that long for the ones with the gunsto get here once they learned about us," Kata
shrugged. "Remember Swizzles morning news service? | guess the tarsgpien information network iseven
more efficient than | thought.”

"Um. That would explain why Rom and Shannon didn't get shot at out at the various ruins, too,
wouldn't it? They didn't soend enough time anywhere for the gun carriersto catch up with them.”

Shannon's eyes held afaraway look. "That morning—the last one he was here—Rom looked like
he hadn't dept al night, and | suggested a shower and shave might make him fedl better. Hetook a
shower, but didn't comb his hair and absolutely refused to shave. | thought he was just being grouchy . . .
but now it makes sense. He didn't want to look in amirror.”

"Because he knew held see an enemy.” Mitch looked at Kata. " So you're saying what we had here
was asort of wind-up proxy war. The Gunners didn't want to risk their own lives pushing their enemies
off Pdllas, so they armed thelocal animals and turned them looseto do it." He shivered visibly. "What a
cold-blooded scheme.”

"It getsworse," Kata sighed. "Remember Rom's report?—the guns arrived here long before the
settlements were put up. The Gunners weren't throwing anyone off; they were making sure no one
showed up in thefirst place.”

"Digputed planet? But then why didn't the Gunners movein to colonize?"

"Maybethey lost the war. Or maybe they never wanted Pdlasin thefirst place.”

"Meaning?'

"WEell, one of thefirg things we did here was make sure the forest didn't get too close to our
buildings" Kata said, waving out the window at the herbicide ring. "Maybe we're sitting on part of the
Gunners own cordon sanitaire.”

Therewasalong slence. "Incredible," Mitch said at last, shaking his head. " Sedl off awhole
planet—maybe awhole group of planets—to keep your opponents off your doorstep. Y ou know, |
never thought about it before . . . but have you noticed that the gun'sfinger notches angle upwards, and
that the angle is steeper for the lower notches? Means a creature with asmall hand and thin fingers will
get about as comfortable agrip as one with large hands and thicker fingers.”

"Which impliesthey can parachute the things wholesa e onto practicaly any world with DNA-based
lifeand some speciesthere will likely be able to usethem,” Kata said. "In fact, I'd bet even atentacle or
prehensletall could get an adequate grip. Add an attractive scent or coloring to the gunsto get thewhole
thing started, and the system probably perpetuates itself—you can just go away and forget it. Makes
sense. Makes a lot of sense”

"So what are we going to do about Rom?" Shannon asked.

Thegrand vison of interstellar rivary collapsed like a popped baloon back into the life-and-degth
problem at hand. "'l don't know yet," Kata admitted. "Bear in mind that we're not redlly fighting Rom, or



even the tarsgpiens—we're fighting the damn alienswho built these gunsin thefirst place.”

"But it's Rom who's actudly shooting at us," Shannon sighed, adding the part Kata had intended to
leave unsaid. "'l understand. What can | do?"

Back to being in charge, Katathought, the reminder an dmost tangible congtriction around her
chest. "Stay by the Lostproof and watch both Adler and the transponder in hislaser; holler if either of
them moves. Mitch and I'll get back to work, see what we can come up with."

Mitch was slent al the way back to the lab, but onceinside helet out ahissing breath. "The laser,”
he muttered. " Somehow, | never even thought of that. What are we going to do if Rom starts shooting at
uswith that ?"

"I don't think hewill," Katasighed, dumping into her chair. The drug-enhanced depression was
fading, to be replaced by fatigue. "Asde from thefact that carrying it letsustrace him . . . well, | didn't
want to mention thisin front of Shannon, but the Gunners did indeed add a cute reinforcement kicker to
their training method. I've located a set of low-power eectrodes on the grip and firing button that seem to
send sgnas dong the sensory nervesto the brain, where they induce their versatile little molecule to
briefly jump enkephdin production.”

"Like apokein the pleasure center,” Mitch grimaced. "No wonder he wouldn't et anyone take it
away from him. That sort of stimulation is supposed to be pretty addictive, too, isn't it?"

"It sureis." Katashook her head. "Mitch, we'rein way over our heads here. How can we possibly
fight dienswho weve never even met? We don't have anything but the vaguest ideawhat they were
trying to accomplish with their guns.”

"Wdl . ..." Mitch bit at hislip as he gazed out the window. "It's pretty clear that, whatever the
detals, the scheme did work—remember Shannon telling us the ruins were abruptly abandoned? Now,
smilar biochemistry or not, | refuseto believe wefit the target profile exactly. If we can reproduce the
Gunners thinking well enough, we may be able to find aloophole somewhere.”

Kata snorted. "May | repeat, we don't even know what they |ooked—"

"For ingtance," Mitch overrode her, "they weren't trying to prevent military bases from being built
here. Soldiers with body armor wouldn't be bothered by the needles. Underground or fully enclosed
bases could've been built, too, but they weren't. So question: why did the—let's call them the Rivals
—why did the Rivas need to wander around outside without armor?"

