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Chapter One

The man at the end of the table wore his attitude |ike a mask. In another place
and time the intensity of his speech and gestures m ght have seened unnatural,
but they were perfectly appropriate for his present surroundings. He was a

rol y&#8209; poly sort of fellow topped by a short brush of inspired hair that craw ed
down to his shirt collar. Unlike his diatribe, his attire was sinple and neat.
Wth his nmouth shut he | ooked quite ordinary. So did his five conpanions, save
one. Wth that single exception, none was especially tall or muscular. They
differed in coloring, though there was nothi ng unusual about that. They were of
different ages. They came from different backgrounds and different worlds.

What had brought themtogether in this snall roomat this particular time was a
burning fanaticism a bond stronger than epoxene or duralloy cabl e&#8209; a cause each
was willing to die for. They were true believers, and they knew without a shadow
of a doubt that their cause was just.

When discussing it they were transforned. At such tines they sloughed off their
daily personas and lives as easily as a lizard sheds old skin. They sat before
one another fresh and gleanm ng, |like the holy crusaders they knew they were.
Each brought something different to the cause. The man who was speaki ng
contributed noney. Another brought strength and physical skills. The man seated
besi de her was naturally cunning. The six conpl enmented one anot her even as they
shared the same passion.

They were the | eaders of a growi ng band, having been chosen by their associates
to make the hard decisions, to determ ne targets and courses of action.

The man who was speaki ng was known to his conpatriots as Spider. It was an
accurate description of his mnd, not of his physique. Wen he spoke of the
Cause, he no longer |ooked so genial &8209; His eyes seemed to bulge fromhis face,
and his nmouth contorted in a hunorless grinmace.

None of them knew each other's real nanes. It was safer that way. The others had
adopt ed nanes such as Flora and Lizard and O nega&#8209;identification borrowed from
the natural world that they were dedicated to preserving. Ecology was their
creed, worshiped without question or hesitation. They had created unnatural
relationships in order to better maintain the natural ones between species.

Rel ati onshi ps that the civilization of the Conmmonweal th was dedicated to
destroying. Such was their perception.

They were not alone in these beliefs, but they were alone in their methods. They
had noved beyond reason into the realmof religion, a place where nonbelievers
were heretics to be stopped by whatever neans necessary. For years they had been
biding tine, gathering strength, testing the linmts of their organization with
subtl e probes here, tiny strikes el sewhere. A chem cal plant sabotaged,
construction of a shuttleport abruptly delayed, a few crucial votes influenced
by nmoney, persuasion, or occasional blackmail: all in the name of the Cause.
Wth each new success, each achi evenent, their confidence bl ossoned and new
recruits were gl eaned.

Until recently. The organi zation had grown beyond being a nuisance. It was now
officially classified as a Problem albeit still a mnor one. Hi gher visibility
nmeant nore scrutiny by the authorities, nore difficulty in soliciting adherents.
They were no |onger preaching to the already converted. The organization had
reached a plateau. They could coll apse in upon thensel ves, stagnate, or take the
great leap forward. It was tinme to nmetanorphose froma cause into a novenent.
Maki ng that transition neant announcing thenselves to the Cormonweal th at | arge.
It neant making a statement that could not be ignored, showi ng how far they were
willing to go to support their beliefs. It was time at last for a major effort,
for a spectacul ar display that would bring themthe kind of universal

recogni tion they had heretofore shunned but now demanded. Tinme for a
denonstration on a scale sufficient to bring double, triple the usual nunber of
doubters flocking to their banner.

Time to show the forces of destruction that they were a power to be reckoned
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wit h.

So it was that the six had gathered in this cranmped and stuffy chanber, under

t he assunmed nanmes that they had cone to regard as their only inportant ones, to
deci de the where and when and how of the announcenent they were going to make.
Though they had no official |eader, Spider spoke first and | ongest because he
was the nost articulate anong them

When burning with the Cause, Spider could be spellbinding. H's body was a

m stake of familial genetics. Wthin that rotund, jovial shape dwelt the soul of
a tall,, sepulchral figure whose spiritual ancestors had once stal ked the
torture chanbers of earlier inquisitions. He never hesitated, never
second&#8209; guessed hi nmsel f. Because he knew. Knew what was right, what was just,
what had to be done. His conmpanions listened with respect. Al felt as he did
but could not put their enpotions into words as facilely.

It was dangerous for themto gather together in one place these days. As a
result of recent activities, the organization had suffered injuries, though no
deaths. But those activities had sparked nore than the usual casual interest on
the part of the authorities, enough interest so that the six had had to take
circuitous paths to reach this neeting place in safety. Each was certain he or
she had nmade it unobserved. Extreme caution was their shield, anonynity their
protection. No one knew which worlds the organization had cells upon. The
government was persistent but clunsy, easy to fool.

Soon it would not matter. In one blinding strike for Mther Nature they woul d
voluntarily cast off their cloak of secrecy and announce thenselves to a dazed
Commonweal th. Every newsfax, every tridee would declare their name and purpose.
Their purifying gesture woul d beget an aval anche of support that woul d shake the
foul industrialists to their knees, and a new era of respect and | ove would dawn
across this portion of the gal axy.

It would not be a random act, of course. They were as intelligent as they were
dedi cated. Even an act mounted for publicity nust have behind it a legitinmate
pur pose.

G ven the extent of the cancer, they had no lack of targets to chose from There
was so nmuch to be done and so little tine in which to do it. Now, at l|last, after
so many years of planning and building and | aboring in secret, they could begin
the real work. From now on the governnment and bi g corporations and raveni ng
exploiters woul d have to deal with the avengi ng angel of the energent

organi zati on.

And if sorme of them should die in the process? All had agreed | ong ago that the
ri ght eousness of their cause was well worth dying for. What mattered an
individual life here and there when the sanctity of whole worlds was at stake?
Spi der concl uded his presentation with a brief recapitulation of the current
situation before nodding to the woman seated to his right. She called herself

Fl ora. Her eyes were blue, and her hair was the hue of spun gold. She was taller
than any of the nen except Stick, who sat quietly on the opposite side of the
table. Her body was |ike desert heat. Gazing at it caused nen to hallucinate.
Stardom and fanme coul d have been hers via the tri dee networks, but such
superficialities did not interest her. She had nmuch nore in comon with Spider
and Stick and the others seated at the table. The Cause excited her in a way no
man ever had.

She was a biologist, not a starlet. Wen she spoke, the natural seductiveness of
her voi ce masked the intensity of her devotion to the Cause. Her dedication and
early mlitary training had overcone the organization's initial resistance to
her beauty. Now she was | ooked upon as nerely another soldier. By herself she
had i nduced two governments to alter their positions on issues inportant to her
col | eagues: one by persuasion, one by blackmail.

Now she held up what | ooked Iike a fragment of fabric half a neter square and
five centineters thick.

"Do you all know what this is? It's a new product and currently only avail abl e
inlimted quantities on the |uxury market." The perfect slash of her nouth

twi sted, acconplishing the seem ngly inpossible by nmuting her beauty. "I'Il tell
you what it is: the |atest and greatest perversion of the natural order for
profit.”

"Verdi dion Wave, isn't it?" Onega opted as she | eaned forward for a better

| ook.

Fl ora nodded brusquely. "A previously untouched organismfroma previously
unspoiled world. It's been genetically altered to enhance the confort of a
weal thy few, though there are plans afoot to | ower the cost by increasing
production.” She made it sound |like an oath framed in flam ng quotati on narks.
"In other words, the bastards responsible for this plan on expanding their
operation throughout the planet of origin."

Spi der folded his hands in front of his belly. "A perfect world for our first
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maj or public operation. There are no mitigating circunstances involved. It's not
as if these slinme are altering grains to feed additional nouths. This is a
deliberate attenpt to mani pul ate a natural environnent purely for profit. W're
going to stanp it out, shut it down so thoroughly that every other conpany in
the business will think three times before trying anything sinmlar on any other
virgin world.

"As you all know, our operations until now have been linited to saving a single
species here, a lifeformthere. This tine, nmy friends, an entire world will be

|l ooking to us for its salvation. W have before us the opportunity to ensure the
future tranquillity of a conplete ecological system W're going in with a sword
this time instead of a scal pel!

"“It's going to be expensive and dangerous. Anyone who wants out can stay behind,
and they won't be thought the worse of for their decision. If our prelimnary
sortie brings us the informati on we need, our chances of success will be greatly
enhanced. "

"l guess I"'mnot as familiar with this Verdidion Weave and its background as
sone of you." Ornega was the only other woman in the council of six. She was
small and dark and a |ot older than Flora, but there was a powerful bond between
them They were bishops in the same church. Ornmega did not envy Flora her youth
and beauty, and Flora respected the other woman's experience and know edge.
"It's a conplex and highly adaptable organism as is nmuch of the life thus far
catal oged on this frontier world," Flora explained as she laid her sanple on the
table. "Structurally it resenbles the nosses, though it's far nore advanced than
its relatives on Earth or H vehomor any of the other danp planets. Initially it
was believed that its reactions were purely piezoelectric in nature, but further
research by the exploiters indicates it's nore conplicated than that." She
smled wol fishly. "W've been intercepting their confidential corporate

transm ssions for sone tine now

"Inits natural state it does not respond usefully, but these soulless people
have been playing with its DNA. "

"What's it been nodified for?" Lizard asked.

"Carpet." Flora spit the word. "Just carpet."

"“You mean people walk on it?" Ornmega murnured. "A living creature?"

"It can support considerable weight. Stepping on it doesn't appear to cause any
injury. Watch."

Fl ora placed the square of living material on the floor. Everyone rose or turned
his or her chair for a better view As they |ooked on, Flora stepped in the
center of the dense growth. The green&#8209; and&#8209; r ust &#8209; col ored tendrils responded by
rippling toward her feet to offer additional support.

"I'f you lean one way or the other," Flora explained, "the carpet actually shifts
to ease you in the direction you want to go." Her conpanions could see that the
glistening substance was nmoving her slightly to her left, like a tightly&*#8209; packed
colum of ants.

G ngerly she stepped off the section of living carpet. The tendrils stopped
noving. "It's a comunal organismthat can be grown in nuch larger sections. O
sections can be shaped and bound together to fit any room It draws necessary
noi sture fromthe air and is nonphotosynthetic, so it requires no |ight. Walking
onit is like walking on air, and it even exudes a faint hibiscuslike odor. "
Her exquisite blue eyes blazed, and her voice grew taut. "But it was not created
to serve as a floor covering for privileged mankind!"

"Inits natural state," Spider told them "the Wave reacts by pulling away from
pressure, not noving to support it. A nmuch nore natural and reasonabl e reaction.
Thi s" &#8209; He nodded toward the altered growth. &8209;"is an abomi nation. It should not
exist."

Flora renoved a tiny perfume flask fromthe curved upper pocket of her junpsuit
and dunped the contents in the mddle of the square of Verdidi on Wave. Spider
tossed a snall incendiary capsule on top. The six watched silently as the
mut at ed noss burned itself to a charred cri sp.

It did not occur to any of themto think that the object of their [oathing mght
feel nmore pain frombeing incinerated than from bei ng wal ked upon, but that did
not matter. It was not a natural growh but rather the product of perverse
experimentation. It should not exist. Thus, they wasted no nore thought on its
destruction than they would on the destruction of those responsible for such a
bi ol ogi cal outrage. The Wave, |ike those who were responsible for its

exi stence, was not worthy of synpathy or understanding. It continued to snoke
pungently for several mnutes follow ng the cremation of the last cell.

Before the |last of the snoke had faded away, the man who called hinself Lizard
was on his feet and speaking. He was slimwthout being sleek, neither was he
gaunt of face like Stick. He was, in fact, exactly ordinary in appearance, of
average height and build and younger than nobst of his colleagues. |In nany ways
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his very ordi nariness made himthe nost dangerous menber of the group. It

all owned himto nove unobserved in a crowd, to peer over people's shoul ders
without drawing attention to hinself, to wear the garb of harnl essness

H s profession was equally innocuous. So was his private life. Not even his wife
suspected his nmenbership in the organi zati on. She would have been startled to

| earn that he was one of the six ranking officials of what she thought was a
harm ess fraternal business society.

Yet whenever Lizard discussed matters dear to the heart of the organization, a
sudden change cane over him H's expression would tighten, and a nervous tic
woul d begin in his left eye, increasing or lessening in intensity according to

t he passion of his speech

At the norment he was in conplete control of his enptions. Cool heads were needed
now t hat they had deci ded to announce thenselves to a corrupt civilization. Coo
heads woul d be needed to carry out their mission successfully. Lizard had acted
as the organization's point man on nore than one occasion.

He was al so responsible for the oversized inmage that now flashed on the wal
opposite Spider's seat. Neither the table nor the walls nor the floor appeared
to conceal anything as sophisticated as a hol ographic projector, which was a
tribute to Lizard's abilities. He could nake nachinery blend into ordinary
surroundi ngs with the sane ease with which he blended into a crowd. Honpgeni zi ng
technol ogy, he called it.

The hol ogram showed a small portion of the galaxy. As the six |ooked on, it
shrank until only the stars of the Commonweal th were visible. The vi ew narrowed
further until they were | ooking at an unspectacul ar star orbited by only five

pl anets.

When the view reached the third planet out, it halted and the inage of a world
began to pirouette before themlike a dancer on a stage. Lizard resunmed his
talk, statistics spilling fromhis nmouth. H's coll eagues showed only passing
interest in information about gravity and dianmeter. Wat interested themwas the
wor | d's uni que and heretofore undi sturbed ecol ogy.

“Longtunnel ," Lizard was saying. "Only a minuscule portion's been explored so
far, but enough to hint at the natural nmarvels the place contains. Though the
atnosphere's quite breathable, the climate's inhospitable in the extrene. A

t ough place to nove around on."

"Thanks for small blessings,” O nega whispered.

"Too small, sadly." Lizard's left eyebrow began to tw tch. "You know what the
eneny's like. If they see a profit, the weather's not going to be enough to stop
them" He returned his attention to the holo

"Only one settlenment so far. Little nore than a scientific outpost." He gestured
with a finger. Responding to his directional body heat, the image reacted by
becoming a slightly curved section of planetary surface. Conplex cloud patterns
boi | ed above it.

"The one conpany we're particularly concerned about isn't a branch of a mgjor
Trading House." H s eyes glittered, and vitriol stained his voice. "Their smnal
size, however, has not mnimzed the amount of damage they've been able to do in
a short tinme. The speed with which they brought that pitiful Verdidi on Weave
onto the market is proof of that."

Murmurs rose fromhis conpanions as he |owered his controlling finger. "Right
now t he scal e of comercial developnent is limted. Unfortunately, there's

not hing el se on the market |ike the Wave. Dermand for it is soaring as its
properties become known. Those who order it know nothing and care nothing for
the fact that its developnent is a crinme against nature

"W woul d not be assenbled here if we were discussing the harvesting of a nornal
growth, but the Wave is the product of the worst kind of unregul ated genetic
mani pul ati on. And the conpany that produced it is hard at work trying to bend
many other lifeforms to their will." His voice was rising and the tic of his eye
accel erating

"Verdi di on Weave is the forerunner of a panoply of aboninations. The defensel ess
lifeforms of Longtunnel are particularly anenable to genetic alteration. To

t hose for whom exploitation of the innocent is a mddle nane, the world is a

bi ol ogi cal gold mine!" Aware that he was shouting, he strove to noderate his

t one.

"l have seen sone of their proposals for additional bioengineered products, to
be produced by manipul ati ng Longtunnel's indigenous lifeforns. Most are the

product of a single brilliant but morally bankrupt mind, that of the head of
this firm s bioengineering division. This individual is the one cog in the
conpany's machine which | do not think they can easily replace. Skill at

bi oengi neering is cheap. Intuition is priceless."
"Thi s individual was responsible for the devel opment of the Wave?" Stick wanted
to know.
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Li zard nodded.

"Then | think our course of action has been determ ned for us." Flora's

exqui site face was |l ess than pleasant to | ook upon. "By excising this particular
person we will at one stroke | earn what we need to know to successfully concl ude
our mssion as well as elinmnate a possible future blem sh on the natura

order."

"That was nmy intent." Spider clasped his hands over his belly as he | eaned back
in his chair. "Longtunnel is both a suitable and an appropriate place for us to
have our little coni ng&#8209; out party. The crines being conmitted agai nst nature
there are of the worst sort, yet the firmwhich is behind themis neither too

| arge nor too dangerous for us to deal with efficiently. Furthernore, they have
opened only a single wound on this otherw se pristine planet. A wound, ny
friends, which we will suture and heal. We will sinmultaneously announce

oursel ves, serve warning upon our enenies, and cure a cancer before it can
spread. It is agreed, then?"

There was no need for a show of hands, no need even for words, though several of
them did nod approvingly.

Spider turned to Lizard. The two nmen were individual conponents of a greater
whol e, each like one leg of an insect working to carry the body to a chosen
destination

"I take it your people are ready to nove?"

Li zard nodded briskly. "Ready and anxious. They've been practicing for a |long
tine. They're eager for the chance to finally do sonething."

"They' || have their chance. We'll all have our chance." Spider's brooding gaze
swept around the table. "No nore clinging to shadows. No nore limting ourselves
to issuing mani festos and inserting tracts in obscure faxes. No nore begging for
public service time on the major tridee services. After Longtunnel our nanme will
be on everyone's lips. The entire Commonwealth will know what we stand for. The
undecided will rally to our cause. Then we can begin in earnest to reverse the
tide of exploitation which has dom nated governnent policy for far too long!"
They woul d have raised a toast to their decision and to thensel ves save for the
fact that none of them consuned al cohol or indulged in other narcotic
substances. How could you preach the purity of the natural world if you could
not keep your own body clean? They got high on one thing only: the passion for
the Cause. The true Cause, the holy war agai nst the rapaci ous despoilers of

nmul tiple environments, against the polluters and DNAnarchi sts.

There were other organi zations that professed to work for that end, but the six
knew them for what they were: weak, feeble, and unconmtted. Only those around
the table were the true shock troops of the com ng ecol ogical jihad

Li zard did sonething, and the hol o vani shed as though it had never been. They
rose fromtheir seats and began to | eave the neeting room whispering anong

t hemsel ves, excited but under control. Everyone knew what he or she had to do to
make the operation a success. And it had to be a success. The robber barons and
their Frankensteinian servants had been given a free hand too long. Now it was
tine to anputate.

They kept their voices down and dispersed rapidly. Tinme had taught them

pati ence; experience had taught them caution. As they filed out of the
nondescript structure into waiting vehicles or wal ked to the nearest public
transport, they were already rehearsing their next noves, each concentrating on
his or her assigned duty.

They certainly did not |ook nmuch like the nmenbers of the ruling clique of a
burgeoning terrorist organization

Chapter Two

While Alaspin attracted its share of visitors, few of themwere tourists. The
majority were scientists for whom an unpl easant climate was nmerely a m nor

i npedi rent to research. Here, at least, it was a consistent inpedinment. The
weat her in the broad, high&#8209; grassed savannas and the dense jungle that bordered
them changed little fromnonth to nonth. There were only two seasons: wet and
not so wet.

The scientists came to study the thousands of tenples and ruins left by an
advanced civilization too shy even to nane itself, which was thus called

Al aspi nian by default. They had | eft extensive records of their travels

t hroughout this portion of space, but practically nothing about thenselves. Yet
they had chosen to live and work in primtive structures of stone and wood.
Not hi ng was known of their disappearance, though the theory of racial suicide
had nunerous adherents. It was alnbst as if, enbarrassed by their achi evenents
they had sinply di sappeared sone seventy thousand years ago. Moved

away sonehow, others said. For if they had commtted racial suicide, where were
t he renains?

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...an%20-%20Flinx%205%20-%20Flinx%20In%20Flux.txt (6 of 123) [1/16/03 6:49:12 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A1an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%205%20-%20F i nx%20l n%20F ux.txt

Fragil e bodies, the suicide supporters insisted. O crenmation in the jungle.
These were theories upon theories that brought m | d&#8209;tenpered xenoarcheol ogi sts
to blows, all inpossible to prove because anong the mllions of carvings and
records that had been | eft behind on small cubes of micronically etched netal
there was not one picture of an Al aspinian. There were endl ess images of plants
and ani nal s and | andscapes and structures, but of the people who had recorded

t hem not hi ng.

It was one of those worlds where the thranx were nore at ease than their human
conpatriots. The hot, humd climte was |like a breath of fresh steamed air from
home to them The |arger pernmanent research installations were all staffed by
thranx, while their human counterparts came and went rapidly, gleaning bits and
fragments of know edge suitable for a paper or thesis before fleeing for cooler,
drier worlds.

Prospectors out nunbered scientists in the frontier regions. Alaspin was rich in
val uabl e m nerals. Many of those who called thensel ves prospectors, however,

avoi ded the rich alluvial plains of the savannas in favor of mining the
limtless ruins, where the digging was easier and the "ores" nore highly
concentrated; already refined, in fact. A perpetual state of linited war existed
bet ween prospectors and scientists.

To those engaged in research, the prospectors were despoilers of tonbs and
destroyers of a still poorly understood alien heritage. Sonme of the nore

reckl ess and | ess caring explorers would not hesitate to tear apart a newy
uncovered structure in search of a single narketable artifact, thereby rendering
the entire site useless for scientific study.

Meanwhi | e, the poor prospectors, unsupported by fat research grants and
surviving largely by their wits in a hostile environnment, conplained that the
authorities always sided with the big institutes, while they already had | ocated
nmore sites and ruins than could be studied in a thousand years. They argued that
every additional site they discovered only added to, instead of subtracting
from the sumof scientific know edge

In between drifted a small group of hybrids acknow edged by both sides, solitary
i ndi vidual s who were both prospector and scientist, travelers in whomthe desire
to learn warred constantly with greed

Standi ng apart and al oof fromthe conbatants and their eternal bickering were
those who had come to Alaspin to make their fortune by other neans. They cane to
serve the needs of prospector and scientist alike. For nbney, since no one cane
to Alaspin for his health. The clinmate was rotten, and the native lifeforns

i ni m cal

Not every scientist was supported by a recognized institute. Not every
prospector was grubstaked by a | arge conpany or criminal consortium So stores
wer e needed, and entertainments sufficiently sinple and garish, and servicing
facilities. The people who ran those businesses were the only ones who coul d
really call thenselves citizens of Al aspin. They depended on the planet for
their livelihood. They were there for the long haul, unlike the scientists who
dreamed of making the Great Discovery or the prospectors who pondered the one
Big Strike that lay in the next vine&#8209;cloaked tenple, the next virgin stream
Lastly there was Flinx.

He bel onged to none of the recognized classes that flitted across Al aspin's
hum d surface. He was not there to prospect and he was not there to do research,
t hough he studied hard everything he encountered. Solitude was his primry
backer

The scientists thought hima peculiar student working on a thesis. The
prospectors recogni zed a | oner when they saw one and considered himone of their
own. Who el se but a prospector woul d have an Al aspinian flying snake, or

m nidrag, constantly riding his shoul der? Wio el se woul d di scourage casua
friendshi ps and conversation? Not that the young man had to di scourage actively.
The presence of his horridly lethal pet kept the curious well away.

To those who were bold enough or ignorant enough to sidle up next to himon the
street or in the dining roomof the small hotel, he was always polite. No, he
was not a student. Nor a prospector either. Nor did he work for one of the

pl anetary service corporations. He was on Al aspin, he freely adnmtted, to
perpetrate a homeconing. On hearing this, his questioners invariably departed
nore puzzled than they had been before accosting him

Flinx treasured everyone he encountered, both those who questioned himand those
who recogni zed Pip's distinctive blue and pink di anondback col oring and
hurriedly crossed to the other side of the street when they saw hi mcom ng. The
ol der he grew, the nmore fascinating he found mankind. Until recently his
immaturity had prevented himfromtruly appreciating the uniquely diverse

organi smthat was the human race

As for the thranx, they were equally interesting in their own way. Their socia
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systemwas very different frommankind' s. For all that the two species got on
suprenely well, they had different individual priorities and beliefs. Yes, he
was becoming quite a student of people, regardless of their size and shape and
where they happened to wear their skeletons. Part of it was that he kept |ooking
for another as unique as hinmself. So far he had not found one.

As he pondered, he wielded a machete. It was an extraordinary primtive
instrument, no nmore than a | arge chunk of sharpened netal. Cheap |aser cutters
were available for sale in every outfitter's shop in M misonpo, but he had
chosen the antique instead. Aimng a cutter and pulling the trigger did not
convey the sane sense of satisfaction that swi nging the heavy blade did. A
cutter worked neatly and soundlessly. Wth the machete you could snell your
progress as you chopped your way through green and purple stens and striated

| eaves. The destruction did not trouble him because he knew how tenporary it
was. Wthin a week the trail he was cutting would be gone as new growth swanped
it, devouring the sunlight it admtted to the jungle floor.

Tall trees rose all around him He was fascinated by one that was all
buttressing roots and little trunk. It was festooned with epi phytes ablaze with
bright crimson flowers. Swarns of tiny bl ue&#8209; bl ack i nsects crowded around
bl ossons shaped |i ke mniature trunpets. Four-w nged relatives of Terran

| epi dopt era pushed and shoved for their turn at the nectar.

Less decorative creatures tried to bite through his boots, which sank three
centinmeters and nore into the gray mud through which he was traipsing. They
snel | ed bl ood. The hi gh&#8209; frequency repeller clipped to his belt kept nost of the
wi nged vanpires away. H s |ong&#8209; sl eeved shirt and his pants were inpregnated with
power ful anti pheronones, as was his w de&#8209; bri med hat. So far his sound and stink
had mai nt ai ned hi m unpunct ur ed.

Though he did not know it, his appearance was little different fromthat of
jungl e explorers fromancient tines. Such men would have killed for the

chem stry and el ectronics that kept the worst Alaspin could offer at a safe

di stance. The thranx, bless '"em didn't need el aborate protection. Few bugs
could bite through their chitons. Nor did they need the refrigeration unit that
lined his pants, keeping himcool by recycling his own sweat. Not necessary, but
a luxurious antidote to misery.

Al so expensive, but noney was sonething Flinx did not worry about. While not
domi natingly weal thy, he had made hinself financially independent.

A nultiple hunming filled his ears. He had felt their presence |ong before he
heard them Pip uncoiled fromhis shoulders and took to the air. There they were
again, inthe trees off to his right.

Each was |arger than the nost massive hunmmingbird. They darted toward himin
formati on and danced around his head. He smiled fondly at them then turned and
continued toward the | ake he had found on the aerial map. It had struck him as
an appropriate place to make final farewells.

The reality was nore |ovely than the picture, he thought as he broke through the
| ast of the undergrowth and stood there on the steeply banked shore. It was
still quite early. A fog was rising fromthe mrror&#8209;snooth surface of the |ake,
softening the outlines of the trees and |ianas that lined the far shore. They
wer e dream&#8209; shapes limed in gold, glowing cutouts rising as if in offering to
t he ni stshrouded sun.

The broad expanse inspired his fellow travel ers. They rocketed out over the
water, swirling gaily around Pip. She was the star to which they anchored their
constel | ation.

Until today. The tinme was near, and he knew it. He knew because he could feel it
in his pet's mind. Pip was an enpathic telepath, able to both transnmt and
receive enotions to and fromher master. The half dozen offspring that flew

di zzying circles around her now were equally tal ented.

They had been conceived during a visit to this, their honme world, and to this
place Flinx had returned them for weaning, though that was a termnot literally
applicable to flying snakes. He had felt it was the right thing to do, though
how nmuch of that feeling had originated with himand how nuch of it had been

i mparted by Pip he could not have said. Now he knew he had done right. He had
enjoyed the yearlings' conpany, but they were growing fast. Seven neter&#8209; | ong,
hi ghly poi sonous enpathic mnidrags were nore than any one person coul d be
expected to cope with, so he had returned the prodigals.

They were snakes in name al one, because that was what they npst nearly

resenbl ed. Even the xenotaxonom sts called them m niature dragons, though they
were actually nore closely related to the extinct Terran dinosaurs, particularly
t he coel urosaurs. He could sense their confusion as he stood there on the bank,
the machete dangling fromhis right fist.

Waves of maternal repul sion were spreading outward fromPip like ripples in a

di sturbed pond. They washed over her offspring, battering them driving ahem
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away. Gradually instinct took over where understanding was | acking. As they flew
wi der and wi der circles around her, Flinx could feel the bonds between nother
and of fspring weakeni ng. They did not break but becanme steadily less intense. |t
was at once beautiful and painful to watch, and it filled himwith a righteous
peace.

He no | onger wondered if he had done the right thing in bringing themhere. The
dance of the nminidrags continued, their incredibly agile shapes darting and
spinning, iridescent scales catching the rising sun. Eventually they broke away
one at a time, like children taking turns at the end of crack&#8209;the&#8209; whip, to
vanish into the trees on the far side of the I ake. Now they had truly returned
to the world that had given thembirth. Flinx inhaled deeply.

"Well and done," be said al oud, knowing that the words woul d not be understood
but that Pip would perfectly conprehend what he was feeling. "That's that, old
girl. Tinme you and | got back. It's warm ng up out."

Pi p came shooting back to him stopping instantly to hover a neter before his
face. The long pointed tongue flashed at his nose and eyelids before she pivoted
to settle confortably on his neck and shoul ders

He allowed hinself a final |ook at the |ake, its surface still as glass. Then he
turned to retrace the route he had chopped through the jungle. If Pip was sorry
to see her offspring go, she gave no sign of it. If he sensed anything in her

it was a vast contentnent.

O course, he had no way of telling if he was actually feeling what she was
feeling or if it was no nore than a reflection of his own enptions. H s peculiar
sensibilities were as nuch of a nystery to himas ever, though each passing year
seemed to bring hima little closer to coming to grips with them It was |ike
trying to strangle fog. One instant the talent was as solid and real as steel,
and the next he would try to use it and there woul d be nothing there, nothing at
all.

He worked hard trying to understand the nmystery of hinself. As he trudged
through the nud, he tried to avoi d brushing agai nst the surrounding vegetation
In the jungle every | eaf seened to shelter something toothy or toxic. He was
beginning to respect his talents instead of fearing and hating them If only
they were nore predictable! Hard to build a fence when sonet hi ng kept taking
away your hammer the instant before it struck each nail. So far his abilities
had served to cause himtrouble nore than anything el se. Unfortunately, he would
have to learn to live with them He could no nore di sown themthan he coul d
engage in sel f&#8209; nutil ati on.

Pip stirred agai nst himeven as the surge of enotion roared through him He

st opped and turned as he heard the humm ng.

A singl e adol escent nminidrag hovered noisily before him Wen he had turned on
it, the yearling had backed wind, retreating until it was two neters away. There
it remained, staring back intently.

Flinx knew he was not the first human being to establish a tight enotional bond
with an Al aspinian mnidrag. There were tales of other prospectors who had done
so. He had net one such individual hinself little nore than a year ago. That
man's m nidrag, Balthazaar, had mated with Pip. But he had never heard of anyone
bonding with nore than one flying snake. One human, one mnidrag. That was the
rule. The yearling had to go.

"CGo on! Beat it, scram " He junped toward it, waving his arms and nachete. The
little creature retreated another meter. "Fly away, get |ost! Your home's not
with ne and your nother anynore. This is good&#8209; bye tine." He rushed the m nidrag
It darted back two neters and stopped, hovering half behind the protective bul k
of a tree with blue bark.

Turni ng decisively, he resumed his march. He had covered another twenty neters
when he heard the hunming again. As he spun in exasperation, the yearling

qui ckly landed on a convenient branch, folding its pleated wings tightly against
its narrow body and curling its tail around the wood.

"What's the matter with you?" He gl anced down at Pip, who was staring silently
at her recalcitrant offspring. "You ve got a kid who doesn't want to |eave the
nest. What ate you going to do about it?"

Flinx was constantly amazed at the conplexity of thoughts that could be conveyed
by enotions. Pip understood not a word he had said, but the feeling was clear
enough. She uncoil ed hersel f, spread her wi ngs, and shot toward the adol escent.
The yearling nearly fell out of the tree trying to avoid her attack. Flinx

wat ched as the two minidrags went around trunks and through branches, panicking
the conceal ed native life and scattering it in all directions.

Finally Pip returned, breathing hard, and settled back on his shoulder. This
tine he sinply stood and waited. A mnute passed, two, before he heard the
expected ham The yearling hovered in the crook of two great branches, obviously
exhausted and equal ly obviously unwilling to be driven away. Feeling Pip stir on
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hi s shoul der, he put a hand on her neck to cal m her down.

"Easy." She felt without understanding. Her breathing slowed. "It's all right."
Her offspring picked up the sanme feeling and started toward him He watched
while it coiled itself around his left wist.

"No, you can't stay. Understand?" He raised his hand and snapped it outward,

tossing the flying snake into the air. As soon as he let it fall, the mnidrag
was back clinging to his arm a brightly colored bracelet with flashing red
eyes.

He flung it away several tines. Each time it resumed its grip on his wist or

|l ower arm "What the devil am | supposed to do with you'?" If a flying snake
could cringe, this yearling was doing exactly that. It buried its head beneath
one W ng.

Cute, damm it, he thought. Al of Pip's offspring had been cute, dainty little

| eat hery scul ptures. Each of themcarried enough neurotoxin in its poison sacs
to kill a dozen grown nmen in as nmany minutes. Not so cute.

The nminidrag's emanations were weak and indistinct, like its nother's.

Af fection, confusion, |oneliness, fear, puzzlement, all mxed up together. Since
the flying snake's intelligence | evel was far bel ow that of a human being, he
coul d never be sure exactly what it was feeling.

This one was very small, even for a year&#8209;0ld mnidrag. Pip was clearly
hesitating, trying to divide her attention between her master and her of fspring.
He wondered how she would react if he becane violent with the adol escent. |If he
directed sufficient anger at it, he had no doubt she woul d somehow nmanage to
drive it away, even if forced to injure it in the process.

Smaell as it was, it had probably been the last hatchling, so it was

correspondi ngly reluctant to be weaned. But he had no intention of staying on

Al aspi n one day | onger than absolutely necessary, certainly not to accommpdate
the feelings of a reluctant adol escent m nidrag. There was nothing on this world
he wanted to do, nothing he needed to see. All he wanted was to be on his way,
wherever that was. He did not need an extra lifeformcluttering up his ship. He
sighed al oud. He had been doing that a lot lately, he realized.

"I'sn'"t nuch to you, is there?" Atiny, brilliantly colored triangul ar &8209; shaped
head peered out at himfrom beneath a concealing wing. "It doesn't work this
way. One minidrag, one human. You can't have a three&#8209;way enpathic relationship.”
The minidrag did not answer.

Perhaps he was not sufficiently mature. Certainly he was the runt of the litter.
Flinx raised his left armso they were eye to eye.

"l suppose if you're going to hang around, you're going to have to have a nane.
VWat's smaller than a Pip? A nubbin? No, you're a throwaway, so | guess we'll
have to call you Scrap."

Not flattering, he supposed, but appropriate. The small |oop of mnuscle tightened
around his arm though whether in reaction to being naned or nerely to secure
its perch, Flinx had no way of know ng. He woul d not take up much space, Flinx
told hinmself. Pip could keep her eye on himon board the Teacher, which was
stuffed with scraps of another kind. It would feel quite at hone.

The big mnidrag had rel axed agai nst his neck now that her master's aninosity
toward her offspring had vani shed. She paid no attention to the yearling.

OQbvi ously she felt she had done her best to discharge her naternal duties. If
her master no longer rejected the adol escent, she did not feel conpelled to,

ei t her.

He thought no nobre about his new conpani on as he retraced his steps. Al aspin was
not a benign world. It was home to an inpressive assortment of carnivores and
poi sonous lifeforms that did not discrimnate in their eating habits between

| ocal and offworld prey. As Flinx had | earned on his previous visit, this was no
pl ace to take chances, no country in which to relax and sightsee. So he did not
think about either Pip or Scrap as he watched where he was putting his feet,
trying to step in the nuddy depressions he had made when cutting his trail to
the | ake. Leaves and vices teased his face, and he winced instinctively at each
cont act .

Al though there were jangles nore hostile that those of Alaspin, this one was

t hreat ening enough for him He had never had a desire to join the Scouts, those
hal f &#8209; mad nen and wormren and thranx who were first to set down on a new world. Not
even Pip could protect him against parasites and tiny bl oodsuckers. He held
tight to his antique nachete. At |east, he thought, the ancients had had enough
sense to make themof titanium Anything else would be too heavy to wield
efficiently.

Anot her thirty neters brought himinto the small clearing where his craw er
waited. This was as far as he had been able to bash with it. The nachine

travel ed snoothly over water and through nmost jungle, but dense thick trees
defeated it. Thus he had been forced to |leave it here and travel the rest of the
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way to the | ake on foot.

It looked like an oversize chrome canoe on wheels, roofed in plexalloy and
articulated in the mddle. The highly polished sides reflected much of the
burning sunlight, not critical here beneath the trees but vitally inportant for
cool i ng purposes when out on |lake or river. Arnored grillwork shielded the
undersi de, protecting sensitive machinery. It was not nmuch w der than the
driver's seat, which enabled it to pass between those trees it was incapabl e of
knocki ng over. What it really was, was a giant, nobile heat exchanger, able to
convey its passengers in relative confort across Al aspin's hum d, hot

count rysi de.

Flinx had rented it in M nmm sonpo, paying with a credcard whose rating, while
not astronomical, had lifted the eyebrows of the merchant doing the |easing.

The crawl er travel ed on double treads, one fore and the other aft. It could
carry three passengers seated single file behind the driver. There were no other
passengers except Pip, and he really did not need such a large vehicle, but it
was the smallest he could find on short notice. So he had shrugged and over pai d.
It nade even better tine on the river than it did on land. An aircar would have
been faster, but there were none for rent in M nm sonpo. The prospectors and
scientists kept thembusy ferrying friends and supplies. Flinx had come with
nmoney but no pull. In a small frontier city the latter was often the nore

i mportant medi um of exchange. So he had been forced to settle for the craw er.
No matter. He was only a few days out of town and on his way back. Having
established a trail on his way in, it would take hima quarter of the tinme to
return to the river, carefully dodging the | eafy enmergents the crawl er had been
unabl e to push over. Once back on the river, he would be traveling downstream
instead of fighting the current. He was | ooking forward to spendi ng one nore
night in a hotel instead of the crawer's cranped quarters.

M nm sonpo sat on the edge of an i mmense sandy beach, high and dry in the clear
season and sopping in the wet. The shuttleport lay farther inland. It occupied
one of the few high bits of land in the region, imune to seasonal flooding. Not
the sort of place one would choose for a relaxing vacation, but he was anxious
toreturn to it now.

At the top of the |adder built into the side of the crawler he paused to run a
magnetic field key over the lock, and heard it click open in response. A bl ast
of cool air struck himas be clinbed inside, settled into his seat, and nudged a
switch to close the door behind him Probably no need to | ock the vehicle out
here in the mddl e of nowhere, but he had | earned early on that the m ddl e of
nowhere was a country often frequented by unsavory types, and while the odds of
anyone stunbling across the crawler were small, he felt nmore confortabl e when
they were entirely in his favor. The sight of an expensive vehicle sitting open
and unguarded might be too tenpting for even an honest prospector to ignore.

The nental flavor of the five departed young minidrags no |longer lingered in his
m nd, but the crawmer's cabin was still pungent with their odor. It was mnusky
but not unpl easant. The recycler would soon have it cleared out. Curved netal
ribs supported the otherwi se transparent plexalloy walls and domed roof. After a
qui ck survey of his imediate surroundi ngs he began sw tching on instrunents.

Yel | ow standby |ights gave way to green readies.

Li ke any nodern piece of machinery, the crawler took only a nonent to run a

sel f &#8209; check and declare itself healthy. That done, Flinx turned up the recycler a
notch and dug out a towel to wipe his face. You had to be careful when changing
environnents. Wiile the airé&#8209; conditioning unit he wore had kept his body
confortable, his face had been exposed to the air. Perspiration poured fromhis
forehead and cheeks, ran down his neck under his shirt collar. The conbination
of sweat and air&*#8209; conditioning could bring on a cold faster than anything el se
known to nan.

It was a matter of choice. He could have worn a hel met and insul ated hinself
conpletely fromthe local clinmte, but sonehow that seened the wong thing to do
at the mnidrags' |eave&#8209;taking. So he had |left the helnmet in the crawl er and had
tolerated the heat and humidity for the short hike through the jungle.

Putting the soaked towel aside, he downed a long swig of chilled fruit juice
fromthe driver's feedline before starting the engine. The electric drive humed
snmoothly beneath him Pip slid off his shoulder to coil around an equi pnent rack
next to the seat behind him If she felt sad or melancholy at the [ oss of her
five offspring, she gave no sign of it.

Scrap was less willing to find a seat. Despite Flinx's persistent efforts to
di sl odge it, the young nminidrag insisted on clinging to his wist. Finally Flinx
gave up and put the crawer in notion. The adol escent was not heavy, and before
| ong he woul d get bored and nove off by hinself.

The path he had bulldozed in fromthe river was easy to follow Fast&#8209; sprouting
jungle plants were already fighting for their share of the newly esposed route
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to the sky. He turned a tight curve, bending the crawmer in the mddle, to work
his way around a tree three neters thick. The vehicle articulated vertically
when he foll owed that maneuver by driving down and through a dry streanbed.

Now t hat he had acconplished what he had conme to Alaspin for, he was forced to
contenpl ate what he was going to do next. Life was no |longer sinple. Once it had
been, back on Mdth, when all he had had to worry about was keeping dry and
getting enough to eat and nmaybe sw ping a few | uxuries now and then to hel p out
Mot her Mastiff when business was slow. The past four years had conplicated his
life incredibly. He had seen and experienced nore than nost nmen saw and
experienced in a lifetime, |et alone adol escent boys.

Not that he was a boy anynore, he remi nded hinmself. He had grown physically as
well as mentally. Nearly nine centineters, in fact. Decisions were no |onger
easy to make, choices no longer straightforward. Being nineteen carried with it
a lot of responsibility, for himnmore than for nbst. Not to nention the

enoti onal baggage that automatically went with it without right of refusal.