Kaafrowned thoughtfully, impressed in spite of herself. In ahandful of sentences Mitch had
converted aseemingly infinite problem to one with almost manageable dimensions. | should have been
able to come up with that, she groused to herself. Come on, brain: back to work. "Maybe it wasn't
the Rivasthemsavesthat were thetarget,” she suggested. "Maybe their food supply included agrazing
animal that had to be kept outdoors.”

Mitch nodded dowly. "Or e se the targets were unarmored civilians. Either way, we're talking about
apermanent colony rather than amilitary base."

"So point one: the scheme was directed againgt permanent settlements.” Kata yawned widely
enough to make her jaw hurt. "Pretty odd cordon sanitaire that doesn't careif the enemy brings troops
through, though. Or am | just too tired to think Straight?"

"It does seem odd; but you very definitely aretoo tired for athink-tank session,” Mitch told her.

"L et's postpone this until you've had some deep.”

"You sound just like Lydll," she Sighed. "His Standing Order Number Six was ways'go tekea
nap.' "

A shadow seemed to pass over Mitch'sface. "I'm sorry; | didn't mean to—well, remind you
of—what happened.”

"It'slikely to be hard to forget for awhile," shereplied dryly.

"Yeah." Hehegtated. "Y ou cared alot for him, didn't you?'

"Lyel? Of course. We worked for seven years and three planets together."”

"l meant—never mind."



It wasjust one more indication of her fatigue that it took several secondsto pick up on what he was
trying not to say. "If you meant on amore persond leve, the answer isno,” shesaid. "Lyd| offered the
best opportunitiesto do biology—real biology, not the robot-line busywork multiversity expeditions
parcel out. He was a good boss and colleague, but | wouldn't have even considered any other kind of
relaionshipwith him."

That seemed to surprise him. "Why not?"

"Oh, come on Mitch—you saw how Shannon reacted when Rom first ran out on us. Shewas dl set
to go out and get hersdf killed. Even now she'snot dl that functiond. That'swhat deep relationships do
to you—foul up your mind aswell asyour glands.

"Well, at least she's worried about someone besides hersdlf,” he replied with unexpected heat.
"What about Adler, who couldn't think of anything except his precious reputation? |s that more rational
thinking?'

"No, but who said | had to be like either one? Anyway, don't we have better things to worry about
right now?'

"You'reright." Mitch rubbed at hiseyes. "Sorry. Look, why don't you tell mewhat | should do here
and then go get some deep. The chance that Rom's getting addicted gives us atighter deadline than we
used to have."

"Right." Now what, she wondered, was that all about? But she wastoo tired to puzzle over
Mitch'sreaction. It was probably just the tension, anyway.

Mitch got the machine going on the smulation Kata had requested, and then sat back and glowered
at theflickering indicator lights. So much for riding into the sunset with her after all thiswas over, he
thought, embarrassment flooding his face with warmth. To have missed that badly on such an assumption
... and thetruth, naturaly, left himin just as hopeless aposition as before. Kata cherishing Lyel or his
memory was bad enough; but if she hadn't fallen for him, then Mitch was completely out of the running. |
wonder if she noticed how close | came to making a blithering idiot of myself? Maybe Romwas
right—maybe | ought to trade in the rest of my teen-age romanticism for some healthy cynicism. It
waan't an epecidly origind idea; he made smilar resolution every time one of his castlesin the sky fell on
top of him. Though if it took Rom ten years of marriage to get that way—

His communicator beeped, cutting through the flood of self-reproach. Kata? he wondered, rather
hoping it waan't. "Y es—7?"

"Mitch, Adler's blip isbeginning to move," Shannon's voice cut him off.

The conversation with Katawas abruptly forgotten. "Which way?" he snapped.

"Pardld to the herbicide ring—the L ostproof shows ashallow furrow right there. And hislaser's
moving withhim.”

Adler trying to find cover? Or Rom dragging the body out of the way? There might be away to find
out. "Keep watching,” hetold her. "I'm going to the door to try and get Rom's attention.”

"Becareful

"You bet."

No one was visible through the exit door window when he arrived, but he nevertheess had hislaser
in hand as he unsedled the door and eased it open. "Rom?" he called tentatively. "Rom, | want to parley.”
He held his breath, eyes and attention focused toward the place where Adler's blip was moving.

"Weve got nothing to talk about,” Rom's voice wafted in from the forest.

From the fores—but nearly forty-five degrees around the circle from whereit should have been.

Mitch let his breath out, feding better than he had in hours. Score one for our side—Adler's still
alive. Now, what do | say to Rom?"Werewilling to leave here, Rom," he improvised, hoping their
guess about the Gunners intentionswas at least close. "Would you give us safe-conduct to the Sunray ?"



"So you can either hunt me down or just set up somewhere se? Forget it."

Mitch grimaced; but unfortunately it made sense. Whatever the Gunners actua god, they wouldn't
have bothered programming the detailsinto their pawns. "We don't want to hunt you down—we want to
help you," he cdled. "The gun you've got is giving you afa se set of memories and motivations, making
you think we're your enemies. But we're not—"

"Youthink | don't know who my enemiesare?' Rom cut in harshly.

"Rom, lisen to me! The enemiesthe ghogs aretelling you about?—they |eft Pallas hundreds of

years ago. They're gone; all of them—the abandoned ruins, remember? What youretryingtodois
hammer usinto the mold the ghosts are giving you. But we don't fit; try and see that. We aren't the ones
you heed to be afraid of—"

"No! Yourejust trying to confuse me!"

"Rom—"

Mitch dropped back, losing both his sentence and train of thought as a needle ricocheted off the
door jamb and whistled past his ear. Samming the door, he hurriedly sedled it and returned to the
COmmon room.

Shannon looked ten years younger. "I talked to Adler,” she announced before Mitch could spesk.
"He heard you and Rom shouting and decided to risk caling me.”

"And?

"He'svery weak and tired, but said helll be okay for awhile unless he gets shot again. He thinksit
was atarsap that got him, not Rom, and he only took four or five needles beforeit ran away."

Mitch nodded; Rom would certainly have known enough to stay and finish thejob. Using
her bivorous animals to fight for you does have some disadvantages, he reminded himsdf. "Any of
the needles hit vital organs?'

"Hedidn't think so, but he twisted his ankle when hefell, which iswhy he can't get back.” She
hesitated. "He aso said Rom amost found him when you buzzed the areaiin the Sunray, but that he left
whenyoudid."

Mitch fdt his somach tighten. So not only had his quixotic rescue mission failed, it had nearly gotten
Adler killedinthe bargain. 1'd better quit trying to be a hero before | lose every friend |'ve got, he
thought bitterly. "Four or five needles, you said?'

"Yes. | told him held be able to survive that much of the drug.” Her eyeswere very steady on him.
"Was| tdling thetruth?'

"l hope s0." Though on my record to date . . . . "Did you hear any of my tak with Rom?"

She shook her head.

"| tried to get him to see that the motivations the Gunners drug is giving him don't make sense. But
hewouldnt listen.”

Shannon was slent along moment. "I know next to nothing about biochemigtry,” shesaid at lat,
"but | wonder if it's possible you and K ata are overcomplicating things with this recognition pattern to
fear reaction to specified physical response sequence. It seemsto me that, snce most animals aready
have their own inborn enemy-recognition gpparatus, the Gunners could save one or more steps by linking
the most obvious physical characterigtic of their enemies directly into thisexigting pattern. That also solves
the timing problem, because the memory matrix for shooting the gun can be learned essentialy
independently and stored away until needed.”

Mitch frowned. "An interesting idea. | don't know how the chemistry would work out, but it sure
sounds smpler than Kata's description. Though it ssemsto me Rom would need more than his normal
didike of usto explain the drugss effect on him. Hed dmost have to see us as enemies, wouldn't he?!

Shannon sighed. "Mitch, Rom sees the entire human race as his enemies. Not in the way you think,"
she added as his face gpparently mirrored his reaction. "He's not paranoid in the sense that he thinks
people are ddliberately out to get him. It's more like hel's akitten stuck in aroom with ahundred clumsy



elephants. He's convinced that, whether we mean it or not, werre dl likely to end up hurting him.”

"That seems a pretty extreme reaction,” Mitch frowned. " Sure, we al bump egos occasiondly—"
his last exchange with Katarose up to mock him— "but that's no reason to bury yoursdf in—well—"

"In archeological digs on deserted planets ?* Shannon's smile was brief and painful . "Not for us, no.
But Rom's dways been hypersensitive to peer opinion and he takes such ego bumps very hard. The
roots of this go back to early childhood, to times and places he won't even talk much about with me."

"Um. And that hardhead image he projects—the defense of astrong offense?”

"Yes. Actudly, hewasalot worse when | first married him. He'srelaxed quite abit latdly, with
more habit than red intent behind hiscynicism. I'm . . . worried about what thisis going to do to him."

Not to mention to us, Mitch thought, but kept that depressing reminder to himsdlf. "I'll discussthis
with Katawhen she wakes up, but | don't know offhand how it'll help. At the moment were sort of trying
adifferent tack." He started to get up, abruptly sat down again. "Frensky moss—what am | using for
brains? Listen—you're the resident expert on reconstructing human and dien cultures out of minuscule
pieces, right? Let metell you what weretrying.”