The only problemwith seeing a lot, he nused as he guided the craw er through
the Ingre jungle, was that he was not happy with nost of what he had seen. In
general, both man and thranx had been a disappointnment to him Too many

i ndi viduals were ready and willing to sell out their principles and friends for
the right price. Even basically good people |ike the nerchant Maxi m Mal ai ka were
essentially looking out for their own best interests. Mther Mstiff was no
different, but at |east she did not have a hypocritical bone in her body. She
delighted in being a greedy, npney&#8209;grabbing lowife. He reveled in her honesty.
She was the best human being she could be, given the sad circunstances of her
life.

And what was to becone of hinf A universe of possibilities lay open to him Too
many, perhaps. He had not the slightest idea which to reach for.

Nor were wei ghty questions of philosophy and norality all that obsessed him
right now. There was al so, for exanple, the increasingly fascinating and conpl ex
matter of the opposite sex. As he had spent npbst of the past four years just
surviving, woren renmained largely an intriguing nystery to him

There had been some. The beautiful and conpassi onate Lauren Wl der, nany years
ago back on his horme world of Mdth. Atha Mon, Maxim Mal ai ka' s personal pilot. A
few ot hers, younger and | ess nenorabl e, who had flashed like brief blue flanes
through his life, |leaving menories that burned as well as confused him He found
hi nsel f wondering if Lauren would renmenber him if she was still working happily
at her obscure fishing |odge or if she had noved away, perhaps offplanet. If she
would still think of himas a "city boy."

He straightened in his seat. He had been little nmore than a child then, and shy
at that. Maybe he was still sonmething of a boy, but he was no | onger nearly as
shy. Nor did he look half so boyish. That troubled him Any change troubled him
because he could never be certain if it was the result of natural growh
processes or his unnatural origin.

Take the matter of his height. He had learned that it was normal for npbst young
nmen to attain their full growth by age seventeen or eighteen. Yet he had reached
his full adol escent height by the time he was fifteen and then stopped col d. Now
he had suddenly and inexplicably grown another nine centineters in twelve nonths
and showed no sign of slowi ng. He had gone abruptly fromslightly bel ow average
mal e height to slightly above it. Height changed one's perspective on life as
wel | as the way others perceived one.

The drawback was that it becane harder to remain inconspicuous. It made himfeel
| ess of a boy and nore of a nan, though when a boy becane a man, wasn't he
supposed to be certain about things? Flinx found he was nore confused now than
he had been at sixteen, and not only about womnen.

If anyone had a right to feel confused, it was Philip Lynx, ne Flinx. H's was
not a normal mnd in a normal body. Better to be confused all the tinme than
frightened. He nanaged to keep the fear in the background, out of the way,

| ocked in the dark cul &#8209; de&#8209; sacs of his mind. It did not occur to himthat it was
his fear and confusion that prevented himfrom nmaki ng further contact with
nenbers of the opposite sex. He knew only that he was wary.

If only Bran Tse&#8209; Mal |l ory or Truzenzuzex were around to advise him He m ssed
t hem deeply, wondered where they were and what they might be up to, what
nysteries they might be probing with their singularly penetrating mnds. For all
he knew, he realized with a cold chill, they m ght be dead.

No, inpossible. Those two were immortal. Mnunments both of them spirit and
intelligence nolded in material everlasting, both parts conbining to forma nuch
greater whole. They had their own lives to live, he told hinmself for the

thousandth tinme, their own destinies to fulfill. They could not be expected to
spare the tine to tutor one odd young man, no matter how interesting he m ght
be.
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Havi ng al ways nanaged on his own as a boy, he could certainly do so as an adult.
He woul d damm wel |l have to find out things for hinself instead of expecting
another to do it for him Wy shouldn't he nanage? He could do certain things
that so far as he knew no one el se could do.

They designed nme well, he thought bitterly. My prenatal physicians. The rogue
nmen and wonen who had enpl oyed his DNA for their plaything. What had they really
hoped to achieve with himand his fellow fetal experinmentees? Wuld they be
proud of himtoday or disappointed, as they had apparently been in all the
others? O would they sinply be curious, utterly distant and uni nvol ved? It
could be no nore than a matter for speculation, since all of themwere dead or
m ndwi ped.

Wl |, their subject was preparing to build a life of his own, independent and
unobserved. Already he had crisscrossed a fair portion of the Commonweal th
trying to |locate his natural parents, only to discover that his nother was dead
and his father's identity a nmystery lost in the msts and runors that were his
heritage.

That desire to know had driven himfor several years. Now he was beyond that. If
he was ever to learn the truth of his geneal ogy, he would have to pry it out of
sone conputer storage chip hidden somewhere beneath human ken. Tinme to put

hi story behind himand | ook to his future, which would probably prove as
conplicated as his past.

Still, he considered hinmself fortunate. While his unpredictable talents had
often placed himin trouble, they had also helped to extricate himfromit. He'd
had the chance to neet some unique individuals: Bran TseMallory and Truzenzuzex,
Lauren Wal der, and others not nearly so pleasant. And then there were the

U urrians. He found hinself wondering how their tunnel digging was progressing.
The AAnn, too, of course, schem ng and plotting agai nst humanxki nd, al ways
searching for a weakness, probing for an opening, watching and waiting to expand
whenever the Commonweal th seemed weak or indecisive

H s thoughts were ranbling, but he could not help hinself. The crawler largely
drove itself, and now that he had done what he had come to do, he was rel axed
and at ease. He could easily see hinself becomng a reclusive nystic, the old
hermt of the trade vectors, cruising back and forth through the Commonweal t h
and even skirting its outernpst boundaries in the wonderful ship the Uurrians
had fashioned for him The Teacher. That was what they called him A paradox,
since the nore he learned, the nore ignorant he felt.

Truzenzuzex woul d have called that a sign of increasing maturity. He was a
student, not a teacher, intensely interested in everything around him people
and places, civilizations and individuals. He had been exposed to bits and

pi eces of great nysteries. Abal anahal amatandra, who had been not a survivor of
some ancient race but instead a biomechanical key for triggering a terrible
device. The Krang, the ultinmate weapon of the |ongvani shed Tar &#8209; Aiym whose

strange mechonmental perturbations still echoed through his brain after all these
years. So nmany things seen, so many places yet to go. So nuch to try to
conpr ehend

Intelligence was a terrible burden.

He halted abruptly, the crawler conming to a stop as he rel eased the accel erator.
Pip's head rose sharply fromthe seat where she lay curled about herself, and
Scrap's mniature wings fluttered nervously as Flinx clasped both hands to his
head. The headaches were growi ng worse. He had al ways had them but this past
year they had becone a constant conpani on, averaging several or nobre a nonth.
One nore reason for abjuring permanent relationships. It was entirely possible
he had considered in the darker nonments, that he was one nore eventual dead&#8209; end
experiment, and he had no desire to drag anyone el se down with him He had
sinmply managed to last a little longer than the rest of their spectacul ar
failures. What was truly frightening was that in the nedical texts the

di f ference between headache and stroke was little nore than a matter of degree
The painful lights began to fade fromthe inside of his retinas. He took a |ong
shuddering breath, then sat up straight. Something was happening to him
Sonet hi ng was changing inside his head, and he had no nore control over it than
a spaceport control tower had over a runaway shuttle. Mre changes. Piss on his
progenitors, the sons of bitches who had arrogated unto thenselves the right to
toy with the unborn.

There was nothing to be done about it. He could hardly walk into a major nedica
facility and calmMy request a full &8209; scal e exami nation on the strength of being
the bastard product of an illegal and universally abhorred society of renegade
eugeni ci sts. On the other hand, he told hinmself, feeling better as the pain in
hi s head went away, it might sinply be that he was prone to headaches. He
managed a grin. It would be anusing if all his fears and worries were

groundl ess, and the only thing he was suffering fromwas the normal trauna of
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nmovi ng from adol escence into adulthood. It would al so be wonderful.

It would al so be unlikely.

The headaches were usually acconpanied by a severe enotional twitch from anot her
person, but there was no one else in the vicinity. Maybe a real headache, then.
He woul d not mind the pain if that was the case. Sonetimes even pain could be
reassuring.

The fact that he could still suffer wenching enotional dislocation here in the
m ddl e of the jungle was further proof of the erratic nature of his abilities,
not that he needed additional confirmation. The fact that he had come to grips
with his peculiarities intellectually did nothing to assuage their effects on
him They were a constant rem nder of his abnormality, of the fact that whatever

el se he did, he would never be able to | ead anything resenbling a nornal |ife.
If only he could learn to channel, to control his talents, to turn themon and
off like water froma faucet. "If only," he nunbled angrily to hinself, "I were

normal . But |I'mneither nornal nor in control of what I am™

A light weight landed on his right shoulder. A glance reveal ed the scaly yet
sonehow understandi ng face of Scrap. He sniled.

"What am | going to do with you? You aren't going to find any bonders out there,
anyone to share with. You'll be living in an enbtional void, existing on
overflow fromPip and nme, all receive and no anplify."

What did minidrags do in the wild? he wondered. Could they feed enpathically off
each other? Certainly they could not act as a telepathic lens the way Pip did
for him He wondered sonetimes what the flying snakes derived fromtheir select
rel ationships with certain humans besi des physical conpani onshi p.

Just what | need, he thought, though not unkindly. Another oddball in the fold.
Yet what better company for a sel f&#8209; decl ared outcast than anot her sel f &*#8209; anoi nt ed
outcast like himself? He was feeling nmuch better.

What he woul d do was take his marvel ous ship and explore the Cormonweal th for as
long as time and health allowed. Legends woul d grow up around him the wanderer
with the flying snake who touched briefly at this world and then that, only to
nmove on quietly, |eaving behind neither nanme nor place of origin nor know edge
of purpose. The Hermt of the Commpbnweal th. That had a solid ring to it. Stoic
and aesthetic. There was only one problemw th the noble Iife he had set out for
hi nsel f.

It was a terrible way to meet girls.

Whoever nmessed with ny brain, he thought glumy, and stirred up ny genetic code
the way a bartender would stir ice with a swizzle stick, left my hornones

unt ouched. Determ nation of purpose and a burgeoning sex drive, he decided, did
not go well together. It was a problemthat had been at the core of many of
man's troubl es since the beginning of tine.

Wth time and patience and study naybe he coul d one day | ocate a synpathetic
surgeon skilled enough to rid himof his headaches, if not his inheritance.
Maybe he could find a way to exert some control over his life. He had seen and
done enough of the extraordinary. Al he wanted for hinmself from now on was
peace and qui et and a chance to | earn.

Even as he was concl uding the thought, he felt the famliar, dammable prickling
in his mnd. No headache this tine, nmerely a nental tickle. But in its own way,
because he could not shut it out, it was equally unsettling. It was a sensation
easy to identify because he had encountered it too nmany times previously.
Sonmewher e, soneone was in trouble.

Pip and Scrap felt it also, Scrap darting in front of his face to batter at the
pl exal l oy Iike a berserk bunbl ebee. The m nidrag bl ocked his view

"Beat it, get out of the way!" He swept the flying snake aside with the back of
a hand, not pausing to think that were it so inclined, the yearling mnidrag
could have killed himin an instant.

Leaning forward, he tried to see between the trees. Cooled air circulating

bet ween the doubl e | ayer of plexalloy kept condensation fromformng on the

i nsi de. Not hing ahead but green jungle, and nonents | ater, not even that.

There was the beach fronting the river. A hundred neters of clean, packed gray
sand. In the rainy season it disappeared. Now it |ay as exposed as the finest
bat hi ng beach on New Riviera.

No one on Al aspin would think of relaxing on such a beach, however. There were
thousands of similar retreats |lining the banks of dozens of mgjor rivers, and a
hundred coul d be bought for a pittance&#8209;the bl oodsuckers and the insects would
drain a body |like a sponge set out for their anusenent if anyone tried to
sunbat he on any jungl e beach without conplete body protection.

The beach was spotless; enpty. There was no cover except what a man could bring
with him The craw er chewed up sand as Flinx retraced the tracks he had laid
down earlier. H's thoughts had eased considerably, and he was al ready planning
the hop from M nm sonpo back to Al aspinport, where his shuttle waited to carry
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hi m back to the Teacher, high in synchronous orbit.

Pip's wings ruffled his hair frombehind. The flying snake was up and anxi ous
"Now what ?"

Then he was wrenching viciously on the crawer's control bar, the front treads
spitting sand to the left as he turned it sharply.

Chapter Three

The figure lying in front of the crawler was as notionless as the huge pieces of
driftwood the river cast up during the rainy season. Scrap continued to bunp
anxi ously against the front window as Flinx set the engine to idle. Pip rose
fromher seat to settle on his shoul der.

He cracked the dome, letting the hot, hunmid air swirl around himfor a noment
before clinbing down to the beach. A narrow track such as a turtle mght nake
returning to the sea had been gouged in the sand. It led fromthe river's edge
to the prone figure's feet, showing the route the refugee had taken from water
to dry land. H's eyes flicked over the sl ow&#8209; novi ng stream There was no sign of
a boat, nor did he expect to see one

Reachi ng the body, he rolled it over on to its back and unexpectedly found
hinself recalling the line "Diese ist kein Mann" from the ancient WAgneri an
tridee. She was no Brunhil de, however, and he was certainly no Siegfried

Beneath the dirt, scratches, bruises, and mllinte bug bites lay the battered
shell of a very attractive wonan.

She was still alive. If she had not been, his mind would not have reacted as it
had. Her dem se m ght have saved hi ma headache, but for the nonent at |east he
did not m nd having endured the brief pain. Her pul se was weak but not
dangerously so&#8209;clearly she was in the |ast stages of exhaustion. The trai

| eadi ng back to the river indicated she had nade it this far on hands and belly.
She only | ooked dead.

What he could not fathom were the shorts and short sleeved shirt. N ce attire
for a sealed hotel, but potentially fatal anywhere el se on Al aspin. Her arns and
legs were striped with mllimte bug trails, and deep red spl otches showed where
drill beetles had been mning. They were bad enough, but he could understand
them The bruises were nore cryptic. They did not ook Iike the kind a drifting
| og woul d make, and there were no rapids anywhere along this stretch of river
Her blond hair was cut short on top, sides, and front save for a single tai

that trailed six centimeters frombehind her right ear and ended in a soggy
knot. A star had been shaved above each ear. He did not recogni ze the style, but
then, style was not something he usually concerned hinmself with.

He felt her clothing. Thin, lightweight. Cool and utterly usel ess agai nst

Al aspin's rapacious insect life. You wore either jungle drill or two sets of
sonet hing el se. How the hell had she ended up here like this?

A dunb tourist determined to see the backcountry on her own, nost likely. Tried
to wal k or float out when her vehicle broke down instead of staying with it and
wai ting for help. An infrequent bit of stupidity, but not unheard of. Birding or
snake wat ching or taking tridee chips

Then he remi nded hinsel f she mi ght have come upriver in an enclosed boat. If it
had sunk she woul d have had no choice but to swimor wal k. That scenari o made
sonme sense. The water would al so nute any energency beacon signal. Mybe she was
nore unl ucky than dunb.

He had no troubl e picking her up and carrying her back to the crawer. Cetting
her inside was another matter. She was not that heavy, but he had to rig a lift
with sone rope and haul her up hand over hand. If not for the added nuscle he
had put on this past year, be could not have done it. Pip kept clear, watching
while Scrap darted anxi ously around the |inp body, no doubt curious as to why a
l'iving human being shoul d be devoid of enotion.

The four passenger seats could be folded flat, making beds for two riders. He
put her in the back of the craw er, then punched up the |ocation of the
first&#8209;aid kit.

As woul d be expected for a rental vehicle, the instructions on the

sel f &#8209; i nj ecti ng anpoules in the kit were sinple and sel f &8209; expl anatory. Sone | ooked
pretty old, but none had reached their official expiration dates. The bites were
easy enough to treat. Salve for the millimte scars, iofluorodene to kill the
eggs the drill bugs had laid in her nuscles. He al so punped her full of genera
antiseptic and fungicide. None of the anpoules lit up during injection, so she
was not allergic to the stuff he was dunping into her system He applied
intravenous antibiotic and a spray over the bruises and cuts, then sat back and
surveyed his handi work. The craw er's air&#8209; condi tioning had replaced the hot air
with a fresh soothing cool ness.

The bruises on her face and body troubled him but there was nothing he could do
for her appearance. The craw er's nedkit was designed to keep people alive, not
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repair themcosnmetically. Well, it would not bother her as |ong as she was
unconsci ous. The best thing would be to get her to the hospital at Al aspinport.
She had a slight fever and was badly dehydrated despite the fact that she had
obviously spent sone tinme in the river. Either she had been afraid to drink the
perfectly potable water or she had been unable to. He had no idea when she had

| ast eaten, but her stomach and intestines felt anything but full.

After waiting an hour for the medication to settle in and take hold, he gave her
two anpoul es of nultipurpose nutrients and vitamns in a sodium solution. The
injected broth would give her strength and allow her systemto begin sone
serious repair work.

An hour later his efforts were rewarded. She turned her head to her right and
noved one arm several centineters. Her neuronuscul ar system was functi oning,
then. The portable energency scanner had not reveal ed any internal injuries, the
l'ight staying in the healthy pink range as he had run the pickup over her body.
It had beeped a couple of tinmes when he had passed it over the severest bruises.
If it had gone over into the red or purple, that would have been an indication
of broken bones or worse.

Gving her a last glance, he returned to the driver's seat. Back in M nm sonpo
soneone woul d be worrying about her, be it relative, traveling conpanion, or
research society. He would find out and turn her over to them

She really was quite pretty, he thought as he put the crawmer in drive. The

| onger he studied her injuries, the nmore convinced he becanme that they were not
the result of an accident. Her attire was proof enough that she was no
backcountry veteran. He could see her offering a ride to some traveler in
distress, only to end up nugged, beaten, and left for dead in the niddle of the
river. An unpleasant picture with the smell of truth about it. If she had net
with foul play of sone kind, it would explain everything.

Except why even a thief would want to beat her half to death. A pro would have
simply knocked her out, tossed her overboard, and taken her goods, leaving it to
the river and the jungle to clean up after him Not that he was any judge of
crimnal ethics. Hs own crimnal ethics, when he had been engaged in petty
thievery as a youngster, had been radically different fromnost. He studied her
in the rearview Her bruises were not distributed at random They suggested

prof essi onal work of an unsavory nature.

He grunted. What did he know about it? It could have been anything froma sinple
sliponarailing to a lovers' quarrel. He was hypothesizing on air.

The crawler slid into the river, the buoyancy conpensators humming to life as
the treads expanded to function as paddles. He had opted for the durability and
| ongevity of the craw er, but as he studied his damaged passenger, he found

hi nsel f wi shing be had rented a skinmmer despite the delay it woul d have

entail ed.

It took three days of traveling with the current before the river bent to reveal
the floating docks of M mm sonmpo. Not once had his passenger opened her eyes,

t hough she had npaned in her sleep. It did not make himunconfortable to |isten
to her disjointed nunbling, because he was concentrating on her enotional
subconsci ous. As expected, it was an incoherent junmble, alternating between

pl easure and pai n depending largely on how recently he had dosed her. The

ampoul es were keeping her alive, though, and her body was slow ng repairing
itself.

Wien he docked in M nmi sonpo, he turned in the crawl er and called for a robocab.
It delivered themto the nbdest hotel where he had stayed on arrival two weeks
ago. The manager coded his room wi thout questions. He was glued to the tridee
and did not even | ook up when Flinx returned with the linp wonman in his arns. In
M mmi sonpo pl enty of people came and went fromtheir roons in that state.

The lift carried themto the third and top floor of the hotel. Flinx passed the
charged bar across the center of the door, then waited while it read the code
and clicked open. Pip and Scrap entered first, Flinx follow ng. He kicked the
door shut behind him

Marvel ing at her litheness, he placed her gently on one of the two beds. After
checking her vital signs, he treated hinmself to his first shower in days. \Wen
he reentered the bedroom it was to find her sleeping as soundly as she had in
the craw er.

This morning he had used the last of the crawl er's enmergency supplies. Tonorrow
he would find her friends or, failing that, a physician. She lay still on the
bed, barely illum nated by the moonlight pouring through the single | arge w ndow
on her left. Above her headboard the el ectronic bug repeller glowed enerald,
ready to dissuade any intruder that managed to nake it past the hotel's exterior
def enses&#8209;

Fl i nx checked his own before tossing his towel aside and sliding gratefully
beneat h cl ean, cool sheets. The room was Spartan but spacious, dry, and
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i nsect &#8209; free. Qutside the capital city of Al aspinport you could not expect nore
than that.

She was breathing easily, and he rolled over to stare at her. Pip assunmed her
famliar position at his feet while Scrap settled cl ose by.

If others were searching frantically for her, they would have to wait until he
had had a decent night's sleep, he reflected. He had earned it. Another day
woul d make no difference to her or her coll eagues, assumi ng she had any in

M nmmi sonpo. He did not worry about other unlikely possibilities. Not with Pip
resting alertly at his feet.

At | east, he thought lazily as he drifted off to sleep, this was one tinme he had
managed to do a good deed w thout involving hinmself deeply in sonmeone else's

probl emns.

Morning proved it was not going to be that easy. Sonehow it never was. She was
still resting peacefully when he awoke, rose soundlessly, and prepared to go
out.

As he dressed, he could not help glancing in her direction&#8209; She was |ying on her
side, and the sheets had draped thensel ves provocatively over her body. In the
l'ight she was not nerely attractive, she was beautiful. He kept telling hinmself
as he studied the rise and fall of her chest that he was only checking the
regularity of her breathing. It was inpossible for himto lie to hinself,
however. Pip's reactions always truthfully mrrored what he was feeling

He left hurriedly, sealing his junpsuit on the way out. She was not hurting, he
was sure of that. Not with all the antibios, specifics, and endorphi ne anal ogs
he had punped into her. If anything, she ought to be floating half a nmeter above
the bed. A last pass with the scanner was acconplished w thout a beep. She was
healing rapidly, as nmuch a credit to her own constitution as to his amateur
treatnent of her injuries

Tough little lady, he mused. All the nore reason to try to find out how she had
cone to be beaten up and dunped in the mddle of the Ingre

This was only his second visit to M nm sonpo, and he did not know the town that
wel |, but he had | earned | ong ago that information was often available in such
pl aces in inverse proportion to the actual population. Furthernore, it was not
necessary to scour the entire conmunity to find the answers he needed. There
were always | ogical places to make inquiries. The official information booths
were at the bottom of any such list.

Because of her wholly inadequate attire, Flinx went on the assunption that she
was a recent arrival to the Ingre region. No hal f &#8209; experi enced prospector or
scientist woul d have been caught dead in the kind of clothing she had been
wearing when he had found her, not even if traveling in a vehicle as secure as
the crawl er. You never knew when you m ght have to go outside. At the m ninum
she shoul d have been wearing boots, a | ong&#8209; sl eeved shirt, |ong&#8209; | egged pants,
repel lers, and cooling threads.

Her assailants had known their business. You could not wal k out of the Ingre. By
the tine a body could be |ocated, the | ocal fauna would have nmade identification
difficult, determ nation of cause of death inpossible.

What kept naggi ng at hi mwas the apparent professionalismw th which the beating
had been admi nistered. Her bruises had been evenly dispersed across her body,
suggesting that whoever had handed them out had taken care to prol ong her

consci ousness for as long as possible. It smacked of sadi sm questioning, or
both. He worried about it all the way to Quayside

The entertainment center was not crowded. It was too early. There were drivers
and cargo lifters, alluvial mners, and one independent rarewood | ogger whom
Flinx recogni zed by the specialized trinmng equi prent dangling fromhis belt.
Hal f a dozen nen, nearly as nany womnen.

There were also two thranx, looking a lot nore at ease than their hunman
conmpatriots. Each was chatting with a hunman instead of with each other. It was
runored that the thranx preferred the conpany of human beings to their own kind
Flinx knew that was tal ked up by thranx psychol ogi sts. Even now, hundreds of
years after the Amal ganmation, there were still humans whose insect ophobia
required attention and treatnent.

He did not | ook at themtw ce. Man and thranx had been so close for so |ong that
they were no | onger thought of as aliens. Mre like short people in shiny suits.
The people in the entertai nment center showed little interest in the games and
ot her diversions Quayside offered. Two nmen were idly toying with a quick&*#8209; draw
shooti ng gane near the back. No one else paid any attention to the horrific and
extraordinarily lifelike nmonsters that |eapt from behind rocks or junped from
vines or erupted fromthe ground to attack the two conpetitors. The illusions
had to be shot in the right spot the correct nunber of tines for a score to
register. Their sinulated death throes were exuberantly noisy and dramatic. It
was the nature of the gane.
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The fact that each holoed creature actually existed, either on Al aspin or on
anot her world, added to the ganme's attraction, though Flinx was not sure a
teacher woul d have thought of it as educational. He never indulged in the

el ectronic entertai nments. Once he had played one out of deference to a
conmpanion. It had |left himcold. Though he was astonishingly proficient, there
was no challenge to it. He credited his skill to good reflexes and never thought
there was any nore to it than that.

At the conclusion of the game sone joker had repositioned the halo projector so
that a large, carnivorous reptile had dropped down on Flinx fromthe direction
of the ceiling. The result was just what the practical joker had been hoping
for. Flinx had been startled and fri ghtened.

Unfortunately, that had caused Pip to react defensively. Her highly caustic
venom had burned right through the holo projector's lens, at considerable cost
to the establishnent's owner. Wth Pip hovering nearby, the chastened pranksters
had paid the full cost of the danmge

He angled toward the only crowded table. The man seated facing himboasted a
handl ebar nustache that tapered to waxed, glistening points. They quivered like
t he needl es on a praxil oscope when he | aughed. H s nane was Jebcoat, and he
hail ed from Hi vehom a human born and raised on the thranx capital world. He was
no stranger to heat and humidity. As near as Flinx had been able to tell from
their initial brief contact weeks ago, when he had first arrived in M nmm sonpo,
Jebcoat had done a little of everything. If you asked hima question there was a
fifty&#8209;fifty chance you woul d get an answer. The odds on truth were | ower.
Flinx did not recognize his female friends. Jebcoat saw hi m approachi ng and
broke off his conversation with the |ladies to give the young nan a broad snile
One of the wonen turned curiously to inspect the newconer. She was a shade under
two neters tall and wore inplants that gave her pupils a silvery cast.

"This kid a friend of yours?" she asked Jebcoat wi thout taking her eyes off
Fl i nx.

He stiffened nonmentarily until he realized she was trying to provoke him That
was one way of taking the neasure of a stranger on a world |ike Al aspin.

"He's no kid." Jebcoat chuckled softly. "I ain't sayin' he's a man, either
Frankly | don't know what he is, but you'd best watch your word footing around
"im He wears death for a play&*#8209; pretty."

As if on cue, Pip stuck her head out from beneath Flinx's collar and Scrap
stirred on his wist. The woman's eyes flicked fromnmature mnidrag to

adol escent. Flinx sensed no fear in her, which nmight nmean either that she was as
bol d and confident as she appeared, or sinply that his dammable talents weren't
functioning at that noment.

The other woman was tall, but no giantess |ike her conpanion. "Go easy on him
Lundaneilla. He's kinda cute, though a bit on the skinny side." She |aughed, a
short jittery sound that woul d make anyone in the vicinity grin. "You and him

goi ng toget her sideways wouldn't fill up a decent doorway. Care to join us?"
Fl i nx shook his head. "Just a question or two. |'ve been out in the Ingre, and |
need to find out about sonebody |I ran into out there." The giantess's eyebrows
rose.

"Find anything while you were out there?" Jebcoat eyed hi m specul atively.

"What | was | ooking for." Flinx saw that his approval rating had risen another
notch. It was not considered inpolite to ask questions of a stranger on Al aspin,
but it was considered foolish to reply straightforwardly. Sonetinmes it was worse
than foolish.

"Found something | wasn't |ooking for, too. About a hundred centineters, slim
femal e, twenty&#8209;two to &#8209;five, pale blond with a weird haircut, and bl ue eyes,
t hough they might've been dyed recently. Very nice."

"How ni ce?" the other man at the table asked, speaking for the first tine. He
was broad and burly and had not depilated in days.

"Extremely. She was wearing shorts and a thin shirt, one only."

"I'n the Ingre?" The giantess nade a face.

"MIllimte and drill bug bites everywhere." Flinx eyed the other man. "Al so
sonebody had worked her over real careful and professional &8209;1ike."

The heavywei ght's smile disappeared, and he sat back in his chair. "Betty, what
a world!'" He turned to Jebcoat. "Spark any circuits?"

Jebcoat considered, the nustache tenporarily stilled. Finally he shook his head.
"I don't know a soul who'd be caught dead outside in the shorts, nuch |ess the
shirt. How s her condition?"

"Inproving. | enptied ny cramer's first&*#8209;aid kit into her. It was full when
started. "

"Damm wel | better have been, or you could sue the renter." He glanced at the
giantess. "Call up any menories for you, Lundy?" The tall woman shook her head
"I don't know anybody that pretty or that stupid."
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"What about | D?" he asked Flinx.

"Nothing. | |ooked." He eyed the other man, but that worthy was properly
subdued. The situation was not amusing anynore.

"We'll ask around. Wn't we, Blade?" The gi antess's conpani on nodded agreeably.
"So will I," said Jebcoat, "but | haven't heard tell of anyone missin' |ocal,

and you know how fast that kind of news travels hereabouts."

"hope, nobody m ssing," the other man nmuttered. "Nobody. Wul d've heard. Wen'd
you find her?"

"Few days ago,"” Flinx told him

"Then everybody 'd know by now i f she was known around here. Mist be a
newconer," Jebcoat suggest ed.

"That's the way | see it."

"I know the agent at Alaspinport. If you like, I'Il give "ima call, take a copy
of the last couple of shuttle passenger nmanifests, tridee the ID. We can run 'em
t hrough nmy processor."

“That mi ght give us sonmething," Flinx said gratefully.

"Not if she was brought in by private shuttle," Blade pointed out.

"

"“Unlikely," Jebcoat said.]I

"Unli kely, yeah, but not inpossible. If that's the case&#8209;" She eyed Flinx evenly.
"&#8209;there'll be no record of her arrival."

"Maybe," Flinx said softly, "that's what the people who beat her up had in

m nd. "

The wonman stared back at him then turned to Jebeoat. "You're right; he's no

ki d. You been around, boy," she told Flinx.

"That | have&#8209;girl." He braced hinself, but all she did was sm|e approvingly.
"Conme on, Lundy." The two wonen rose to depart. Lundaneilla towered over every
man in the room Both drew appreciative stares. "W'Il|l ask around for you, like
| said. Meantine we got to get back and check on our dredge. Lundy and nme, we
got a claimup in the Samberlin district." As she came around the table, she
bent quickly to whisper in Flinx's ear.

"You ever get up that way, stop by and say hello. Maybe we'll show you how we
operate together, Lundy and d. You m ght say we could show you the |Iong and the
short of it."

"Leave the guy al one, Blade." Jebcoat was grinning hugely beneath the nustache.
"Can't you see he's bl ushing?"

"I amnot blushing,"” Flinx insisted. "Redheads' skin is naturally flush."

"Ckay, okay."

As Lundy strolled past, Flinx felt a distinct sharp pinch on his |eft buttock.
The giantess left himwith that and a wink as she foll owed her companion out. He
made a face at Pip.

"I"mattacked and you do nothing."

The flying snake stared back blankly. Not for the first, time Flinx found

hi nsel f wondering exactly what the inidrag's intelligence |evel was.

Jebcoat put both hands flat on the table. "Let nme make one quick call."

He did not have to |leave the table to do so. Flinx watched himwork the

communi cator that was built into the table. Thousands of fine hardwoods filled
the jungl e surrounding them and soneone had gone to the expense of inporting a
plastic table nade to | ook |ike wood. No wonder the thranx found their human
friends a constant source of anusenent.

Jebcoat chattered away at the pickup. Finally he shrugged and | et the headphone

snap back in place. "I tried the obvious: local cops, inmgration records, a
coupl e of friends. No one matching your description has arrived on Alaspin in
the past two nonths, nuch | ess been reported missing. W still have to check

Al aspi nport records, of course, but | ain't optimstic."

"What do you suggest ?"

"Lemme get ahold of ny buddy at the port. Lundy and Blade will spread it around
t he backcountry. But right now, as far as the authorities are concerned, your
battered acquai ntance don't exist. Since she's in your room she's your
responsibility."

"Al yours," the other man said cheerfully.

"But |'mjust on ny way out."

"Of fworld agai n?" lebcoat was still trying to figure his young friend. "For
sonebody your age with no visible neans of support, you nmanage to get around
pretty easy."

"l have an inheritance,"” Flinx explained. Though not the kind of inheritance
you're thinking of, he added silently. "I can't take her with ne, and | don't
want to just abandon her in the room She's got no credcard, either."”

"So?" Jebcoat asked. "The hotel owner would be delighted to put a claimon her."
"Hell," the other man said, "if she's as pretty as you say she is, I'll take her
of f your hands nyself."
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"Ain't you forgettin' sonething, How e?"

"What's that?"

"You're married."

A cl oud shadowed Howi e's face. "Ch, yeah. |'d kinda forgot. "

Jebcoat eyed himmercilessly. "Wth kids."

"Kids. Yeah," Howie muttered disconsol ately.

Jebcoat sniled back at Flinx. "Howie here's been out in the Ingre too |ong. No,
she's yours, ny friend. You can do what you want with her. Wait till she gets
well, take her with you, or just scram But it's your decision. | don't want
anything to do with it." He indicated the resting mnidrags. "I don't have a
coupl e of lethal enpaths to keep an eye on me. Now, if you'll excuse nme, |'ve

ot her business to attend to. |'Il get back to you if | find out anything about
your nystery lady. Howie and | are discussing the price of a theoretical |oad of
Sangretibark extract."

Flinx said nothing. It was illegal to export Sangretibark. For sone it worked as
a powerful aphrodisiac. In others it had unwanted side effects&*#8209; such as cardi ac
arrest. But then, it was none of his business. Jebcoat was a friend so |long as
you treated himwi th respect. He woul d nake a bad eneny.

He tried a couple of other contacts, with equal |ack of success. No one knew
anyt hi ng about the woman he described. Once his query was net with an openly
hostil e response, but only verbally. Pip's presence prevented anyone from
dealing Flinx anything stronger than a harsh word.

That afternoon he wandered back to the hotel, discouraged and puzzl ed. The worman
| ay where he had left her. At the moment she was |ying on her back. As he eyed
her, it occurred to himthat while he had done wonders for her wounds, her
appear ance renmai ned unchanged. She still wore plenty of dirt and grine.

He spent an hour cleaning her face, shoulders, arns, and legs with a washcl oth.
Thin red streaks had replaced the weals on her |egs where the mllimte bugs had
dug, and the drill bug holes were already closing. The worst of her bruises were
al nost gone.

He lay down for a short nap, exhausted fromthe journey out of the Ingre and his
efforts on her behalf. He might have slept through the night if the scream ng
had not awakened him

Chapt er Four

Instantly he was up and searching. Looking every bit as beautiful awake as she
had while asl eep, his guest stood across the room In her right hand she
clutched a small but wicked little knife. Her eyes were wild.

Pi p hovered before her, little nmore than a couple of meters fromher face and
well within attack range. Scrap flew nervous circles around his nother. The
young mnidrag's constant novenent was unsettling the wonman nore than Pip's
hoveri ng.

Flinx took it all in in a second and wondered what the hell was going on. The
knife did not nake any sense. Neither did Pip's threatening posture, unless you
assuned the knife had been ainmed at her nmaster. But why would she want to
threaten himwhile he slept?

That was when she noticed himsitting up on the bed. Her eyes barely flicked
away fromthe flying snake. "Call them off, damm you, call themoff!"

Flinx did so with a casual thought. Pip darted back to the bed.

The wonman's breathing sl owed, and the arm hol di ng the knife dropped. "How did
you do that?"

"All Al aspinian mnidrags are enotional telepaths. Sonetimes they'll bond with a
person. Pip is mne&#8209; she's the adult. The adol escent's nane is Scrap."
"Cute," she said tensely, "real cute." Then she shuddered and | owered her head.
"l don't know how you found me. What now? Are you going to beat me up agai n? Wy

don't you just kill me and get it over with? I've answered all your questions."
Flinx's gaze narrowed. "I didn't beat you up, and | have no intention of Kkilling
you. If | held any malign intentions toward you, d'you think |I'd have fixed you
ups,

Her head canme up quickly. She studied himfor a |long moment. "You aren't one of
t hen?" she asked hesitantly.

“No |'mnot, whoever “themi are."

"Deity." She let out a long sigh, at which point her legs turned to rubber and
she had to | ean against the wall for support. The knife clattered silently on
t he hardwood fl oor.

Flinx slid off the bed and started toward her, halting when she stiffened. She

still did not trust him and after what she had been through, he could hardly
bl ame her.
"I'"'mnot here to hurt you." He spoke slowly, soothingly. "I'Il help if I can."

Her eyes shifted fromhimto the flying snake. Slowy she bent to recover the
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knife, placed it on the antique dresser nearby, and | aughed nervously.

"That doesn't mmke any sense, but neither does anything else that's happened to
me in the past few weeks. Besides, if half of what |'ve heard is true, a knife's
pretty usel ess against a mnidrag."”

“Not half," Flinx corrected her. "It's all true." He kept his distance. "Wuld
you like to sit down? You' ve been unconscious for several days."

She put a hand to her forehead. "I thought | was dead. Qut there." She indicated
the wi ndow t hat | ooked over the town. "I was never so certain of anything in ny
life. Now |I'mnot sure of anything anynore." She blinked and tried to smle at
him "Thank you. | will sit down."

There was a | ounge chair nade of epoxied |ianas. Under the epoxy, the wood
flashed a rai nbow of colors. It was the only brightly colored piece of furniture
in the room Flinx sat down on the edge of the bed while Pip curled herself
around one of the short bedposts, |ooking |like a carved decoration. Scrap
settled in his lap. He stroked the back of the small flying snake's head
absently.

"How ol d are you, anyway?" the woman asked himas she slunped into the chair.
Why do they always ask that? he wondered. Not "Thank you for saving ne" or
"Where do you cone fron?" or "What's your business?" H's reply was the sanme one
he had been using for years.

"add enough. A d enough not to be the one who was |ying out in the Ingre nmeking
a neal for the mllimte bugs and dying of exposure. How d you end up |ike

t hat ?"

"l escaped." She inhaled deeply, as if the cool air in the roomwas an
unexpectedly rich dessert. "Got away."

"I didn't think you ended up there by choice. You weren't dressed right.

Al aspin's not a forgiving place."

"Neither were the people | was with. Wat did you say your name was?"

"Didn't, but it's Flinx."

"Just Flinx?" When he did not respond, she smiled slightly. It was beautiful to
see. "All right. | knowthere are linits to questions in a place like this." She
was trying to act tough. At any nonent she might start cursing hi m&#8209; or burst out
crying. He sat quietly, stroking the |ethal creature snuggled in his |ap.

"You said you escaped. | thought maybe your vehicle had broken down. Wo'd you
escape fronP |I'd assunme whoever beat you up."

Her hand noved instinctively to the hal f &@8209; heal ed brui ses beneath her |eft
shoul der. "Yes. It doesn't hurt as bad now. "

"I've been giving you first aid," he explained. "I've been in situations where

I've had to take care of others as well as nyself. My resources were as limted

as ny know edge, |'mafraid. You were |lucky. No broken bones, no internal

injuries."

"That's funny, because it feels |ike everything inside ne is busted."

"Whoever worked you over didn't want to kill you. Wat did they want?"

“Information. Answers to questions. | told themas little as | could, but | had

to tell themsonething . . . So they'd stop for a while." Her voice had grown

small. "I didn't tell themeverything they wanted to know. So they kept at ne. |

f ei gned unconsci ousness&#8209;it wasn't hard, 1'd had plenty of practice. Then | got

away fromthem

"They had ne in a place out in that jungle sonewhere. It was at night, and |
made it to the river. | found a broken log and just started drifting downstream
I had no idea it was so far from anypl ace."

"l Found you high up on a beach. You'd dragged yourself out of the water."

She nodded. "I think I remenber letting go of the log. | was losing nmy strength,
and | knew | had to get to dry land or |I'd drown."

"You'd be surprised how far you craw ed."

She was | ooki ng down at her hands. "You said |I've been out for several days." He
nodded as she turned her palns up, inspecting the scoured skin. "I guess you've
done a good job on nme. Thanks. | can't say that | feel good, but | feel better."
"Several days' rest is good nmedicine for any injury."

"I woke up and saw you lying on the other bed, and | thought they'd found ne. |

t hought you were one of them" This time she did not snmile. "I had the little
knife. It fits inside the mddle of my boot. That's how | got |oose. Not nuch
use agai nst a bunch of people, but against one sleeping man ... | was going to

cut your throat. "

"Pip woul d never have allowed it."

"So | found out." She eyed the flying snake wapped around the bedpost. "Wen it
cane at roe, | tried to get out the door. It's sealed both ways. That's when |
started screanm ng, but nobody cane to see what was happeni ng."

"l sealed the door because | don't like interruptions when |'m sl eeping."

Reachi ng behi nd the headboard, he brought out a thin bracelet and touched a stud
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set flush with the polished surface. The door clicked softly. "I bring ny own
lock. Don't trust the ones they rent you. As for your screanming, this is a
pretty w de&#8209; open town. Not a place where people interfere in their neighbors
business. Hard to tell sonetines why sonmebody's screaning." He slipped the
bracelet on his wist. "Ever seen a picture of a body ravaged by nmllinmte
bugs?"

She | ooked down at her legs, then ran her fingers along the al nost vani shed
welts. "These?"

He nodded. "They feed subcutaneously. They're not very big, but they're

voraci ous and persistent. The first thing they do is eat their way to where the
muscl es are attached to the bone. They cut through the legs first. Then, when
their prey can't nove anynore, they settle in for a leisurely nmonth or so of
eating."

She shuddered anew. "Here | amthrow ng questions at you right and left, and
haven't really thanked you."

"Yes you did. A nonment ago."

"I did?" She blinked. "Sorry. My name. | haven't told you ny nane." She brushed
at her short blond hair. He wondered what she would | ook Iike with a

prof essi onal patina of cosnetics on that exquisitely scul pted face. "I'm
Clarity. Carity Held."

"Pl easure to neet you."

She laughed, a little less uneasily this tinme. "lIs it? You really don't know a
t hi ng about nme. Maybe if you did, you wouldn't think it such a pleasure."
"I found an injured human being |ying exposed to the jungle. 1'd have picked up

anyone under those circunstances."

"Il bet you would have. Cone on," she chided him "how old are you, really?"
He sighed. "N neteen, but |'ve been around a lot. Listen, what's this all about?
Who beat you up and why were they hol ding you agai nst your will"'?"

Suddenly she was | ooking around the room ignoring his questions. "Is there a
bathroomin this place?"

Flinx put a danper on his curiosity and nodded at the polo of an icy fountain
off to the left. "Behind there."

"I's there a bathtub?" There was an edge in her voice. He nodded, and she sniled
gratefully. "About time things started evening out. Fromhell to heaven in one
waki ng breath." She rose and started toward the hol o

"Wait a minute. You haven't answered any of my questions."

“I ' will. 1"l tell you anything you want to know. After all, | owe you ny life."
She gl anced back at the doorway. "You sure no one can get in here?"

"I"'msure. Even if they did ..." He nodded in Pip's direction.

"All right. | should be working on getting out of here, on getting off this
worl d. Because |'msure they're looking for ne right now But | feel |ike
sonething that just craw ed out of a sludge pit. If | don't clean nyself up,
won't be able to stand me | ong enough to answer your questions. Bath first." She
smiled to herself. "There's always tine for a bath."

He | eaned back against his pillow "If you say so. Nobody's after ne."

"That's right," she murmured thoughtfully. "Nobody is after you. Do you think
you can help ne get away from here? Anay fromthis town? Wiat's the name of this
pl ace, anyway?"

"M mmi sonpo. You didn't cone through here?"

"No. | was on a big skimmer, for a long tine." She frowned. "Al aspinport,

t hi nk. They brought ne down drugged, and we got right in the skinmer. | was
pretty nmuch out of it except when they brought ne around to answer questions.
I'"I'l explain everything I can, tell you all | can renenber, but later. Right now
a hot bath woul d be just about the nost wonderful thing imaginable."

"Then go ahead and indulge. 1'll keep an eye on the door."

She took a step toward him then hesitated. "Nice to have a friend here." A

qui ck turn and she was through the holo that closed off the bathroomfromthe
rest of the apartnent.

Her passage automatically turned off the inage, and she did not bother to reset
it, her mind on nothing but the bath. Mnents |ater the sound of running water
reached him Hands behind his head, he lay back on the bed and contenpl ated the
ceiling. Strange. One woul d have thought she had had enough of water in the
river. The peculiar regard wonen held for hot water was something he did not
under st and.

By rolling over and stretching ever so slightly he could see her sitting on the
edge of the di anond&#8209; shaped tub

She was lightly sponging herself. It was hard to estimate another's inhibitions
wi thout first knowi ng her world of origin, social status, and religious
inclinations. She | ooked up suddenly and saw hi m wat ching her, and she sniled
Not invitingly but not nockingly, either. Sinply a pleasant, relaxed snile
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Knowi ng that did not keep himfromturning away in enbarrassnent. Then he was
angry at himself for doing so. Pip | ooked up curiously while Scrap explored the
pile of blankets where Carity had slept. The flying snake reacted to his every
enotion, not only those that were threatening.

Clarity Held rose fromthe bath and begin drying herself. This tinme it was not
necessary for himto stretch to enjoy the view. This time he deliberately did
not turn away.

"That was heavenly!" Apparently the society in which she had been raised did not
recogni ze the nudity taboo, a historical devel opment on an as yet unknown worl d
for which he was very grateful. She sang to herself in a voice that was only
slightly off key, then put the towel aside w thout a suggestion of shyness and
began to renove her clothes fromthe room s autol aundry.

| have talked to the wise men of Commonweal th, Flinx nused. | have spoken with
captains of industry and of alien warships. | have nade contact when no one el se
was able with an artificial intelligence thousands of years old and kept ny
conposure in the face of evils both human and otherw se. So why the hell can't |
have a sensible conversation with a single nenber of the opposite sex of nmy own
race w thout bunbling and stunbling over every word?

He had heard about verbal seduction but had not the slightest idea where to
begin. He wanted nore than anything else to ingratiate hinmself so powerfully
that she woul d forget about his age and start thinking of himas a nman. He
wanted to persuade her, to reassure her, to dazzle her with his resourceful ness
and brilliance, to defuse her fears and activate her senses.

VWat he said was, "Bath nake you feel better?"

"I mensely, thanks." She was drying her hair now, fluffing out the blond brush,
the single flanking pigtail bobbing tike a cat's toy behind her ear. He wondered
who had perforned the spectrumshift that had given her turquoi se eyes. Surely
that color could not be natural.

“If you plan on doing any nore traveling around here, we'll have to find you
sone nore appropriate clothing.™”

"Don't worry. The only environments | want to experience between here and the
shuttl eport are humanxmade. |'mstraightlining fromhere to orbit, if you'll

hel p me." She nodded in the direction of the window "They're out there right
now, wondering how | got away. Hopefully back along the river." Her hands
paused, and her cheerful expression abruptly darkened. Alittle terror crept
back into her voice.

"You said | left along trail fromthe river onto the beach where | craw ed out.
They could find that. They'd know | was still alive."

"I didn't know you'd been kidnapped, so | saw no reason to take the tinme to
obliterate it. But don't worry. Even if they find it and interpret it correctly,

the next thing they'll do is start searching the immediate vicinity with a heat
sensor and inmage processor."

"They'l|l see your crawler's tracks, too. They'll consider that | mght've been
pi cked up."

"They have to find the place first. You clean and rel axed' ?"

"More or less.”

"They how about sone answers to ny questions? Let's start with who you are and
why these people find you so intriguing."

She started toward the wi ndow. Hal fway there she thought better of exposing
herself to the outside, privacy shield notw thstanding, and pivoted to head
toward the dresser as she spoke.

"My name you know. |'ma division chief for an expanding enterprise. These
fanati cs picked ne because |I'muniquely talented."

For an instant Flinx went cold, then realized she had to be speaking of sone

ot her kind of unique talent.

"It's a fantastic deal for sonebody ny age, just starting out. | supervise a
dozen specialists, nost of themolder than ne, and | own a piece of the profits.
I mean, | knew | was better than anybody in ny field when |I was doi ng ny

di ssertation, and |'ve proved it subsequently, but it was still an inpressive
offer. So naturally | junped at it. "
"You have a high opinion of yourself.’

He tried not to nake it sound like a

criticism

It bothered her not at all. "Justified in the lab." She was tal king easily now
that they were on a subject she was confortable with. "It's exciting stuff. |
wanted to be out front. | could be making even nore noney el sewhere. Doing
cosnetic work on New Riviera or Earth. You know, | had a chance to go to

Anr opol ous and work with the thranx. They're still better at mcromanipul ation

than any human. Sonme of their work's nore art than science. But | don't like
heat and humidity.
"This bunch that grabbed me, they're extrem sts of the worst sort. |'d heard
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about them before&#8209; everybody reads the fax&#8209;but | didn't think they were any
different fromhalf a hundred groups with simlar ains. Shows how little anybody
knows. There was this young guy&#8209;" She | ooked away from Flinx. "&*#8209; he was pl at ed.
nmean iridescent, like a tridee star."

" Good&#8209; | ooki ng." Flinx spoke enotionlessly. "Go on."

"W went out a fewtinmes together. Said he was with port authority, which is why
| hadn't seen him around. Couldn't get through conpany security, so we net
outside. | thought I was falling in love with him He had that ability, you
know, to nake you fall in love with him He asked me to take a stroll topside
with himone night. It was pretty calmupstairs, so | said sure." She paused
"You' ve got to understand that it was real exciting intellectually where | was
wor ki ng, but socially it was plasnodium Just about everyone was a | ot ol der
than L, and frankly, none of themwere nmuch to look at. Physicality still plays
an inportant role in interpersonal relationships, you know. "

Tell me about it, he thought. He was not happy with the turn the conversation
had taken, but he had nothing to add.

She gave a little shrug. "Anyway, | think he drugged ne. He was one of them you
see. The next time L saw him he didn't | ook so handsonme anynore. Physically
yes, but his expression was different. It matched his conpanions'.’

"Speci es?" He was thinking of the AAnn's relentless assaults on advanced human

t echnol ogy.

"All human as near as | could tell. If they were alien, they had terrific
di sgui ses. They haul ed me offworld. When | woke up, it was hot and sticky and
sonewhere out there, | guess." She waved absently in the direction of the Ingre

"That's when the questions started. About ny work, how advanced it was, what the
conmpany's plans were for future expansion and devel oprment, and a | ot of basics
i ke our lab layout and security setup and so on

"I told them | couldn't answer because everything they were asking nme was
covered by the Interworld Conmerce Secrets Act. They didn't say anything. They
just turned ne over to this one tall wonman who started beating the crap out of

me. I'mnot a real brave person. So | started telling themwhat they wanted to
know, as little as possibl e about each subject.

"I knew |'d keep telling themuntil I'd told themeverything, and | had a pretty
good i dea what woul d happen to ne when |I'd finally answered their |ast question.
So | made it clear one night and ran like hell. It was pitchblack, and things
kept biting me and stabbing at nme, so | went into the river and found nmy | og and
started downstream | didn't know where | was or where | was going. | just

wanted to get away."

"You're lucky you made it as far as the river," Flinx said sonmberly. "Alaspin
has its share of nocturnal carnivores. The insects you know about."

She scratched reflexively at one leg. "I woke up here, junped to concl usions,
and thought about killing you. Now |'ve had a bath, | feel two thousand percent
better than | did the last time | was conscious, and you're going to help ne get
off this world and back to ny people. |'msure they're searching for ne, too

but not around here. In addition to being well |iked personally, I'm
irreplaceable. |'"'msure there'll be a reward for nmy return. | imagine there
always is in a situation like this."

“I"'mnot interested in any reward."

"No? You're that prosperous, at your age?" He chose to ignore her slip

"l have an inheritance. Enough for nmy needs. What about you? Wat nakes you so
popul ar ?"

She grinned ruefully. "lI'"ma gengineer. In fact, |I'mthe best gengineer."

H s expression didn't change. It didn't have to for Pip to react to his
enotional surge. The flying snake leapt fromits position on the bedpost, flew
once around the startled Carity, and then settled abruptly back on the bed

He turned away, unsure how well he had conceal ed his reaction. Not perfectly, it

seemed

"What's wong with your pet? Wiat's the matter? Did | say sonething to upset

you?"

"No, nothing." Even as he spoke he sensed the transparency of the lie. "It's

just that soneone very near to ne had trouble with some gengineers a long tine

ago." Hastily be donned the innocent&#8209;child smle that had served himso well in

hi s chil dhood days of thieving. "It's nothing now Just old history."

She was either nore perceptive or nore mature than h thought, because there was
genui ne concern on her face as she cane toward him

"You're sure it's okay? | can't change what | am"

"It had nothing to do with you. Wat occurred all took place before you were
born." Now he sm|ed again, a crooked smle, confident she woul d not know the
reason behind it. "Before | was born, in fact."

No, neither of us was born when the Society began their experinents. You were
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al ready several years old when the experinent coded "Philip Lynx" came into the
world with his DNA tossed like salad in a bow. | can't tell you that, of
course. | can't tell anyone. But | do wonder what you'd nake of me if you knew
what | was. Wuld you have any idea if I'"'ma good result or a bad one?

It would have hel ped had he grown up a scientist. Instead he had spent his
childhood as a thief. It was difficult to tell which would have revealed his
origin to himsooner.

Her fingers touched his shoulder. He stiffened, then relaxed, and she dug in
gently, massaging. The hurt is deeper than you can reach, he thought, eyeing
her .

"Flinx, you aren't afraid of ne, are you?"

"Afraid of you? That's funny. |I'mthe one who dragged you out of the jungle

hal f &#8209; dead, renenber ?"

"Yes, and |'mas grateful as anyone who owes her life to someone el se can be for
what you did for nme. You will help me | eave Al aspin before they find ne again,
won't you? They're mad but resourceful. Crazy snmart. |'mnot so sure they're
smarter than you. There's sonething about you&#8209; |'musually pretty good at
slotting people, but you're a total blank to me. You l|ook |ike a gangly,
overgrown kid, but you seemto know your way around."

Around? He smiled inwardly. Yes, you might say that |'ve been around, little
gengineer. |'ve traveled to the Blight and the fringes of the Cormonwealth. |'ve
done such things as nost men only dream of, and others that cannot be imagined.
Ch, |'ve been around, all right.

He had turned away from her again. Now he felt her pressing up against him her
front tight against his back, her arms sliding around his waist in a graceful
serpentine flanking novement as she nonverbally began to nmake it clear exactly
how grateful she was to himand how grateful she m ght be.

Wthout really know ng why, he found hinself slipping free of her grasp and
turning to face her. There was hurt on her face and real concern in her voice.
That nede it harder.

“Now what's wrong?"

"I haven't known you |ong enough to |ike you that way. Not consciously, anyhow. "
"You |iked ne better unconscious?"

"That's not what | nean, and you know it." Tinme for a subject change. "If you
still feel threatened, you ought to report what happened to you to the
authorities."”

"I told you, they have spies everywhere. That's how they got to ne in the first
place. W'd only have to talk to one wong person, and then they' d have ne
again. You they'd probably kill, just to keep fromtalking."

"That woul d upset you?"

"You're damm right it would." She was | ooking straight at him "You're a curious
savior, Flinx." She cocked her head to give hima coquettish sideways stare.
"I"'d like to find out just how curious. Don't you find me attractive?"

He swal | owed. As usual he intended to be in conplete control of the situation,
and as usual he was not.

"Extraordinarily attractive," he finally nmanaged to munbl e.

"That clears that up, anyway. Ch!" Scrap startled her as the adol escent mi nidrag
| anded on her shoul der. Unable to coil around her shoul der, he settled for
wrapping his tail tightly around her thick, short blond sidetail.

"His name's Scrap. | think he |ikes you."

"How do you do?" She bent her head to eye the tiny instrument of death snuggling
cozily against her neck. "How do you know he |ikes ne?"

"Because you're still alive."

"l see." She pursed her lips. "You said his name was Scrap?" At the nention of
hi s nanme, the young flying snake's head rose slightly.

"They tend to bond, you know? Form cl ose enotional attachnments w th human beings
they're attracted to. Do snakes bother you?"

"I"ma gengineer. Nothing living bothers me except a few creatures | can't see
with the naked eye."

| wonder what you'd think of ne if you knew ny history, he nused. "They're

tel epathic on the enotional |evel. Scrap knows what you're feeling. If he
chooses to bond with you, you'll never have a nore devoted conpanion or
effective bodyguard. Pip and 1 have been together ny whole life. |'ve never had
nore than a monent or two to regret the relationship.”

"How | ong do they live?" She was stroking the back of the flying snake's head
the way she had seen Flinx caress Pip.

"Nobody knows. They're unconmon on Al aspin, practically unknown offworld. This
is a tough place to do studies in the wild, much | ess on anything as dangerous
as a minidrag." He thought a monent. "Pip was mature when | found her, so she
nmust be around seventeen. That'd be old for a reptile, but the minidrags aren't
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reptiles.”

"No. | can feel the warnth." She smled at her new friend. "Well, you're welcone
to stay there if that's what you want."

It was. Flinx could feel it. After considering taking her in his arnms and
kissing her firmy, he sighed and sat down on his bed. He was an expert at such
scenarios but utterly inept at putting theminto practice. H s fingers worked
nervously agai nst each other.

"I said I'd help you. How do you want to proceed?"

"l have to get back to ny people. |I'msure they're worried sick by now As far
as | know, not a soul knows what's happened to ne. They'll be frantic."
"Because they mss you personally or because you' re such an inportant part of
their research nmachi nery?"

"Both," she assured himw thout batting an eye. "But it's bigger than just me
now. Fromtheir questions, | gather that these fanatics want to shut down our
whol e project. Kidnapping ne was one way to slow everything down as well as
acquire the information they wanted for the rest."

"Pardon ne, but you don't | ook old enough to be that inmportant to any conpany."
Her expression started to twist. Then she saw he was teasing her. "Your point. |
won't make any nore coments about your age if you'll do the same for ne."

“Mich better."”

"I have to get back quickly. My absence slows everything up. |I'mkind of the
insightful hub of the project. They cone to me for breakthroughs, for new ways
of looking at things. Not for everyday design work. I'mintuitive where
practically everyone el se is deductive." She spoke so matter&*#8209; of &#8209; factly that he
knew she was not boasting, just stating the facts

"It's all going to cone to a grinding halt without roe there, if it hasn't

already. Just get nme to Al aspinport. Then we'll decide what to do next. | guess
I"lI'l have to disguise nyself sonehow. Besides |ooking for nme out here, you can
be sure they'll be swarming all over the one shuttle area like |ice, or whatever

it was you called those things that scarred ny |egs."

"MIlimte bugs, nostly." He stared at her thighs

Wien he | ooked back up, he saw her grinning at him "Like what you see?"
He struggled to appear blase. "Nice |legs, bad bites."

"Maybe | shouldn't try to get out on the first ship. I'll bet not too nmany cal
at Alaspin." She was arguing with herself, he saw. "But if | don't try for the
next one, | mght be stuck here for weeks until another liner orbits, and
that'll give themthat nmuch nore tine to close in on nme. So | suppose |I'll have

totry slipping onto the first one no matter how many peopl e they have watching
the port." As if suddenly renmenbering she was not al one, she gl anced back at

him "l don't suppose you have any friends in the planetary governnent?"

"There is no planetary governnent. This is an H Cass Eight frontier world

There's a Commonweal t h&#8209; appoi nt ed adm ni strator and peaceforcers on call. That's
about it. Pretty w de&#8209; open pl ace."

"Well, it doesn't matter," she said firmy. "I have to try to make it clear on

the first available ship not only to save nyself but to ware ny people.”

"Al aspin has a deepspace beam Paid for by the protectors, | understand. You

could try contacting themthat way. '

She shook her head. "No receiver station where | cone from"

"How about beam ng a nessage to the nearest receiver world and sending it al ong
by courier?"

"I don't know. They m ght be watching the message depot here as well. And it's
easy to intercept a courier packet. Then | wouldn't know if they received ny
nessage or not. Don't underestimate these people, Flinx. | wouldn't be surprised
if they're screening everything that goes through Al aspinport. They knew enough
to snuggle me in. They'll make it hard to smuggl e anything out."

"Sounds to ne like you don't have a |ot of options."

“No." Her voice fell. "No, | guess | don't." She stared at him "You said you'd
hel p ne. | asked you for suggestions. |I'm asking you again. Maybe we coul d bribe

soneone to let us skip departure procedures."
"Not enough of a crowd to get lost in." He coughed silently into a closed fist.

"There is one other possibility. | could take you back."

She made a face. "I don't follow you. Are you tal king about sonething |ike nme
traveling along as your wife under an assumed nanme? Maybe in sonme kind of

di sgui se?"

"Not exactly. | mean | could literally take you back. See, | have ny own ship."

A long silence followed. He found hinself fidgeting unconfortably under her
stare. "You have your own ship? You nean that you come froma ship in orbit and
are waiting to rejoin the rest of the crew? That's what you nean, isn't it? An
unschedul ed freighter or sonething |ike that?"

He was shaking his head. "No. | nean that | have nmy own ship, registered in ny
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name. |'mthe owner. It's called the Teacher."

"You're teasing ne, making a joke. It isn't funny, Pins. Not after what [|'ve
been through.”

"I't's no joke. The Teacher's not very big, but it's nore than spaci ous enough
for ny needs. One nore human being won't crowd my space."”

She gaped at him "You aren't kidding, are you?" She slunped in the chair next

to the still unrestored bat hr oom&#8209; door hol o. "A ni net een&#8209; year &#8209; ol d b&#8209; a
ni net een-year &#8209; ol d who owns his own ship. By hinself? It's not sublight?"

"Ch, no," he said quickly. "It'll go anywhere in the Commonweal th you want. Ful

KK&#8209; drive, very narrow projection field, customdish lining, the full conpl enent

of automatics. | just tell it where we want to go, and she goes there."

"Who are you, Flinx, that at your age you can own an interstellar vessel? |'ve
heard that the heads of the great trading fanm lies have their own private
crafts, and that others have access to special conpany ships. | know that the
government mai ntains ships for diplomatic service, and that the Counsel ors First
of the United Church have small fast vessels for their needs. Wio are you to
treat equally with then? The inheritor of one of the Great Trading Houses?"

Mot her Mastiff would have found that amusing, Flinx knew. "Hardly. |'ve never
had much interest in conmerce in the conventional sense.”" | used to relieve the
weal thy of their excess w thout their know edge, but that hardly qualifies as
trade, he thought.

"Then what are you? What is it that you do?"

He considered the question carefully, wanting to give her an answer she could
believe without stretching the truth overnuch.

"l guess you could say |'ma student doing advanced work."

" St udyi ng what ?"

"Mostly nyself and ny immedi ate environment."

"And what is your "immediate environnent'?"

"For soneone whose life was just saved, you ask a | ot of questions. Werever
happen to be at the noment, | guess. Look," he told her with some firmess
"“I've offered to take you anywhere you want to go, to help you get safely off
this world and away from these nysterious crazies you keep tal king about. Isn't
t hat enough?"

"More than enough.”

There was no reason for himto go on, but sonmething within himconpelled himto
answer the rest of her question. "If you're so interested in how | cane by
owner ship of the Teacher, it was a gift."

"Sone gift! For what even the snallest class of interstellar vessels cost,
could live in confort for the rest of my life. So could you."

"Living in confort doesn't especially interest nme," he told her honestly.
"Traveling, finding things out, neeting interesting people, that interests ne a
great deal. | did a favor once for sonme friends, and their gift to me in return
was the Teacher."

"What ever you say." Clearly she did not believe a word he had told her but was
sensi bl e enough not to probe further. "Your personal life's none of ny

busi ness. "

"You don't have to accept if it nmkes you nervous."

He was surprised how badly he was hoping she woul d accept. True, she was a
gengi neer, a nenber of a profession he had cone to regard with both awe and
fear. But she was also attractive. No, he corrected hinself, that was not quite
right. What she was, was extraordinarily beautiful. That was not a quality often
found in tandemwi th great intelligence

Put sinply, he did not want to see the last of her. Not even if much of her
story was a carefully crafted fabrication designed solely to gain his help. If
that was the case, she had certainly achieved her aim

"OfF course | accept. What else am| going to do? I'mready to go right now, this
mnute. It's not like | have to pack. Nor do you strike ne as the sort of man
who carries around a tot of excess baggage."

Rat her than probe possibl e double nmeanings, he replied sinply, "You' re right;
don't. But we're not |eaving just yet."

"Way not?" She was obviously puzzl ed.

"Because after ferrying you hal fway across the Ingre jungle only to wake up and
find you with a knife in your hand and sel f &#8209; confessed intentions of slitting ny

"

throat, | need one decent night's rest in a real bed."

She had the grace to blush. "That won't happen again. | told you, | was
confused. "

"Doesn't matter. It's been a |ong couple of weeks for ne, and now | have to
consi der you and your troubles. W'll leave first thing tonmorrow norning, when
it's less hot. Remenber, we should be rested. You've been sleeping for days.
haven't.
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"Besides, if these people are trying to track you, delaying here will cause them
to spread their search wider and wider afield. Be that nuch sinpler for us to
avoi d detection when we |eave."

"You know best," she said reluctantly. "Look, | knowit's a |ot to ask

consi dering everything you' ve done for me already, but ny stomach feels like the
i nsi de of Cascade Cavern."

"Where's that?"

"On the world where |'mworking."

“I''mnot surprised. You've been surviving on intravenous and ampoul es since |

found you."

"Any kind of solid food woul d be wonderful ."

He considered. "l suppose your system s ready. | guess since |'mgoing to take
you an unknown nunber of parsecs, | can afford to spring for a couple of neals
as well."

"Ch, I'lIl see that you're paid," she said quickly. "When |I'mreturned, ny

conpany will pay you for the trip and your trouble."

"No need. It's been a long tinme since |'ve bought supper for a beautiful woman."
My God, he thought sharply. | actually said that, didn't 1!

The softening of her expression was proof that he had indeed.

"Just don't overdo it. Oherwise it'll kick back on you, and you'll be sick for
t he whol e journey."
"Don't worry about me. | have an iron gut. | can eat anything. O doesn't that

square with your inmage of the beautiful wonman?" She was di sappoi nted when he did
not comrent. "You say you're a student, but that stilll

doesn't tell ne what you're about."l

He checked the hallway carefully, Pip riding well back on his shoul ders, Scrap

clinging with his tail to darity's sidetail. Only when he was sure it was quiet
and enpty did he proceed in the direction of the small hotel dining room
“"That's all," he told her. "Just a student."

"Null and void. You're nore than that. I'mno enotional telepath |ike your

flying snakes, but | can tell there's nore to you than studying, Flinx. Mre
than learning. Don't tell nme if you don't want to. Damm; there | go, prying
again." He sensed rather than saw her snile. "You' ve got to excuse nme. It's the
nature of ny mnd, not to nmention ny work. If you're half the student you claim
to be, you'll understand ny curiosity."

Curiosity? Yes, he was curious. Also frustrated and angry and frightened and
exhilarated. Wasn't that true of any young human bei ng?

As to what he was really about, no one, not even the people who had played God
with his mind and body prior to his birth, knew the answer to that.

I am he thought suddenly, a drumin a vacuum

Chapter Five

There weren't many people in the dining room for which he was grateful. For the
first time in menory he found hinmself enjoying a conversation that touched on
not hing of inmportance. It was relaxing and reassuring. Wasting tinme, he found,
could be fun as well as therapeutic.

He had heard of half sleep. It was the tinme called waking by others, when one
was not quite conscious yet no | onger asleep. He had never experienced it. One
norment he was sound asl eep, the next he was fully awake and alert. There was
never anything like a transition stage as there seened to be with other people.
Whether it was a function of his peculiar mnd or sinply his street upbringing
in the back alleys of Drallar, he had no way of knowi ng. He had never spoken to
anyone el se about it.

So it was that he found hinself staring into near darkness with only the |ight
of one of Alaspin's two noons casting shadows through the room Pip was |ying
close to his face, her tongue flicking rapidly against his left eye until it
opened. Realizing that she had awakened hi m and knowi ng she woul d never do so
arbitrarily, he was instantly alert.

He kept his eyes hal f &#8209; cl osed as he studied the room A long |ow outline was
visi bl e beneath the covers on the other bed. He could hear Carity's soft

breat hi ng as she slept confortably and undi sturbed. \Wat reason, then, for

rousi ng hin? Someone el se nmight have risen then to have a | ook around. Flinx did
not. Whatever had upset Pip would nmake itself known to himas well.

Only after a while did he see the shapes noving against the far wall. He tilted
his head inperceptibly until he could see the door. At first glance it appeared
closed. Only by concentrating hard was he able to nmake out the |ight nask that
had been unrolled in front of it. Hal fopen at |east. Probably a noise mask
behind it. The treated Mylar foam woul d give the inpression to any casual

onl ooker inside or out that the door was still tightly shut.

He made out a pair but knew there might be nore. On the floor, perhaps, or
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behi nd the screen. One advanced into the |light fromthe w ndow. |nstead of
trying to avoid the noonglow, the figure continued blithely on, taking on the
slightly nottled color of the light and shadows, blending perfectly into floor
and wal | s.

Chanel eon suit, Flinx nused. Fits |like a second skin and adapts instantly to any
background and lighting. As a boy he had often wi shed for one. Not the kind of
toy children normally wish for, but then, there had been little that was normal
about his chil dhood.

The only things the chanel eon suit could not canouflage were the slits for eyes,
nose, and nmouth. Three nore sets of eerily di senbodi ed organs were advanci ng
along the other wall in the direction of the two beds. It would not be necessary
to ask the wearers their intentions. One did not enter a private roomin the

m ddl e of the night in a chameleon suit, breaking a lock in the process, to hand
someone wi nnings froma lottery.

In such a situation a nunber of options were available. You could sit up and
demand to know what the intruders wanted. You could pull a gun and start
shooting, |eaving questions for the police. O you could do as Flinx did: lie
quietly, inmtating normal sleep breathing, watching out of half&#8209;closed eyes to
see what the intruders planned to do next.

Three of them paused cl ose together. They did not converse but nerely exchanged
| ooks, having obviously planned their noves well in advance. He dared not raise
up or nmove his head for a better view.

The | eader took sonething froma pocket attached to his right leg. It gleaned
dully in the noonlight, a small canister with a flexible cuplike scoop over one
end. Gas, Flinx thought automatically. Probably odorless, colorless, and

f ast &#8209; acting. Certainly not lethal. If the intruders had intended to kill the
room s occupants, they could easily have done so fromthe door.

The figure bent |ow and noved to the foot of Carity's bed, extending the
canister before it. Abruptly it halted as sonething appeared between it and the
sl eepi ng woman. Sonet hing smal |, superfast, and hissing.

The intruders had rehearsed certain possibilities, but small superfast hissing
creatures had evidently not been figured into their various scenarios. The
sudden appearance of a small flying snake half a neter fromone's face woul d be
enough to unsettle the nbst professional assassin.

The man let out a startled oath and stunbl ed backward. It was enough to stir
Clarity. Rolling onto her back, she drew a hand across her forehead and noaned
softly. Flinx saw her eyelids flutter.

One of the canister carrier's conpanions spoke quickly and intently. "Stun the
ani mal and then her. Now "

The figure holding the canister raised it and noved a thunb over the recessed
stud, which he never had tinme to press. Fromthe tubular ridge tucked beneath
its palate, the mnidrag ejected less than half a cc of venom under high
pressure. The poison hit the intruder in the eyes.

It was the end of pretense, of stealth, of careful novenments in the dark. The
man flung the canister across the roomin a single convul sive novenent as both
hands went to his face. Screanming in pain as the highly caustic toxin ate at his
eyes, he began ripping at his suit, tearing it fromhis head. Dissolving flesh
bubbl ed audibly in the no | onger quiet room

Fl i nx dropped out of bed. Not on the far side, which was where anyone woul d
expect himto go, but into the narrow cleft between his bed and Carity's. As he
did so, a previously unobserved intruder rose fromthe other side of his bed and
fired a needl e beam which penetrated pillow, mattress, and probably the floor
beneath the bed where Flinx had been sl eeping nonents earlier. The beam was
bright blue in the darkness, and it crackled nastily.

Real i zi ng he had seared nothing but |inen, the gunman started to rise for

anot her shot at the bed's unexpectedly absent occupant, only to find Pip
hovering shockingly w thin w ngbeat of his face. H s eyes w dened, visible even
in the bad Iight, and he jerked his head to one side.

To give himcredit, he was fast. The venom struck himat the hairline instead of
in the eyes.

The man Scrap had struck lay notionless on the floor, already dead. M nidrag
neurotoxin killed in less than a minute once it entered the bl oodstream
freezing the human nervous system as easily as one would stop an appliance by
touching a button. The intruder Pip had hit had escaped this instant death.
Instead, he had to deal with the poison that was entering his head via the
auditory canal. He was staggering about and screaming as he fired wildly with

t he needier.

Pip and Scrap darted effortlessly about the room avoiding clunsy shots and
creating enornous chaos. There were nore than three intruders, Flinx saw. Mre
than five. That was when he noticed Clarity starting to sit up. Her nouth
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opened, and she inhal ed preparatory to screan ng.

Clanping his right hand over her mouth, he used his left to drag her out of the
bed and down to the floor. She fell on top of him which under different
circunstances woul d have been delightful but at that nonent did not intrigue him
in the slightest.

"Quiet," he whispered intensely as the battle raged around them "Just shut up
and be quiet. You're in the safest place in the roomright now "

She stared dazedly into his eyes, then nodded slowy. He renmoved his hand from
her face.

Al'l around them was the noise of pounding feet, screans, the nmetallic hiss of
needl ers and the hum of hand beaners as the small arny of kidnappers fired madly
at the swooping, spitting mnidrags. More often than not they ended up hitting
one anot her.

It seened to strike them sinmultaneously that they could do no good here, the way
an invading arnmy suddenly realizes it has been outflanked by the eneny it
intended to crush. A silken rip sounded as one nan plunged headfirst through the
light mask and out into the hall. Brighter Iight fromthe hallway fixtures
flooded into the room He was followed by his conmpani ons. There were too nany
for Flinx to count in the confusion. They nust have been infiltrating the room
for thirty mnutes or nore before Pip woke him

Sone continued to how as they tried to cope with the effects of minidrag toxin
while they retreated. Ot her shouts were beginning to be heard, confused and
angry voi ces. Doors opened onto other roons, and tenants peered out to see what
had di sturbed their sleep. As they caught sight of the chanel eon suits and the
weapons, they retreated in haste.

"Pi p?" Flinx straightened cautiously. "Pip, get back in here! That's enough."

It was several mnutes before the big flying snake returned to the room having
pursued the last of the intraders to the bottomof the first flight of stairs.
If Flinx had not called her back, she would have enptied her store of poison and
m ght well have killed every | ast one of their assailants. Flinx did not want
that. He planned flight, not mass nurder. And in better |ight there was always

t he chance one of the attackers m ght get off an accurate shot.

Scrap hovered behind her, straying aloft while his nother |anded at the foot of
Flinx's bed. She did not fold her wings and relax, Flinx noted, a suggestion of
nore trouble to cone.

Only then did he notice howtightly Carity was clinging to him "It's them"
she munbl ed, the fear sharpedged in her voice.

"Of course it was them Unless there's soneone el se who wants you badly enough

to kill." He |ooked toward the still open door. "There were a lot of them More
than | woul d' ve expected."
She turned her face toward him She was only centinmeters away. "I told you how

badly they want nme." He could feel her trenbling against him No fal se bravado
now. She was scared out of her wits.

"It's okay." He wanted to be clever and fearless and nonchal ant but only ended
up being hinself. "They're gone."

"The snakes," she murnmured. "The mnidrags." She glanced at Pip and her still
hovering offspring. Scrap kept pivoting in mdair, spoiling for nmore fight,
searching for fresh enen es.

She stood, and he rose with her. Half a dozen bodies littered the floor. Several
|ay facedown. Others did not. The latter were not nice to | ook upon. Flying
snake venom and nitric acid had simlar effects on human flesh. No wonder people
who were famliar with the mnidrag's abilities hurried to cross the street when
t hey saw Flinx com ng.

"Pip woke nme," he told her. "She sensed the threat. There was no need for ne to
nove first. If | had, soneone would' ve shot nme. | always try to avoid that sort
of thing because mnidrags don't have hal f &8209;reactions. You can't tell Pip just to
wound somebody. There's no such thing as a linited flying snake strike."

They stepped over the body of a very large man who had fallen at the base of
both beds. Carity's eyes rose fromthe body to the doorway.

"I wonder if they'll cone back?"

“"Not imediately. Wuld you?"

She shook her head sharply. Scrap darted toward her, and she nobved to duck.

Fl i nx hastened to reassure her.

"Relax. | think you've made a friend, though there's no way of telling if he
acted to protect ne, his nother, or you. Remenber that he can tell what you're
feeling, so he knows you nean ne no harm As long as that's true, there's no
reason for you to be afraid of him"

"You told nme," she said, straightening. "You told ne, but | still couldn't

i magi ne how | ethal they are."

"Many peopl e know that they're deadly. Wiat they don't realize is how fast and
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agile they are or howrapidly their toxin acts on the human body. Short of
mlitaryclass arnor or an atnosphere suit, there's no protection against them"
He could feel as well as see the tension in her when Scrap decided to settle
anew on her shoul der. Though the young mnidrag rel axed, he kept his wi ngs
unfurled and ready for instant flight.

"They must still be out there or Pip would be falling asleep after exerting
herself like that. Mist be trying to fornulate some new strategy."”

Clarity turned nervously to the window. "Surely they won't try to rush the
room"

"Not now they won't. Pip and Scrap aside, too nany guests saw them fl eei ng. But
if they want you as badly as they seemto, they might not act rationally.

"When they first broke in, the intention was to gas you. Probably ne as well, as
a safety neasure. If they really want you and they have access to a decent
volume of the sniff, there's nothing to keep them from gassing the whol e hotel
particularly if it's strictly norphic in nature. "

"The police?"

He grinned slightly. "M nm sonpo's a snall, open frontier town. If the hote
manager lives in, he mght, just mght, try contacting the cops. The hote
automatics will talk to police automatics. In either event, the police will take
their tine getting here. If the shooting was reported, they' |l take a lot nore
tine in the hopes that all the shooters will be dead by the tinme they arrive."
He was already at the dresser, throwing his few bel ongings into the sinple
carryal | pack. "That nmeans we have to nove fast, because if your friends intend

trying for you again, they'll want to do so before any police happen to wake up
and take an interest in the night's goi ngs&#8209; on."

She took a hesitant step toward the door. "How can we leave if they're still out
t here?"

"W have to | eave because we can't stay here. They canme in when the door was

| ocked. They won't stop because a few people happened to see themleaving." He
took her by the hand. "They might be on their way back up already. W don't want
to hang around and find oat."

She et himpull her along. "Were are you going?" He did not reply.

Pip rose fromFlinx's shoulder to scan both ends of the hall, whizzing in
seconds fromone end to the other and back again to her master. N ght&#8209;!1ights
glowed fromtheir recesses, giving everything an eery olive&#8209; hued cast.
Only one door stood ajar, framng a |arge older man with a protrudi ng paunch.

H s whol e head had been shaved down to the ears. Hair trailed a dozen
centinmeters over them surrounding his head. The effect in the dimlight was as
i f someone had yanked a fringed cap down bel ow his eyes

"Hey, what's happening? What's going on?" He | eaned out into the hall as they
approached. "Party's too loud for ne. |I'mgonna | ook for another hotel."

"Us, too," Flinx told him his eyes working the corridor

Pip spread her wi ngs and zoomed ahead. The big nman, who | ooked |ike he did not
fear anything in this or any other world, caught sight of the onconing mnidrag
and |l et out a shocked oath. He ducked back into his room and Flinx heard the
emergency latch click shut el ectronically.

"Everyone here knows what a minidrag can do. " Flinx started down the fire
stairs. "As long as Pip stays in front of us, no one else will."

She was going to need a huge neal, he knew. Hovering and flying so nuch burned a
tremendous amount of energy. It seened inpossible they could maintain flight for
so long, but as little was known about the flying snakes' internal makeup as was
known about the rest of their nature

They descended carefully, Flinx grateful that the hotel was only three stories
hi gh. No one challenged themin the stairwell, where the night&#8209;1ights were even
di mrer than those |ining the hallways

There were two doors at the bottom one to either side of the tower |anding. One
probably | ed back into the hotel, to the kitchen or warehousing area. The ot her
led ...

Into a service alley that ran between commercial structures, which they entered
after Flinx had disarnmed the fire alarmon the door. A narrow, charged rail ran
down the center of the alley, providing power and lift for robotic delivery
vehicles. Flinx cautioned Clarity to avoid the rail as they hurried down the
damp corridor. It would not kill, but it could badly shock a full &*#8209; grown man
"Where are we going? To get a vehicle, right? W're going to get transportation
and head for Alaspinport. WIIl there be a rental agency open this |ate?"

"In a town |like Mnm sonpo you can get anything you want at any hour, if you
have enough nmoney. But we aren't going to rent. Rentals can be noted, and
traced. "

He anxi ously scanned the route ahead. Not for the first time in his life he
wondered if he should be carrying a weapon. The only problemw th a gun was that
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it was a provocation as nmuch as a defense. Besides, Pip would deal mnuch nore
effectively with any serious threat. Her reactions were a hundred tines faster
than his. As a child he had found hinmself in situations where possession of a
weapon woul d have been nore of a hindrance than a help, so he had | earned to get
along without them That did not keep himfrom occasionally w shing for the
conforting weight of one at his belt or in a shoul der hol ster.

Scrap rode high on Carity's shoul der, a good indication that the danger, while
not ended, was not inmediate. He could not count on her pursuers del aying for
very |long, he knew. They night be in the bedroom al ready, m ght have di scovered
their quarry mssing. The next thing they would do would be to thoroughly search
the hotel and its i mediate environs, checking other roons to see if Flinx and
Clarity had sought refuge with another guest. Certainly the front entrance woul d
be covered fromthe start.

It would take thema while to figure out that the alarmon the back stairs had
been di sconnected | ong enough to | et sonmeone out into the service alley. Despite
hi s caution, he knew they were leaving all kinds of trails behind them Body
scent hei ghtened by fear, pheronbnes, heat signatures&#8209;all could be isolated and
followed if one had the right kind of equipment. It could not be hel ped. Wether
their pursuers were equi pped with such sophisticated tracking devices depended
on whet her they had anticipated possible failure. It did not seemlikely, but he
could not count on convenient oversights to shield them

"This way." He all but wrenched her arm | oose pulling her around a sharp corner.
Now t hat Al aspin's second nmoon had joined its conmpanion in the night sky, the
light was better for trying to find a new route through the city.

Al ready they were passing residences, the service alley far behind as they kept
to back streets. Lights made ow s' eyes of oval and round wi ndows while the echo
of tridee and nmusic drifted out to the otherwi se enpty streets. There were no
bugs to worry about. Industrial electronic repellers kept even the persistent
mllimte bugs a hundred neters fromthe nearest structure. Unfortunately,

M nmmi sonpo was not weal thy enough to afford clinmate control, so it was still hot
and humid. Sweat trickled fromboth refugees as they ran.

"Where are we going?" darity gasped. "I don't know how nuch | onger | can keep
this up." She was breathing with difficulty in the midnight heat.

"You'll keep it up as long as necessary, because |I'mnot going to carry you."
They had | eft the private homes behind and found thensel ves surrounded by air
pressure dones and fabric warehousing. "I'mlooking for the right

transportation.”

She frowned as she searched the vicinity. "Here? | don't see any cars."

"I"'mnot looking for an aircar or slinkem" he told her tersely. "That's the
first type of vehicle they'd watch for. | want something difficult to trace." He
paused. "This'll do."