Quickly, he sketched out the logic he and Kata had tried to apply to the Gunner-Riva conflict and
the deductionsit had led them to. Shannon listened, gazing off into space, and when held finished she
nodded. "It makes sense,” shetold him. "We found one ruin with an expanding series of outer walls,
uselessfor serious defense but perfectly adequate for sopping those needles. Either your civilian
courtyard or grazing areamodelswould fit with that."

"But | keep hitting the question of why they didn't smply wear body armor outside; they or their
animds. After dl, peoplein cold climates regularly bundle their children into snowsuits when they leave
the house. Thiswouldn't be dl that different.”

"Perhaps, but you're missing an important psychologica point. Colonizing aworld—really
colonizing it—is possble only when you can live out under the open sky without anything that can be
termed life-support gear. It'slike that for humans, it'slike that for virtudly al the intelligent racesweve
comeinto contact with. Y ou may have to import your water or flood your crops with compound nitrates,
but if you can stand outside with the wind and sun in your hair you can believe down deep that the world
isyours. If you can't—" She shrugged. "Y ou wind up with abase instead of a colony. Lunawasthe first
example; thereve been dozens since then.”

Mitch digested that. " So you're saying that, for some reason, the Rivals wouldn't settle for bases.
Why not?'

"I don't know, and we may never find out. Perhaps they were too socidly oriented to exist in small
groups, dternatively, perhaps one gender or the other couldn't or wouldn't adapt to staying indoors al the
time. It certainly lookslikethey tried to hold out; they were clearly here for years before giving up.
There's dso the possibility that the Gunners had more powerful weapons that they had qualms about
using againg civilians. In that case, the Rivaswould know that setting up apurdly military base on Pdlas
would be awadgte of time." She thought for amoment. "Is there anything you could get on the Riva
biochemidtry if you assume the needle drug was more lethd to them than it wasto us?'

"Mm. | don't know how wed get anything conclusive from it. There must be hundreds of waysthe
drug could kill, depending on what specific part of the system it attacks. Kata might be able to narrow it
down some, but I'm not sure how it would help usin any case. We dready know what it doesto us,
after dl, and that'stheredly criticad thing at the moment.”

"True," Shannon murmured. "l wasjust looking at the puzzle pieces we have, trying to see what we
can do with them. Are you assuming the Gunners never intended to colonize Pallas themselves?'

"Or dsethat the Rivas somehow prevented them from doing o. Isit important?*

"Wdl . .. when an amy minesasection of land, they usudly leave themsdves the option of locating
and clearing those mines away at some future date—"

"Weve dready shown our sensors aren't good enough to find the guns.”

"—or of deactivating them."



Mitch opened hismouth, closed it again. "Deectivating. Now that's an interesting thought. Any
ideas how you might do that?'

"It can't be an easy method to sstumble across," Shannon said, gazing into space again. "ldeally, it
should be something the Rivals couldn't do even if they knew roughly how."

"A coded radio sgna, perhaps? Something involving the power pack or sequencing in the magnetic
rngs?'
"Or maybe something involving that sensor Rom mentioned—the one in the muzzle of the gun.”

"Point it a a Gunner and it shuts down?" Mitch suggested, fegling a cautious excitement growing
within him. If they could figure out the mechanism and trip it themsdlves. . . . "No, that would betoo
easy. A cardboard cutout, or aRiva in a Gunner costume—" He stood up. "L et's go back to the bio lab.
Some more data should be ready on the ingtinct-drug molecule by now, and we can see what Rom found
out about that muzzle sensor. Give me ahand with the Lostproof gear; well take it with us.”

They spent the rest of the afternoon going over the gun analysis with afine mesh, but the results
were disgppointing. The muzzle sensor itsdf showed insufficient detail on any of the x-ray photos for
them to get more than the vaguest idea of what it actudly did. There was an optical component to it,
certainly; but there was also amagnetic detector coil and something el se that Mitch couldn't even hazard
aguess about. The connections between dl of it and the rest of the gun were equally cryptic, and they
spent afrustrating half-hour tracing one optical fiber on the high-resolution x-rays only to haveit
disappear into another enigmatic component.

And astheinitia excitement faded into the disappointments and blind aleys, Shannon seemed to
withdraw into hersdf, offering commentsless and less frequently until she merdly sat in her chair and
watched Mitch work. By the time Katareemerged from her room the archeologist had drifted even
farther from both the lab table and the investigation and was standing by the window gazing outside.
Katasown initia enthusiasm dipped somewhat as Mitch described the lack of progress, but it was clear
sheintended to be as outwardly optimistic as possible.

"I think you've hit the nail dead-center, Shannon,” she nodded. "Y ou really wouldn't want to scatter
such long-lived weapons indiscriminately around and not be able to either locate or shut them down.
Why don't we start with that sensor again; maybe I'll see something you overlooked.”