It didn't look like nuch of a fence, only a succession of posts set in the
ground five neters apart. Each was six nmeters high and pulsed with faint yell ow
l'i ght.

"That's a photic barrier," she said. "You can't clinb it because there's nothing
to clinb, you can't walk through it, and you can't tip over any of the posts. Do
anything to disrupt the alignnment and you'll probably set off a dozen distinct
alarms.”

Once again he ignored her as he studied the half dozen nachi nes parked beneath a
rain shield on the far side of the service yard. All were battered and heavily
used and unlikely to draw attention to thenselves. It was exactly what he wanted
for hinself and his companion. He settled on a |large |unbering skimrer whose
back end consi sted of conpartnentalized cubes for storing prepackaged cargo. It
coul d have been anything froma hazardous&#8209; waste dunper to a dairy delivery
vehicle. Carity paid no attention to him She was scanning the dark buil dings
they had skirted, |ooking for silent shapes afoot in the night. She didn't turn
around until she heard the barely audible soft clicking

From a back pocket Flinx had extracted sonething the size and shape of a pack of
pl astic cards. Taking a couple of steps away fromthe wall, he drew back his arm
and flipped the object in a sweeping underhand notion. Instead of sailing in al
directions across the danp street, the plastic strips snapped together to forma
straight line five meters in length. Using his hands, he bent it in tw places
to create a rigid U shape taller and considerably wi der than his body.

Clarity eyed it dubiously. "Wat's that for? It's not tall or strong enough to
use as a | adder."

"It's not a ladder. It's a portable gate." Pressing one hand agai nst each side
of the Us interior, he lifted the entire frame. Holding it around himlike a

| evitating headdress, he wal ked right through the photic wall. The gl owi ng
sensors didn't flicker as he intercepted their beans. No alarns flared to life
Pi p rode through on his shoul der
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Now he turned on the other side and repositioned the gate for her. "Come on.

Unl ess you'd rather stand out in the street."”

Unabl e to concoct a reason for hesitating, she did as he instructed, bending to
slip under his armas he held the gate for her.

Safely inside the barrier, he gave the gate a magician's tw st and she gaped as
it collapsed back into his hand. He slipped the packet back into his pocket.
"Doppl er deck," he explained. "Bends |ight around you. It can't make you

i nvisible, but under the right conditions you can fake it pretty well. Bent the
sensors around both of us. We didn't interrupt them Just made them avoid us."
"Fascinating." She followed himas he strode rapidly across the lightly paved
yard. "Expensive?"

He nodded. "It's not the sort of toy you'd find at a special sale. It's a

preci sion instrunent designed to | ook like junk, which is costly. Wen | was
younger, | used sonmething like it that was a lot cruder. Sonmetines it did what
it was supposed to. Alot of the tinme it didn't. That was inconvenient at best,
enbarrassing at worst. | determined that if | could ever afford it, |'d have the
best anal og equi prent made. So | had this built for ne."

"I's that because you have to frequently override private security procedures?"
"Not really. | just like to have good tools handy."

"“You said you used sonething like it when you were younger. VWat did you do as a
child that required the use of something like that?"

"I was a thief," he told her sinply. "It was the only way | could survive. '°
"Are you still a thief?"

"No. Now | pay for everything | need, sooner or later."

"More sooner or |ater?"

"Depends on ny nood."

They hurried past the line of vehicles until he halted before the bul ky cargo
ski mrer. Anot her pocket yielded a folded | eatherine wallet that when opened
reveal ed a host of tiny tools. Each was as perfect and beautiful as a jewel. In
point of fact, the thranx who had fashioned the wallet and its contents for him
was renowned as a jeweler. Such projects as Flinx's wallet were a hobby for him
a hobby that Flinx knew was nore |lucrative than the thranx's admtted

pr of essi on

Choosi ng one particular instrument, he commenced working on the triseal ed secure
| ock that held the skimrer's door closed. Though still fearful of inmmediate
attack, Carity was so absorbed in watching himwork that she no | onger stared
past the photic barrier at the street beyond.

"You nust've been a good thief."

"l was al ways consi dered advanced for my age. | don't think I've inproved since
but | have better tools to work with now "

The door did not even click when he popped it open. He clinbed up and slid in
behind the drive controls

The ignition was unlocked. It was easier to secure the doors than the engi ne and
power plant. Under his skilled touch the readouts cane to |life. He glanced
approvingly out at Clarity and nodded. Scrap rel eased her hair to flutter into
the cab, taking up a resting position on the back of the passenger's seat.

El sewhere ski mers had open cabs, but not on Al aspin. Here all were enclosed

ai r &#8209; condi ti oned, and bugresistant. Wich would be especially nice as they were
going to be traveling at night, he knew.

Clarity grabbed a handle and pull ed herself up beside him She cl osed her door

and turned to regard himin anmazenent. "You know, |'m beginning to believe you
actually have a chance of getting us offworld. You sure you're onl y&#8209; " She caught
herself. "Sorry. | prom sed not to nention that again, didn't 1?"

"You did."

The skinrer made nore of a racket on low lift than he had hoped it would, but

since the service yard he had penetrated was presuned secure, there was no need

for a human guard to be kept on duty. The security nonitor would report anything
unusual to a central facility as well as to the district police

Since there was no done or solid roof, he assuned the presence of a short &*#8209; range
security blanket, close cousin to the photic wall he had already sidestepped

That woul d be necessary to prevent any woul d&#8209; be thi eves or vandals from sinply
flying in over the wall. He al so expected vehicles inside the wall to be
appropriately equipped with the neans for negating it. A couple of mnutes' work
with the skinmmer's onboard 'pate produced the requisite broadcast code. He

punched it in and waited patiently for it to notify the conmpany's centra

security facility.

Hopefully no one would read the evening's report until morning. By then the

absence of the big skimer would probably have been noted visually. It would

take time to determ ne that no night deliveries or pickups had been schedul ed,

nore time to nake certain the skimmer had not been borrowed by an authorized
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driver or executive. By the time Al aspinport authorities could be informed of
its presuned theft and provided with a description, its nocturnal riders would
have abandoned it none the worse for wear except for run&#8209; down batteries. For the
use of which, he unnecessarily nmentioned to Clarity, he intended to pay.

They had one bad nmonent as the skimmer |ifted eighty neters above the yard and
turned left out of the city. Qut in the commercial district, away fromthe bars
and simulated strip joints and stinclubs, few |ights showed bel ow&#8209; until a
smal l er, much faster skimer shot by hard aport. Carity yelped and tried to
duck between the seats while Scrap rose and darted in all directions at once,
getting in Flinx's way and causing mnor havoc with his steering.

Flinx had a brief, appalling glinpse of the other vehicle as it veered sharply
to the left w thout banking. Laughing, probably drunk young faces given ghostly
life by the skimer's internal lights |eered at himfor an instant and were
gone.

"Kids." He | ooked down and to his right. "Get up. Your friends haven't found us.
It was just kids out joyriding. Not much else to do in a place |ike M mm sonpo.
Even scientists and prospectors have kids."

They were out over raw jungle now, heading for the i mense savanna that bordered
both sides of the Aranoupa River. Followi ng the river southwest would take them
to the granite outcropping occupi ed by Al aspinport, a crooked finger of |and
extending out into the sea.

She rose slowy, fright fading fromher face like a tenporary tan. She | ooked

smal |, vul nerabl e, and afraid.

"I"'msorry. It was just so unexpected. Everything was going so well. You were
handl i ng everything so snoothly."

"I'"'mstill handling things snmoothly." His attention wandered fromthe night sky

to the readout that showed their position relative to M nmm sonpo and

Al aspinport. Their transportation m ght be a well &8209; used antique, but the internal
el ectronics were reassuringly up&#8209;to0&#8209; dat e.

Sitting back in her seat, she rubbed at her eyes with the backs of both hands,

then | ooked over at him "You're sure it was just a bunch of kids?"

He nodded. "Seventeen, eighteen. M nm sonpo's not a bad place for soneone

wi t hout education or training to try for a fortune."”

"Li ke you, maybe? Except you aren't a kid."

Feeling it appropriate under the circunstances, he tried to snmle and discovered

that he could not. "I was born old. | was never a kid. No, that's not quite it;
| was born tired."
"I don't believe you. | think you just like to pretend that you're slow and

tired to keep others fromtrying to find out nore about you."
"Can't you just accept the fact that |'ma quiet |loner who |ikes his peace and
qui et and privacy?"

"No, | can't."

"Way not ?"

"Because | think |I know you better than that already, if you'll excuse ny
presunption. You are also the strangest young man |'ve ever nmet inny life. |
guess you'll be upset if |I add that | find you particularly attractive, too."

"No. You can tell ne that all you want." He was afraid she woul d do just that,
but she did not. Apparently his reply was all she had wanted to hear.

It was the last question, for a while, anyway. She nestled back into her seat
and gazed silently out at the enpty Al aspinian night. Meanwhile he worried about
t he absence of a decent scanner. The skinmmer was equi pped with standard delivery
system el ectroni cs, which neant you could always tell where you were but had no
i dea where anyone else was. It would hel p when they reached Al aspi nport and he
sought to abandon the vehicle in a safe place, but it was useless for trying to
find out if you were being paralleled, followed, or otherw se tracked.

Pip could detect hostile intent, but only over a short distance. The m nidrag
was sound asl eep, exhausted by her earlier exertions in his defense. Even Scrap
rested, a gleam ng scaly bracelet lit by the glow of the skimer's

i nstrumnent ati on.

He preferred to assume their departure had gone undetected than to think of
Clarity's assailants trailing themjust out of sight. By now they must be
conbing the alleys and buildings around the hotel. The I|ikelihood of their

di scovering the missing cargo skimer and connecting it to their quarry was
small. He rem nded hinself that he had no i dea how extensive or advanced their
tracki ng equi prent m ght be.

He woul d have preferred conmpany in the sky. The | one cargo skinmer woul d stand
out on any plotting screen. Few people chase to travel across the treetops at

ni ght.

There he went, borrowing trouble again. Tiring hinself out nentally dealing with
a nonexistent threat. Better to conserve hinself for real danger.
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A gl ance showed his companion still alert and staring out the window "Try to
get some sleep. The sun'll be up soon."

“I"l1l sleep when |'moff Al aspin and in space&#8209; plus. The last time | tried to
sl eep, | had a rude awakening." She indicated the instruments. "Can't this hulk
go any faster?"

"I't's not built for speed. | picked it because | thought it would be the nost

i nconspi cuous on a screen and the nmost likely to be parked on full charge.

coul d have chosen sonething snaller, nore maneuverabl e, and quicker. W could

al so have run out of power in the mddle of the savanna. You don't want to try
wal ki ng out of the Aranoupa savanna. The surface has a nasty habit of turning to
sl udge underfoot, and its full of unpleasant things that don't react kindly to
having their habitat disturbed. Better we get to Al aspinport slowy but surely.
"Besi des, anyone hunting you would first go after an obvi ous passenger craft,

not a clunker like this."

"You've worked it out very carefully. And | thought you just grabbed the first
machi ne you thought you could break into."

"I could have broken into any of them And |'msure |'ve still overlooked
somet hing i nportant.”
"You know," she said admiringly, "I think I'lIl be better off if I just shut up

and |l et you take care of ne instead of asking stupid questions."”

"That's the first thing you' ve said since | net you that justifies your nane."
She shook her head but could not repress a smile. "AMully young to be so
sarcastic." She turned back to the wi ndow and the dark view outside

The skinmrer was noving right at a hundred and fifty kph, clearing the tops of
the tallest grasses by a good fifty neters. Cccasionally Flinx would angle |eft
or right sinply to vary their course and confuse any plotting conmputer that

m ght be tracking them Significant variations would waste too much power. He
wanted to keep enough of a charge in the skimrer's cells to approach Al aspi nport
in awde curve, fromthe ocean side instead of fromthe savanna. That woul d
further confuse anyone trying to tail them

"How rmuch | onger ?"

He checked the dash cartographic readout. "Straight line from M nm sonpo to

Al aspi nport is about fourteen hundred kilometers. W'll be there in time for
lunch. You don't mind if we skip eating, do you'? Not that | wouldn't mnd
sonething, but | don't want to waste tine in a restaurant.”

"“I'''m hungry right now. "

He sighed. "Have a | ook around. This is a working machine. | don't see a protein
synthesi zer, but 1'lIl bet there's an internal still for condensing drinking
water out of the air. There nmight be flavorings or concentrates sonewhere. A
heavy&#8209; duty cl oud banger like this might come equi pped with energency rations in
case the driver is forced down somewhere."

“I''I'l have a | ook."

It took her half an hour to produce fruit&#8209;flavored ration bars and juice
concentrates to add to the water the skimer drew fromthe sky. The result was a
nutritious if pedestrian meal. Human fuel

Once back on the Teacher he could offer her a real repast. It had el aborate
synthesizing facilities. A candlelight dinner simulated by el ectronics. Repair
robots rapidly reprogrammed to serve as butlers and waiters. He grinned to

hi nsel f. He could nake a real production out of it, inpress her with his
resources and skills. And did he want to inpress her? He tried not to glance
furtively in her direction.

She had offered to help drive, and he had turned her down. The long flight

rel axed him He was much nore confortable with electronics than with people.
Sure, why not inpress her? Maybe on board the Teacher, back in famliar
surroundi ngs, he would be able to relax in her presence. Get to know her and
find out if she was half as brilliant as she thought she was. Certainly whoever
was chasing her had a high opinion of her abilities.

She was not the only one torn with curiosity, he reflected as he snmoothly guided
the skinmmer into a slow turn westward

Chapter Six

Since no ship rose to intercept themor question their presence, he felt
reasonably safe in approaching Al aspin on a narrower path than he had originally
pl anned, coming in fromthe north instead of the east. Wwen he was fifty

kil ometers out, he swerved sharply onto a straight heading for the shuttl eport,
saving a half hour's flight tine

They passed over the broad northern bay with its deserted white sand beaches,
shadowi ng hal f a dozen | owflying sea skinmers that were working the shellfish
beds off the inner reef. Alaspin's extensive, shallow oceans were ideal breeding
grounds for shellfish, both native and introduced varieties, but the industry
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was just getting started. Modst of what was gathered was for |ocal consunption.
Not that he cared about naking nmoney, it was just that all his life he had been
around people for whom comerce was the raison d t6tre, and he coul d not avoid
picking up a little of their way of thinking. Mther Mastiff, for exanple,
preferred to talk about different ways of making noney above all el se.

He had acquired, however, greater concerns than building a fortune. Mney was,
after all, nothing nmore than a neans for securing freedom and freedom was the
precursor to learning. And | earning? Wat was |earning for? He had not quite
deci ded that one yet.

Hell, I'"monly nineteen. Think about Cdarity Held instead, he told hinself.
Better still, think about her |egs and&#8209; he cl anped down ruthlessly on that |ine
of thought. Not yet. Don't think about that yet. For now, concentrate on meking
it safely back to the Teacher.

Al aspi nport's underside was singl e&#8209; story gritty, bubbling with tenporary storage
dones whose sol e purpose was to separate goods within fromfauna and climate
without. The few tall structures tended to cluster along the high ridge of |and
that formed a bluff overlooking the ocean at the end of the port peninsula.

The shuttleport itself occupied a section of cleared Savanna south of the main
city. Though it slowed themdown, Flinx inserted the skinmer in the automatic
traffic guide pattern above town. It offered anonynity and convenience. Clarity
was delighted to be back anbng crowds, sensing false safety in civilization.

I nstead of requesting formal |anding permission at the port, he set down anong a
cluster of other commercial vehicles near a recharging station. Fromthere it
was a short walk to a public tramthat let themoff inside the port itself.
There were several private shuttles parked off in their own area. Since no
comrercial ships hung in orbit that day, the only traffic was atnospheric,
aircraft traveling between Crapinia and Moscoop, frontier towns farther from

Al aspi nport than even M mm sonpo. The absence of a conmercial shuttle | owered
Clarity's spirits.

"If they're here, and you can bet they're all over the port, all they have to do
is close in on anything prepping for |aunch."

"Way shoul d they? What business is it of theirs if a corporation or famly
shuttl e nakes ready to depart? There's no reason to assune you' d be traveling on

one."

"But they'|ll see nme. They'll be watching all the departure |ounges, and they'll
see ne."

He tried to mute his exasperation. "First of all, while |I don't know what Kkind

of contacts these people have on Alaspin, no one's allowed in the private
shuttl e departure | ounge w thout proper clearance.”

"Then they' Il be watching from just outside."

He considered. "Then we'll just have to get you through w thout being seen."
"How? Di sgui se?"

"No. | think there's a sinpler and nore effective way."

Overhead | um nescent broadband displays directed themto the part of the port he
was | ooking for, where a snall man sat in a snmall office behind a flat LCD
screen. He | ooked up expectantly as they entered.

"Can | be of service?"

Fl i nx pushed toward the narrow barrier that separated work fromwaiting area. "I
want to use the facilities."

The man's wel conming snile faded. "I'msorry. |I'lIl be happy to do any work you
require, but we're not a selfservice concern. Insurance regul ations and all
that, you know. "

Flinx extracted a thin plastic card fromhis pants, the lock on the card reading
his thunmbprint and heat signature and obediently detaching it fromthe
securestrip that kept it fastened to the inside of the pocket. It was an

ordi nary&#8209; | ooki ng bright blue card.

"Run this through your show and tell."

The man hesitated, then shrugged and conplied. Carity noted that he never did

| ook up fromthe screen once the card had been decoded.

"Fix me a price," Flinx finally told himwhen the man failed to respond.

"VWhat ?"

"I said, fix ne a price for the use of your equiprent."”

"Price. Sure." He nodded rapidly, started to rise, then slunped. "I told you
that we're not sel f&#8209;service. | just can't possibly ...

Wt hout asking perm ssion, Flinx cane around the barrier and ran his fingers
over the screen's secureboard. The man | ooked up at him

"You can't mean that."

By way of reply Flinx pressed SCREEN RUN. The machi ne beeped as it recorded the
transaction. The man | et out a | ong breath.

"What now? What do you want nme to do?"
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"Go have sonmething to eat, or go to the bathroom or go call your wife."
"I'mnot married," the clerk nmunbl ed dazedly.

“Then go call a friend."

"Yeah. Right."

He left the office quickly. Flinx | ocked the door behind him

"What did you do?" Clarity asked, watching himclosely.

"Rented the facilities. Cone with nme."

She fol l owed. "What kind of place is this?" Piles of crates and boxes filled

pl atfornms and shelves in the | ong chanber behind the office

"You'll see. Stand here." He positioned her on a circular platform

"What are you going to do?" She eyed the platformand the nearby nmachinery
warily. "Build nme a disguise?”

"Not exactly." He sat down opposite another |arge LCD screen and keyboard,
studying it thoughtfully.

"What if they find us here?" He had been exam ning the screen and board for five
m nutes, and she was starting to fidget.

"They won't find us here," he said absently. "Hold still." H's fingers rose to
the keys.

She | ooked down, startled. "Hey, what&#8209;"

"l said, don't nove."

She froze, puzzled but trusting. She had no choice but to trust him

It was a very elegant box. Normally it was used for transporting live, exotic
tropi cal vegetation. The twoneter&*#8209;tall cylinder was tinted green and brown to
match its usual contents and came lightly scented. It occurred to Flinx that he
had neglected to ask if she was claustrophobic, but it was too | ate now.

The packagi ng equi pmrent wove the custom container out of a special fibrous

mat eri al produced on Al aspin. The strong cellul oid base would allow the free
flow of air while sinultaneously shielding the container's contents from

radi ati on, which neant it would also foil any casually applied detection
scanners. Internal noise would be nuted. As befitted the transportation of
expensi ve tropical vegetation, it was heavily padded on the inside. It noved on
its own builté&#8209;in, yttrilithium battery&#8209; powered repul sion kit. Gyroscopic
progranmm ng kept it perfectly upright to protect the delicate petals of the
plant inside. As a final touch he had stenciled on the exterior, PRODUCT OF
ALASPI N&#8209; SENSI Tl VE FLORA&#8209; DO NOT OPEN, SCREEN, OR HANDLE

"I hope that's confortable,” he said al oud when he had finished. There was no
answer, of course. She couldn't hear him nor he, her. The air inside the
cylinder would be a little on the warm side, but while tenporarily
unconfortable, she was in no danger of suffocation.

He kept a surreptitious eye out for suspicious types as he convoyed his persona
baggage t hrough port Security. No one intercepted himin the | ounge, and no one
confronted himas he guided the cylinder through the boarding corridor toward
his shuttle. Then he was loading the little craft's cargo bay, a touch on the

t hrowaway repul sor's control sending it rising by itself into the belly of the
shi p.

"Al nost clear," he said al oud, though she still could not hear him

He instructed the shuttle's conputer verbally, giving sinple |ift&#8209;off and
docki ng instructions, then settled back into the pilot's seat and waited. Upon
receiving departure clearance fromport authority, the shuttle taxied itself
into position. A noment |later it was roaring down the runway, gathering speed,
its wheels folding up into the delta wings and nose as they cleared the first
marsh grass. Thin purple blossons vibrated in the wake of its passing

Clarity had worried needl essly. Woever had ki dnapped her m ght be resourceful
but they were not ommi potent. He rose. Using interior handholds as gravity |eft
him he pulled hinmself back toward the cargo hold. It was tinme to unpackage his
passenger.

The woman st anding over himwas very tall and extrenely pretty, nuch too
beautiful for the vapi d&#8209; faced young man who had conme in with her. An oddly
mat ched coupl e, but very polite. Al nost deferential

"You said he had a woman with hin? A young woman?" The towering bl onde wore the
uni form of a port authority guard

"Yes." This excited both of themtrenendously, though they took obvious pains to
hide it. He still could not decide which one was in charge. "Wwy? Is there a
probl en?" The size of the bribe he had received fromhis earlier visitor was

wei ghing heavily on his mnd.

"No, no problem" the young man said softly. W just want to ask the young | ady
a coupl e of questions."

"Excuse ne." A matronly worman in a bright pink and yellow dress cane through the
door, a plant basket slung under one arm "| have sonme fresh&#8209; cured mani ga root
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I'd like shipped today to Tascé&#8209;"
The tall blonde stepped in front of her. "Sorry. This office is closed."
The clerk behind the narrow counter blinked. "C osed? No, we're open here unti

six."
"It's closed,"” the blonde reiterated w thout |ooking back at him
"But he just said ..." the matron began.

The tall woman reached down, put a hand in the center of the ol der woman's
chest, and shoved. The matron stunbl ed backward, barely keeping her bal ance, and
gaped.

"Well, if you're closed, you're closed!" She spun and hurried out of the office
"Hey, wait a minute!" the clerk shouted, rising fromhis chair. "Oficial port
busi ness is one thing, but&#8209;"

"It won't take long." The young nman noved nearer as his tall female conpanion
gently shut and | ocked the door. "And it will go rmuch faster if you cooperate."
"Of course I'lIl cooperate,” the clerk told himirritably, "but that's no reason
to close us down."

"Questions are understood nuch better when they're not interrupted in the
asking," the bl onde said.

What a | ovely speaking voice, the clerk thought, staring at her. Everything
about her was gorgeousé&#8209; except her attitude. And the port guards were noted for
their politeness.

"Maybe," he said suddenly, "1'd better make a call and check wi th some people
before | answer any nore questions." He reached down for the comunit slung
beneath his term nal

The bl onde reached it in two strides and | ocked her fingers around his wist.
"Maybe, " she said softly. "you'd better not."

He tried to break her grip, but it was as if his wist had been | assoed with
wire. He forced hinself to calmdown. Al these people wanted was sone
information, and who was he to deny then? There was the back door, but as she
rel eased his wist he had the idea that making a run for it would not be a good
idea. Why ruin his day and naybe nore than that to shield sone stranger's
privacy?

"All right." He sat carefully back in his chair. "Go ahead and ask your
guestions.”

"Thanks," the young man said. His left eyelid was junping noticeably. "The
people we're after are trying to ruin an entire world. You wouldn't want that to
happen, woul d you?"

"Of course not. What right&#8209;thinking citizen wants that for any worl d?"

The twitching went away, though it did not stop completely. "See?" He | ooked
back up at the overpowering blonde. "I told you it would be okay."

"I still think we should do it the other way, but&#8209;" She shrugged. "&#8209;get on with
it."

The clerk found that he was trenbling slightly inside, even though he had nade
the right decision

Chapter Seven

Al t hough she rel axed conpletely for the first time since he had net her once the
shuttl e cl eared i onosphere, Flinx did not. He had been around too much and seen
too nuch to know that nere vacuum of fered no assurances of safety. He watched
and |istened intently, but nothing cane near them Traffic around Al aspin was
nonexi stent. The comunit was silent. They were al one

Clarity Held had been inpressed by his description of the Teacher. She was
overwhel ned when the |long, sleek mass of the starship hove into view beyond the
shuttle's viewports. Wen she finally set foot inside after transferring through
the personnel |ock, the only reaction remaining to her was awe.

They were in the area that on a comercial vessel would have been designated a
comons but that Flinx donmestically called his den. In the center stood a raised
pond filled with tropical fish fromseveral worlds. It was surrounded by bushes
and wel | &#8209; t ended pl ants. The ceiling was dressed in a type of vine that grew
extrenmely well in artificial light and did not shed

Flinx was very fond of green. The world on which he had been raised was thick
with evergreen forest. Pip's home world was all jungle and savanna. He had seen
enough of both desert and ice to care for neither.

Artificial gravity nade it all possible, even the bubbling fountain in the
center of the pool that spouted both normal and |ight water. Heavy water behaved
normal ly on board, but light water could be stained different colors. It was a
bl end of glycerine and gases encased in incredibly thin polymer nenbranes. It
burst into the air in the formof multihued bubbles that were sucked up to

vani sh into a cone conceal ed by the ceiling vines. The cone condensed and
recycl ed the bubbl es through the water bel ow
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The furniture was real, rough&#8209; hewn wood | ayered with thickly stuffed cushions
that responded nusically to whoever sat on them adjusting their nmelodies to the
novenents and enotions of the sitters. Purple and deep blue fornms chased each

ot her seemingly at random around the circular walls, |like so nany bugs at a
racetrack. The randommess of the chase was part of the art. The den was a

remar kabl e m x of angul ar geonetric shapes and glowing lights, of green grow ng
t hi ngs and sparkling water, of nature and science.

Clarity wandered around the roominspecting flora and art. Each el ement of the
decor stood out bright as a child' s eyes, as carefully crafted and arranged as
if by a professional. Flinx had sinmply thrown it all together.

When she was finished, she found her breath again. "You actually do own all

thi s?"

"People tend to give ne things." Flinx smled in enbarrassnment. "I don't know
why. A few |'ve picked up on ny travels." He gestured. "The fountain and the
plants are there because | enjoy |ooking at both. There are robots, but | prefer
working with growing things nyself. | seemto have a way with plants."

He did not tell her he thought his success with plants had sonething to do with
his empathic telepathy, nor did he nmention the theories that stated that plants
wer e capabl e of enption and feeling. She already thought of himas weird, even
if he had saved her life.

Maybe | shoul d' ve been a farner, he thought. Not that there was much room for
farmers on Moth. If he had asked for help, the kind of plants Mther Mastiff
woul d probably have encouraged himto grow woul d have been illegal.

"We ought to | eave," she said abruptly, as if renmenbering what they were doing
on his ship.

"We're already on our way."

“"Where?" She | ooked around in surprise, but there were no ports in the common
room

"Qut system away from Al aspin orbit." He checked his wist chrononeter. "It's an
easy comuand to give. The ship takes verbal direction. Mich easier than trying
to enter it via keyboard. If you hear a third voi ce speaking, cool,

fem ni ne&#8209; neutral, that's the Teacher. It's not capable of reasoning, so don't
try arguing with it. | prefer it that way. | wanted sonething that would respond
i medi ately to ny wi shes and not debate possibilities with ne."

"Unli ke nme?" She wal ked over to the rock rimwal | that enclosed the pool and sat
down on the edge, trailing one hand in the water. A flash of crinson steel
drifted over on turquoise wings to inspect her fingers. She reached lazily in
its direction, and it darted awnay with a flick of trifinned tail.

"Peopl e give you things. Like this ship, you said.”

"I have a nunber of interesting friends. They built it for ne, actually." He
shook his head with the remenbrance of it. "I still don't know how they did it.
Sonehow it didn't strike me as the kind of thing they' d be good at, but then,
they didn't seem good at anything. Surprising friends."

"Ch, how lovely!" She rose and stepped away fromthe pool. "Wat's this?"

She ran her hand over what | ooked |like a dozen Mobius strips orbiting a common
center. Were they nmet and intersected they appeared to vani sh into nothi ngness.
Wien she touched one, a deep bass runbling filled the conmon room Touching

anot her generated a crude whistling. There was nothing hol ding the arrangenent
in place a neter and a half above the deck.

"Some kind of gravity projection?"

"I don't know." He shrugged. "I acquired it without instructions or explanation,
I'mafraid." He nodded forward. "Put your hand in the nmiddle, where the strips
converge."

"Way? WII it disappear?”

He smiled. "No."

"Al'l right."

Eyei ng himchal | engi ng, she slowy nmoved her hand into the intersecting space.
Her fingers were slightly parted. Instantly, her eyes shut tight and a | ook of
pure bliss passed over her face. Her nouth parted slightly to reveal teeth
tightly clenched. Slowy her head arched backward, then rolled forward, taking
her whol e upper body with it like a ribbon caught in a sudden breeze. He had to
run to catch her.

He half carried, half dragged her to the nearest |ounge and gently placed her on
t he responsi ve uphol stery. The back of her left hand rested agai nst her
forehead, and beads of sweat were collecting on her skin |like Burmese pearls.
She wore the expression for two nminutes. Then she blinked, wi ped away the sweat,
and turned to face him

"That wasn't fair," she said huskily. "I didn't expect&#8209;anything like that."
"Neither did | the first tine | put ny hand inside. It's a little overwhel ning."
"Alittle?" She was gazing longingly at the floating confluence of Mobius
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strips. "lI've never felt anything like that in nmy life, and nmy hand was only in
there for a noment. But it wasn't just ny hand, was it?" She | ooked back up at

him "It was ny whol e body."

"it was your entire being, your self plugged into a hi gh&#8209; vol tage socket without

the danger. At least, | think there's no danger. Just that wondrous surge of

pl easure. "

"That," she said firmy as she sat up straight on the | ounge, "ought to be
illegal."

He turned away fromher. "It is.”

"l never heard of such a device. Were's it built?"

"On an illegal world by illegal people. There are no restrictions on it because

insofar as | know, it's the only one of its kind. Nobody el se knows it exists

The peopl e who made this ship for nme&#8209;" He | ooked around the commons room "&#8209; made
that as well. Another gift. They wanted to make sure | felt happy all the tineg,

so they provided me with the neans to do so."

"You could die fromthat nmuch happiness."

"I know. Its designers have greater tolerances for everything, including

happi ness. You have to watch the dose. | only use it when |'m seriously
depressed. "

"And do you find yourself seriously depressed often, Flinx?"

"I'mafraid | do. | was always kind of nopody, and it's worse now than when | was
a child."

"I see. It's none of ny business and you don't have to tell ne, but is there
anyone el se on this ship?”

"Only you and |, unless you count Pip and Scrap."
She shrugged. "I couldn't expect you to tell ne about your illegal suppliers.”
"I don't mind. They're really fine folks. Special. | sonetines find nyself

thinking that they're the universe's chosen ones. They're innocents. Utter

i nnocents, though |'ve taken sonme basic steps to renedy that. The Church knows
about them and the governnent, and they're afraid of that kind of innocence. My
friends are al so i nconprehensible."

"Woul d | know of then®"

"Possibly, but | doubt it." Mving to a tall blue&#8209;green fern, he pushed aside
one of the thick fronds to reveal a tiny keyboard. He let his fingers play over
the keys. It woul d have been easier to have entered the command verbally, but he
had a childish desire to inpress her further

To anyone unschool ed in gal ographics, the star clusters that materialized in

m dair between Flinx and the fountain would have appeared haphazardly aligned
Only on closer inspection could a viewer nmake out the tiny bright green letters
that floated above each sun. A very small proportion of the inmaged stars were

| abel ed with yellow pinpoint letters instead of green.

"The Commonweal th," he expl ai ned unnecessarily.

The AAnn Enpire was not shown, though she did not doubt he could call it up with
the flick of a finger. Nor was the Sagittarius Armvisible. The holo displayed
only Commonweal th vectors and schematics. Wile she | ooked on, the entire
conpl ex configuration oriented itself to the position of the Teacher.

"I't's a long ways out." He was peering deeply into the slowy rotating holo.
"Maybe within Commonweal t h boundaries, maybe not. Up near the Rosette nebul a,

out toward the galactic edge. Not a big world. Not inpressive." He brushed the
controls inside the fern, and she saw a green blip brighten to enerald

H s hand noved anew, and the holo shifted drastically. Wien it halted, a
conpletely different world blazed brighter than any other. "Alaspin." H's hand
noved yet a third time, highlighting a world on the very fringes of the
Commonweal t h.

"Existing world, different perspective. The first holo was | egal. A mask. The
positions are falsified. These are correct, and proscribed.”

She stared. The new world he had brought to brilliance noved perceptibly, enough
to throw off anyone trying to locate it. This tine it was not green but an
intense red

"I don't have much use for a floating map," she nmurnured, "but |'ve seen worlds
marked green and bl ue and pink and yell ow, but never that color before."

"I't means the world in question is under full Church Edict. No one's supposed to
know it's there. There are autonmated weapons stations in nmultiple orbit
stationed six planetary diameters out to prevent unauthorized approaches, nuch

| ess landings." He waved his hand, and the entire hol o vani shed, an evaporative
cosnos. "If people knew it was there and Under Edict, soneone would try to go
there sinmply because it's forbidden. The result woul d be dead adventurers and a
di sconfited bureaucracy."

She | ooked at himsteadily. "But you've been there. You said the people who
lived there built this ship."
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"Yes. My friends, the UYurrians." H's eyes flicked beyond her as if expecting to
see sonething el se. Perhaps sonething three neters tall and furry. But he saw
only plants and fountain.

"Way is it Under Edict?"

“If I told you, I'd be in violation of the Edict itself."
"I won't tell. | owe you ny life. | can keep your secrets."
He considered, then | ooked away and sighed. "lI'mgetting to the point where

don't care who knows what anynore. The U urrians are a physically large ursinoid
race, paragons of ingenuousness by our standards. At |east they were when | net
them They are also potentially the nobst advanced peopl e ever encountered."”
Clarity frowned. "That's no reason to put them Under Edict."

"They are natural telepaths,"” Flinx told her. "M nd readers. Not enpathic
telepaths like the flying snakes." And nyself, he added, but not al oud

She whistled neaningfully. "You nean true m nd&#8209;to-m nd comuni cators? Like the
people in the tridee plays and in books?"

He nodded. "The one thing we've always feared nore than anything else in an
alien race. People who could read our mnds when we couldn't read theirs. And
not just our minds. There was an AAnn installation on UruUurr. The U urrians
could read themas well. They chased the AAnn away. | think they can even read
Pip's mnd, as much of a mnd as she has." The flying snake | ooked up briefly
from his shoul der before |ying back down. "And that isn't all."

"I'sn't that enough?"

"They |l earn on an exponential curve. Wien | net them it was al nost |evel. They

were living in caves. Now it's heading upward, and fast. By the tine | |eft
they' d | earned enough fromthe files at the AAnn station to start an inpressive
little city. Also to build the Teacher, though I still haven't figured out how

they put the necessary infrastructure together so fast. They al so have ot her
abilities." He smled slightly. "They like to nake jokes, play ganes, and dig
tunnel s. "

"Tunnel s? That's funny."

"Why is that funny?"

"You'll find out soon. But they're not hostile?"

"On the contrary. They're fluffy and rather anusing | ooking and rol y&#8209; pol y&#8209;if you
can conceive of sonething three neters tall massing out around el even or twelve
hundred kil os as rol y&#8209; poly. W got along real well."

"I would think so." She was trailing her fingers in the water again. "If they
built a ship as a gift for you. How many shi ps do they have?"

"As far as | know, the Teacher is the only ship they've ever built." That

rem nded himof a certain Uurrian who was so peculiar that even his fell ow

Y urrians found himstrange. "There was a nal e naned Maybeso who didn't need
one, though | suppose | shouldn't say that because | don't know what his range

was. "

Her eyes w dened. "Tel eportation, too?"

"l don't know. They call it something else. | think they can do other things as
well, but | didn't know enough to ask the right questions. It's been a |ong

time, and | need to go back." He blinked. "You can understand why the Church
woul d put a world like that Under Edict. The Uyurrians are a race of telepathic,
possibly teleportational innocents with limtless mental potential. You know how
the Qutreach Bureau thinks. Just because they're friendly now doesn't nean
they'll be friendly tonorrow. ~Pananoia is survival,' and that sort of

nonsense. "

She nodded slowy, and he turned fromher to gaze noodily at the pond. "You
don't have to worry about any pursuit now. The Teacher's very fast, and we're
arned, though |I've no idea if the armament is functional. |'ve never had to use
it."

"Unli ke the people who took ne," she said quietly.

He checked the readout strapped to his left wist. "W'Il be far enough out to
engage the drive pretty soon. Once we're in space&#8209; pl us, nobody can touch us."
He did not tell her that the Teacher was the only ship in the Commonweal t h
capabl e of taking off and landing directly froma planetary surface. Those

i nnocent geniuses, the Yurrians, had solved in a week a problemthat had
tormented the Commonweal th's best physicists since the devel opnent of the

KK&#8209; drive. There were still a nunmber of secrets he intended to keep fromhis
guest. One would be the fiction that his ship was no different fromsinilar
vessel s.

"I'f it was Under Edict, how did you cone to be on this world and ingratiate
yoursel f tightly enough with its inhabitants to make themwant to build you a
shi p?"

He was exami ning the ceiling. Amazingly, there were bugs up there, establishing
themsel ves in the vines. He could not inagine how and when they had conme on
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board. They were the real dominants in this universe, he thought. Not humans,
not thranx, not the AAnn. It was always the little ones who ruled. Insects had
managed to col oni ze everything but vacuum Now they had taken the Teacher for
their own. They added to the conmon rooni s honey feel &8209; except when one of them
dropped of f a vine onto his head. Thus far nothing dangerous had hitched a ride
in his hair. Anyway, insects rarely bit him Perhaps he was not as tasty as

ot her peopl e.

He renenbered her question and replied absently. "I |ooking for soneone, and |
visited a | ot of peculiar places.”

"Can | ask who you were | ooking for?"

"My father and ny nother."

"Ch." That was not the reply she had been expecting. "Did you find then?"

"I found out that ny nother was dead. | still don't know what happened to ny
father, or even who he was."

"Are you still searching?"

He shook his head violently, surprised at how tense he was. "Il've crossed a | ot

of void, touched many worlds trying to cone up with an answer. The searching
sapped a |l ot of the passion for it. Now ny interests are changi ng. Wat was
critical to ne a few years ago isn't critical to nme anynore. Wiile |I'd still
like to know, | don't see the point in devoting all mnmy attention to finding

out."
"So you grew up an orphan?"
That made himsnile, as nmenories of his childhood always did. "I had an adoptive

not her. Mther Mastiff. A lying, cheating, foul &8209; nouthed, filthy, unattractive
old lady whom | |ove very nuch."
"I can see that," she said softly.

"You know," he told her suddenly, "all | ever wanted was to be left alone. |
didn't ask to be given this ship, just as | haven't asked for all the problens
I've had to deal with. Deity, |I'mnot even twenty yet!"

"You're a lot nore mature, Flinx, than nost of the older nen |'ve known." So
deep was he in contenplation of hinmself that the inplications of her comrent
flashed right past him

"“I'"mjust beginning to have a glinpse of the forces that nove the universe,
Clarity. The sentient portion of it, anyway. Nothing is exactly as it appears.
There are barely perceptible undercurrents swirling about our affairs, and for
sone dammed reason a lot of themseemto be swirling around ne. The nore | try
to run fromthem the nore they wash up agai nst nme."

It was her turn to smle. "Now you're tal king nonsense."

"I wish | were. Maybe | am Maybe you're right." After all, he thought, as
nessed up as his nervous systemwas, his inmaginings mght seemas solid as
reality without his being able to tell the difference.

"So you think the universe is out to get you?"

"It's not out to get ne. It just won't leave ne alone. Al | ever wanted fromit
were the identities of ny nother and father. While trying to find that out, a
nunber of people have died around ne. Yes, died," he said enphatically in
response to her skeptical look. "It's a burden |I can't off&#8209;!oad. Violence
follows me. Look at you. You're a perfect exanple.”

"Meeting you was sheer coincidence,” she argued. "A |ucky one on ny part. Surely
you can't think there's sone grand cosm c schenme devoted to naking your life

m ser abl e?"

"l know it sounds insane. Sonetinmes | don't know what to believe. There are
times when | think | should just stay aboard the Teacher, choose a vector at
random al ong the gal actic plane, and rush off at top speed until the drive gives
out. At least then |I'd have peace."

She let the resulting silence linger for a long tinme before speaking again. "It
seens to ne you're going to have to choose between peace and answers to all your
guestions."

He turned back to her. Gradually the tension drained out of him "That's a very
perceptive observation, Carity."

"Hell, I'"'ma very perceptive kind of person. Besides being a biological genius.
Sel f &#8209; dammation's no nore a solution to anything than self&#8209;pity."
"What can you know of either? Still, it's nice of you to try to make ne feel

better. Considering your own situation, it's nice of you to think of me at all."
"Yes, you're really in sad shape, aren't you, Flinx? You're independent, wealthy
enough to operate your own private starship, and you're all of nineteen. It's
pretty difficult to feel sorry for soneone who nbpans and groans about a setup
like that."

She only anal yzes what she sees, Flinx thought. She doesn't consider the
internal variables. But it was thoughtful of her nonethel ess.

"Whet her you believe it or not, I'"'msick of all this. | just want to be left to
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nyself, to do ny thinking and nmy studying. The Ujurrians called this vessel the
Teacher in ny honor. They should have naned it the Student because that's what |
am M prinary subject is nyself. | want to know who and what | am Maybe |

al ready know and I"'meither too stupid or too scared to recognize it."