"Maybe." Shannon took a deep breath and turned to face them, and with a shock Mitch saw that
the laser held |eft on the table beside the Lostproof monitor was now dangling loosdaly from her hand.
"But you'd better work fast . . . because in one hour I'm going to try bringing Romin."

She'sfinally snapped, was Mitch'sfirst frantic thought; and what the hell do we do now?his
second. Beside him Kata straightened up and he waited tensely for her reaction.

But it wasfar milder than held feared. "Be reasonable, Shannon,” she said camly. "Rom will shoot
you on sght; you know that."

"Maybe not." Shannon's voice was also calm, but with an undertone of black tension benesthit.
How long since she's had any sleep? Mitch wondered abruptly. Just because she hadn't been able to
help with any of thework the past couple of days didn't mean shed been relaxing. In fact, her forced
idleness might have made things even harder for her. "If thiswhole enemy-recognition thing isright,” she
continued, "then I'm the only one among uswho has any chance at dl of getting to him. The only onewho
might register as afriend even through the drug's influence.”

"Andwhat if yourewrong?' Kata countered. "Y ou'll be throwing your life awvay for nothing. At
least give Mitch and me afew more daysto follow thislead down.”

Shannon shook her head. "We can't walit that long. Every minute we spend here means more of that
drug going into Rom's blood and brain. At the moment he seemsto befighting it, at least to the extent of
being willing to talk to us. But that can't last—you know that better than 1. I've got to try this before he
loses the battle completely . . . before the drug becomes a permanent part of him."

Mitch glanced up at Kata, saw her jaw tighten. So much for keeping the possibility of addiction
secret, hethought. ™Y oure till risking your life unnecessarily,” he put in.



"Am 1?What about Adler?’

Mitch'sargument died in histhroat. "Yesh. Adler."

"He's going to need medica attention soon, not to mention food, if he's going to survive," Shannon
pointed out unnecessarily. "And the longer he's out there the greater the chances that Rom or another
armed tarsgp will come acrosshim.”

"And what if atarsapien comes across you?' Kata asked.

"I'll just haveto risk that, won't I”?" Shannon smiled, and Mitch saw that her lower lip was trembling.
"Please, Kata; | know you don't understand why | have to do this, but you're just making it harder for me
to be brave. Don't make me fight you and Mitch—I can't handle that dong with al therest of it.”

For along moment the two women stared at each other acrosstheroom. . . and finally Kata
sghed. "I'll compromise with you," she said. "Y ou offered us an hour; but by then the sun will be dmost
down and the forest dready getting dark. Thelast thing you want isfor Rom to mistake you for mein the
gloom. Give usuntil morning and well let you try it, whether weve got any results or not. Okay?"

Shannon'slips compressed into athin line. "What about Adler?”

"My guessisthat he can survive the night if he makesit to sundown. Certainly it won't get too cold
for him, and the tarsgpienswill be quiescent until dmost dawn, aswdll. If he was able to move and talk
soon after he was shot, | don't think the needles he's carrying are going to kill him."

"But you don't know for sure.”

Katashrugged. "It's at least as good an assumption as the one you're going on.”

Shannon smiled briefly. "All right. Dawn tomorrow, then. Y our word?"

"Yes" Kataextended her hand, palm up.

Stepping forward, Shannon laid the laser acrossit. "I'm going to my room,” she said. "Let me know
if therésanything | can help with."

"Sure," Kata said softly. "WEell be up to see you out.”

Shannon nodded and left the lab. ™Y ou going to let her go?' Mitch asked Kata, not sure which
answer he wanted to hear.

Katasat down. "l promised her she could,” she Sghed. "Besides, she'sright. On al counts.”

"Except maybe the point about her being off Rom'senemieslig.” Mitch hesitated. "When | was
doing that last medcheck on Rom he said something about Shannon being an enemy along with therest of
us. | think they must have had afight or something.”

"Oh, terrific." Kataclosed her eyeshriefly. "Well, that just makesit dl the more crucid that we find
away to shut down those guns.” For amoment she gazed out the window, fingers tapping on the lab
table. "Along with dl we don't know about the Gunners, we do know that they were whizzeswith
complex organic chemistry—the ingtinct drug shows that. Maybe we should be looking for achemical
cutoff switch instead of an electromagnetic one or whatever."

"Y ou mean something you st off like agas bomb upwind of the guns?' Mitch asked doubtfully.

"Sure. Y ou've dready admitted there's acomponent of the muzzle sensor you don't understand.”

"Agreed; but we're back then to the question of why the Rivalswouldn't be able to do that
themsdlves. Not to mention the mechanics of how awhiff of gaswould set up that kind of signal.”

"Let's forget the mechanism for now." Kata pursed her lips. "Could they never have gotten ahold of
aworking modd . . . ?No. Evenif the Rivas could be trapped by the gun like Rom was, they surely
must have figured things out quickly enough to have safely studied at least a couple of the wegpons. And
it's practically guaranteed their equipment was more el aborate than ours—they were a settlement, after
al”

"So they must have figured out everything about the guns” Mitch concluded. "And they gave up
and left anyway. Not agood sign.”