At that she rose and wal ked over to him Her hands nmoved. "I think you're just
fine, if you'll put aside sonme of this silliness you' ve gone and burdened
yourself with." He retreated a step, and she actually pouted.

"Where do you want to go?" he nmuttered uneasily.

She took a deep breath. "Ever hear of a world called Longtunnel ?" He shook his
head. "Call it up on your holo map. You think Alaspin's a frontier world?
There's only one outpost on Longtunnel, and it's understaffed. Wth good reason,
as you'll see for yourself when we get there. That's where | need to go."

"If | take you back to where you were, won't your ki dnappers be |ooking for you
t here?"

"I"'msure they will, but | need to tell my coll eagues what happened so they can
take steps to protect thenselves." She smiled. "You'll understand i mediately
why | reacted so sharply to your reference to your Uurrian friends being fond
of tunnel digging. | don't think they' re responsible for any of the excavations
on Longtunnel ."

"Probably not. Though it's hard sonetinmes to understand themclearly,

m nd&#8209; t 0&#8209; m nd comuni cati on notwi t hstandi ng. Extrene guil el essness and extrene
sophi stication are a tough conbination to handle."

They m ght not be so guileless now, he told hinmself. Not after he had introduced
themto the gane of civilization. Though knowi ng them as he did, they m ght by
now have noved on to another ganme entirely. He ought to find out&#8209; once he had
handed this young woman back to the safe custody of her friends.

He murmured into the conceal ed pickup, disdaining the tine&#8209; consuni ng use of the
keyboard this tine. He m ght be ignorant of Longtunnel's l|ocation, but not the
Teacher. Stored within its menory were the whereabouts of every known world in

t he Commonweal t h.

Flinx junped slightly as Clarity came up behind him Pip left his shoulder in
favor of a decorative sculpture on the far side of the pool. Scrap was playing
with the fish in the water, darting and striking harm essly when they neared the
surface. A scaly, misplaced kingfisher, Flinx nused.

Her arms slipped around himand gently drew hi magai nst her body. He coul d have
di sengaged hinself but this time felt no conpulsion to do so.

"So we're on our way to Longtunnel ?"

"On our way, yes. Wat are you doi ng?"

"It's better to show," she whispered into his ear, "than to tell."

What she showed hi mwas a neans for shrinking parsecs. For once he was not bored
during the long journey through space&#8209; plus, nor was he forced to retire
regularly to the ship's library for surcease. The library had been Ilimted to
what the U urrians had had access to when they had built the ship. During his
visits to other worlds Flinx had expanded it substantially. He introduced
Clarity to it when they had tine.

He did not fall in love with her, though he easily could have. There was too
much still buried inside himfor that. It was not a worrisone concern since she
showed no signs of falling in love with him Al she was doing was naking the
jump from Al aspin to Longtunnel the nost enjoyable journey he had yet taken on

t he Teacher.

There was a great deal to be said for not traveling alone, for not shutting
oneself off fromthe rest of humanity. Particularly when humanity took the form
of sonmeone as lively, vivacious, intelligent, and attractive as Jdarity.

Even fromorbit Longtunnel |ooked abnormal. There was a | one beacon on the
surface. Linking with it, the Teacher estinmated average wi nd speed in the
tenperate zone at a hundred fifty kph.

"Conparatively calmday." darity was readi ng over Flinx's shoulder. "It blows
much stronger than that."

They stood on a traditional anachronism the ship's bridge. Since Flinx could
address the ship's conputer from anywhere, including the bathroom the existence
of a bridge was nothing nore than a sop to archaic design. But it felt good to
sit before a control console and inspect the line of manual instrunentation. He
under st ood sone of the functions, but nowhere near enough to enable himto fly
the ship in an emergency. Piloting an interstellar vessel was so conplicated
that humanx pilots rarely had anything to do and were glad of it. They were
little nore than a backup for a supposedly fail &8209; safe system

The controls and the view through the broad sweep of plexalloy were at |east
attractive, and it was a good place to watch inconprehensible information cone
in. The screens on the bridge were |larger than those in the stateroons and
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conmons
"How wi ndy does it get down there?" he asked

"Three, four hundred kph. Maybe nore. Nobody pays nuch attention unless there's
a supply shuttle due in."

“I"d think if you were living in it you'd notice it all the time."

"That's just it. We don't live in it. The surface of Longtunnel's

uni nhabi t abl e. "

"You live in underground structures?"

"You'll see." She nodded toward a readout. "Just follow the navbeacon down."

"All right." He did not nove.

She waited a while longer. "Aren't we going to the shuttle?" she asked finally.
"Of course." He rose snmoothly. "Just checking a few | ast things."

As much as he enjoyed seeing new worlds and neeting new people, he always felt a
pang of regret whenever it canme time to | eave the Teacher. In a universe of
insanity it was his one refuge: always conpliant, always conforting

They made a clean drop and cut a tight curve around the northern heni sphere

hom ng in on the single | anding beacon. Since there were no other vessels in
orbit, there was no need to request clearance, and Clarity assured himthere
were no aircraft based at the outpost.

"That means our arrival will be noted not only by your friends and port Security
but also by any local contacts your kidnappers nay have established."

“You coul d al ways repackage me again for delivery," she said with a grin.

"True. Ribbons and bows this tine." He studied the shuttle readouts. "They may
have given up on you by now, or they may be concentrating all their energies on
Al aspin.'

"The latter's possible, but not the first." Her expression was sonber. "I don't
t hi nk these peopl e give up on anything."

The little vessel shuddered as it sank through angry atnosphere. H gh&#8209; altitude
wi nds buffeted themfromside to side. Despite its conpensators, they found
reason to be grateful for their |anding harnesses. Jetstreans warred with one
another, treating the intruder with rude indifference. Pip and Scrap w apped

t hensel ves around the two enpty seats and held on tightly.

Lightning troubled himnore than the wind. It was thunderous, continual, and
struck sideways between the clouds as often as fromcloud to surface. The
shuttle was hit twi ce, but the only danmage was a scorched w ng

"I's it always like this?" The steady roar and runble reached them even through
the shuttle's superb soundproofing

"So the climatol ogists say. | wouldn't have their job for anything. They have to
stay near the surface and go outside every so often to nonitor their
instruments."

Locally it was m dday, but when the shuttle finally broke through the bottom

| ayer of clouds it was as dark as early evening. Lightning continued to flash
all around. Flinx was grateful that all they had to do was sit back and hang on
while the ship's brain conversed at high speed with the nind of the |anding
conputer below. The two machines calmy sorted out angle of approach and
descent, | anding speed, wind direction and shear, and the thousand other vita
details that had to be determ ned and agreed upon in order to get two fragile
humans down intact. Despite the best efforts of both mechanicals, the little
craft bucked and heaved

There was just enough light to enable Flinx to see through the front viewpoint.
The terrain was worse than unpromsing: tall pillars of pale stone, a jagged
networ k of broken spires and crags, unhealt hy&*#8209; | ooki ng vegetation clinging grimy
to exposed rock or hiding in the few sheltered places as it tried to avoid being
mugged by the unrelenting gale. It was raining lightly.

As they dropped | ower and closer to the nenacing outcrops, Flinx strained for
sight of a light, a building, anything to indicate they were conming down in the
right place.

The shuttle's engines roared unexpectedly, slammng himback in the pilot's
chair, the harness pressing tight against chest and |l egs. As they rose and
banked, he had a brief glinpse of blue lights lined up in the darkness. That was
all: no field, no hangars or blast pits or any of the other numerous
appurtenances of a regular shuttleport.

“Com ng around on approach." The shuttle's voice sounded tinny in the rocking,
swayi ng cabi n.

"Way agai n?" Flinx asked sharply.

"Too much wi nd. Landi ng Command voi ded our initial descent. | amcircling."

"And if there's too much wind again this tinme?"

"W will continue to circle until Landi ng Conmand aut horizes touchdown. In the
event fuel becones critical, we shall return automatically to base for
refueling.”
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That neant they had enough for maybe two nore tries, Flinx knew. The Teacher did
not carry a lot of reserve fuel for the shuttle. He always fuel ed up wherever he
touched down. Now it was too late to wish for extra tanks.

They cane around in a curve so tight that it threatened to rip the w ngs right
of f the sleek del ta&#8209; shaped craft. This time the approach went nuch nore
smoot hly; the wind' s speed actually dropped bel ow a hundred kph for a few

preci ous noments.

Clarity was talking to cover her nervousness. "Are you on a famliar basis with
all your conputers?’

"I try to be friends with as many intelligences as possible. There are plenty of
humans who don't deserve the label. This flying bothers you, too, doesn't it?"
"Of course it bothers nme!" she replied tightly. "But it's the only way to get on
or off Longtunnel. |'ve done it half a dozen times, and I'mstill doing it."
"Anot her way of saying that the odds haven't caught up with you yet."

"You know, for a charm ng young nan you can be very depressing at times."
“Sorry.’

He could see the line of blue lights directly ahead and bel ow now as the shuttle
poi nted her nose at the first light. They were flying below the tallest peaks.
The out post and port had been situated in a deep valley surrounded by high
peaks. To cut down on the wind, he told hinmself. What were the surface w nds

i ke beyond the protection offered by the nountains?

Wien they finally touched down, he let out a sigh of relief. The shuttle rose
once in the grasp of the relentless wind, then set down once and for all as the
conput er back&#8209; thrust the engines to cut their forward notion. They felt the w nd
and heard the thunder nore clearly when the engines fell to idle.

A green light appeared on their left, blinking insistently. The shuttle turned
on its landing gear to track another beacon, one they could not see.

"A good landing." Carity was already | oosening her flight harness.

"Good?" Flinx was nore shaken than he wanted to adnmit. "This is a bell of a

pl ace. "

“"Full of possibilities, or none of us would be here.”

"What's the air |ike?"

"Breat habl e&#8209;if it doesn't knock you off your feet. Just keep in mind that any
| anding on Longtunnel is a good |anding. W m ght not have been able to touch
down at all. "

"Wy not ?"

"Landsl i des." She was staring out the nearest sweep of plexalloy.

At least out in space you could see the stars, he thought. Here there was only
bare rock dimy visible through the dust and dark. A light mst was falling

si deways, the wind how ed, and the outside tenperature was unbearable thanks to
t he greenhouse effect engendered by the dense cloud cover. He had been on |ess
hospitabl e worl ds but never before on one quite so sheerly m serable.

"I'd rather live on Freeflo," he told her.

"Yes. But nobody's here to live. We're here to study and work and produce."

The barrier that rolled up to admt themwas set in stelacrete walls framng a
natural opening in the side of a sheer cliff. As if to remi nd himof the

| andslides Clarity had nentioned, a few |large boul ders cane tunbling down to
smash into the badly pitted landing strip off to their right.

Then they were inside, the wind a bal eful nmenory, the shuttle bathed in the rich

sterile glow of artificial illumnation. The barrier door runbled down behind
them shutting out wind, mst, and heat.
"What do you use for power here?" The amount of light filling every corner of

t he hangar seened extravagant for an outpost port. He ought to have guessed.

"Wnd turbines on the top of this nmountain,” Carity replied. "Heavy&#8209; duty bl ades
and tiedowns. W have fusion for backup, but as | understand it they've never

had to bring it on Iine. Anyone wants a few nore kilowatts for their operation,

all they have to do is struggle up topside and set up another turbine. They're

built to handle winds Iike these. It's hel ped nake devel opment here practical .

You pay for the turbine and its installation and for tying it into the system

After that the power's free. And at these wi nd speeds, plentiful."

He coul d see figures approaching the shuttle. They noved slowy, cautiously.
"Doesn't look like they're used to unscheduled arrivals."

"For all | know you may be the first. This isn't exactly a well &#8209; known vacati on
world."

"What do | tell Landing Authority?"

She | aughed. "There isn't nuch authority of any kind here. You're with ne, so
there's no problem I'mwth Coldstripe, and everyone knows us." She watched as

Pip uncurled herself froma chair. "What about your pets?"

"Pip cones with nme. Scrap can cone or go as he pleases. They're used to Mth's
climate, so they should be able to tolerate anything in here, so long as it
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doesn't freeze. "
"Never."
Flinx foll owed her out of the shuttle as it shut itself down under instructions
from Landi ng Cormand. A few workers in beige overalls glanced in their direction
before continuing on their way. Flinx suspected their stares were intended for
Pip and Scrap nore than for the two hunmans.
Clarity had been tense enmerging fromthe shuttle. Now she | ooked better

"Not hi ng out of the ordinary, |ooks like. I wonder how many knew that | was
m ssing. They live in their own little worlds here.”
"I'd think in a place this small, news of a kidnapping would travel quickly."

"Only if allowed to roamfree, unrestrained. The conpany would try to keep it as
qui et as possible so as not to alarmanyone el se. And there's not nuch interfirm
soci alizing here. Everyone tends to keep to their work and to thensel ves. Sone
are physically isolated, and the rest, well, they're the conpetition, aren't

t hey?"

She led himacross the snooth surface. Distant thunder echoed from beyond the
massi ve hangar gate as they wal ked away fromit.

A few quick glances sufficed to show that they were crossing the floor of an
enormous cavern that had been nodified to serve as a hangar. It was conmobdi ous
enough to hold several dozen shuttles

"The space was here," she replied in response to his query about the cavern's
origins. "That's one thing Longtunnel has plenty of."

"What about native life, flora and fauna?"

"Ah," she said with a smle, "that's why we're here in the first place. It's
incredi bly diverse and adaptable. A unique and chall engi ng ecosystem As you'l
find out for yourself in alittle while."

Fl'inx gl anced back at the hangar barrier. "I didn't see nmuch when we came down,
and | wouldn't think you'd get any diversity out in that kind of weather."
"You don't." She was still smiling. "Low scrub growth and a few hard&#8209; pressed

insects and | ower mamals. Nature isn't stupid, Flinx. Wen Longtunnel's

di scoverers |anded here, the first thing they did was get out of the weather.

The native lifeforns have had billions of years to do that. Don't you think

they'd do the sane thenselves? If it's stormng outside, you nove inside. That's

just what Longtunnel's inhabitants have done."

They entered the port receiving facilities, which were sinple and sparse. Flinx

was fascinated by the amobunt of bare rock visible in the ceiling, floor, and

walls. We've reverted here, he thought. Strung it with fiber&#8209;optic cables and Al
term nals and contact switches, but it's still the ancestral cave. Only the wal

pai nti ngs have changed. Stal actites and stalagmites remained in place where they

did not interfere with routine functions

Few gl ances canme their way. They were far enough from Al aspin that Pip would be
regarded sinply as an exotic pet by people unfanmliar with her |ethal

reputation

The port was busy but understaffed, though the excess space woul d have given it

an under popul at ed appearance anyway. It was an easy matter to separate the

| ong&#8209;tiners fromrecent arrivals. The skin of the forner was pal e beyond pallid
"Everyone here takes tanning treatnents,” Clarity explained. "Sone are nore

diligent about it than others. Artificial lighting can only conpensate so nuch."
"Then why do they stay on here?" Flinx knew it was a stupid question even as he
asked it.

"For the noney. Wiy el se woul d anyone conme to this place? For noney, and nmaybe
for fane."

"And do they find it?"

"Sonme do. The fanme, anyway&#8209;the noney is just starting to cone in. In ny case, a
share of royalties on a newly approved biopatent. | have others pending, nore

than you might think for someone ny age. The work |'ve been involved in here is

just starting to bear fruit."

"What kind of work is that?"

"That's right," she said teasingly, "I haven't told you yet, have |?"

"Only that you're an gengi neer. You haven't told me what it is you're

engi neering. "

"You'll see. You'll see everything and to hell with conpany security. | owe you
that much, if that's what you want. If not, | guess you're free to | eave. You've
done everything | asked of you and nore."

He remenbered the junmp from Al aspin to Longtunnel and said dryly, "It wasn't
exactly an arduous task on ny part. I'mintrigued by what you're doing as well
as by this place. | would like to see what you're up to."

"I was hoping you'd say that," she said warmy. "I'Il get you cl earance
"Longtunnel is one big karstic formation, or so the geologists claim The whole
pl ace was covered by shall ow ocean for billions of years."
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Fl i nx nodded, studying the exposed walls. "This is all |inestone. "
"Most, not all. Linmestone, gypsum calcite&#8209;soft mnerals. As the oceans receded
whi | e Longtunnel cool ed, the three continents were exposed to this w nd and
nore inportantly, to constant rain. It's been chewing away at the |inmestone for
mllennia. The results are caves like the one we're in now and the bigger one we
just left that's used as a hangar
"Exploration is still inits infancy here, but some think Longtunnel is hone to
the largest, |ongest cavern systens anywhere in the Commonwealth. You can't walk
t hrough undertown w thout tripping over a starry&*#8209; eyed spel eol ogi st. The whol e
contingent's been stunbling around in a collective daze since the nature of the
pl anetary surface was first deduced. They're always posting revised lists as
t hey discover a new biggest this or nore wondrous that. Do you |ike caves?"

"Not as a general rule, no. I'mnot afraid of them but | prefer the feel of
sunshine and the snell of grow ng things."
"You'll find half of that here, though maybe not the kind of snells you enjoy.

The air's always cool, but the surface heat seeps down and noderates it. You can
work in a short &#8209; sl eeved shirt. Nobody knows about the |ower |evels. The
spel eol ogi sts have been so busy up here in what we call the tenperate zone that
they haven't had a chance or the inclination to take their lights any deeper.
The water, by the way, is about as pure and refreshing as you can find anywhere
naturally filtered. There's talk of starting up a |local brewery and exporting

If nothing else, it would have novelty val ue

"There are four underground rivers |located so far." They were strolling past a
cafeteria. A few people were renoving food fromservice bays. "They expect to
find nore. There's even tal k of underground oceans."

Flinx frowed. "Surely a cavern |arge enough to hold sonething that size would
have fallen in on itself by now "

"Who knows? Longtunnel is rewiting a nunber of |ong&#8209; hel d geol ogi cal rul es.
Bi ol ogi cal, too."

Ever since they had | eft the hangar behi nd, he had been conscious of a constant
humin the air, a soft whine like a tenor choir nmurmuring the same tune over and

over.
"Punps," she expl ai ned when he asked about the sound. "There's a |ot of water in
Longtunnel . Caverns are still growing, still being fornmed. It's always raining

topside, and the water has to go sonewhere. Most of it drains away naturally,
but there are places we want to nove into where the water also wants to be. So
we run punps. Like I told you, energy's no problem down here."

"Sonebody still has to pay for it, for all this."

"The port infrastructure and support facilities are jointly supported by the
government and the private concerns operating here under |icense. Everything
else is privately run."

"Healthy. Are all the firms |ocated in the sane cavern?"

"No, they're scattered all over the place, connected by comunications fibers
Short &#8209; range wi rel ess doesn't work too well through nultiple walls and solid
rock, no matter which technol ogy you enpl oy. Cheaper and cleaner to run fibers
Internal walls are only for privacy, since every outfit can have its own cavern.
You pick out an unclai med space, scrape off the formations, and set up your
desks and files and beds and cooking facilities and | ab equi pnent. There's nore
of fice space on Long tunnel than a dozen worlds could ever use."

"It all seens very efficient and well run. Wy woul d anyone want to interfere
with your operation here?"

Her expression turned dark. "lI'mnot really sure. They didn't actually come out
and tell me. But then, | only respond to |ogic and reason."

He al nbst said, "You're too pretty to be so sarcastic,"” but then thought better
of it. First, he did not think she woul d appreciate it, and, second, he was
never sure ex actly what to say around attractive wonen. Sonmehow, when he tried
to talk to them he always drew a frown

instead of a smle. He did nuch better when he did not talk at all

"Whoops, careful." She put a hand on his armto lead himto the right.

He didn't see themat first because he was | ooking straight ahead. It took a
norment for his eyes to detect the notion.

Chapt er Ei ght

There were three of themtraveling parallel as they crossed the left half of the
poured plastic flooring Flinx and Clarity were followi ng. Each was nostly nouth
a dozen centineters wide with a body that was broad and flat, |ike a pale yellow
flounder striped with blue. Bright pink Iips outlined each wi de nouth.

At first he thought they were large insects advancing on tiny legs or cilia. As
t hey noved closer, he saw rippling fur. Each was half a meter in | ength. Except
for the gaping, flattened mouths that quivered as the creatures advanced, they
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had no visible external features except two black pinpoints |ocated just above
and behind the jaws. They might once have been eyes: Each of the two dozen or so
l'inbs they wal ked on was articulated in the nmiddle and ended in a flat, round
pad. A hairless tail several centimeters long protruded fromthe back end. They
|l ooked like a trio of faceless, nutated pl atypuses that had been given the | egs
of an oversized mllipede. Flinx stood gaping at themas they trundled silently
past |ike so nmany mniature reapers.

"Floats." Carity gestured as she explained. "W screen all the work and living
areas. There are dangerous predators on Longtunnel, and there may well be others
not yet encountered. The floats are useful as they are. W've sem donesticated
t hem "

"They don't “float' very high," he observed.

"I didn't nane them sonebody else is responsible for that. They're trisexual,
which is why you'll always see themtraveling in trios. We | et themroam where

t hey pl ease. ™

"What are they doi ng&#8209; vacuuni ng the floor?"

"No." She laughed. "They don't consune dirt and dust, if that's what you nean.
But this world is alive, Flinx. The floors and walls, the very air in the
caverns, is full of rusts and yeasts and fungi. Half the research scientists
wor ki ng here are mnycol ogi sts. Mst of what they've classified is benign, but not
all, and some is downright dangerous. The cartographic spleol ogi sts take masks
with themon the chance they might run into sonmething |ethal.

"Between the benign and the fatal there's a |large group of snmall organisms that
will give you an instant cold or otherwise interfere with your breathing or
excretory systens if you inhale any of them They spend nobst of their time on
the ground, but wal king stirs themup. The floats |love them So they are
vacuuners, but not of dirt. They filter out the organics they suck up. Like

bal een whal es, only on a much smaller scale. O course they eat the benign
organi sns as readily as the harnful ones, but that's no loss to us."

She was heading toward a fam |iar&#8209; | ooki ng shuttl ecar &8209; systemtermnal, famliar
except for the fact that they were the first of their kind Flinx had ever seen
wi t hout canopi es. The settlers of Longtunnel did not need to protect thenselves
agai nst the weat her.

"It's not far to Coldstripe's conplex," she was saying.

"Aren't you going to call ahead to |et themknow we're tam ng, that you're
back?"

She grinned wickedly. "No. They're a pretty staid bunch. Let's shake them up
with a surprise.”

She clinbed into one of the four passenger cars, and he foll owed. Her fingers
thunbed in the destination setting. Instantly the conpact car rose half a
centinmeter above its magnetic repulsion rail and began accel erating forward.
Flinx noted the snmooth walls and the narrow service wal kway as they sped through
an irregular tunnel. The lighting along the route was pleasantly bright, and
except for the solid stone walls there was nothing to indicate they were

under ground. They might have been in any transportation corridor on Earth or any
of the other industrialized worlds.

O her cars raced past above the paralleling rail, heading for the port. Sone
were smal|l passenger cars |like the one they rode, others mniature trains
carrying cargo. There were branch rails leading into side tunnels, but they
continued to speed along the main |line.

"Did you notice that they were heavily pignented?"

"What ?" Flinx was staring up the tunnel. It rem nded himof an amusenent ride
Mot her Mastiff had taken hi mon when he was a child. Less active, no hobs, but
inits ow fashion just as fascinating.

"The floats. Yellow and blue. That's because many lifeforns here are still
dependent on food drifting in fromabove. The wind and rain and heat make it

al nost inpossible for anything |ike higher fauna to survive, but some plants
have done well and spread out. There's nothing on the surface to feed on them
So the organic matter they produce finds its way into cave openi ngs and

sinkhol es. There's a whol e ecosystem dependent on the transition zone between
inside and outside. The floats are part of that. So they have coloration, while
nost of the creatures that thrive in the deep cave system have lost all pignent
entirely. It's quite an experience to see sonmething |ike a goralact, which is a
pretty good&#8209; size ani nmal, about the mass of a cow But it has six legs and is
al nost transparent. You can watch the bl ood coursing through it |ike a diagram
in a junior physiology program Al nost everything we've encountered has eyes of
sone sort, but they're nostly vestigial. The best of them can distinguish shape.
The majority do well to react to bright Iight. There's even one, the photontrph,
that uses it to its advantage."

"What the hell's a photonorph?" Pip fluttered her wings as the car banked
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sharply around a curve, then relaxed on his shoul der

"You'll see." She was grinning at him "Wen one attacks."

He was mildly alarned. "Attacks? Should | be ready for sonething?' He viewed the
tunnel ahead in a different |ight.

"Oh, no. Photonorphs and their relatives are harm ess to humans. They don't know
that, the poor things, so they keep trying. If you |let one get on you, it could
be dangerous, but they're easy enough to avoid. They don't rely on speed when

t hey attack."

He pondered the photonorph until the car halted. Carify fed himthrough a
succession of caverns and passageways where the cave fornmations had been

| evel ed. He could hear ether voices clearly. It was not surprising, since sound

travel ed well inside a cavern. There were brief glinpses inside |arge roons
separated fromothers by spray&#8209;fiber walls. If one put up a nesh frame, sprayed
a color over it, and waited until it hardened, one had a solid partition&*#8209;the

cheapest kind of construction.

She stopped outside a door set in a wall painted a garish shade of blue. The
door adnmitted themto a roomoccupied by a man not nuch older than Clarity. He
was tail, and black hair worked at covering his face

"Clarity!" He brushed nervously at the hair. "Christ, where have you been?
Everyone's been worried sick, and the brass all have seal ed nmouths on the

subj ect."

“Never nmind that now, Jase. |I've a lot to say, and | have to say it to
Vandervort first so she can take appropriate steps." She indicated Flinx. "This
is nmy friend. So's the flying snake | ounging on his neck. So's the one on ny
neck&#8209; it's under ny hair, so don't go hunting for it.'

The tall young man's eyes traveled fromFlinx to Pip and back to Clarity. His

expression radi ated delight. "Hell, I've got to tell everyone you're back." He
started to turn, then hesitated. "But you said you wanted to tell Vandervort
first."

"Just details. You can slip the news to Tangerine and Jinmy and the rest.”
" G00od&#8209; sure. Hey, you want to cone in?" He stepped aside to nake a path.
Flinx followed Clarity into the extensive |ab as Jase dashed for the nearest

wal | comet to spread the news. "Sounds |ike you' ve been missed, |ike you said
you woul d be."
"One or two projects probably came to a conplete stop in ny absence. |'m not

boasting. That's just howit is."

Flinx admired the state&#8209; of &#8209; t he&#8209; art equi pment |ining tables and walls, the
gl eam ng surfaces, the spotless plexalloyware. There were four technicians at
work in the chanmber, two robotic, two human. All | ooked over at the visitors
waved, and returned to their work.

"Thranx work for Col dstripe al so?"

“A couple. It's pretty chilly down here for them If not for the wind, they'd
prefer it topside. They do nobst of the maintenance work on the turbines. The
constant humidity hel ps, and they enjoy underground work naturally. So they wear
heat suits. Their own living areas are roofed over and steaned up all the tine
inside. Good way to get sick: CGo fromany cavern into Marlacyno's quarters. An

i nstant twentyé&#8209; degree junp."

They wal ked t hrough a subdivi ding door, then a second, and Flinx found hinself
in aroomalive with hisses, squeals, and whi nes, none of which were being
generated el ectronically.

"Speci men storage," Carity informed hi munnecessarily.

Flinx didn't recognize any of the creatures cavorting in the hol di ng cages&*#8209; Thin
wire of varying grades kept themrestrained. Al of it was translucent.
"Carbfiber base.” Clarity touched a nearly invisible wire. "Keeps themin but

rel axed. There isn't the feeling of being caged. Here's the one | wanted you to
see. "

He | ooked in the indicated direction and was nonentarily blinded when an intense
light it his face. Stars danced on his retinas as his vision cleared. Carity
was chuckling at him and he realized that she nust have shut her eyes at the
critical nonent.

"That's the photonorph | was telling you about. | said you'd see it when it
attacked. You'd think they'd realize it's too bright in here for their own I|ight
to have nuch effect, but since they can hardly see, they probably don't realize
how diluted their weapons are."

As his sight returned, Flinx could see several of the creatures slowy noving
fromthe back of their cage toward the front. Each was about half a neter in

I ength, the sane as the floats, and was covered with a fine gray far that forned
sonet hing not unlike a |ong handl ebar nustache bel ow t he doubl e nostrils. The
snout was short, blunt, and filled with sharp triangular teeth. The nostrils sat
on the tip of a four&#8209; centi neter&#8209;1ong trunk&*#8209; Each of the four |egs ended in a
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cl aned three&#8209;toed foot. The claws were hooked and | ooked extrenely sharp. The
transl ucent bars of the cage appeared far too fragile to hold such squat,
muscul ar creatures in check, but he was confident they were stronger than they

| ooked

The phot onor phs were advancing in slow notion, |ike sloths.

"They' || stop when they reach the front of the cage and realize they can't get
at us. They have hardly any eyes at all. In their case that's an offensive
adjustrment. | told you there were carnivores here."

"If they can't see us, how do they know we're here? Smell?"

She nodded. "Qther carnivores have lines of electric sensors along their faces
and bodies so they can detect the presence of prey by the faint pul ses every
body generates. Still others have sensors to detect the noverment of a prey

ani mal , by analyzing air currents and pressures. Look at the top of the head,
where you'd expect to find ears.”

Flinx stood on tiptoes to do so and found a double line of slightly glassy
beads.

"You m ght mstake themfor eyes, but there are no pupils or irises. They're
phot ogenerators. They build up the light in their bodies until they |let |oose
with that single bright flare to stun their prey. Renenber that npbst of the

hi gher animals we've classified have the ability to detect light in darkness. So
t he photonorph puts out an inpressive nunber of |unens and overwhelnms the prey's
phot osensors. It's a real brain jolt and usually stuns for several mnutes. Cal
it a phototoxin. Wile the aninmal is sitting there stunned, the photonorph and
hi s conmpani ons wander over |eisurely and start naking a neal of it."

Flinx was duly inpressed. "I've heard of creatures that use light to lure their
prey, but not to actually attack it with."

"You' d be shocked at the kind of offensive and defensive weaponry ani nals can
develop in the absence of |ight. The xenol ogi sts here are surprised by sonething
new every tinme they make another field expedition. Longtunnel's lifefornms are
uni que, and that's why we're here. To study potentially useful varieties."

Flinx nodded in the direction of the caged photonorphs. "How m ght something

i ke that be useful ?"

"t her biophotics like fireflies and deep&#8209; sea fish generate their |ight
chem cal ly; the photonorph enploys an el ectronic process that's never been seen
before. No matter how efficient we get, there's always a market for stil

anot her way of generating |ight and power. Qur people don't have a clue to what
makes the photonorph tick, but they're working on it."

"And you don't have a clue either?"

"Not one of ny projects. |'mbusy enough. It's good to be busy down here
There's not much el se to do except for recreational spelunking and formng
casual assignations." She led himout of the zoo. "Gven a little nore food and
alittle |l ess conpetition, just about everything down here will breed |ike mad
If you can find a useful job for something that multiplies |ike crazy and lives
on fungi or slime, you have a marketabl e bioproduct. Ever hear of Verdidion
Weave?"

Fl i nx shook his head, then hesitated. "Wait a minute. Sone kind of living
carpet, right?"

She nodded. "Qur first real success. The one that's financed ail our subsequent
work here. I'mat |least half responsible for its devel opment. That was severa
years ago. Since then we've cone up with a few additional products. Small stuff.
Not hi ng on the order of Verdidi on Weave. But we're close to sone mgjor

br eakt hroughs. O we were, before my work was interrupted. |'ll show you sone of
t hem when | get a chance."

"I'd be very interested in seeing them"

They were back in the nmain lab. The tall man was waiting for them eyes shining
"Vandervort wants to see you i medi ately."

“Dam. | wanted to break the surprise nyself."

"You were seen com ng through Security. Everyone wants to talk to you, but I

i magine you'll want to talk to Vandervort first."

"I don't have much choice now, anyway, do I, Jase?"

"l expect not." He | ooked concerned. "Was there sonme kind of trouble? There were

runor s&#8209; t he conpany tried to keep news of your disappearance quiet, but you can't
keep secrets down here."

"I"'mnot going to go into the details now, but if it hadn't bean for ny friend

| wouldn't be here."

Jase studied the slimyoung man standing quietly next to the gengi neer, sizing

hi m up and di sm ssing him quickly. That was fine with Flinx.

"I was in a position to offer assistance," he explained, "so | did."

"Yeah, nice of you." Jase's gaze switched back to Carity.

Flinx saw that the other man was hopelessly in love with arity Held. He
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wondered if Jase had any idea how obvi ous he was being. From his new hei ght and
greater maturity, Flinx was able to regard the other man with tol erance

"Everyt hing went crazy when you up and vani shed." Jase chose to ignore Flinx,
havi ng catal oged and filed himlike one of the inhabitants of the specinen zoo
"l figured it would. Don't worry. |'ll be back on station by tonmorrow. " She
reached out, and for a nonment Flinx thought she was going to take the other
scientist's hand. But she was only gesturing at the door.

"Let's go. It's time we check in with Vandervort. You'll |ike her. Everyone
i kes her."
“Then |'msure | will, too."

They wal ked instead of using the ARV system As they did so, they passed people
clad in attire that screamed Security. Mst of them wore sidearns.

"Looks |ike soneone's taken a few precautions in the wake of your

di sappear ance. "

"Amee isn't dunmb. Any outfit would get suspicious if one of their top people
suddenly vani shed w t hout |eaving behind a nmessage of resignation or notice of
intent to terminate. | didn't go as quietly as the people who grabbed ne thought
| would. I'Il bet there are m ssing persons bulletins out across half the
Comonweal th by now. "

They were wal ki ng down a corridor open to the ceiling. The floor was polished
i mestone and travertine. Plastic sheeting hung in several places, and he coul d
hear the dripping of water against the inpernmeable Ml ar

She noticed the direction of his glance. "I think | nmentioned that the majority
of the cavern systemexplored so far is alive."

"What do you nean, alive?"

"A cavern with water running through it is will creating and adding to
formations. It's a live cave. One that's dried up is considered dead."

"I see. | should've known that, but nost of my studies have been directed
outward on the worlds |I've visited."

She eyed himcuriously. "How nmany worl ds have you been to? I've only been on
three. My home world of Thalia Major, Thalia Mnor of course, and now
Longtunnel. | guess | should call it four, counting Al aspin."

“I've been to nore than four." He did not want to go into specifics. She
probably woul d not believe him anyway. |nstead, he changed the subject, a skil
he had mastered years ago. "Clearly everyone here's on alert. Yet you | ook note
rel axed than |I've ever seen you."

"They don't know it's over. | was anxious right up until we |anded. But
everything' s okay now, especially since Security's been called out. You've seen
what | anding on Longtunnel can be like. There's only the one port and | anding
strip. There are no facilities anywhere else. All they have to do is keep the
port under guard and nobody can get in or out without having to run Security
first. You ought to relax, yourself."

I'd like to do that, he said to hinself, but | think I forgot how about five
years ago.

They turned another corner and stopped before a door set in a yell ow spray&#8209; wal | .
Clarity didn't buzz or identify herself. She sinply wal ked in. No scanner bade
t hem pause; no autosec announced their arrival

Now t hat he was here, he understood why. There was no need for internal security
on Longtunnel. Al you had to do to prevent unauthorized entry was nonitor port
facilities and watch the front door because there were no back ones to sneak in
through. It also explained how Carity's abductors had been able to slip her
out. Once you were inside, you had only a single checkpoint to clear to get out
again. There nust be individual conpany security, but that was a different
matter, especially if you were trying to break out and not in.

The office they entered was spaci ous, and why not, when it was sinply a matter
of subdivi ding anot her cavern to your |iking? What nade it interesting was the
presence of dozens of ceiling growhs. In this chanber they had been |eft

undi sturbed. Gistening stalactites, helectites, soda straws, and gypsumtw sts
sparkl ed above the artificial lighting. Linmestone and water had decorated the
office far nmore beautifully than any professional could have

There was no need for clinmate control. The tenperature was the sanme in the
office as it had been in the hall outside: cool and slightly damp. Of to the
left, near the back of the chanber, cave water tumbled nusically froma crack in
the rock wall and was drawn away by a floor drain.

Storage files, a couch, office furniture, and cojoi ned desks stood out starkly
agai nst the gemike natural formations. The wonman who rose from behi nd one desk
was nuch shorter than Clarity. Her long red hair had been pulled back and bound
in a neat bun&#8209; kni f e&#8209; edged gol d crystals pierced the bun in three places. Her
smle of greeting was warm and inviting, her voice was deep and throaty, and a
narcosti ck dangl ed precariously fromone corner of her nmouth. It in no way
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i npeded her speech. Her stride and handshake were equal ly vigorous

Flinx figured her to be in her mdfifties and was genui nely surprised when he

| earned | ater that she was seventy. Late middl e age. |nstead of shaking hands
with darity, she enbraced the younger worman, patting her affectionately on the
back.

"Maxi m and the gang down in Devel opnent have been spinning their wheels ever
since you vani shed. "

That made Carity frown. "They went into nmy cubicle?"

"My dear, everyone went into your cubicle. Wat did you expect? There was a | ot
of npaning and winging of hands when Security ventured their opinion that your
departure had not been voluntary. | suppose | am due sone of the responsibility.
| shoul d have insisted on tighter security right fromthe begi nning. But who

i magi ned sonething |ike that happeni ng? An abduction, from Longtunnel? | am
correct, aml not, in assuming it was sonething |ike that?"

"That's it."

Vandervort nodded knowi ngly. "The signs were clear to the forensics people. Not
to the rest of us, but to themthe nessage was cl ear enough. Well, it won't
happen again, | can prom se you that."

"W saw the new Security on our way down."

"Good." She turned to exanmine Flinx, not neglecting the minidrag relaxing on his
shoul der. "Interesting pet you have, young man. | notice that Carity has
acquired one for herself.”

"Pipisn't a pet. Qur relationship is mutually beneficial."

"As you will. That's part of what our work here is about, you know. O are you
aware of that already?" She glanced back at Carity. "How rmuch have you told him
about us?"

"Everything that isn't classified. Ha saved ny life. Maybe yours as well. |
couldn't shut himout."
"I can't wait for the details," the woman replied sardonically. "By the way,"

she said as she extended a hand to Plinx, "I'm Al ynasnolia Vandervort. Everyone
calls me Anree. O Mmma. |'m Col dstripe's supervisor&#8209; in charge here."
He returned the firmgrip. "I assuned sonething of the kind."

"It appears we all owe you a debt of gratitude for returning our Clarity to us
You' re not cl austrophobic by any chance, are you? W have pills for those who
di spl ay the synptons."

"I'mfine," he told her. "If anything, it's nore spacious than | would have

i magi ned. "

Vandervort | ooked pl eased, resuned her seat behind the desk, and directed her
visitors to chairs. "W was it?" she asked Carity.

Flinx feigned indifference while listening closely to Clarity's story. The
supervi sor sat notionless and intent. She did not touch the narcostiek, but by
the tine Carity had finished, it had sonmehow migrated from one corner of her
mouth to the other. She | eaned back in her chair and let out a soft grunt.
"Coul d be any of several dozen radical groups. There are plenty of 'em out
there, but usually they confine thensel ves to nmaking speeches nobody |istens to,
or taking up free space between entertai nnent progranm ng on the newsfax." She
had a peculiar, jerky manner of speech that was matched by the ceasel ess
novenment of her eyes from one person to the next&#8209

"Qur debt to you, young man, is real. You knowthat Clarity here is
irreplaceable.”

"l know. She told ne&#8209; several tinmes."

Vandervort |aughed at that, a hard but in no way mascul i ne chuckle. "Ch, she's
not shy, our darity. Wth all she's acconplished already, she has no need for
fal se nodesty. \Woever carried out this execrable act did their research well.
Clarity's the one nenber of our scientific staff we can't afford to | ose. Now
that you're back among us," she added grimy, "we won't |ose track of you
again."

"1'mnot worried&#8209; It |ooks |ike you've shut everything down tight, Anee."
"That we have." She hesitated. "Wuld you feel nore confortable with a full &#8209;tine
bodyguar d?"

"I already have one." Carity reached up to pet Scrap, secure in his place
beneat h her sidetail.

Vandervort issued another of her soft grunts and turned to Flinx. "Carity's
told you what we're doi ng here?"

"You're working with malleable local lifefornms to produce commercially viable
of f shoots. "

She nodded. "Genetically, Longtunnel is a mne whose shafts have al ready been
dug for us. W haven't been set up here very long. Barely begun to classify,
much | ess extensively select, breed, and gengi neer. Even so we've nanaged to
conme up with several successful products.”
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"Clarity mentioned your Verdidi on Weave."

"That's been our big success thus far, but not the only one." She reached behind
her and opened a drawer in a netal cabinet. Sweet snells filled the roomas she
wi t hdrew somet hi ng and placed it on the desk in front of her.

The shal l ow pan of blue nmetallic glass was filled with cubes of jelly: red,

yel l ow, and purple. They did not shinmer when she slid the pan across the desk

t op.

"Have a bite." Flinx studied the jelly uncertainly. "Ch, go on, dear&#8209;"
Vandervort selected a purple cube, popped it in her nouth, and chewed

ent husi astically.

"Co on, Flinx." Carity hel ped herself to a pink&*#8209; hued square. "They're
wonder ful . "

Hardly able to sit and cower in terror while the two wonen nmunched away, Flinx
chose a bright green cube and cautiously put it in his nouth. Anticipating a
lime or gooseberry taste, he was startled by the explosion of flavors that
shocked his taste buds. The cube's density was another surprise. It was tougher
than gelatin, closer to rubber in consistency. Yet once he broke it down, it

di ssolved readily is his nouth. The nultiple flavors |lingered powerfully |ong
after he had swall owed the last bhite.

He hel ped hinself to another green cube, then a purple one. The flavor burst was
as different and exciting the third tine as it had been with the first two. It
occurred to himas he was chewing the fourth cube that he might be consum ng
sone extrenely val uabl e products, though Vandervort hadn't wi thdrawn the tray.
On the contrary, she appeared to delight in his enjoyment.