"Let'snot give up oursavesjust yet," Katasaid tartly. "What about multiple designs? A hundred
different varieties of cutoff switches, say.”



"Shouldve just taken them longer to clear the planet. Remember, they wanted Pallas—they had
settlements dready built—and they would hardly have quit without afight.”

"Which puts usright back at square one,” Katamurmured. . . . Unlessit was a cutoff the Rivals
couldn't use

" 'Couldn't?’

"Say the cutoff was a poison to them—aheavy, viscous chemicd that'll coat the ground and foliage.
That would've diminated the guns but |eft them just as bad off."

"Interesting idea," Mitch said dowly. "Especidly since what's poisonous to them might not be so to
us. Unfortunatdly, that also means we don't have the foggiest ideawhat sort of chemica to try."

Kata sent him atight smile and scooted her chair up to the computer termind. " Sure we do;
because the Gunners almost certainly loaded their needles with the nastiest Suff they could think of.” A
molecular diagram appeared on the display in response to Kata's commands, and for along moment she
gazed at it. "'l suppose we could try to synthesize some of the stuff and shoot it into the forest, but | hate
to do that without knowing exactly what it'll do. If we had better data on the muzzle sensor we could try
agmulation. But barring that . . . wait asecond.”

Again her fingers skipped across the keyboard. "Thisisaweird idea, but since the actua
mechanism is a complete unknown anyway, let's see what happens when the needle drug meetsthe
inginct drug . . . oh, my God."

"What?' Mitch snapped.

Katasface had turned an ashy white. "Wait aminute—| want to try it again with alarger target
population.”

The display images shifted twice. "Well?' Mitch demanded.

Kata seemed to shrink in her segt. " Catalytic reaction,” she said with ashiver. "Y ou get anything
upwards of adozen needle-drug moleculesinto the grip resevoir and it'll break the entire mass of ingtinct
drug into five separate types of cyanide. . . the whole thing under pressure.”

"Pressure? Asinto driveit through the ddivery system dl the more quickly?* Mitch hazarded, a
funny feding in the pit of hisstomach.

"Yeah. Soif yourenot aRivd, al you need to do is spray the forest with Rival-killer . . . and dl the
tarsgpiens holding the gunsfal over dead.”

Mitch broke the silence that followed. "Well. So much for that gpproach. Unlessyou think thisis
possibly just acoincidence?’

Kata shook her head. "The chemistry's been too carefully set up to be anything but deliberate. This
isthe Gunners cutoff switch, dl right. And they've got us as neatly stymied asthey did the Rivas."

Unless and until, Mitch added silently, we decide Rom can't be saved. The whole ideamade his
stomach churn . . . but down deep he knew they might eventualy have to make such adecison. "They
must have been redlly greet to have on your sdeinawar,” he growled.

Katareached over and blanked the screen. "It shouldn't be dl that surprising arevdation,
actually—if they'd cared atuft of Frensky moss about the tarsapiens they wouldn't have turned them into
cannon fodder likethisin thefirgt place. What would they careif afew more got killed?"

Another silence descended on the lab, and Mitch found himsdlf gazing out the window. Now what?
he wondered bleakly. Our best chance, and the Gunners have already closed the door on it. We
can't let Shannon go out there now—jpromises or no. If Rom doesn't get her the tarsaps will, and
there's not a thing—

Thetrain of thought vanished, buried abruptly beneath aredlization that was so obvious hewas
agtonished it hadn't occurred to him earlier. "Kata," he said carefully. "What's keeping Rom dive?’

Sheturned puzzled eyeson him. ™Y ou want to specify?"

"He's been out there two days now," Mitch said, "out with one or more tarsaps who—"

"Hell and breskfast,” Kata bresthed. "Y ou're right, Mitch. For some reason they aren't shooting at



him."

"If we can figure out why—"

"Yeah, yeah," Katashushed him. "Let methink." She bit at her lip. " Shannon must have been
right— it's the tarsgpiens enemy-recognition mechanism that'sbeing used . . . and it's not avisua one.
Rom surely doesn't look any different; but with anew set of enzymesin his system he must smell
different. Enough different, anyway—and that gives us our own defensive approach.”

Mitch looked over a Swizzlein hiscage, for thefirst time redly seeing the huge nogtrils. “"We must
be right on the edge of the Rivals scent pattern for that small achangeto protect him, though," he pointed
out. "The problem will be to make sure we don't use a perfume that pushes us the wrong direction.”

"Oh, we can do better than that," Kata smiled—her first red smile, Mitch thought, snce thiswhole
thing had started. "We know at least one other odor the tarsapiens don't shoot at—and have the perfect
template for making some up.” She gestured.

"Reasonable enough, | suppose,” he said. "But won't they be able to detect our scent benegath it?”

"Trust me," shereplied grimly. "WEell spread it on so thick Swizzle himself won't recognize us. Even
tarsapien noses can be overwhelmed.”

"If you say 0." He heditated. "That's fill only haf of the problem, you know. Human recognition
centerson sght, not smell. Unless Shannon can pull her miracle off we're still going to have Rom to ded
with."

"Yes, well, I've got acouple of ideas on that,” Katanodded. "It occurs to me that there's one other
human recognition system we might be able to use once we don't have to worry about the tarsapiens. . .
and weve certainly got someone here who Rom would consider his enemy. Come on; we can discussit
while wework on our olfactory camouflage.”

When dawn came, they were ready.

"Rom?" Shannon called tentatively through the open door. "Rom, thisis Shannon. Y our wife. Can
you hear me?"

Behind her, Mitch shifted hisfeet slently, heart thudding in hisears. Artificia tarsapien odor hung
thickly around them, creating the nagging illusion of being in an especialy pungent peat bog. To tarsgpien
senses it would probably be overpowering . . . but that had yet to be tested.

"What do you want?' Rom's voice cut through the silence.

"About ten degreesright of the door,” Shannon breathed.

"Got it," Mitch said tersdly. "Keep him talking.”

Shannon raised her voice again, but Mitch didn't wait to hear any more. If Rom stayed put, the
window in the geology lab should offer an exit the other couldn't see; and if the armed tarsapiens reacted
to Kata's concoction like they were supposed to that end of the forest should be safe.

Should be.

The window made only the faintest of protesting squeaks as he unlatched and siwung it open, and
seconds later he was striding quickly across the herbicide ring. Behind him he could hear snatches of the
Endurssons shouted conversation on the far side of the building . . . and with afedling akin to having just
walked across the Amazon he reached the edge of the forest without being shot at.

Hetook amoment to let his heartbest settle down as he checked his bearings on the L ostproof.
Kataand Lyell had set ten tarsapien nets on their last trapping run, and he could only hope the one or
two closest ones hadn't yet been triggered. Easing the cap off the intravenous drip bottle strapped to his
right boot, he made sure it was dribbling its contents properly onto the ground and started off around the
circletoward Rom'svoice.

In some ways, he discovered quickly, it was more unnerving than the short trek across open ground
had been. Visudly, he was certainly better hidden, but the advantage was dmost swallowed up by the



stretches of dry leaves and the occasiona brittle branch underfoot. Besides watching out for such
noisemakers, he aso had to trace out a reasonable route and stay dert in case Rom tired of talking with
hiswife and moved in his direction. Approximately once per step he reminded himself of how crazy this
whole plan was.

But Rom's attention remained with Shannon, and Mitch penetrated to within perhaps ten meters
before thankfully beginning aslent retreet in adirection that would take him deeper into the forest and,
ultimately, to the net listed on his Lostproof.

And afew minutes|ater he found luck was indeed with them. The three-meter-square mesh was il
stretched across agap between two trees, waiting like agiant spiderweb for avictim to blunder into it.

It took lessthan aminute for Mitch to complete hisjob and find a hiding place behind alarge
sarcaciabush. Raising his communicator, he punched for Kata. "Ready," he hissed. "Y ou?"'

"l hope s0," she answered, her voice betraying her own tenson. "Mitch.. . . if this doesn't work—"

"It1l work," hetold her. "Come on now; before Shannon loses him. Thetrail starts between two big
ginkgap trees just opposite the geology lab window."

"Right. Crossyour fingers.”

For aminute nothing happened. All around him were the norma chirpsand clicks of theforest; in
the distance he could just make out Rom's voice. A few more minutes, Shannon, hewilled slently. Just
let Kata get in position—

"All right," Kata's voice came suddenly from somewhere between Mitch and Rom. "Y ou keep
saying you want to kill us>—well, heres your chance. Come and get me.”

Mitch had haf expected Rom to let loose abellow like acharging bull, but nothing like that
accompanied the abrupt sound of bodies crashing toward him through the undergrowth. His hands
tightened around his drawn lightning rod as he tried to guess from the noise whether or not Rom was
gaining. Surely he was dready shooting blindly; if any of the needles connected—or if he got close
enough to see—

"Promise the others they can leave safely and I'll stop,” Katas voice came, much closer thistime.
Rom made no answer, but as Kataaso fell silent Mitch found he could now hear the snick-snick-snick
of needles cutting through leaves. They were amost within sight—he could see movement of low
branches—

And with afind crash of leaves Swizzle burst into sght, the communicator strapped to his back
bouncing wildly as heran for dl he wasworth. Mitch caught just aglimpse of dilated nogtrilsbare
centimeters off the ground as the animd followed thetrall of jasmine he had carefully laid down; and then
the tarsapien veered around the net and disappeared back into the forest—

Rom, bare seconds behind, had no way of detecting the safe path even if hed known it was there.
He hit the net at full speed, the dien wegpon knocked from his hand by the impact as the mesh wrapped
itself solidly about its prey.