"Remarkabl e stuff, isn't it, young man? Wen peopl e have exhausted their

pur chasi ng power on el ectroni c gadgets and | abor &8209; savi ng devices and art, there
isn't much left to dally over except food. A new taste sensation is worth nore
than the nost powerful new personal conputing device. Wether intended for mnd
or stomach, entertainment is always nore val uabl e than anything the gengi neers
can invent."

"What is it?" a sated Flinx asked, licking his fingers.
"Alnpbst as nutritious as it is tasty, for one thing." Cdarity was wearing her
prideful smile again. "It tastes like it's packed with sugars, but it's a sham

Inreality it's alnost solid protein.”

Vandervort took obvious delight in identifying it for him "It's a

pseudopl asnodi um sl ug. "

Flinx stopped licking his fingers. Vandervort's smle grew wider. "A slinme nold,

young nan."

Fl avors began to fade rapidly. "I don't follow you."

"A pseudopl asnbdi umis an anpebei c aggregate. Strange lifeform slinme nolds.

When grouped together they behave as a single entity, but if you take them

apart, shake themaround in water or sonething, they break down into individual
clusters quite capable of sustaining life." She gestured at the hal f &8209; enpty tray.

"W don't know what we're going to call it yet. | don't deal with advertising
and publicity."

"I"'msure they'll call it something |ike Flavor Cubes," Carity said.

"Yes, dear. "“Flavor Cubes fromthe taste m nes of Longtunnel.' O sonme such

drivel to appeal to the popular taste." Yandervort sounded al nost bitter. "They
certainly will not nmarket it as slinme nold."

"I take it the stuff is reasonable to produce,™ Flinx murnmured.

"More than reasonable. It's a saprobe. It |ives by decaying other organic
matter. Some are parasites. These&#8209;' She indicated the tray again. "&#8209;are easily
managed. The organi smthrives on garbage and waste. How s that for a practical
food resource? A new food that tastes good, is visually appealing, and is good
for you. And all it needs for growh is a little danpness and garbage."

"It grows naturally here?" Flinx asked.

"No, dear, but sonething very like it does. W intensified the colors, the rate
of growth, and greatly manipul ated the natural flavors. W'Il|l be ready to
comence production on a limted basis in a couple of nmonths. Not right here:
This will always be a research facility. A pair of large virgin caverns are

bei ng devel oped off to the west. It'lIl be sold as a luxury itemat first, like
the Verdi dion Wave. W'IlI| expand gradually into the mass narket."

What's in a name? he nused as he gazed at the tray of slime nmold. The
Commonweal th was rife with foodstuffs no one would touch if he or she had an
inkling of their origins. That was what advertising existed for: to make the

i mpractical and unappetizing irresistible. If Vandervort had allowed it, he
woul d gl adly have enptied the entire tray.

"Clarity mentioned soneone naned Maxim |s he a gengi neer, too?"

"No. Max is our head nycol ogi st. Not everything we're working with down here is
fungi, though. Longtunnel's subterranean world is alive with astonishing
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lifeforms. You wouldn't think to find so rmuch variety thriving in darkness

Pl enty of mammals or close relations."

"L've seen the floats and the photonorphs. "

Vandervort nodded approvingly. "There are a few creatures the taxonom sts
haven't figured out how to classify. Distant relations of deep&#8209;sea dwellers on
Earth and Caebal ot. Their ancestors |ived next to sulfurous vents. The sulfides
were netabolized by bacteria that lived in the creature's gills, or by special
organs; m crobes broke down the sulfide conpounds and used the resultant energy
to make carboyhdrates, proteins, and |iquids.

"When the oceans here on Longrunnel receded, exposing the |linestone and creating
the caverns, these ocean dwellers didn't die out. Instead they becane
airbreathing land creatures, and food for others. Many of them occupy the sane
ecol ogi cal niche underground that chlorophyllous plants do topside. W expected
to find a sinple food chain here, and instead we stunbled into sonething
wondrous and conplex. To top it all, the entire ecosystemis particularly
amenabl e to gengrneering. " She | eaned back in her chair and regard®8 her guests
specul atively.

“I'I'l see to arranging some sort of suitable reward for you, young man."

"That won't be necessary."

"It really isn't,"” Clarity told her supervisor. "He's not short of resources. He
has his own ship."

Vandervort's expression was unreadable. Plus noted that her eyebrows had been
neatly and recently plucked, then dyed to match the rest of her hair.

"His own ship, you say? | aminpressed. But we must give you sonething for
returning our Clarity to us, young nman. | suppose we could carpet a roomor two
on your vessel. You would be astonished to | earn what our first rolls of
Ver di di on Wave sell for on places like Earth and New Riviera. It would be a
suitable gift."

"Thanks, but | like the floors on ny ship just the way they are. If you're going
to insist, though, | wouldn't mnd having a few prays of that." He nodded at the
| ustrous pseudopl asnodi um

Vaudervort chuckl ed, picked up the tray, and returned it to the refrigeration
unit concealed in the cabinet behind her desk. "As | nentioned, we're not at the
production stage yet. But |I'll talk to the Iab and see what can be done. Feeding
you doesn't seem|like much of a reward, but if that's what interests you, we
have a coupl e of other new ingestible bioproducts on the shelves that m ght
tickle your taste buds. Clarity can show themto you. She's already breached
nost of our security regul ations, anyway."

"He saved ny lifel" darity rem nded her supervisor

"Take it easy, dear. | was only teasing." She snmiled ingratiatingly at Thus. She
was very good at what she did, he knew. The "harm ess kindly aunt" act was
excellent. The feelings he fell emanating from her suggested sonmeone a good dea
nore cal cul ati ng and professional. As a connoi sseur of enotions, he always

appl auded a skilled performance. She took his snmile for indifference

"You aren't interested in our little industrial secrets, anyway. Are you, young

man' 2"
"I"'ma student, bet not of those. Anything secret stays with me. I'minterested
in know edge for its own sake. Not for sale."

"What a quaint notion. Well, if you're good enough for our Clarity, you're goad

enough for ne." She smiled and extracted the narcostick, which despite
appearances was not pernmanently affixed to her lower lip.

"I Leave it to Clarity to exercise proper judgnent. Under her supervision you
may have the run of our facility. It's the | east we can do. Just prom se ne
you're not wearing any conceal ed recordi ng devices. How |l ong do you plan to stay
with us?"

"l don't know how long I'mgoing to stay, and |I'm not wearing anythi ng except
what you can see," he replied, knowing full well he probably had been scanned
for conceal ed instrunentation as soon as he'd energed fromthe shuttle

"Very well, then. Enjoy your visit." She was snmiling an entirely different kind
of smle as she glanced back at Cdarify."Do you think we can find suitable

| odgi ngs for our young nman, ny dear?"

"I Think so," Carity managed to reply with a straight face

Vandervort rose as she spoke. It was a gesture of dismissal. "Just remenber
young man, that she has an unbreakabl e | ong&#8209;term contract here, and now . hat we
have her back,| have no intention of letting her |eave, voluntarily or

ot herw se. "
“I've no intention of interrupting nmy work here, Anmee.”
"I'mglad to hear that, nmy dear. | amaware of other incentives to trave

besi des wealth and fanme, and |'mnot so old that | don't renmenber how powerfu
t hey can be."
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Chapter N ne

The followi ng day she fornally checked in with her coll eagues and fell ow

wor kers. When they heard her story, Flinx was battered by a barrage of friendly
backsl aps and congratul atory handshakes. Everyone was grateful to himfor what
he had done. He bore their gratitude patiently.

He tried to involve hinself in their conversations, but the technical ternms were
outsi de his range of experience and study, though Carity was obviously in her

el enent. A short, swarthy, and perpetually nervous young man introduced hinself
as Maxim He was not nuch older than Flinx. Hs lab was overflowing with an
extraordinary array of chlorophyl | &#8209;1ess growhs. A few were quite nobile. Maxim
clearly enjoyed the role of teacher and tour guide

"We still aren't sure whether the fungi derived fromthe al gae or the
protozoans, but there are genotypes on this world that bl ow nost of our
traditional theories all to hell &8209;"

Flinx listened enthusiastically, as he did to every new piece of infornation
that cane his way. Nor was the tour only of labs and libraries. There was tine
and the neans to relax as well. Individual food service, undated entertai nment
on di sk and chip, even occasional |ive performances that nade the rounds of the
various conpany facilities. Everything, Flinx thought, to make |ife underground
as pl easant and endurabl e as possible.

"Smal | conpensation,” Carity said, "when you realize we never get to see the
sun or the sky. Coldstripe does its best, though. W' re the biggest research
outfit on Longtunnel. The others are snmall and just getting started. Mst of
themare just doing pure research. W're the only ones who've gone as far as
devel opi ng a sal abl e product. The House of Sometra is trying, but they have no
real production facilities as yet. Once the Flavor Cubes join Verdidi on Wave on
the market, everyone will stop asking where Longtunnel is. The plan is to export
directly through Thalia Major. But | don't imagine you're very interested in the
economics of it."

"“I'minterested in everything," he told her quietly.

Il was fascinating to watch her in the [ ab. Wen working, she underwent a

conpl ete transformati on. The smiles disappeared, |aughter became nuted, and she
was all seriousness and attention to business when trying to analyze the genetic
structure of some new fungus or sulfide eater.

She rarely worked with the actual lifeform That was |eft to the surgeons and
mani pul ators. Her career and work were bounded by the limts of a

twent y&#8209; by &#8209; t wenty i nfi nit e&#8209; screenfront Hydroden Custom Designer, with severa
billion negabytes of online storage in a supercoduct Markite Cylinder Tap
Wthout touching a living cell, she could take entire conplex organi snms apart
and reassenbl e them on demand, could run an entire evol utionary schematic in a
few hours. Only after a possible reconbinant had been sinul ated and overchecked
would it finally be tried in vivo

It was mesnerizing and disquieting to watch&#8209; because it was too easy for himto
enpathize with the lowy creatures whose genetic codes were being played with
like a child' s blocks, even if they were lifeforns as sinple as fungi and sline
nol ds. Because it was all too easy for himto inagine a cluster of faceless
strangers bent over similar devices, noving nol ecules of DNA around with

el ectronic probes, inserting proteins and renovi ng genes. Because it was alt too
easy to envision the end product of their dispassionate and enotionl ess work as
hi nmsel f.

Clarify disquieted himin another fashion entirely. For soneone who had recently
vowed not to involve hinself any further in the problens of a frivolous and
uncaring humanity, he was powerfully attracted to the young gengi neer. She had
already willingly denonstrated how attracted she was to him

He delighted in observing her with her colleagues. Wen working, she was no

| onger the frightened, exhausted woman he had haul ed out of the Ingre jungle she
added a decade in maturity and sel f &8209; confi dence

Their relationship had begun to settle. It was not as if she had turned coo
toward him |f anything, she was nore relaxed in his conpany than ever before
But with the return of her self&#8209; assurance had conme a slight and wel cone
distancing. If he pressed the issue, he did not doubt that she woul d respond
readily. That was plain to see in her eyes, unm stakable in her voice. It was
sinply that she was no | onger dependent on himfor her continued survival

Better this way, he told hinself.

Unfortunately, her increased confidence and sel f &8209; assurance in their relationship
were marked by a steady decline in his owm. Wile he was the intellectual equa
or superior of any of her nale acquaintances, in matters of social interaction
he had | ess experience than the average ni neteen&#8209; year &#8209; ol d.

Wl 1, he had al ways been a | oner, probably always would be. He tagged al ong as
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she made the rounds and perforned her work, content with the nonents in between
when they could tal k of other things.

Clarity was deeply involved with something called a Sued nold. It |ooked like a
cross between a nmushroomand a jelly. The nold itself was useless, but its
mature spores snelled |ike fresh&#8209; mrown clover. Mre inportant, when properly
applied, the powder had the ability to mask hunman body odor conpletely. The
effect |asted only a few hours.

If Carity and her coll eagues could reengi neer the nold to produce spores whose
odor &#8209; kil ling ability would |ast for at |east twenty hours, or two or three days,
t hey woul d have a new cosnetic product that could readily conpete in
Commonweal th markets. Tests showed the spores were harnm ess and had no side
effects, being a natural product, whereas many deodorants contai ned netals that
were potentially dangerous when absorbed by the human body. Carity had tried it
on herself, with no ill effects.

She turned away fromthe designer. "Not very glanorous, is it? Bringing all the
resources of nodern gengineering to bear on the problem of body odor. Anee say
sonetines the products that nmake the nobst profit are the ones that address the
si npl est probl ens.

"Derek and Hing are working on another slime nold that exists in semliquid
form It can netabolize toxic chenmicals and turn theminto useful fertilizer. If
its natural metabolic rate can be speeded up and it can be rai sed cheaply enough
and in sufficient quantity, we can spread it over half the restricted dunps in

t he Commonweal th. | magine being able to literally transform poi son into peaches.
Sl udge and stinks&#8209;that's what we're about down here. "

"Very nmoney&#8209; ori ent ed. &#82009;

"Does that upset you?"

He turned away. "I don't know. | just have a lingering problemwth altering the
natural order of things purely for profit."

“Now you sound |ike nmy kidnappers," she said, chiding himgently. "Flinx, every
busi ness since the beginning of tinme has altered the natural order of things for
profit. We just begin at the source. There's no pollution here because we're
working within Longtunnel's established ecosystem W aren't setting up snelly
factories or dunping toxins down pristine tunnels. On the contrary, we're

wor ki ng on products |ike the kind you've seen that are designed to reduce and
clean up pollution on other worlds. A whole new industry is starting up here. I|f
our plans pan out, this fornerly useless world is going to becone the source of
a host of new purifying products. We're working with one ecosystemto inprove
dozens of others.

"Until Vandervort and her backers decided to take a chance on Longtunnel, this
worl d was nothing but a thin file in Commonweal th gal ographics. Now that we're
actual ly established here, we're discovering dozens of new and exciting
possibilities every day."

"And who benefits ultimtely?"

She blinked. "You nean besides the people who buy our products?”

"That's right. Wiich big firmis going to be pulling noney out of this world's
DNA?"

"No big firm" She eyed himin surprise. "I thought you knew. Coldstripe is an

i ndependent sel f &#8209; cont ai ned setup. Amee has backers and runs the whol e operation
here. Maxi m and Derek and nyself and the others&#8209; we are Col dstti pe. Each of us
owns a piece of the company. Do you really think they could hire people of that
quality to cone and live in a place like this for just a salary? W're here
because we have a chance to nake our fortune. W're all dependent on each
other's work. That's why | was m ssed so nuch."”

She put a hand on the shoul der opposite Pip, and he felt it burn into him She
had beautiful hands, with |ong graceful fingers and neatly trimmed nails. He did
not try to shrug it away.

"You warned Ms. Vandervort about your abductors?"

"She's taken steps. W were prepared to cope with industrial espionage, but

ecof anatics don't play by any rules but their own. They talked to ne a | ot when
they weren't asking questions. Trying to brainwash ne, | guess. Their program
insofar as it could be called that, was to preserve the purity of all worlds
“untouched' by the Commonweal th. Whatever that neans."

"To some people,” Flinx nurnured, "purity is an end in itself."

"A dead end," she said sharply. "Wether prodded by reasons of conmmerce or
sinply a desire to know, science always advances. If it stands still, then
civilization dies. There's no such thing as ecol ogical purity on any world.
Sonet hing's always on top, socially and via the food chain. Ch, it's not all
one&#8209;sided. 1'd be the first to agree with that. There are always the
unscrupul ous, who'd exterm nate an entire species for a fewmnmllion credits.
We're not like that here. Coldstripe is Church&#8209;certified. We're not interested
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in damagi ng the natural order, only in using it. But we're an easy target
because we're new and smal | .

"Keep in mind we're not interfering with sentient or even semisentient creatures
here on Longtunnel. We're dealing with fungi and sline nolds and very basic
organi sms. W have a chance to use themto benefit all nankind. Devel oped under
proper supervision, the lifeforms of Longtunnel have much to offer civilization,
and |'mnot just saying that because | have a chance to make a great deal of
noney while doing so. W're not just involved with the decorative arts

Col dstripe is much nmore than Verdi di on Weave." Her expression winkled

"l guess sonme people can't see that. They'd rather |eave a world untouched
ravaged by an inmpossible climte, forever dark and unused. It's the old story
about the tree falling in the forest. If there's no one around to hear it, does
it make a sound? | say that if no one's here to study and learn from
Longtunnel 's beauty, then that beauty doesn't exist. The people who ki dnapped ne
want all that beauty left |locked up and unseen. | can't understand an attitude
like that. Qur work hurts no one and nothing. Those organisnms we nodify thrive
in their altered states." She sighed sadly.

"The goal of these fanatics is to stop all research in our fields. They want to
bring gengineering and its related disciplines to a dead halt. There are half a
dozen branches of science they'd ban if they could. As for the ecol ogica
“purity' they want to preserve, do they propose to ban evolution, too?

"If they can stop Coldstripe, they can stop devel opnent here. The private
research groups will pull out fast. Universities don't want their people

i nvolved in a shooting match."

"What about requesting peaceforcer protection?"

She | aughed, not at himbut at the idea. "Longtunnel's so snall that the outpost
here doesn't even rate official recognition yet. There's just not enough people
or devel opnent to warrant that kind of expenditure. We're trying. We're
expandi ng as fast as we can, even trying to bring other, nondirectly conpetitive
firms in so we can attract some attention. Until that happens we're on our own."
"l can see why they're so anxious to put a stop to your work here."

She nodded. "If they can shut Col dstripe down and drive us out, then the other
outfits here will follow The Commnwealth won't step in because there isn't
enough property and personnel to justify intervention. The fanatics will seal up
the whole place. No one will try to reestablish. Eventually it'll all be
forgotten." She spread her hands in a gesture of hel pl essness.

"All this potential will be lost. No nore Verdidi on Weave. No Fl avor Cubes, no

t oxi n&#8209; eating fungi, nothing. The floats will drift back to the wild, only their
population will fall off in this area because they' |l no | onger have easy,
protected access to food." There was sadness and passion in her voice

"Only a tiny portion of the caverns have been explored and charted. It takes so
much time. This is the first world we've tried to settle where aerial surveys
and mapping satellites are usel ess, because the only part of the planet we're
interested in is buried. Like a treasure chest. Even Cachal ot could be nmapped
fromorbit. You can't do that with caverns. Some of the techniques the
cartographers are having to use are thousands of years old. Longtunnel is

Al addin's cave, Flinx, overflowing with biogold instead of coins. The jewels
here are alive and nobile and need studying. W can't |let a bunch of madnen take
that away fromus. W won't."

"They got to you once before. They may try again."

"We'll be ready for themthis tine," she said confidently. "You heard Anee.
Security is in place. They won't slip past port authority this tine. Everyone
coming inis to be triple&*#8209; screened. Luggage is being hand searched. Now that the
word's out about what happened to ne, everyone's checking on everyone else. If
the fanatics do have an operative working here, he or she won't be able to go to
t he bat hroom wi t hout bei ng observed. They're going to have to keep a | ow
profile, or they'll be noticed and brought in for questioning." Her gaze rose to
nmeet his.

"I just want to be sure you understand what it is we're trying to do here,

Flinx. You sounded unsure, or at |east questioning. It's not just a matter of
maki ng noney; every week, every nonth we make a major discovery that adds to the
general store of human know edge. Not just in ecology or geology but in a whole
range of sciences. Longtunnel is unique. There's nothing else like it anywhere
in the Comronweal t h.

"Take the airway sensors. Nobody's ever seen anything |like them The taxonom sts
are going crazy trying to decide if they need to create a whole new class to
explain them It's trenendously exciting. Lifeforms living in ways we never
suspected existed. That's reason enough to fight to keep this installation
functioning. We're adding daily to humanx know edge and humanx confort. The
thranx who are working here, they think they may have a line on a sulfide eater
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that can be gengineered to rebuild broken exoskel eton. You can't regenerate
chiton, but this stuff secretes it as a by&#8209; product. You plant the wound, wait,
and it grows together |ike new.

"Do you realize what that neans to a thranx? You know how afraid they are of
damaged exoskel eton. It's about the severest kind of external injury they can
suffer. They haven't cracked the problemyet, but we're trying to help. W'd
split the profits fromsuch a discovery. It would be a major nedical advance in
the treatnment of thranx trauma and would save nmany lives. Isn't that worth
fighting for?"

"I wouldn't know." He turned away from her and studied the wall. malittle
young to be debating the great ethical issues. |I have enough trouble sorting out
ny own sense of ethics, |et alone humanxkind's."

She was obviously di sappointed. "Then you don't agree that what we're doing here
is wrth the slight alterations to the ecosystenP"

"Certainly they're worth it to Coldstripe. All the rest- it's not for ne to

say. "
"But we're not tanpering with the ecology," she said in exasperation. "The fungi
that becane Verdidion Wave still exist in a "natural' state. W're only grow ng

t he gengi neered variety we devel oped. There's no inpact on the subterranean

envi ronnent what soever. "

He turned so sharply that it startled her. "I'monly here because of you. | have
no right to an opinion on the matter either way." He took a step toward her
halted abruptly, and eyed the floor. "Also, it's about tine I was on ny way."
"Leavi ng?" She | ooked puzzled. "You just got here. You said you were a student.

| thought you were enjoying your tour of the facilities, nmeeting the other

wor kers and | earning about their projects. If that's boring you, why not study
Longtunnel itself? Check out an outfit and go spel unking."

He gl anced back at her. "Wat do you care? Wiy are you interested in what | do?"
"Because you saved ny life, of course, and in doing so probably saved the whole
installation. Because | |ike you." She frowned at her own words. "That's odd.
usual |y prefer older nmen. But there's definitely sonething about you, Flinx. |'m
tal ki ng about nore than what we shared on the journey here."

"What ?" He spoke nore sharply than h2 had intended, but as always he suspected
perception where there was only guil el essness.

"You're justé&#8209;different." She noved close to him Pip fluttered her w ngs but
remai ned on his shoul der as she slipped both arns around hi mfrom behi nd, not
trying to pin his arns to his sides, just holding him The contact nade him

shi ver.

"l guess |'mnot naking nyself clear,"” she whispered. "I'mbetter at naking
nysel f understood on the Hydroden. What |'msaying, Flinx, is that | nore than
just like you. I want you to stay here. Not to study. To be with ne. W haven't
had much time to tal k about that, about us. |'ve been so busy since | got back.
Al 1've tal ked about is Longtunnel and its inportance and my work. It's tine to

tal k about you and rme."

"There's nothing to talk about.” He wanted to sound utterly calm cool,

uni nvol ved, but the proximty of her body nade that inpossible.

She sensed it, hugged himtighter, and pressed herself against him "Isn't
there? You' ve becone special to nme. | like to think |I've becone a little special
to you. | think ours is a relationship that, if nurtured, could growinto

sonet hing really spe&#8209;"

“stop it!"

The vi ol ence of his reaction shocked her into letting himgo. "I thought.

"You “thought.' There's nothing to think about, Clarity. You don't understand.
You don't understand anything about ne."

Al arned by her master's enotional outburst, Pip took to the air in search of an
unseen eneny. In this instance the eneny was not visible because it was Flinx

hi nmsel f.

Clarity's confession of al nobsté&#8209;|ove shattered the enotional bal ance Flinx had
carefully nurtured the past weeks. It had nothing to do with the fact that she
was so obviously attracted to him He had dealt with that previously. It was
because he was so deeply drawn to her, nmentally as well as physically. She was
intelligent and beautiful and ol der, but she did not talk down to him It was
the first time in his life he had experienced that kind of all &#8209; envel opi ng
enotional surge in a woman. More than anyone el se could know, he knew it was
genui ne. So he coped the only way he knew how to cope with what he perceived to
be an intrusi on&#8209; by pushi ng back, pushing away, and trying to nmaintain
objectivity. It was frightening to discover that he could not be half as cold as
he wanted to be. The reality of love was infinitely nore difficult to deal with
t han the phil osophi cal concept.

"What's wong, Flinx? Tell ne."
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“"You don't really know nme. You only know what |'ve let you see."
Then let me see everything so | can understand,” she inplored him "Let ne
have that chance. | could get to know you well enough for us to be happy
t oget her."
"W coul d never be happy together,"’
wi th anyone."
Hurt joined confusion in her voice. "You re not making any sense.”
There was nothing to do but plunge on ahead. The small craft that tossed and
flung himdown the rapids of his life never seenmed to put into shore.
“You're a gengi neer and a good one. Surely you've heard of the Meliorate
Soci ety"
"The&#8209; "She hesitated. Cearly that was not what she had expected himto say. But
she recovered quickly. "Qutlaws of the worst kind. Renegade eugenicists. They
did genetic alteration of unborn human beings w thout consent or approval."
"That's right." Suddenly Flinx was very tired. "Their intentions were honorable,
but their methodol ogy bl asphenpbus. They viol ated every | aw covering gene

he said decisively. "I can never be happy

splicing and cosnetic DNA surgery that exists. | understand a few new ones were
added to the code specifically to cope with their offenses.”
"What about then? As | recall, the last of themwas hunted down and hospitalized

or mndwi ped a long tinme ago.
"Not so very long ago. Not as long ago as the official records suggest. The | ast
of them were active up until a few years back." He eyed her strangely. "As a

| egiti mate gengi neer | expect you di sapprove of what they did far nore than

woul d the average citizen."

"Of course | do. The details of their work were never made public. The
government kept it as quiet as possible, but being in the field | had access
during ny studies to bits and pieces of information that fell through the cracks

in security. | know what the Meliorares did, or tried to do. They were
replicating the barbarities of the twentieth&#8209;century B.A on a much |arger
scal e.

"Now they're history. The Meliorares were crinmnals with scientific training.
None of their work will ever nake it into the |legitimte gengineering journals.
The governnment ordered all of it sealed."

"True. The only problemthey couldn't solve was that while they could | ock up
all Meliorate research, they couldn't account for the results of all their
experiments. Ch, they caught up with nobst of them cured those they could, put

t hose who were damaged beyond hope of a normal life out of their msery. But
they didn't find everyone. At |east one of the Meliorare's experinental subjects
reached adul t hood without giving hinmself away or manifesting any serious
illness. There may have been others. Nobody knows. Not even the Church."

"I wasn't aware of that. The final report on the matter, which is standard
reading in gengineering histories, says that the |last of the Society nmenbers was
rounded up and dealt with years ago, and that all their work had been accounted
for."

"Not all of it," Flinx corrected her. "They didn't get everyone." His eyes were
fastened on hers. "They didn't get ne."

Pip had finally settled down on a nearby railing. Scrap had noved away from
Clarity to be close to his nother. He was confused and frightened by Flinx's

out burst and allowed Pip to shelter himbeneath one w ng.

Clarity stared at the young man who had suddenly noved away fromher. Finally
she smil ed&#8209;but it was a crooked, uncertain snile.

"What kind of talk is that? "They didn't get me&#8209;' You aren't old enough to have
been a menber of the Society, not even in its final days."

It was his turn to smle hunorlessly. "I told you you didn't understand
anything. | wasn't a nenber of the Society. |'mone of the experinents. Funny,
isn't it? | |look normal."

“You are normal," she replied with conviction. "You're nore normal than anyone
I've ever nmet. Shy, yes, but that's just another sign of normality."

“I'mnot shy; |I'mcareful. | wear shadows to hide nyself, | keep to the darkness
and try not to | eave even nenories behind."

"You've certainly failed in ny case. Flinx, you can't be serious about this.
There's no way you could know in any case."

"l was on Mdth when the |ast Society menbers fought the authorities and both
groups bl ew thenselves to hell. They were fighting over ne. But | didn't get

bl own up. | got away." He did not tell her how he had escaped, because he still
had no i dea how he had done so, and it troubled himto think about it.

Her eyes were searching. No doubt seeking the bul ging forehead, the extra
fingers, any physical manifestation of the possible nutations he was alluding
to, he thought sardonically. She would not find anything. The changes that had
been wrought in his system had been nmade while he was still in the wonb. Only he
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t hought they were visible.

"I wasn't born, Clarity. | was built. Constructed, conceived in a design
conputer." He tapped the side of his head. "What's up here is a perversion of
nature. I'mjust a working hypothesis. The people who thought ne up are dead or

wi ped, so there's no one |left who knows what they were trying to make of ne.
"Naturally I'mas illegal as the Society nenbers. Quilt by birth instead of
association. If the authorities find out what I am they'll take ne into custody
and start poking and probing. If they determ ne that |I'm harnl ess and
certifiably normal, they may let me go free. If they find otherw se . .

"You can't be sure of this, Flinx. No nmatter what you've seen, or |earned, or
been told, there's no way to be sure."

But he saw that besides shocking her, his confession had nade her uncertain. Her
attitude toward himwas still hopeful, still affectionate, but nore considered
now. The unrestrai ned enptions had faded beneath the wei ght of the questions he
had planted in her mind. It was shamng to spy on her feelings |like that, but he
could not have stopped hinmself had he wanted to. No | onger was she certain of
the man standi ng across fromher. The sinplistic | ens she had been seeing him

t hrough had been pernanently shattered. Wth it had gone sonething he feared

m ght be lost to himforever.

Not that any choice had been left to him It was inportant for her to back off,
to realize what a freak she was dealing with. Because he knew he had been on the
verge of falling hopelessly and dangerously in love with her, and he was not yet
in a position to permt that. He m ght never be.

"Flinx, | don't know what to make of what you've just told me. | don't know how
| can believe any of it, even though you obviously do. Al | know for certain is
that you're good and kind and caring. That much | don't have to submt to
inquiry. |'ve observed it, experienced it. |I don't think any of that was ...
She hesitated before hazarding the word. ". . . progranmed into you before you

were born. Those characteristics are functions of your personality, and they're

what attracted nme to you."

She nmeant every word of it, he knew. It was an honest, straightforward

out pouring of affection. It made himtrenbl e inside.

"Everyone has problens," she went on. "If any of what you say is true, then

who's better equi pped to understand them and synpathize with your troubles than

me?"

"You have no idea what | mght do," he warned her. "I don't know nyself. As |

get older, | can feel nyself changing, and |'mnot referring to the passing of

adol escence. It's deeper than that. It's physical &8209; here." He touched the side of
hi s head agai n.

" Changi ng how?"

"I don't know. | can't say; it's inpossible to tell. There's just the feeling

that sonething nejor is happening to nme. Sormething | can't control. Once |

thought | knew what it was all about, that it was something | could study and

learn to master. Now |'mnot sure. | have this feeling that it's nuch nore than

| originally thought it was. Maybe a | ot nore than what ny designers intended.

The nutation is nutating, and whence it goes, nobody knows.

"As you get older, you're supposed to start finding answers to your questions. |

only seemto come up with nore questions. It's maddeni ng sonmetinmes." Seeing the

| ook that cane over her face, he hastened to reassure her. "l don't nean

maddeni ng i n the sense of going insane, but maddening as in frustrating and
puzzling."

She managed a small, wan snmile. "I have noments |ike that nyself, Flinx.

Everyone does. | just want for us to be together. | think if we're together and

you cone to feel for ne the way | feel about you, there's nothing we can't cope
with. | have access to sealed records. My security clearance is very high.

Col dstripe may be small, but our contacts are excellent."

He was shaking his head. "You'll never get into the Church records concerning

the Society. There's a noral inperative lock on them | know, |'ve tried. You

can work your way through the government copies with bribes and coercion, but

you can't do that within the Church.”

"We'll nmanage. Anything's possible when you're in |ove.
"Are you so sure you're in |ove?"

"You don't give a centinmeter, do you?"

"I can't afford to. Are you?"

“I'mnot sure, now | thought | was, buté&#8209;is anyone ever really sure?" Her snile
expanded. "See, you aren't the only one who can be badly upset by sonething

happeni ng i nside them What | don't understand is why you keep pushing ne away

when all | want is to help and conprehend. Way won't you let ne help you?"

"Because | am dangerous. Isn't that obvi ous?"

"No, it isn't. Just because some m sgui ded people tinkered with your genes

"
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before you were born, if any of that is true, doesn't make you a threat. Wen

|l ook at you, all | see is a young man unsure of hinmself and his future who went
out of his way to help nme when | was in trouble, and who could just as easily
have ignored ne and gone on his nerry way. A young nman who risked his life to
save that of a stranger. A man who is kind and gentle and intelligent, if a bit
cynical at tines. Wiy should | see a threat in that?"

"Because you don't know what | mi ght do. Because don't know what | mght do." He
was al nost pleading with her now, wanting to keep the di stance he had opened

bet ween them but not wanting to frighten her

"The Meliorares wanted to inprove humanity, as | recall it. If your mnd
reflects your ethics, then I've nothing to worry about."

"Clarity, you're just not seeing it, are you?"

"You said | couldn't. Help me to understand, Flinx." She took a step toward him
t hen stopped. She wanted desperately to hold him to enbrace and confort him and
tell himthat no matter what was wong, it was all going to turn out all right.
Yet at the sanme tinme she could not put aside his warning that it mght be better
for her if she did not.

Both were torn between what their hearts wanted and what their m nds ordered

t hough for differing reasons. They m ght have settled everything then and there
m ght have changed their |ives one way or the other, except that their
conversation was not allowed to continue

Chapter Ten

The expl osion seenmed to echo endl essly down the tunnels and corridors. The

chem cal fluorescents attached to the ceilings and walls did not flicker and go
out since each was independent of its neighbor.

A second expl osion foll owed cl ose behind the first. It came fromthe entrance to
Col dstripe's cavern, up past the | aboratories and |iving spaces

"Accident," darity shouted

Flinx was shaking his head. "I don't think so." He recognized the report of a
shaped demolition charge but did not want to alarmher until he was absolutely
certain.

At the sanme tinme he dammed hinself for an overconfident fool. There were

si dearns on board the Teacher. He had left themthere, confident that he had

time to deliver Carity to her colleagues and then nove on. He had expected
persistence on the part of her kidnappers, but not speed. And her tour of the
installation had subsequently engendered in hima fal se sense of security, now
rudely shattered. No installation was inpregnable. Tse&#8209; Mall ory woul d have been
di sappointed in him That old man had tried his best to stuff his young friend's
skull as full of tactics and strategy as he had of humanities and science.

"Qur civilization is founded on | aw and reason," he had once told Flinx, "but

never forget that the forces of darkness are always roaming its fringes, testing
its strength, always probing for a way in. Nor am| speaking solely of the AAnn

| fear themless than | fear internal corruption and a breakdown of norality,

those for whomethics is nerely an inconveni ent concept. You nust always be on
guard against them They'll slip up on a civilization like a bad cold, and

before you know it, the body politic is conmatose wi th pneunpnia. It can strike

i ndividuals as easily as institutions.

"That's why we have the United Church, to provide noral |eadership and succor to
those who need it. Perfect it's not, and the padres know it."

I need a gun right now, Flinx told hinmself as he and darity raced hand in hand

up the corridor, not noral suasion.

Confused shouts and panicky yells mixed with the expl osions' dying echoes. "Your
friends have cone back for you!" he shouted above the noise
"I npossi bl el There's no way they could get past port Security.
Pi p buzzed her master's head, constantly sweeping the corridor ahead with her

eyes. "What if they cane in somepl ace el se?" he asked her.

"There is no place else," she insisted. "The best VTL shuttlecraft would have a
fifty&#8209;fifty chance at best of setting down off the landing strip in one piece
The odds for a successful |ift&#8209;off would go down. As for the outpost itself,
there's only the single entrance, and you saw the barrier door we taxied under

It would take a direct hit froma warship to penetrate that. Everyone cones in

that way."
"Since |'ve been here, all |'ve heard about are the extensive caverns of
Longtunnel. If they could get down intact, isn't it possible they could find or

enl arge anot her entrance? There nust be other openings to the surface besides
the one that's utilized for the fornmal port of entry.'

"l suppose. Yes, | guess that woul d be possible. Anyone trying it would have to
cone in with full spelunking gear: copes, lights, everything. There are sone
horrendous pits and sheer drops, but it's conceivable they could do that, if
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they were deterni ned enough.”

"Or fanatic enough." As they rounded a corner a third explosion, smaller than
the others, boomed down the tunnel. Flinx came to a halt just in tine.

The next charge went off ahead and slightly to their right, close enough for
themto feel the heat and see the flash. The ceiling had been cleanly shorn or

t hey m ght have been skewered by falling stalactites. The force of the blast was
still powerful enough to dislodge rock fromthe roof and knock both of themto
t he ground.

"You all right?" As Flinx helped Clarity to her feet, he caught a brief glinpse
of a tall blond woman in a chanel eon suit running into a roomup ahead whose
door had been bl own away. Several smaller people, simlarly clad, followed her

i nside. Several of themlooked too old to be engaged in such business, but then,
fanatici smknows no age.

They had used the suits to help theminfiltrate the facility; now that they had
been di scovered, they had thrown back the hoods in order to see and hear nore
freely.

Two bodies lay in the corridor. One was npaning and rolling on the floor,
clutching his torn left arm Carity started toward them and Flinx had to grab
her from behi nd.

"That's Sarah! She's hurt."

"We can't do anything here. They're right in front of us. If they get you back,
| won't be able to help you again. Soneone else will take care of her."

He dragged her with himas he retreated. In addition to being bigger than her,
he was nuch stronger than his slight frame suggested. The | egacy of hanging from
his fingers to avoid the attentions of the police and of |eaping fromwall to
wi ndow, he told hinself.

A fresh explosion erupted in the roomthe attackers had assaulted. Yellow flanme
burst upward and spread out across the ceiling.

"Ch, God," darity noaned. "That was our mcrosurgery! It takes years to get
delivery of some of the equipnent that was in there."

"You' d better start worrying about the equi prent between your hair and your
boots. That takes even longer to replace,” he warned her tightly.

The cavern was alive with the sound of small arnms fire: the crackle of needlers,
the soft hiss of |asers. Shots easily pierced spray&#8209;plastic walls. The corridor
was beginning to fill with snoke as flanmable materials reacted to the kiss of
heat &#8209; gener ati ng weaponry.

They could hear the flames that ate at the cool cave air. Qher roons and

| aboratory facilities were being put to the figurative torch. The attackers were
nmet hodi cal in their destruction. However they had cone in, Flinx surm sed that
they had first noved to seal off Coldstripe fromthe rest of the outpost. Then
t hey had begun working their way backward, destroying everything they
encountered as they advanced.

"Why?" Carity was crying as Flinx half wal ked, half carried her down the
tunnel . "Wy, why?"

"Ki dnappi ng you wasn't enough,” he nuttered, his eyes checking each door and
passage before racing onward. "Your escape forced themto nove openly. You as
much as told ne that they wanted to shut you down."

“"Not |ike this! Not killing and burning."

"They're probably looking at it as sone kind of tw sted cleanup operation. |
don't think they're really keen to nmurder. It's the facility here they want to
destroy. That doesn't nean they're going to stop and reason with anyone who
thinks differently or gets in their way."

She | ooked up suddenly. "Bo you think they know |'m back here?"

"Maybe. Cobviously their information's better than anybody thought."

It was beconming hard to see through the thickening smoke. Just then soneone
stepped out of the murk on his right. The sight was so unprepossessing that for
an instant Flinx was not sure how to react.

The man was short and electively bald, with heavy white sideburns fram ng his
jowy face and a potbelly protruding fromhis mdsection. Hs suit was too big
for his body and hung in winkles around his chest and thighs, which distorted
its canouflaging ability. A breather clung to his face |like sone seagoi ng
arachnid, its presence proof that the attackers expected to have to deal with
smoke and bad air.

He had stepped out of a service corridor awash in acrid snoke. Though he | ooked
| ess than dangerous, there was a madness burning in his eyes that belied his
appearance, and there was nothing | aughabl e about the hi gh&*#8209; power ed needi er he
was gripping in both hands. The instant he caught sight of Flinx and Clarity, he
began bringing it around to bear. He spoke in a high, maniacal voice that was
anyt hi ng but hunorous.

"Over! Al over for you now, damm you! You're done here; you're finished. W're
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putting an end to this blaspheny forever. This is only the first step, only the
begi nning." The gun was still nmoving. "Death to all destroyers of the

envi ronnent!"

Flinx shoved Carity hard and threw hinself the other way. H's arm junped
involuntarily as the near miss fromthe needier grazed his shoul der. He | anded
and rolled fast, then came up to see the nuzzle of the gun swing toward him

The second shot was never fired. The man ripped his lungs screanming as Pip's
venom caught him square in the eyes. Probably he never saw the flying snake. Pip
had been so involved in keeping herself positioned between her master and the
greater threat far up the corridor that she had been late in getting back to
deal with this unexpected one.

The little man fell backward, flung his weapon aside, and began clawing at his
disintegrating face. Steamrose fromhis skin as venomate into the flesh.
Though he did not know it, he was already dead. By the tinme Flinx had hel ped
Clarity back to her feet, their assailant |lay notionless on his back.

Clarity was bl eeding fromshall ow scratches on her arms and | egs where she had
struck the ground. Making sure she could stand by herself, Flinx went to renpve
the dead man's breather, not forgetting to pick up the needier he had thrown
aside in his agony. A couple of power cells for the gun fit neatly in tw enpty
pockets. A quick search of the man's suit and inner clothing turned up nothing
that could be used to identify himor the organization to which he bel onged.

Fl i nx was checking out the handgun as he rejoined Carity. "Woever they are,
they're very thorough. No identification whatsoever. Nothing to | ead the
authorities to themor to their base of operations.” Wen she continued to stare
bl ankly past him he raised a hand as if to strike her. "Carity! Wake up!"

She instinctively raised both arns to protect herself. It was enough to shake
her out of the daze into which she had | apsed.

"Sorry. |' m&#8209;1"' m okay."

A laser hissed into the ceiling behind them boning a hole through danp

i mestone. In one snoboth swoopi ng novenent Flinx brought the heavy needier
around and fired. No body appeared out of the swirling snmoke, but his return
fire was not answered, either.

"They aren't trained for this," he nmunbled, as much for his own reassurance as
for arity's. "They're not soldiers. They're relying on determnation and
surprise, both of which they' ve brought in quantity. It's not a real mlitary
operation. If they were professionals, we'd be dead or captured by now " He
tried to see through the roiling snmoke. "Some of the security people nust be
putting up a fight."