Rom didn't bellow thistime, either. The sound he made was much more like an anguished scream.

"Wdl?'

Kata sank down into the seat next to Mitch, gratefully spping the coffee held poured for her.
"Uncertain, but hopeful. Adler should have no problems unless the dart drug carries something potent in
the way of aftereffects—his body was actually doing areasonable job of iminating the stuff onitsown,
though I'm going to leave him on the scrubber another hour to be on the safe Ssde. Rom—" She shrugged
tiredly. "No way of telling. We can keep him sedated or under restraint and try the scrubber whenit's
free, but welll just have to wait and see how firmly the drug is entrenched in his system. I'd hate to keep
him tied up until the ship comes, but we could do o if absolutely necessary.”

"Or we could put him in Swizzlés cage," Mitch offered. "I've got afeding we won't be needing it



agan.”

Katasmiled. "Swizzle ill duding you, en?"

"Well, we might be ableto trap him using the Sunray but even that's doubtful. On foot, forget it."

"Probably not worth the effort. Besides, we owe him alot, and maybe letting him go fregs the best
way to clear theledger. | don't think | would have liked leading Rom into that net in person.”

Mitch cocked an eyebrow. "Rom's comment about biologists playing God redly got to you, didn't
it?'

"A little," she admitted. "But then, you aready know how much [ try to keep my relationshipson an
intellectud leve. | suppose that appliesto my relationships with test subjects, too.”

He shrugged, looking abit uncomfortable. "That's how scientists are supposed to be.”

"Maybe. But maybe I've just been using that as an excuse.”

"An excusefor what?"

Katatook adeep breath, steeling hersalf. Thiswasn't going to be easy to say, but it'd been
rehearsing itself in the back of her mind for the past hour and she was determined to et it come out. "I get
the fedling that you were rather upset by what | said yesterday about rel ationships fouling up your mind."

Hewaved ahand in dismissal. "Forget it. I've ways had atendency to go overly starry-eyed. Too
much City of Night influence on my early life, | suppose.”

"Yeah, | noticed. Rushing out there to rescue Rom and then Adler . . . ." She smiled ruefully at the
memory. "l don't think I'd like to go quite that far overboard.”

"Y ou don't want most of therest of it, either,” Mitch said. "Overly romantic isn't any better for
getting close to people than overly intellectud. I'm forever winding up having my bubble popped.”

She shrugged fractiondly. So he doesiit, too, she thought. "Y oursis amore subtle gpproach, I'd
say, but it seemsjust as good asmy method . . . or Rom'sor Adler's, for that matter.”

"Comeagan?'

"Our methods for keeping other people at asafe arm'sreach,” she amplified. "Don't you see? Rom's
belligerent cynicism, Adler's al-consuming attention to his career—they're just different versons of what
you and | aredoing. We dl have our own—"

"Our own persona cordons sanitaires?' Mitch offered with awry haf-smile,

"My words exactly."

"It was an obvious metaphor. Sort of makes sense, | suppose—human gregariousness does have
certain boundaries." Helooked at her curioudy. "May | ask what got you started on thisline of thought?”

She shrugged again. "Oh, | don't know. Probably because Shannon held up so much better than |
expected her to. Y ou know; the old problem of theory versusredlity.”

"Besdeswhich, you redly didn't understand why she waswilling to risk her lifefor Rom?"

Katafdt hersdf flush. "I supposethat's part of it,” she admitted. "Knowledge and understanding are
supposed to be my stock in trade, after al. Being told | can't do something has dways bugged me."

"Um." He eyed her, atouch of warinessin hisface. "So now what? We break down the barriers
and joyfully embracein the clear light of therisng sun?’

She chuckled, fully aware that he was only haf-joking. 'I'm not ready to scrap my entire cordon
sanitaire quite that fast, thanks. | just thought . . . well, that maybe we both ought to start re-thinking how
we deal with people. Remember how hard Shannon said it wasfor Rom to break hisantisocia image? |
wouldn't want that kind of rigid attitude getting agrip on me." She hesitated. "Or on you, either,” she
added with only alittle difficulty.

A twitch at the corner of his mouth showed he'd caught the smal concession, but he had the grace
not to push it. "Especidly one like Rom's" he nodded. "That brand of active defense can be pretty hard
onfriend or foe. Or innocent bystander.”

Katalooked out the window, suppressing ashiver. "WEell go looking for them, you know, once dl
thisgetsout. Y ou think well find them?"



"I hope not," Mitch said fervently. "If they could do this on Pallas, who knows what they've doneto
booby-trap their own system?’
"| don't even want to think abouit it."