The upper reaches of Coldstripe's cavern were filled with snoke and flame. In
such conditions it would be difficult for both attackers and defenders to tell
friend fromfoe. The local ventilation systemwas still functioning or they

woul d have al ready suffocated, but if vital fans or ducts were destroyed, the
air could turn unbreathable rapidly. He tried not to think about the possible

ai rborne toxins that mght have been rel eased into the encl osed at nbsphere when
the invaders had bl own up the conpany | abs.

The fanatics had come equipped with breathers. Coldstripe's people mght not be
simlarly prepared. Having effectively elimnated the research station as a
viable entity, he found hinself wondering, would the invaders be content to stop
there? Victory could be a powerful narcotic. They nmight well attenpt a takeover
of the entire colony.

Even now they might have a snall arnmy of fellow fanatics waiting in orbit,
anxious to fallow their shock troops down via cargo shuttle. If they could take
control of the port, they could hold everyone hostage. Demands coul d be drawn up
and presented to the governnent. The newsfax attention would be extraordinary.
"I's there another way around to the port and hangar facilities?"

Her eyes were watering fromthe snoke. She hacked and coughed out a reply. "No.
Each concern has its own conplex. The only way back to the port is the way I
brought you&#8209; brought you in. Some of the university people share space to save
noney, but every private outfit like Coldstripe has its own cavern with its own
access. That's to ensure conpany security. If they break out into the main port
area ....

"That's what's been bothering me. At |east now we know there's nore than one way
out to the surface. They didn't blast their way in. If there's one natural
passage in, there mght be another l|leading fromhere to the port."

"Then it hasn't been mapped," she insisted as they stunbled al ong, racing the
snoke. "Not even a crawl space. "

H s eyes required constant attention. It seemed strange that ordinary snoke
could sting so badly. Burning Myl ar and spray&*#8209; wal I s m ght have rel eased
irritating chemcals into the air.

"We've got to have a light we can carry with us.

"

He | ongingly eyed the
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chentubes that showed the path, but they were bolted down tight.

"Sonehow we have to get clear of this conmplex. | don't think they're going to
take the time to | ook for you specifically. At |east not right away. Too many
bodi es around. First they're going to secure what they've taken and naeke pl ans
for holding on to it. They they'll decide on foll ow&#8209; up neasures."

"It doesn't matter, it doesn't matter anynore." She was sobbing, and not from
the effects of the snoke. "They're destroying everything! Al the work we've
done, all our specinens, the records&#8209;all ruined!"

"Did you think they' d be selective in their destruction?" he said. It came out
soundi ng harsher than he had intended. "Discrimnation requires a system of

val ues. Much sinpler to conderm it all and engage in whol esal e destruction than
to waste tine trying to decide if something mght be beneficial. They're
operating on their own private noral code, not civilization's. You saw the
expression on that man's face." He gestured behind them in the direction of the
dead man who had tried to shoot them

"There's somet hing much nore exciting about taking part in physical action

i nstead of a debate. Instant gratification. R ght now they nmust be thinking they
won the world. All they hold is a little piece of this one, but you' d never
convince themof that. Not now, not at this nmonment."

Her sidetail swung up against her ear. "How conme you know so nuch about mass
psychol ogy?"

"l had teachers who knew all about it. Pick up your feet."

She ran nore easily now, letting himlead her deeper and deeper into

Col dstripe's storage sector. In alittle while they found thensel ves surrounded
by cached supplies. The Iight tubes here were weak and in need of replacenent.
They were snaller and nore manageabl e than the big ones up in research but stil

| arger than he was | ooking for.

He questioned Clarity w thout nuch hope of |earning anything useful. She was a
gengi neer, not a quarternaster. They started inspecting individual crates,
readi ng the stanped | abels while wishing for a code scanner

They found plenty of concentrates and stuffed their pockets. Near the back of
the big chanber they encountered several snull side caves that had been seal ed
off to prevent unauthorized access. A nunber of the containers behind the
restrictive barriers were nmarked as radi oactive. Mdst were sinply expensive. The
barriers protecting themwere not conplex. They were designed to keep out only
casual thieves. None had been erected with foiling professionals in mnd

Flinx funbled for the tools he had used to such good effect on Alaspin. lronic
how ci rcunst ances keep forcing me out of retirenent, he thought.

Clarity watched him defeat the | ocks and pop the gate in less than a mnute

"You nust have been very good at your trade when you were working at it."

"I was. Then | started growing, so | gave it up pernmanently. Tough for a tall
thief to remain inconspicuous." He dragged the gate aside

The hi gh&#8209; priced electronics and scientific instruments did not interest him
What he wanted was the conpact, hi gh&#8209;intensity chentubes that illumnated the
storage cave itself. Each was half a neter long. It was not hard to pry a couple
of the brightly glow ng cylinders fromtheir mountings. He passed one to Clarity
and kept the other for hinself.

He tried to choose the brightest pair. They were designed to operate for a |ong
tinme without attention or maintenance and required no batteries, no power packs,
no charged chips. As long as the tube's integrity remained inviolate, they
shoul d have illum nation for as long as they were likely to need it.

"What about water?" He felt better now that they had food and light. "It's
liable to be a while before the situation here is resolved."

"You don't need to carry water on Longtunnel. The caverns are awash in it. Keep
in mnd that there are whole rivers down here." She eyed hi muncertainly. "Wat
are you pl anni ng, Flinx?"

"We're going to wait. W'll find a deep, dark, quiet spot where nobody's
shooting at anybody else and wait. In a couple of days we'll conme back and see
what's going on. If the port is still holding out, we'll try to work our way
back there. After the initial fighting comes the negotiating. Maybe the
destruction of Coldstripe's facilities will satisfy them Mybe they'|l| bargain
for safe, unopposed passage of fpl anet and | eave. Maybe.

"If they nanage to take over the entire port, we'll have to find sonme way to
make it to ny shuttle.” He was staring past her. "Do you know your way around

t he unoccupi ed caverns?"

"No. There was never any reason to go any farther than the farthest |ab

Spel unki ng was a hobby for sonme of ny friends but never for ne.”

"Dam. Well, never nmind. W'Ill nanage."

They reentered the mai n warehousi ng section, keeping | ow and stayi ng behind
conceal i ng crates and packages as she led himtoward the back of the chanber.
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Eventually they halted in front of a spray&*#8209;wall. It was a theoretical partition
nore than a realistic one, cardboard thin: a bright blue boundary.

He felt it with his fingers. It was flexible to the touch. "What's back here?"
Wthout waiting for a reply he flicked the wafer&*#8209;thin |latch holding a spray&#8209; door
shut. It opened inward, and he shoved the tube he was carrying into the darkness
beyond. There was no other light on the far side of the partition, no adamantine
over heads or biotubes lining the floor. The ground was rough and pebbly.

"Not hing," she told him "Just enpty cavern. Mre Longtunnel."

"How common are those dangerous lifeforms you nentioned? Are they all as

harm ess as the phot onor ph?"

"You woul dn't think a photonorph was harmess if it got hold of you. It's a good
thing they're slow" She was trying to see past him "Not much of anything cones
this close to the installation. Too nuch |ight and noise."

"That's what we want." There was satisfaction in his voice. "Dark and enpty." He
stepped through the portal. "Cone on, what are you waiting for?" He tried to see
over the shelves and cylinders that filled the warehousing cavern. None of the

i nvaders had penetrated this far, but eventually they would start hunting for

possi bl e pockets of resistance. Depending on what they had brought down with

them they m ght need to begin scavenging for supplies. The warehouse would be a

| ogi cal place to start. For any of several reasons they might show up at any
nonent, and he didn't want to be around when they did.

The sane thoughts nust have occurred to Clarity, but she continued to hang back.

"I can't," she said finally.

"Can't? What do you mean, you can't? Are you afraid of dangerous animal s?"

"No, it's not that." Her voice had grown very small. "It's just that |&#8209; Fli &#8209; nx,
I'"'mafraid of the dark."

He gaped at her. "And you cane to work in a place |ike Longtunnel ?"

"There's no permanent dark here." She spoke defiantly. "The biotubes burn around
the clock, and some part of the installation is always on work shift. The only
tine it's dark is when you turn out the lights in your living quarters. It's not
the sane kind of dark as that." She nodded toward the enptiness that swall owed

the light beyond Flirts's tube.

"There's all kinds of things down there, Flinx. For every one we've found there
nust be a hundred nore we know not hi ng about."

"Then it's a choice, isn't it? Wat you don't know about down there and what you
do know about out that way." He gestured back the way they had cone with the
brightly gl owi ng tube.

As she stood hesitating, sonmeone screamed far up a branching corridor. It was a

| ong, drawn&#8209; out scream hi gh&#8209; pitched but not necessarily fenale. Not the sort of
scream a person would nmake if he had just been hit by a weapon. It decided her.
"I'"'m com ng&#8209; but will you do one thing for ne?"

“"What's that?"

"Wul d you hold nmy hand?"

He gl anced at her extended right hand and tried to hide his puzzlement. Carity
was a mature, intelligent human being. A scientist, for Deity's sake! The sinple
absence of light was not sonething to fear. It did not threaten, it was not a
physi cal presence, it could not hurt you in and of itself. Yet

ot her wi se&#8209; rati onal people were easily terrified of it. He could feel the fear
within her and knew it was for real.

Now was not the time or the place to debate unreasonabl e psychol ogi cal
deficiencies. He just took her hand and gently brought her through the portal,
carefully closing the mIlineter&#8209;thick door behind them The two tubes envel oped
themin a circle of light half a dozen neters in dianeter, keeping the blackness
at a confortable distance. He did not feel it pressing in on himat all. It

sinmply was.

The first thing was to nove deep enough into the next cavern so that anyone
peering through the door they had used would not be able to detect their |ights.
He doubt ed anyone woul d bother to check, since the |logical thing for anyone
fleeing to do would be to try to sneak out to the safety of the port. But he was
not taking any chances.

The floor was relatively snooth except for pebbles and gravel. In places, water
had worn a flat but slick path. They crossed a running stream and Flinx paused
for a sip of pure, cold cave water. As he bent toward the rivulet, a host of

tiny white legless creatures sped in all directions, fleeing his |light.

At the scritch&#8209; scritch sound of sonething nmuch larger hurrying away into the
darkness he brought his light around fast. There was nothing to be seen, not a
suggestion of movenent between the glistening stalagmtes, but he could feel the
life all around, keeping to the hidden places.

As they traveled farther and deeper, he could see pinpoints of light flashing
beyond the range of the tubes. Photonorphs perhaps, or sone other extraordinary
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ki nd of biolum nescent creature, possibly new to science. Watever they were,
their lights winked out when the brighter illumnation of the tubes canme near
them Wen they had hi ked past, he turned and | ooked back to see the pinpoints
flashing brightly again.

The conparatively easy footing enabled themto cover a ot of ground in a short
tine. For a while they were able to hear voices and expl osions. These faded with
di st ance.

The fanatics nust have al ready reached the warehouse, he surm sed. He and
Clarity had left just in tine. He tried to put hinmself in the attackers'
position. If they were snart, they would put a permanent guard or two on station
at the warehouse cavern's entrance, but he did not know how nuch credit to give
them Certainly they were as fanatical as Clarity had described them That they
had gone so far as to openly assault a legitimte comrercial enterprise, not to
nmention an entire Commonweal th out post, was proof enough of their devotion to
their cause and their willingness to risk everything in its service. But that
was no indication they would act logically in ail things.

They had cone far enough fromthe installation to relax in safety, but he kept
going, wanting to be certain. The next clear, running stream he promn sed

hi nsel f, and they would set up a canp to wait out the assault. By then it m ght
all be over, the invaders gone, the port authorities recovering. It would
behoove the attackers to act rapidly on the outside chance a peaceforcer m ght
be in the area. But w thout a deepspace communi cati ons beam he reninded

hi nsel f, a warship would have to be extrenely close indeed to pick up a distress
si gnal .

He checked his chrononeter. Technically it was nighttinme, bat within the caverns
that was the only tine it ever was. Though he had devel oped the ability to

cat nap whenever necessary, he did not think Clarity shared that talent. So for
her sake they would try to keep to a normal twenty&#8209; f our &#8209; hour day.

It would have been nice to have had enough time to gather proper equipnent:
ropes, hard hats, |ong&#8209;range penetrati ng&#8209; beam | anps, nmaybe even a tent and
sl eepi ng bags. Not that be was conpl aining. They were |ucky to have escaped with
food and lights. Wile not frightened of the darkness, he had no desire to go
stunbling blindly about in it. It would be easy to becone disoriented, |ose
one's way, and wander the endl ess caverns until food or hope ran out.

"We'll stay here a few days," he murnured, reasoning aloud. "If they haven't
left and it looks like they're settling in for a while, provided the port is
still holding out against them then |I'll try sonething else. | know you're not

enjoying this."
"You're so perceptive," she said, but her heart was not in the sarcasm "What
could you try?"

"After things cal mdown, |I'Il sneak back with Pip. They'll have nmade a thorough
search of the installation and won't be expecting any surprises. If | can |locate
a couple of themwho are approximately our size, I'll try to put them down

qui etly. Those chanel eon suits they're wearing have hoods. There's a chance we
coul d pass ourselves off as part of their army and nake a break for the port. |

don't want to try it unless | have to. 1'd rather take it easy here and wait for
themto | eave. Except you're not taking it easy."
“No, I"'mnot. Do you really think they'|l negotiate and | eave?"

"Depends on what their ultinate ains are. If it was just to destroy Coldstri pe,
then they' ve done that. If they're planning to settle in for a long stay .

"Qur food will run out." Her eyes were moving constantly, searching, as though

she expected a patch of darkness to suddenly becone ani mate and junp down on

her. The determ ned, sel f&#8209; confident researcher was gradually giving way to a
frightened little girl. He could see she would not |ast a week in the caverns.

Al'l because of nothing nore than the potential absence of |ight.

"You shouldn't be afraid.”

"I know that!" she shot back angrily. "It's stupid and childish and unreasonabl e
to be afraid of the dark. I'"'mquite aware of that. | know the nedical terns and
| know the causes, and it doesn't matter a goddamm because if you weren't here |
think 1'd go catatonic. O panic and run around until | ran into something. O
until sonething tan into ne."

"Well, | amhere." He spoke soothingly. "So take it easy. We'll rest, have

sonething to eat, maybe get sone sleep. If you're that afraid, then 1"l
reconnoi ter the port tonorrow. "

"All nmy friends." She was nurrmuring to herself now "Mximand Ling and Shorona
and Anee ...

"W saw only a couple of bodies, and we aren't sure anyone's dead. Except the
fanatic Pip put down. They don't have to kill people to stop your research and
devel opnent here. They've obviously come equi pped and pl anned for extensive
denolition work. If they do a lot of killing, it'll be nuch harder for themto
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negotiate a way out. They might not be able to slip free by the sane route they
used to sneak in. They may have a use for hostages. Besides, your friends
weren't the ones fighting back. Security was doing that."

"How could my friends fight? They had nothing to fight with."

"See? Then maybe they're safely out of it, waiting to see who takes control

St andi ng confortably on the sidelines."

"Yes." She | ooked up gratefully, brightening. "Yes, that's right, they m ght
be." She sounded hopeful. "Muybe everyone else will be okay."

"How many nonsecurity personnel did Col dstripe have?"

She thought a nmonment. "About sixty, including adm nistration."”

"That's a | ot of hostages. You can bargain efficiently with that nany hostages
Si xty corpses do you no good at all."

"And you're not even twenty yet," she said, marveling at him "Wen did you ever
have to think about hostage bargaining and assault tactics?"

"I had to growup in a hurry. | kind of regret that now | didn't have what
anyone woul d call a nornal childhood, which | suppose is appropriate since |'m
not normal. But | regret it all the sane.”

Anot her vi ol ent expl osi on echoed through the caverns. Scrap stirred on Clarity's
shoul der. The enotional strain of the past hours had taken its toll on the young
mnidrag. He flewrarely now, preferring to cling to Clarity's shoul der and
sidetail.

Flinx was surprised. "I thought they were finished with that, and it had to have
been close for us to hear it all way back here." Ten minutes |ater a second
explosion followed the first.

"Sonet hing's wong. They shoul d have concluded their denolition work by now.

Unl ess there was a part of your conplex | never saw. "

Clarity shook her head. "You saw everything."

He chewed his lower lip. "I can't imagine what's left to bl ow up, unless they've
gone conpletely mad and are destroying the supplies." He clinbed to his feet,
picking up a tube. "I'lIl go have a | ook. You can wait here."

"Not a chance." She rose nervously. "I'd rather be |ying hal f &8209; dead on that beach
back on Al aspin than be | eft al one down here."

"All right. But when we get close, we're going to have to nuffle the light from
the tubes. W can use our shirts.”

"Anyt hi ng you say, but |'mnot staying here alone."

They never did nake it far enough to see what was happeni ng. Wen they had
retraced half their steps, Flinx noticed that the faint glow of distant biotubes
t hrough spray&#8209;wal |l was absent. Runbles continued to reach them from
progressively fainter explosions.

"W nmust have taken a wrong turn sonewhere."

"No, this is right. This has to be right." She caressed an oddly bent

stalagmte. "I tried to menorize | andnmarks, specific features. That's one of the
first things they drill you in when you cone here, in case you do stray froma
lit path."

"Then we just haven't cone far enough."

He thought they had wal ked the required di stance when they found thensel ves
standi ng opposite a solid wall of rock. Flinx played his tube over the broken
surface while Pip and Scrap fluttered curiously nearby. The echo of another
expl osi on reached them very distant now. That was strange, because it should
have been | ouder.

He bent to exami ne a place where broken stone was | ayered against a sparkling
brown and white stalagnmite. Carity was kneeling and pushing aside fragnents of

rock.

"These | ook |ike unicorn horns. There's no fresh growh, and the stalactites are
still danp where they've broken | oose fromthe ceiling." Her gaze rose to the
solid wall in front of them "They nust be destroying the back passageways."

“It's not enough for themto ruin your work here." Flinx rose, his expression
grim "They're trying to entonb it by denolishing the corridors and roons."

A slight quaver crept into her voice. "If they're blowing up all the tunnels on
their way out, then we're trapped back here. "
"They found a new way in, we can find a new way out.
"But they had proper spelunking equi pnent, and the passage they found is

somewhere in there. " She indicated the i mmovable wall. "W only have a couple

of light tubes, and when they run out &#8209;"

"Cal mdown!" Flinx ordered. It had the intended effect, which was to quickly

danpen her rising hysteria. "There have to be other exits to the surface from

here, otherwi se there'd be no decent air for us to breathe."

"There are probably a hundred openings that go all the way up," she said

tiredly, "and nost of themless than a neter in dianmeter, and they tw st and

turn and curve on their way in. Nothing a human being could fit through&#8209; not hing
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a cat could fit through&#8209; but enough to allow air to circulate. Aternative
entrances to the outpost were checked and rechecked before constructi on began.
The only practical way into the conplex is via the ancient river canyon which
forms the shuttle landing strip." She ran her hands along the wall. It m ght
have been in place for a million years for all the chance they had of forcing a
passage through the tons of collapsed |inestone.

"We'll have to find a way through this sonehow," he told her. "Maybe a couple of
| arge stones fell against one another and left a clearable space between."

They did | ocate one spot where an inmense fallen stalactite three neters in
dianeter forned a | ow arch. A hopeful Flinx crawl ed through, only to find his
way bl ocked by debris froma second wall |ess than half a dozen neters beyond.
Unable to turn, he laboriously craw ed backward until he was standing outside

t he archway.

"No good. They set off mobre than one charge in here." He brushed dust fromhis
clothing, noticed the small flying snake peering at himfromddarity's shoul der,
and smled. "Pip and Scrap could probably get out through one of those air
passages you spoke of, but they're not homing aninmals. They couldn't take a
nmessage through, and in any event, Pip wouldn't |eave me in ny current state of

mnd. "

"Then we're trapped. We'll never get out. Even if there was another way, we'd
never find it. W don't have any equi pnent."

"But we do have tine. The food will last if we're careful with it, and water's

not a concern."

“It's not that. It's not that." She held her light tube so tightly, he was
afraid she'd crush it between her fingers. "Wat happens when these start to go
out ?"

"They're not going to go out until we've found a way out."

"How can you know t hat ?"

"Because we have to find a way out first." He | ooked past her. "If they're
slowmy filling in the entire Coldstripe conplex, then our best bet is to try to
circle around to the port area. If they' ve taken over the entire outpost, then
it doesn't matter where we go, but we can only proceed on the assunption that
there's a safe haven waiting for us at the end of our search. W need to find a
way into a devel oped section of cavern.

"They can't have brought enough people to keep watch over every room every
chanber. Most likely they' ve rounded everyone up and are keepi ng them under
guard in one place. By the tinme we've found our way around to another part of
the outpost, they won't be |ooking for strays." He took a determ ned step past
her .

She didn't follow "You think it's that easy? You don't know anythi ng about
caves and cave systens. Caverns big enough to shelter half a city are often
connected by crawl spaces too low for an infant to pass. You tell yourself, just
alittle nore, just a little farther and you'll be through, crawing on your

bel Iy, pushing with your feet, clawing with your hands while dust you can't
brush aside falls in your eyes. You can get close enough to see the next cavern
beyond, and then the roof dips another centinmeter and you're stuck, and you
can't back out and they can't pull you out and so you just lie there trying to
shrink your skeleton enough to pull free and&#8209;"

"That's enough!"

She started crying, not caring if anyone overheard, wanting someone to hear
because anything was preferable to being marooned forever in that awful
darkness, alone in a cavern that had suddenly becone a potential tonmb. Better to
be a prisoner, better to suffer any anount of abuse by captors than to be
trapped here.

"F&#8209; Flinx, | don't want to die down here."

"I"mnot particular about the place," he replied coolly, "but I am about the
tine, and it isn't now Conme on, we're wasting tine. W have to work our way
around, whether we have to clinmb or crawl or glide to do it. There has to be
anot her way out."

They started following the wall, traveling north by Flinx's illun nated conpass,
one of the hundred functions he could call up on his chrononeter.

H s hope was that they would quickly find a passage | eading to the back of sone
ot her conpany's research installation. But darity was right. He knew nore of

t he vast nesses above worlds than he did of the hollow places beneath their
sur f aces.

The first problemwas that the ground did not stay |evel. Despite their constant
efforts to remain at the sane depth, they found thensel ves unwillingly working
their way deeper. Nor did the wall they wanted to keep on their left curve
gently around toward the port. It wandered and split, form ng new passageways
and smal| caves and tunnels until it was inpossible to tell which was part of

"
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the original wall and which was entirely new. The narrowest crawl space m ght

| ead to sal vation, while spacious wal kaways al ways seened to end in rockfalls.
He thought they could find their way by follow ng breezes comng fromthe west,
but holes in the ceiling centinmeters wide and hundreds of meters long all
admitted fresh air fromthe planetary surface. The result was a constant swirl
of air, directionless and unhel pful.

The bright flare fromthe chentubes they carried did little to dispel their
sense of disorientation. Flinx had no idea of the port's layout and knew only
the direction in which they were traveling; darity, still terrified by the
darkness, was conpletely lost. To her credit, she struggled to keep mnd and
soul together with as nuch hope as she coul d nuster.

"Maybe heading down isn't so bad," she said, trying find the good in a bad
situation. "There are levels below Coldstripe's. | think there's a big storage
area | ocated beneath the port. W just need to nmake sure we don't descend too
far or we might walk right beneath it and out on the outer side."

"We'll find it. O sonmething close to it," he told her with an assurance he did
not feel.

Chapter El even

They wal ked, ate several neals, and marched on. It dawned on Flinx that one
could go quietly nad trying to find one's way around Longtunnel. It did not help
when darity informed himthat several of the geol ogists believed the wondrous
cavern system extended the I ength and breadth of the continent. The hopedé&#8209; f or
back way into another conpany's chanbers did not nmaterialize. Even while paying
constant attention to a conpass, it was easy to get turned around.

W I d photonorphs fled fromtheir lights. There was al so an unseen creature that
spun an intensely phosphorescent, bright pink web. They carefully avoi ded the
sticky strands as they wal ked past, content to adnmire the web froma distance

wi t hout feeling conpelled to summon its owner forth.

Foll owi ng a straight path was inpossible. The farther they went, the nore
difficult it becane to know if they were still anywhere near the col ony. For
Clarity's sake Flinx espoused a positive line, but after several days of
clinmbing over fallen boulders and through forests of stalagmites, during which
tinme they encountered not a single sign of humans presence, he found he was
becom ng di scouraged hi nsel f.

Pip's and Scrap's nmoods reflected those of their humans. They rarely flew,
preferring instead to ride shoulders and arns while displaying none of their
usual exuberance and curiosity. Flinx knewthat Pip's |lethargy was a true
reflection of his own current state of mnd. It was not a good sign.

The sheer enornpusness of the caverns was putting a severe dent in his

sel f &#8209; confi dence. They mi ght already have wal ked past half a dozen funnels
| eading straight to the port conplex. Instead, they had explored dozens of blind
alleys and corridors that gradually narrowed to the width of a knife. As Jarity
relentlessly pointed out, clinbing higher might only lose themin different
caverns.

If only they could get near enough to air installation to see a light, hear a
noi se. But there was only the trickling of water, the hi gh&#8209; pitched squeal s of
cavern dwellers, and the strange unnerving noi ses produced by shadows in the
darkness that scuttled out of sight whenever a tube was thrust in their
direction.

On the third day darity said, "They mght really want to destroy everything.
Not just Col dstripe."

"How do you nean?" Flinx had to turn sideways to fit through a narrow passage
between a row of stalagmtes. She turned to follow him carefully keeping her
preci ous tube away from any projecting rocks.

During the past days the tubes had faded slightly. Hardly enough to be

noti ceable, but it did not take nmuch to panic Carity. She had not conpl ai ned,
had not pointed out the reduced |evel of illum nation, but he knew she had
noticed. It was an effort for her to stay calmfromthe tinme they began wal ki ng
until they lay down to go to sleep.

"I'f they can wipe out the entire installation, bury every corridor and fill in
every devel oped cavern, they might try concocting a story about some kind of
natural disaster. They could claimthey were headed here to carry out an
experiment of their own, or to nake a mld protest, only to have found that an
eart hquake or sonmething had recently destroyed the colony. Make it look as if
natural causes were responsible. If they can invent a plausible enough story,
the Commonweal th office for this sector might not think it necessary to send out
their own inspectors to check it out.

"They coul d then convince the authorities that Longtunnel is unsuitable for
further exploration. It wouldn't take nuch. Al you'd have to do is show a
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layman's jury tridees of the surface. They could shut down the whole world, bar
it to further research. But that would nean," she finished in a small voice
"that they'd have to kill everybody. Not just the scientists and administrators
Everybody. "

They wal ked in silence for a while. "Sonetimes,"” Flinx finally said softly as he
raised his tube for a better | ook ahead, "those who speak of preserving life
aren't above taking it to further what they perceive to be their ultinmte ains.
Oten the only life they're not interested in preserving is that of their fellow

man." As he lowered the tube, he studied it thoughtfully. "It's a shame we can't
switch one of these off and preserve it."

She shook her head. "It's a steady&#8209;state chemical reaction. Once it's activated
you can't turn it off unless you break the tube and release the mxture. It's
fading."

"Only slightly."

"They don't |ast forever. \Wen one becones too dimto be useful, it's just

repl aced. Most of themare reliable, predictable, but a few |ast nuch | onger

than the rest, and a few ... a few go out rapidly. You never know which is going

to do what. That's a consequence of the chemical inbalance inherent in every
batch of lumi nescent liquid. No matter how nmuch attention is paid to the mxing
there are always a few that are slightly off one way or the other. |'ve seen
sone tubes wink out hours after they were installed and others that have been
glowi ng steadily since the first corridors were cat on Longtunnel."

"I hope these are two of the long burners. Look, is there anything in particular
we shoul d be watching out for down here? | keep hearing noises."

"I told you there were carnivores. So far we haven't run into anything except
sonme phot onor phs and that web spinner. One thing |'ve been trying to keep an eye
out for is straw wornms. They look a lot |ike those soda straws we passed
yesterday. "

"Soda straws?"

"The long, thin, alnpbst pure calcite stalactites we passed yesterday. The ones
that ook |ike needles hanging fromthe ceiling. Straw worns hi de thensel ves
among the formations. They hang froma sucker at the tail end. If something
edi bl e passes underneath, they let go and drop straight down on it. None of the
four species that have been studied thus far are toxic, but they all have three
concentric rings of teeth in their jaws. They're like | eeches, only nmuch harder
to get off. They lock on, dig in, and secrete a fluid which liquefies flesh and
bone.

"Fortunately they aren't very strong biters. As long as they don't |land on
exposed flesh and get a grip on you, it's sinple to grab them behind the head
and throw them aside. The critical thing is not to give themenough tine to chew
t hrough your clothes. There've never been any fatalities fromstraw worm bites
but then, nobody's ever been |ost down here without |ight, either. You said

you' ve heard noises. Was a lot of that like a ringing in your ears?"

He nodded. "Yesterday particularly."

"There are small manmmal s that have huge ears and cone&#8209; shaped nout hs. They're
ki nd of cute, actually, once you forget that they have no eyes. W tail them
toners. All ears and nouth on oversized feet. They range their prey with

ul trasound. The biggest is maybe a third of a meter tall. Al they eat are blind
i nsects.

"After they home in on a bug, they turn up the frequency and knock it off its
perch, or out of the air, or stun it on the ground. Sonetinmes we can feel the

vi brations. Nothing dangerous. They'd eat us, too, if they could, but they have
no teeth. Only that funnel &8209;1i ke nouth. So they just scranble out of our way.
"The toners aren't the only aninmals that hunt with sound. W' ve one specinen
only of sonething that |ooks |ike a cross between a tiger and a hippo. If it can
generate sound in proportion to its sine and on the wong frequencies, it could
concei vably be dangerous to us, but with only a dead specinmen to study, we can't
tell. It has teeth big enough to do the job."

"Ear pl ugs probably wouldn't help."

"No, they wouldn't. But we shouldn't be worried about sound generators. The

poi son carriers are the ones that concern ne. There's one that lives only on top
of certain stalagmtes. You can't tell by looking at the stalagmte. The
differences are apparent only to the darters, except for the absence of water
"They have a dozen legs that help themcling to the drier linestone. The
proboscis is ten centimeters long and uses air pressure to fire a little dart,
an organic hypodermic if you will, that's attached to the inner nostril by a

t hr ead&#8209; si zed | ength of tendon. The dart contains a particularly powerfu
herment i n&#8209; based toxin that attacks fibrinogen. If it's not countered, you bl eed
to death through the wound the dart makes because the hememin prevents the bl ood
fromclotting. Then the little bastards clinb down off their safe, high perches
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and suck up the remains. But if we don't blunder into any, we won't have any
troubl e.

"That's why I'mglad this is a |live cave system The darters only perch on dead
stalagmtes. So try to stay close to the growi ng ones. They don't like the water
that drips fromthe ceiling."

"And | was thinking how peaceful and calmit was down here."

"Don't |let the darkness fool you. W' re wal king through a treeless jungle. In
its own way, this subterranean ecosystemis as vibrant and conpetitive as

Al aspin's. It's just that we're bigger than the majority of inhabitants. And if
t hey have any photorecepting capability at all, they instinctively shy away from
our |ights.

"There is at | east one big sonething, though. It's never been observed, but we
have neasured tracks. Eight |legs and pad prints a nmeter wide. It keeps to the

| argest caverns. It's been nanmed vexfoot.

"Then there are the creatures that inhabit the underground | akes and streans. |

won't go into themsince | don't expect we'll have to do any swi nmming." Her tube
suddenly faded sharply. She shook it vigorously, stirring the contents like a

| um nescent cocktail, and was rewarded when the Iight returned to normal. He
coul d sense her relief.

"So these tubes are a defense as well as our guides. If they went out, | don't

know what woul d happen, except that you'd quickly neet a lot nore of the |ocal
fauna than you have thus far."

"There's no reason for themto go out." He tried to reassure her. "No reason

according to all you've told nme why they shouldn't |ast for weeks or nonths."
“No. No reason at all."

"Even if we were to be attacked by sonething, Pip and Scrap would act to stop
it."

"I know, but flying snakes need |ight as much as we do. Unless they have sone
ki nd of echol ocati on mechani sm"

"None that | know of. But by nature they're nocturnal. They can see quite well
in very low light."

"That doesn't do any good down here. Wen these tubes go out, there'll be no
light at all. No noonlight, no stars. It's the bl ackest black imaginable, nuch
worse than enpty space."

"Except for the biolumnescents,” he rem nded her. "I guess we coul d al ways

capture a couple of wld photonorphs and pat | eashes on them A pet that lights
its own way at night."

H's attenpt at hunor failed. She was clearly worrying about hew she woul d react
when the tubes started to fade permanently. No nmatter, he told hinmself firmy.
By that time they would have found a way out. He wi shed they had a way of

knowi ng how the battl e agai nst the ecofanatics was goi ng. They coul d have seal ed
themselves up in Coldstripe's station or taken over the entire port. O port
Security mght be driving themout, back the way they had cone, while he and
Clarity wandered needl essly through Longtunnel's unmapped depths. That thought
was harder to deal with than the others. Not knowi ng what was happeni ng was as
frustrating as not know ng where they were.

Site halted abruptly, alnost stunbling, and | ooked back sharply. "There's
sonet hing over there." Scrap's head rose from behind her sidetail, the

adol escent mnidrag | ooking nore |ike a bejewel ed shoul der ornament than a
living creature. His stance was alert, the pleated wi ngs half&#8209; unfol ded. He had
definitely taken a liking to Carity, Flinx thought.

"l heard it, too."

He unlinbered the needier he had taken fromthe nman who had tried to kill them
and checked the setting. Half power remaining. That should be sufficient to deal
with anything they ran into. A needier was not his weapon of choice. You had to
be careful with them Sonetinmes they |eaked and could give the w el der a nasty,
unexpected jolt. But he was glad to have the firepower.

"We coul d backtrack a little," she suggest ed.

"Backtrack to where? Let's just stand here a minute. Maybe it'll go away."

The rustling anise was noving around. They followed its progress through another
part of the cavern as it cane parallel to their position, then noved on ahead.
Intervening formati ons played tricks with echoes as sounds bounced off soda
straws and draperies and fl owstone. Sonething noving far away could sound quite
near, while a cautious stal ker could use stone and water to nuffle the noise of
its approach.

It was ahead of them now and closer, a rough nmewi ng. Flinx whispered to his
conpani on.

"Recogni ze it?" She shook her head tensely. "Well, |I'mnot standing around until
our light goes out." Taking a determ ned step forward, he passed beyond a sheet
of rippling travertine and came face&#8209;t0&#8209;face with a nouth.
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It was a round, inpressive nouth. Apparently, round jaws were conmon on
Longtunnel. This one was lined with three concentric rings of inward&*#8209; poi nting,
serrated teeth. As he gaped at it, the rubbery lip ring flexed and his nostrils
were filled with the snell of decaying matter. The jaw did not so much cl ose as
i ri s&#8209;shut. |If someone's head happened to be inside during the process, he
t hought wildly, it would be snipped off at the neck as cleanly as if by a
surgical cutter.

The nmouth was the face, and the face was the nmouth. Any vestigial eyes were

hi dden beneath the pure white, long, silken fur against which the black lip
lining the nmouth stood out starkly. Atop the massive skull, a fanshaped single
ear flexed freely. Flinx wondered if it had evolved that way or if two ears had
eventual |y grown together to form one.

He did not wonder about it long as be threw hinself sharply to one side. The
irising nouth opened with astonishing speed and snapped at him the short neck
extendi ng slightly&#8209; Teeth clashed as the snout &8209;j aw was sucked shut.
Clarity screanmed as the nonster lunged in her direction, advancing on four heavy
legs. Flinx glinpsed the nostrils set just behind the top of the nmouth. Jaws,
nose, and ear were all set intine, like a nultiple sight on a gun, all
positioned for maxi mum hunting ability.

Then he could not see Clarity anynore because her tube went out. Frantically, he
tried to set his own safely aside and ai mthe needler.

Pip and Scrap had both flown into action, but the flying snakes were confused by
the sight of a creature with no eyes. Wiile they puzzled over what to attack in
the absence of their natural target, the nonster was trying to deci de which of
two potential prey to strike at next. Cdarity was npbaning and trying to keep a

| arge stalagmte between herself and that singular nouth.

Maddened by the panic she felt in her master's nmind, Pip let |oose a stream of
venom at the creature's face. The dense fur absorbed nost of the caustic Iiquid,
but x few drops struck the ear nenmbrane. Wile not as sensitive as an eye, it
was certainly delicate.

Instead of roaring or bellow ng, the white nonstrosity |let out a |oud,

pai n&#8209; racked noan as it rose on its hind | egs and snapped with that slightly
extensible mouth in the direction of the minidrag. It was extrenely quick for so
massi ve an ani mal, but not anywhere near as agile as the flying snake. Pip
simply backed air and hunted for another opening.

By this time Flinx had the heavy needier ained. There was no tinme to fool with
the setting. The inportant thing was to distract the carnivore fromdarity. The
gun whined softly as the narrow beam struck its target just behind the head. It
uttered another of its oddly nmuted noans and turned toward him As it did so he
5red again, aimng for the open nouth.

It shuddered and npaned, the circular jaw irising open and shut several tines.
As it canme on, he fired a third tine, heedl ess of the weapon's rapidly

di m ni shing charge. Wen it was several neters away, it dropped to its knees and
continued to advance in that manner despite havi ng absorbed three shots that
woul d have killed nbst creatures its size.

Plinx paused | ong enough to reset the needier. He took enough tine to take nore
careful aimwhen he fired. This tinme the shot struck the nonster's spine. It let
out a heave and vibrated all over, then halted. The mouth sl owy opened hal fway
and froze in that position. There were no eyes to close.

They were able to tell it was dead because it had stopped breathing. Shaken,
Flinx recovered the light tube, listening intently in case the nonster had not
been al one. The cavern was still alive with noise, but there was no nore

danger ous nmew ng.

An agitated Pip was darting |ike an angry bee around the head of the fallen
carnivore while Scrap fluttered anxiously nearby. But there was no need for her
to spit again.

Clarity was |eaning against her lifesaving stalagmte, breathing hard and

staring at the dead nmass of fur and flesh. "It's all right," she nmunbl ed before
he could say anything. "I'mokay. I'msorry | screamed." Her anger was directed
at hersel f.

“"No matter. | would' ve screamed nyself except | didn't have the tine."

Her eyes net his. "No, you wouldn't. But thank you for saying so."

"What is it, anyway?"

"Not a vexfoot." She let go of the stalagmte and noved hesitantly toward the
corpse. It might have been resting instead of stone dead. "Half the requisite
nunber of |egs. Maybe a related form 1've never seen anything like it, and |
don't think anyone el se has, either."

"I must have surprised it. Gherwise | don't think it would ve let nme get that
cl ose before attacking. OF course, without any eyes it couldn't be that certain
of ny position."
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"Don't bet on it. W've been talking for hours. It nust've heard us."

"Unless it was listening on a different frequency or tracking something else. If
it was stal king us fromthe beginning, why didn't it attack from behi nd?"
Suddenly sonmething el se cane to mind, and he | ooked back at the stalagmte.
"Where's your |ight?"

She swal | owed hard, turned, and pointed. "Over there."

He raised his tube and saw where she had flung hers. It had shattered against a
cluster of small stalagmtes. Like a phosphorescent worm the liquid light that
had been contained within was running away in several directions, disappearing
into cracks and holes in the floor.

"Never mind. We still have mne." He did not offer to let her carry it.

"It startled ne. | panicked, and |'msorry. It was a dunb thing to do."

"You're right. It was a dunb thing to do. |'ve been known to do one or two dunb
things inny life, too. Wll, it can't be helped and it probably doesn't natter.
Chances are both tubes would have gone out at the same tinme. We'll have light
for as long as we woul d have, anyway. W just won't have as much of it." He
frowned suddenly. "Were's Pi p?"

She | ooked past him "Scrap's gone, too. They were here just a mnute ago."

"Pi p?" He raised his voice and the |light tube. Brown and white flashed back at
himfromthe ceiling, but there was no familiar darting pink and bl ue

di anondback pattern.

"She's over there." Carity pointed to where the flying snake was hoveri ng,
staring back at themout of slitted eyes.

"Let's go." Flinx gestured with his chin. "W have to keep noving."

I nstead of conplying with her nmaster's conmand, the minidrag whirled and sped
off into the darkness, returning briefly only to vanish a second tine.

"She's found sonething. "

"Not anot her of those round&*#8209; nout hed car ni vor es?"

"Think straight. |If she had, would she be trying to |lead us toward it?"

"No, but what else would make her act this way?"

"Strong enotional reaction, but that doesn't nmake any sense since you and | are
the only ones down here." He hesitated, watching his anxious pet. "O are we?"
The thranx lay on his side, an unnatural and unconfortable position for one of
his race. A light harness was strapped to his thorax and was surnmounted by an
oddl ooki ng doubl e&#8209; barrel ed i nstrunent slung crossways. As they drew near, Flinx
saw that the device was a shoulder light. It was not working. Small picks and
other duralloy instruments dangled fromthe pack and abdomi nal belt, the latter
fashi oned of yellow | eather that was gouged and scratched from heavy use.

He held his light close. By the absence of ovipositors he knew the injured
thranx was male. His chiton shone deep blue with only slight purpling on the
dorsal plates. M ddl e&#8209; aged, then, and apparently otherwi se healthy. Brilliant
orange and yell ow ommatidia forned the | arge conpound eyes. The feathery

ant ennae hung linp and col | apsed on the thranx's face.

Flinx edged a little closer and then stopped, his expression changing to one of
disgust. "Deity! What's that thing that has hinP"

The thranx wal ked on four trulegs. The right front |inb was shriveled and
distorted by a dense growh of slinmy glistening tendrils that extended fromthe
m ddl e part of the |l eg back to a huge wet nass that filled nost of a hollow
beneath a drapery of fl owstone.

"Careful." Clarity put a hand on Flinx's armand drew hi m back. He kept his eyes
on the wounded thranx as he retreated, feeling the gorge rise in his throat.
"It's a necromarium A scavenging carnivorous fungus. It shoots those tendrils
at its prey, though like the photonorphs it's not hard to avoid them"

"l doubt he'd agree with you." Flinx indicated the inert formof the thranx.

"I's he still alive?"

"Here." He passed her the |ight tube. "Bang your head against the wall if you
want, but not that."

"Don't worry." She accepted the adnmoni shnent without comrent. "I1'll break an arm
before | lose this one."

Droppi ng to hands and knees, he pressed his mddle three fingers against the
b&#8209; t horax. Because of the unyielding outer exoskeleton it was difficult to take a
thranx's pul se. The b&#8209;thorax, which corresponded to the neck in humans, was the
best place to try. Instead of the rhythm c poundi ng a hunan bei ng woul d produce,
he felt a warmpulsing, as if he had laid his fingertips against a conceal ed
stream The circulatory systemwas still functional, which nmeant the heart was
still working, which neant

Sonet hi ng brushed |ightly against the back of his hand. One of the |ong antennae
was stroking him The head noved next, slowy and painfully, and the four

opposi ng mandi bl es parted. Flinx |eaned close, trying to make out broken words
in low thranx. Not an easy |anguage but sinpler than high thranx. Thranx spoke
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Terrangl o better than humans spoke their |anguage, and there was al ways
synbospeech, but in his pain and distress this one was understandably resorting
to his native | anguage

Flinx kept his conforting hand on the b&#8209;thorax. "Just take it easy. We're
friends." The antenna w thdrew, and the nandi bl es rel axed. Though be was a
mature adult, if the thranx had been standing on all four trulegs his head woul d
not have come up to Carity's. Flinx would have towered over him

Sonething tightly stung the back of his other hand. Looking down, he was
horrified to see a thin silvery tendril protruding fromthe skin. Instinctively
he pulled away, but the stuff was stronger than spider silk.

Pip was there in a second, responding to his distress. But this tine there was
no eneny to spit at, nothing except a large mass of glistening brown and silver
that | ooked like a disintegrating pillow

Flinx rose to his knees. A second tendril exploded fromthe cushi ony mass
beneath the flowstone curtain and just missed his flailing fingers. It |anded
instead on the thranx's b&#8209;thorax and began spinning and convul sing. Flinx could
see the tiny pinprick of a hook at the tip, spiraled like a drill point as it
tried to work its way into the softer flesh underneath. Ft could not penetrate
t he tough exoskel eton. Flinx assuned the other tendrils nmust have infested the
thranx through a leg joint.

He coul d feel the one that had hooked his hand worming its way deeper into the
nmuscl e. The pain was severe, barely tolerable. Forcing down the nausea he felt,
he used his free hand to pull the needier, reduce the setting, and fire at the
mai n body of the abom nation, spraying the beam nethodically back and forth
across its surface

It was alnpbst too primitive to kill. It had to be slain one part at a tine and
absorbed nore charge than they could afford to expend, but he was in no nood to
be logical. He persisted until the entire organi smhad been reduced to a

steam ng, snoky nass. It snelled of ooze and carboni zed corruption

The tendril still clung to his hand. A minuscule burst fromthe needier severed
it a dozen centineters fromhis wist.

Clarity carefully inspected the skin. The tendril was losing its healthy silvery
sheen, turning a dull gray. "Not toxic or you' d be feeling the effects by now "
"It hurt real bad when it was digging in. Nowthat it's not noving anynore, it
just stings."

Aiming the needier precisely, he sliced away the ankl e&#8209;thick cables that clung
to the thranx's shriveled truleg. "Can we do anything for hin®"

She checked the pocket on her left pants leg and renpbved a snall packet.

"Omi fungi cide," she explained. "You don't go anywhere on Longtunnel without it.
Conmes with the clothing."

He was staring at the thin tendril that hung linply fromthe back of his hand
"Do you know what this thing is?"

"No. The species is newto nme. That's not surprising. | told you how little we
know about Longtuunel ."

She pressed the applicator to the back of his palm Imediately the lingering
burning sensation went away, replaced by a soothing cool ness. Several minutes
went by before the tendril fell to the floor, no nore dangerous now than a
cotton thread

Bringing his hand up to his face, he inspected the tiny wound the drilling
tendril had left. A single drop of blood had emerged and was al ready begi nni ng
to coagul ate. He flexed his fingers.

“"No pain. You're sure it's not poi sonous?"

"I'"'mnot sure of anything. |I'mno mycol ogist, Flinx. But npost of the venonous
flora and fauna we've catal oged so far possess toxins that are fast&#8209; acting
You're still walking and talking, so if it is poisonous, it didn't have
sufficient time to work on you." She nodded at the notionless thranx. "Unlike
him'

He ki cked the snmoking ends of the tendrils that had envel oped the thranx's
truleg. "Wat is this stuff, anyway? "

"Haustorium A hyphae network. The fungus you fried puts themout, and they keep
subdi vi di ng and subdividing until there's one to penetrate each cell of the
host. That's how it eats. It started to eat you." She nodded at the unl ucky
thranx. "It looks like it's been eating himfor a while."

"I couldn't break it with ny hands,"” he murnured. "It's thinner than nost wre,
and | couldn't snap it." He indicated her pants. "Any wakearounds in those
pockets? "

"Qught to be." She felt her pants. "Do you think they' Il work on hin®"

"They shoul d work on any oxygen breather. We'll find out."

She found two of the thin tubes, one in each side pocket. Flinx bent over the
thranx and snapped one above the nearest quartet of breathing spicules. The
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power ful chenical made the thorax junp.

The insectoid noaned, an eerie inhuman noise. Wth Flinx's help, he managed to
roll onto his front, gathering his trulegs and fooChands beneath him The

val entine shaped skull |ooked up at Flinx, mandibles trenbling. A sure sign of
di sconfort and pain. The inflexible face was capable of little in the way of
expression, so the thranx relied on novements of the entire head, the antennae
and the delicate fingers of the uppernost set of linbs, the truhands. These were
working tightly against each other.

"Try to relax."

The endl ess weaving of tiny stiff digits slowed. Wen he spoke this tinme, the
words were soft but conprehensible.

"You aren't with then? The nad humans who attacked the outpost?”

"No. We're refugees ourselves."

Clarity noved nearer. "I'mdarity Held. | was chief gengineer for Coldstripe
Wio are you?"

"Sowel manu. | amwith the research teamfrom WI | owane studyi ng geof ood
sources." The blue head swiveled to gaze at the snoking mass of tendrils beneath
the 8owstone curtain. "It would appear that is an interest which works both
ways. A fair turnabout, though one | could have done without." He dropped his
eyes to the remant of truleg still encased in the severed haustorium

"l have consuned ny share of the local flora. | suppose it only fair that they
enjoy their neal in turn.” The trenbling in his voice belied the hunor he was
struggling to put on the situation. "It hurts rather extensively."

"What's he saying now?" Clarity asked. "My low thranx is pretty bad."

"He's hurting," Flinx told her. "The thing's been eating his leg."

"Dam. | hope it hasn't worked its way up inside the abdonen."

Plinx put the question to their new friend and expl ai ned about Carity's

i nguistic deficiencies.

"No," he replied in perfect Terranglo. "I think the infestation was confined to
the leg." He gazed curiously at Flinx. "You speak the finest |ow thranx of any
human | have ever met. Are you a |inguist?"

"No." Flinx | ooked away. "I had an excellent thranx instructor. W can chat
about my expertise another tinme. R ght now we've got to do sonething about your
|l eg."

"Ali, yes. My leg." He studied hinmself thoughtfully. "I fear that is a |ost
cause. Little appears to remain of the original linb. I amsure if you had not
cone along that thing would eventually have consumed all of ne, |eaving the head
for last. An unpleasant way to die."

"We could try to carry you," Flinx suggested

"That will not be necessary, as | think you well know, but | acknow edge your
courtesy. Truly you understand the ways of the Hive. | could linp along on ny
three remaining trulegs, but | think I would prefer to suffer the indignity of
utilizing ny foothands and enjoy easier if |less dignified |oconotion. My posture
will be servile, but | will be able to keep up quite well, thank you."

Fl i nx had suspected the thranx woul d choose that option, but Hive courtesy
requi red that he nmake the offer to carry the thranx in a proper upright
position. In addition to their four trulegs and two snmall truhands, the
insectoids had a fourth set of linbs |ocated at the base of the thorax between
truhands and fare trul egs. These coul d be enpl oyed either as a second set of
hands, as was usually the case, or as an extra set of legs with the individua
wal king with its body parallel to the ground. The thranx preferred not to wal k
in that manner since it rem nded themof their primtive insect ancestry.

"I ook for rock&#8209; borne food sources," he said. "You have told nme what you are,"
he said to Clarity. He | ooked expectantly at Fl uor.

"l study things," he said tersely. "Look, if you can nove, |'d like to | eave
this place. There aren't nmany dangerous lifeforns that frighten ne, but | have
fears of creatures that parasitize."

"I comprehend. | can wal k. You are a student?"

Clarity explained everything, including how Flinx had come to share their

predi cament because of the hel p he had given her

"I amsorry for you to be involved," Sowel manu told him "but then, | amsorry
to be involved nyself. The problemis not ny leg. If you worked here, you would
realize that to | eave an open wound unattended for very long is to invite the
worst sort of certain death. That nust be taken care of, sonmehow, before | can
attempt to travel. '

"What's he tal king about?" Flinx asked Carity.

"Spores, The caverns are thick with them The air currents keep them al oft and
novi ng around. Most of the fungi and nol ds reproduce through spores. They'l

i nfect any open wound. Sooner or |ater a hyphae network will devel op and spread
through the host. That's why you don't see any corpses |ying about, despite the

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...an%20-%20Flinx%205%20-%20F|inx%20In%20Flux.txt (75 of 123) [1/16/03 6:49:13 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A1an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%205%20-%20F i nx%20l n%20F ux.txt

extensi ve ani mal popul ation. There are no vultures or ants or their anal ogs. The
fungi take care of carrion disposal."

"W must find a way to close off the wound," the thranx nuttered.

"Your “wound' consists of what's |left of your whole leg," Flinx pointed out.

"That is what | nean," Sowel manu replied quietly. "I have observed the weapon
you carry. Fromthe destruction of the haustoriumwhich infected me, | presune
it is functional."

Flinx checked the readout. "There's still some charge left."

"Very well, then." The thranx sighed, a light whistling sound. "You are not be
any chance a trained surgeon?" Plinx shook his head. "Pity. At |east you know
how to use a gun." Wth difficulty he rolled back onto his side. "Take your best
aimand kindly relieve me of this useless linb."

Flinx stared at him "I can't performan anputation. If | do that, you won't
have a chance at rehabilitation. It mght be a long tinme before we reach nedical
facilities."

"I realize that. It could be worse. The creature could have struck ny eyes, in
whi ch case you would be in the difficult position of having to anputate ny head.
I think nmy prospects for survival are better in this case. If you do not conply,
then | will acquire an airborne fungal infection within a day, which will not be
so easily excised. The weapon will cauterize the wound and seal it sufficiently
until | can obtain proper treatnment. That is," he added softly, "providing these
mad humans have not destroyed the outpost infirmary along with everything el se."
"I wouldn't put it past them" darity said.

"You speak as if you are famliar with their cause. | amnaturally interested.
Wiat is it they want?"

Flinx was calibrating the needier as they tal ked. He wondered if the geol ogi st
was really curious or if he was sinply ranbling to keep his mind off what Flinx
was about to do to him

"They want to cl ose down Longtunnel,"” Clarity told him "Shut down all research
here. They're the worst kind of ecopurists, the type who go berserk if they
think you're gengineering a snail to change the color of its shell. W're all of

us bl aspheners against the True Religion: the religion of No Change."

"I see." The thranx whistled third&#8209; degree understanding | ayered with a
suggestion of conpassion. "That would explain why they went first for

Col dstripe. They would naturally consider you the nost serious "offenders."'
"Sonehow | 'mnot flattered. Howis the fighting going? W left in a rush.”
"As did I, so | cannot tell you nore than you probably already know. When they
broke into our cavern, a couple of our study&#8209;team peopl e began shooti ng back.
They carry sidearnms for defense against the |arger carnivores. After that it was
like a tunnel collapse: all dust and chaos. | was just comi ng in from concl udi ng
sonme fieldwork when | heard the shooting, saw it was going badly, and turned to

flee." A foothand bent up and back to tap the thorax pack and its peculiar
lighting bar.

"I had not gone out with a full charge, not expecting to be gone long. Only when
| stopped running did | notice how weak ny |ight had becone. | tried to retrace

ny steps before it died conpletely on ne, but in nmy haste | had left behind all
our marked trail s&#8209;

"As you know, we can see quite well in poor light, but no one can see in the
total absence of light. | tried to find ny way back by feel, but in the

bl ackness every formation feels like its neighbor. | becane disoriented, and

| ost.

"Then T felt something sting my leg. | tried to pull away and could not. More
stings followed. | could not see what was attacking me, and when | tried to pull
away, | fell and struck ny head." He glanced up at Flinx, who was al nost ready.

"That's the trouble with this place, you see. Nothing soft here, even in the

ol dest tunnels. On Hivehomwe built a civilization out of soft earth. W didn't
try to dig through rock. But | bore you with basic thranx history that every
humen learns in larva school ."

"Bring the light over here," Flinx told Clarity. She approached and hel d herself
poi sed like an ancient samurai warrior about to strike. "I wi sh we had sone
anest hetic."

"The general region is already nunb from nerve danmage. "

Flinx considered the butt end of the needier. "I could hit you on the back of
the head with this."
"Thank you," said Sowel manu dryly, "but ny skull is already tender where |

struck the ground. One such blowis sufficient." He stiffened, the digits of the
truhands interlocking tightly, then the foothands, |astly the back |egs as he
readi ed hinsel f as best he could. "I would appreciate it greatly if you would
not linger any longer. It would be disagreeable to go to all this trouble only
to find out I had been infected by airborne spores in the interim"
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"CGo ahead and do it, Flinx. He's right."

"The fenml e speaks truth.”

Pip stirred in alarmas Flinx pulled the trigger. Two quick, sharp bursts were
all it took. What rermined of the truieg fell aside, still encased in graying
haustorium The six&#8209; centi neter &#8209;1 ong stunp steamed slightly.

It was difficult to tell how the anputation had affected the geol ogist. There
were no eyelids to close tightly shut, no lips to clench in pain. But the

i nterlocking hands and feet did not relax for a long tine.

Clarity was al ready down on her knees inspecting the stub, the scientist in her
fighting off any disconfort. "It looks like a clean seal. | don't see any

haust orium protruding." She | ooked up at the geol ogist. "You should be safe from
redevel oprent . "

Sowel manu had to speak slowy to nmake hinself understood. "I amgrateful. | am
sorry you are trapped down here with me, but | amglad you cane along. | would
not have enjoyed a graceful death." He tried to sit up then. Fliux slipped an
armunder his thorax, trying not to block any breathing spicules.

"The growth is nore of a danger to you than to ne. If | had not rendered nyself
unconsci ous, | would not have been infected, since it can only penetrate an
exoskel eton at the joints or eyes, whereas you who wear your bodies outside your
skel etons woul d be vul nerable all over. *

"I'I'l keep that in mnd." Flinx kept his arm behind the weakened thranx. "Do you
want to try to stand yet?"

"No, but | do not want to lie here like a helpless larva, either.

He pulled his foothands up under his thorax, |eaving the remining trul egs
beneat h his abdonmen, and pushed. Hi s stride was shaky as he worked on
conpensating for the mssing leg. Turning a small circle was a nmajor chore.

"Di sgusting to have to walk like this, with one's head so near the ground. This
is the position our ancestral workers were forced to maintain even after we had
evol ved an upright posture."”

"Don't conmplain,” Flinx told him "If | lost aleg, |I'd be alnbst i mobile. You
| ose one and you still have five to walk on."

"One still can't but viewthe loss of alinb with some regret.”

"Don't nove."

Sowel manu peered back at Carity, who was bending over him "I assume you al so

are not a trained physician, nadan®?"

"No, but | ama gengineer, and | do know sone basic nmedicine." She was using a
tiny, thin spray can on the stunp of the mssing traleg.

"That is for sealing and repairing human flesh. It will not work on chiton."
“"True, but it will bond around the cauterization, and it's a good sterilizer. An
extra precaution against spore intrusion."

"There is the delicate matter of food. | have already eaten what little | took
with ne, expecting to be out less than a day."

"W have concentrates,” Flinx told him Mny thranx foods were safe for humans
to eat and vice versa. Taste, however, was another matter. In his current state
Sowel manu was not likely to be overly fastidious.

Chapter Twel ve

The thranx preferred soft food, but the geol ogist had no difficulty downing the
protein cubes that constituted the bulk of their scavenged stock.

"I think that's going to have to be enough." Flinx passed the geologist a third
cube and seal ed the storage sack that had produced it. "W're going to have to
neasure out our rations since we don't have any idea how nmuch | onger we're going
to be stuck down here."

"l beg apol ogi es." Sowel manu nade a sound of second&#8209; degree sorrow. "I was
starving."

"You ended up here by a different route.” Clarity was trying to repress the
excitement she felt. "Do you think you can find your way back? They were bl owi ng
up all our service corridors and storage chanbers and walled us out."

"I ran long and hard, and too rmuch of the time in total darkness. But | spent a
lot of tine in the main warehousi ng chanber beneath the shuttleport. My group
has limted funds, so we had to store our bul kier equi pment down there. Unless

t hese people plan to denolish the entire outpost, that area is too |arge and too
critical for themto destroy. It would also be a good place to hide."

"Do you think the area will stay safe?"

"It's directly beneath all port facilities: Landing Control, Security,
everything. |If any place holds out against these fanatics, it will be that
sector. If Security can keep control, they can send a nessage to the first ship
that makes orbit. So these people nust nove quickly no matter what their
ultimte ains."

"“Unl ess the ship they arrived in is arned as well,"” Carity pointed out glumy
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"Too many inmponderabl es. Let us worry about our situation here underground, not
potential problens several planetary dianeters out. The first thing is to find
our way back to civilization. The second is to hope a little civilization
remains to be found."

"“l1'"mopen to suggestions.” Flinx nodded to his right. "W were heading in that
general direction when Pip found you." He displayed his nultifunction
chrononmeter. "I have a conpass, and Carity has apprised me of this world's
magnetic alignnents, so we can't be too far off line."

"Excellent. To carry such an instrument you might al nost be prescient.”

Flinx was startled for an instant until he realized that the geol ogi st could
have no idea of his particular abilities, nuch | ess his unique history.

Sowel manu was sinply paying hima thranx conplinment.

"We can followthis little creek upstream" he murnured

"I find no reason to object." Sowelmanu tested his legs a last tine, his head
unnervi ngly near the ground. "Enbarrassing."

"Better degraded than dead," Clarity told himencouragingly.

"Two intelligent humans. | amfortunate i ndeed. One nonent." Reaching up and
around with both truhands, he unfastened the straps that held the double |ight
arrangenent to his upper thorax. "I have no hope of rechargi ng these down here
Therefore, | will travel better w thout the additional weight."

"What's in your pack?" Flinx inquired as they started up the creek. Having
reslung the nearly empty needier, he had retaken the light tube fromdarity,
who was glad to be rid of the responsibility of carrying it.

"Drilling equiprment, sampler corers, field test chenmical kit, sanple cases&#8209;the
sane assortnent | habitually carry with ne on field trips. | dunped ny speci nens
when | ran. A thorax burdened by rocks is a liability during flight."

"Assum ng sone of them are power tools, why couldn't you switch packs with your
shoul der |ights?"

"Different voltages, term nals, and no way to honogeni ze them" The geol ogi st
whi stled a note of firsté&#8209; degree negativity coupled with common assurance
"That's too bad," Carity said.

"Yes, too bad."

Sowel manu did not appear to mind the darkness that pressed close on all sides,
but that was only natural. The thranx had evol ved and matured in tunnels beneath
Hi vehom s surface. They preferred to be underground, though not in the dark.
Wth technol ogy had come a need for light as they had begun to rely on their
eyes to the exclusion of other senses. It was gratifying to know that if their
remaining tube faded to a strength of a few footcandl es, Sowel manu woul d stil

be able to see clearly enough by it to guide them

Bef ore that happened, Flinx prom sed hinmself, they would have found their way to
the vast comon storage room beneath the port and worked their way up to join
its stalwart defendersé&#8209; assum ng any had nmanaged to hol d out agai nst the
attacking fanatics and provided that they did not encounter any nore

haust ori um&#8209; firing fungi or pseudo&#8209; vexfoots al ong the way.

Thanks to Sowel manu's superb night vision, they made better progress than ever
He was able to see nuch farther by the light of the tube than either of them
could. This saved them from exploring a nunber of dead ends and enabled themto
foll ow the nost pronising passages first.

But the geol ogist could only see farther; he could not divine what |ay ahead.
They still had to back down two tunnels for every one that |ed onward.

Two days of ups and downs, and di scouragenent had set in as deeply as before

"I'f we watch our intake, we have enough food for another week," Flinx informed
hi s conpani ons

"Never mind food. What about the light?" Carity's voice was a dull nonotone

The clinbing and hi king had exhausted her, and she was utterly disoriented

So was Flinx. |If they could just get close enough to the base, be would try to
pick up an enotional scent. At least it would give thema direction. But days of
straining to detect a single feeling had produced nothing. He knew his tal ent
was functioning because he could easily sense Carity's despair and Sowel manu's
typi cal thranx stoicism Beyond that was only an enotional void and the cool
dark enptiness of the caverns. That nmeant either that his perception was
operating at a low level or that they were farther fromthe port than they
believed. And all it would take would be a single |ocalized nagnetic anomaly to
render his conpass usel ess

In trying to find the major storage area beneath the port, had they descended
too deeply? The geol ogi st did not think so but could not be certain. Flinx was
not about to argue with him Wen underground it was always better to trust a
thranx's sense of direction, even one suffering fromthe aftereffects of a
serious injury, than that of the healthiest human.

"I think we have circled around far enough," he told them studying dark shadows
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and shapes anong the fornations. "Now we need to start working our way back to
the west."

"What makes you think we can find a way into the warehouse area? Surely when the
pl ace was excavated, the contractor woul d have seal ed of f any entrances |arge
enough for dangerous aninals to slip through.”

"They may have missed sone." Sowel manu did not dispute Flinx's point. "Renmenber
that we need find only one. If we encounter a place that has been heat seal ed,
we may be able to break through, and we will at |east know that we have reached
our objective." He nodded at the needier Flinx carried

"The weapon you took fromour assailants will cut through any spray&#8209;wall."
"If there's enough charge remaining, and provided we don't have to use it to

def end ourselves again." He glanced at his wist. "All right. W're going this
way. "

"No." Sowel manu uttered clicking sounds of high negativity. "That is a dead end
W nmust go around itthat way."

Flinx squinted but could see only darkness ahead. He shrugged and foll owed the
geol ogi st .

"It really is a shanme," Sowel manu said the foll ow ng day.

"What is?" darity asked him

"As a geologist | should be Iiving on the uppernost |evel of delight. W have
observed uni que formations and grow hs these past days, yet | have not felt the
urge to take a single note."

"When this is over and done with, you can return and observe to your heart's
content,"” Flinx told him "Personally | marvel you can think about work at al

at atime like this."

"A good scientist," the thranx replied evenly in a tone suggestive of conplete
assurance tinged with second degree insight, "is always working no matter what
hi s personal circunmstances happen to be."

"That's fine and philosophical," Carity argued, "but in nmy case |&#8209

Her conmment becane a scream She had been wal king on Flinx's right. He threw

hi nrsel f aside as the hol e opened under her. Sowel manu scanpered clear on his
five | egs.

Both of them were cautiously |eaning over the edge of the gap before the dust
had settled

"Clarity!" He was poised to retreat. The stone beneath his feet felt solid, but
so had the floor that had given way under his conpanion. He had felt her fear as
she had fallen. The fact that he could still feel it was anple evidence that she
was alive and conscious somewhere bel ow.

A smal |l w nged shape joined them Scrap was coated with |imestone dust but

ot herwi se unhurt. Flinx thrust the light tube into the opening

"Clarity, can you hear us?"

Her reply was faint but audible, full of fear and confusion. The red&#8209; hot sting
of pain was absent.

"She does not appear to be seriously damaged," Sowel manu observed. "See there,
to your left."

Flinx nmoved the tube. The pit into which darity had ranbl ed was steeply banked
and slick&#8209; sided. Water trickled froman underground passage and |inmed the bottom
of the tunnel. There were no stalactites or stalagnmtes visible

"Arain drain," the geol ogi st declared confidently. "It has other nanmes, but
that is what this kind of formation is usually called. It carries excess
precipitation fromabove to lower levels. That is why there are no fornations
within the tunnel. Fast&#8209; novi ng water has kept them from grow ng."

"Very interesting, but what do we do? We have all the supplies up here."

"We could | eave her sone food and cone back with help. | amsure she is within
reach of water."

"W mght not be able to find this place again no matter how carefully we mark

it. Besides, she has no light. She's afraid of the dark, Sowel. | know that's
difficult for a thranx to understand."”

"Humans are heir to many inconprehensi bl e phobias. | synpathize, but what el se
can we do?" His mandi bl es clicked di sapprovingly. "I suppose we could slide down

and join her and then attenpt to find our way back to this |level together. There
shoul d be a nunber of passages we can clinb. But | dislike the idea."

"So do I. You can stay here if you want to."

Flinx tossed Pip into the air. Then he sat on the edge of the rain drain, his

| egs dangling. Scrap hovered close to his nother. The m nidrags watched as Pip's
master took a deep breath and pushed off, carefully resting the light tube

agai nst stomach and chest.

The descent was wild, fast, and nercifully brief, ending in a shall ow pond of

icy water. Nearby, a two&#8209; meter high waterfall tunbled into a pool that was the
bi rt hpl ace of a fast&#8209; nmovi ng underground stream
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Clarity let out a shriek at his unexpected arrival, then relaxed gratefully when
she was able to identify the intruder.

“I"'msorry. I'"'msorry, I'msorry!" She rushed into his arns, and he had to
juggle the tube to keep fromdropping it. She was sobbing, and her clothing had
been battered by the rapid drop through the drain. He rem nded hinself that she
had ridden the water&#8209; slicked chute in total darkness, not know ng when or how it
woul d end. The darkness had nagnified her panic and her fear.

"It's all right," he murnured, trying to relax her. "It's all right."

A second splash made himw nce as cold water splashed himanew. They turned to
see Sowel manu rising carefully. The geol ogi st began preening his antennae as
soon as he realized that the water barely cane up to the underside of his
abdonen.

"Are you intact, Carity Held?"

"Yes, thank you." She rel eased Flinx and stepped out of the pool, terror having
given way to enbarrassnent. "It's just that | didn't know what |lay at the bottom
of the drop, or even if it had a bottom"

"There is no need to apol ogi ze for your fear and concern. My reactions would
doubt | ess have been sinmilar had | been the one to tunmble through first."

"No, they wouldn't." She managed a small snmile. "You would have been busy

studyi ng on the way down."

"Well, perhaps just a little," The geol ogist let out a whistle of mdlevel

| aughter. "In any event it is | who shoul d apol ogi ze, for not noticing the
weakness of the floor which hardly covered the drain."

"It | ooked the sane as everywhere else,"” Flinx chided him "Carity doesn't need
to apol ogi ze, and you don't need to nake excuses. What we need is to find our
way back up."

"That shoul d be possible. W nmay energe farther west or north than we were
originally. I do not think I need to add that we should watch our footing nore
carefully |l est we encounter a succession of these drains. They often cluster
together in the sane areas." He indicated the end of the tunnel that had dunped
themin the pool. Water dripped fromthe travertine lip. "This drain was short
conpared to sonme whi ch have been nmeasured. W do not want to find ourselves
deposited on a level fromwhich it will be difficult to ascend.”

They resuned their advance, this tine letting Sowel manu take the | ead. Not only
was he much nore likely to spot a possible drain before either of them but with
five legs and two truhands, he stood a nuch better chance of avoiding a fall.

So intent was he on tracking the geologist's progress as they began to clinb
back to their earlier level that Flinx neglected to watch his own footing. They
were | eaving an especially danp cavern, and the entire floor was slick, not only
with water but because it supported a profusion of nossy growhs, nolds, and
fungi. There were sulfide eaters as well, trailing tendrils in the water.

After surviving the pseudo&#8209; vexfoot's assault, the haustorium&#8209;firing fungus, and
the rain drain that had swallowed Carity, it was alnost ironic that he shoul d
stunbl e on a dry, smooth chunk of rock. He felt his ankle twi sting, fought to
conpensate, went over backward, and was rewarded with a loud crack. Arich trill
of horrified realization raced through him

Clarity scranbl ed over to the broken light tube and clutched at it as though she
coul d heal the break by sheer strength of will.

"Cet sone tape, sone skin spray, anything!'"

"The spray seal you used on ne," Sowel manu nurmured. He and Flinx tore through

t he suppli es.

Flinx finally located the svelte cylinder and enptied the contents on the crack
in the plastic. darity and Sowel manu tried to hold the tube together as liquid
light | eaked out around their fingers.

The spray seal worked wonderfully on human flesh and adequately on thranx
chiton, but it sinply refused to adhere to the clear plexalloy tube. Despite

their frantic efforts, the chemical light continued to trickle fromthe broken
tube. It was not sinply a matter of plugging a hole. The crack ran half the
length of the illumnator.

Finally Flinx sat back against a smpoth chunk of fallen flowstone. "It doesn't

matter, anyway," he muttered norosely. "Once that stuff is exposed to air, it
begi ns to deconpose."

"Yes, that's right." Carity noved across the floor to sit close to him draw ng
her knees up to her chest and clasping themw th both arns.

Thereafter no one said anything. The magnitude of the disaster was sinking in.
Sowel manu j oi ned the two hunans as they watched the |umnescent liquid run
across the floor, forming a small glowing river. It was already beginning to
fade, the chem cal s debondi ng under contact with oxygen.

Clarity let go of her legs to | ean against Flinx. "Watever el se happens, when
the lights go out, don't let go of ne. | couldn't stand not having sone kind of
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contact."

He did not reply. This would be a strange place to die, he thought. There was
plenty of air, food, and water, but no way out. Trying to find a path woul d
result only in a faster death, not in freedom There was no way they coul d
negotiate a route in the darkness. They had stunbled and fallen into a region
Longtunnel 's cartographers had yea to explore. There were no gui deposts, no

| andmar ks, nothing to indicate direction.

In any case, they would not perish at the touch of a vexfoot or carnivorous
fungus. He found hinmself coldly fondling the needier, wondering if enough of a
charge remained to do the job he had in mind for it.

Clarity inhaled sharply as the last of the lunminescent liquid that had been
their gui de and hope gave way to utter, total darkness. It was darker, Flinx
mused, than the inside of one's eyelids when one closed themtight in sleep,
darker than dreami ng, darker than any space above a rotating world.

Silent it was not. There was the constant gurgle of running water all around.
Wien the light finally went out, photosensitives began to energe fromtheir

hi di ng pl aces and the cavern was filled with strange whines and clicks and
mewl i ngs as the trogl odyte inhabitants called uncertainly to each other.

"We have no other source of illunination?" Sowel manu whi sper ed.

“None." In the pitch black their whispering sounded |ike normal conversation. He
could feel Carity pressed tightly agai nst himand was suddenly grateful for her
presence and warnth, even if it was notivated by fear nore than by affection.
"l am wondering, though it is too late to do so, if we might have nodified the

power cell in your needier for use in ny shoulder lights."

"l doubt it. Weapons cells are a lot different fromthose in comercial
batteries. If it had worked at all, it would have been only for a short tine.
That’s if it hadn't blown the elenments on contact."

"Ali, | understand. Perversely, that nakes ne feel a little better. There is

al ways the chance that our security force has driven off the invaders and that
our absence has been noted. Searchers nmay yet find us."

"First they'd have to determne that we're not anong the dead," Flinx rem nded
him "Then they'd have to surmise sonme of us got trapped outside the denolished
corridors, in unlighted areas. And then they'd have to find us. Too nuch

surm sing and too nuch tine&#8209; They'l|l be busy with nore pressing concerns.”
"l had forgotten," the crestfallen geol ogi st said. "So nuch wanton destruction."
Flinx blinked in the darkness. His m nd never rested except when he slept, and
not al ways then. "Wat about natural biolum nescens |ike the photonorphs? Coul d
we do sormething with then? Try to capture and restrain a photonorph or sonething
like it? Even a little infrequent |ight would be better than none at all."

"l suppose we could try." darity didn't sound very enthusiastic. "The

phot onor phs put out nore light than any other |ifeformwe' ve studied, and that's
not a great deal, except in brief bursts. There's also sonmething |ike a |ong
m|lipede that has a blue light which runs its whole length."

"Perhaps if we can capture several such creatures, we could fasten themtogether
and at |east use themto see the floor. Renenber that | can make better use of
light than you," Sowel manu told her hopefully. "If you can see several
centinmeters by their light, then | can probably see twice as far with the

i dentical output of lunmens. Enough to find a slow way upward, perhaps, and to
avoi d dangerous drop&#8209; offs."

"Then let's keep our eyes peeled," Flinx said, grinning at his own nocking joke,
"for anything noving that's producing any kind of light."

As they sat notionless, listening and watching, their eyes grew accustoned to

t he bl ackness. Ot herwi se they woul d never have seen the faint light emtters
that were starting to appear. Unfortunately they were all sliders, an airborne
mamral that lived in the larger caverns. They were inpossible to catch but did
give the trapped trio sonething to focus on. The quarter &*8209; net er &#8209;long fliers
soared back and forth anobng the stalactites drooping fromthe ceiling.

Pink triangular patterns flashed beneath their wings, identifying individuals to
ot hers of their Kkind.

It was al nost noi sy now. Mre photofauna gradually emnerged.

"They fled fromour lights and voices and footsteps,” Carity whispered. "Now
they're reclaimng the darkness. They were around us all the tine, watching and
wai ting."

Wi |l e she was tal king, one of the sliders dropped |like a stone. It flapped
spasnodi cal |y across the floor, the lights on its wi ngs shining brightly. Then
it rose without noving its wings and cane straight toward them

Clarity and Sowel manu were puzzled and confused, but Flinx only smled. "Pip's
been hunting. No matter what happens to us, the mnidrags won't starve. She
can't see any better than us, but she can hunt the Iight sources."

They could hear the two flying snakes tearing into the body of the dead slider.
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Biting and swall owing was an unfamliar process for creatures used to downi ng
their food whole, but the mnidrags were not true snakes. They had snall teeth
capabl e of rudimentary chew ng. Oversized food was better than no food at all.
Flinx felt better knowing that his lifelong pet would survive himas |long as
there were sliders to hunt. "If there was enough |ight or another enotional
presence nearby, Pip could |lead us out. W're not conpletely paral yzed here.
Sonetimes | forget she can be nmore than just a conpanion.” Suddenly he tensed.
Clarity felt himstiffen. "What's wong, what's the matter?"

"There's sonmething el se here. Not sliders or little things. Something a | ot

bi gger."

"Vexfoot," Carity hissed fearfully. It would have no trouble finding themin
the dark.

"No. Sonething else. Not a vexfoot. Different."

"l can't hear a thing."

"Nor can |," said Sowel manu, straining with his great conpound eyes. "How do you
know, my young human friend, that there is anything out there at all?"

Flinx hesitated, then gave a nental shrug. They were probably all going to die

t oget her, anyway, so what did it matter what they |earned about hin®?

"Because | can feel their presence.”

"l don't understand,” Clarity said. "There's nothing around to feel."

"I don't nmean with ny hands."

"There is sonething you are not telling us, young nan."

Flinx turned toward the thranx's voice in the darkness. "My pet is an Al aspini an
m nidrag. They're telepathic on the enotional |evel, and they occasionally bond
that way with hunan beings. But in ny case it's not all oneway. You see, |I'm
telepathic on the enotional |evel nyself. "

Clarity twitched, but the darkness kept her frompulling away. "You're saying
you can read others enotionally, just like the flying snakes?"

He nodded, then realized she could not see the gesture and replied al oud.

"So you know what |'ve beené&#8209; feeling ever since we've been together," she said.
“Not all the time&#8209; It's an erratic ability, it comes and goes w thout rhyme or
reason, and it always works better when Pip is close by. | think she acts as
sone kind of anplifier or lens for ne."

"I have heard of the enpathic telepaths of Al aspin."” He could sense Sowel nmanu
brooding intently in the darkness. "I have never heard of them "focusing' such a
talent in another creature."

"That's because insofar as | know, there's no one else like ne," Flinx told him

tightly. "I"'msorry, Carity. | thought it was better to keep it a secret." He
hesitated. "I told you | wasn't normal. Now you know why."

"It's all right," she said in a small voice&#8209; "If you really know what |'m
feeling, you'll know that it's all right."

"Absol utely fascinating," Sowel manu nurmnmured. "Heretofore tel epathy was

consi dered nothing but material for superstition and fiction."

"It's not true telepathy,” Flinx corrected him "It's only operative on the
enotional |evel."

"You read enmotions." Carity's tone was flat. "Can you sense the presence of a
vexf oot or phot onorph?”

“No. I"'monly stimulated by an intelligent presence.”

"Then your talent is playing you false in the darkness," Sowel manu told himwth
conviction. "There are no intelligences on Longtunnel."

"Well, something is out there, and it's much nore enotionally sophisticated than
a flying snake."

"W woul d know." Cdarity spoke patiently. "There are no sentients here.
Intelligencewise, this is an enpty world."

Flinx was having difficulty searching and speaki ng sinultaneously. "Wat if they
didn't want you to know they were here? You' ve admtted the outpost is a small
one, that exploration has been limted to the area around the port."

"You can't have a sentient race existing in conplete darkness."

“I"'msure they'll find your observation interesting, Carity."
"What do your “sentients' |ook like?" the geologist inquired skeptically.
“I've no idea. | can't see them There are no nental inmages, only feelings."

"Then what is it you feel ?"

"Curiosity. Peacefulness. A particular intensity of a kind |I've never felt
before. What I"'mnot feeling is nore inportant. "

"I don't understand,"” Carity said.

"No anger, no hate, no aninosity."

"That's a lot to tell fromsensing a few enotions.”

"I've had years of practice. Enptions don't have to be blunt. The subtle ones
can be equally revealing. There are a lot of them around us right now. "
"Perhaps we should try noving toward them" Sowel manu suggest ed.
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“"No. No sudden novenents or gestures. They're curious. Let's keep themthat
way. "

So they sat silently in the darkness, two humans and one thranx. For all his
conpani ons knew, the nysterious creatures Flinx had spoken of were standing only
centinmeters away.

Clarity listened for a sound: breathing, feet or claws scraping agai nst stone,
anyt hi ng. The conplete silence was not surprising since the ability to nove
silently in this underground world would be a necessary survival trait. Only
Fl i nx knew they were noving, inspecting, because only he could feel the

i ndi vi dual enotional centers shifting around him |f they conversed, it was via
enotional surges and not words.

"They're very cl ose now. "

Clarity let out a yelp. "Sonmething touched ne!"

"Relax. | said they're not hostile."

"We have only your word for that," Sowel manu nurnured. Then he let out a soft
click as he, too, was touched

The quick, hesitant contact turned into caresses, careful fingering designed to
inform They were acconpani ed by a surge of enotion too vast for Flinx to
handle. Pip was curled tightly around the back of his neck, and he knew she was
sensing the same flood of feeling. Unlike her master, she had insufficient
nental equi pment with which to interpret that powerful rush. It was enough that
she felt no hostility.

Finally Flinx extended a questing hand. Hs fingers nade contact with sonething
soft, furry, and warm Alien digits responded. The touch was so |ight and
delicate, he could not tell if it involved fingers or tendrils until one of the
creatures et himrun his hand along its arm They were true fingers, thin and
fragile as the helectites Sowel manu had delighted in pointing out earlier in
their flight. Tactile sensitivity would al so be a useful trait in a world of
per manent ni ght.

They let himrun his fingers over their faces, or where faces ought to have
been. Even vestigial eyes seened to be absent, though they m ght have been
conceal ed beneath the thick fur. There was a snaller than expected set of
nostrils; small ears that flared fromthe sides of the head; and two arms, two
I egs, and a tail whose tip seened as sensitive as any finger.

During the entire extended physical exploration he was overwhel ned with feelings
of awe and anmzenent.

The fur was short and dense and covered the entire body except for the ears and
the tip of the tail. There was no clothing, which nade sense. They were

insul ated and warmed by their fur, and there could be no nudity taboos in a
worl d of blindness. Throughout it all they kept projecting one particular
enotion with regard to thensel ves. Though it was a feeling and not a sound, he
ascribed a series of syllables to it.

Sunaecr ea.

A voi ce neither human nor thranx said suddenly in the darkness, "Sunacrea!"
"They can talk!" darity said in astonishnent.

“I'mnot certain they can. They have a rich enotional |anguage. They nay nake
sounds to call attention to thenselves or to warn of danger, but |I'mnot sure
they communi cate other than by reading and broadcasting feelings."

"Then they are not intelligent,"” Sowel manu said

"l disagree." He tried to prod the Sumacrea next to himinto making additiona
noi ses. They responded with a succession of chitterings and phonetic intonations
that if part of a |anguage, suggested a very prinitive one indeed

This was in contrast to their highly evolved enotional discourses, full of
sensitivity and understanding. After trying to make sense of humanx feelings, it
was |ike discovering a | ong&*#8209;1ost cluster of friends. He understood easily,
wi thout recourse to clarification, and he felt that they understood him though
his feelings nust have seenmed crude and coarse by conpari son.

Except for their unique nethod of conmunication, however, they were no nore
sentient than a tribe of apes.

How perfectly suited to their environnent! he thought. Wiy try to construct a
word to describe sonething one could not see or show to a compani on when one
could instantly convey everything about it to another by ascribing an enptiona
resonance to it? One could explain whether it was good or bad, hard or soft.
What he at first took to be color shadings he realized soon had nothing to do
with colors but with feelings. These people, he nused, really could feel blue
It was an entirely new nmeans of communication, one that cut readily across
interspecies barriers in a way verbal description of abstract concepts could
not .

The average Sumacrea stood a little over a neter high. Al those he exam ned
fell within chat Iimt. Either there were no infants in the area or they were
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bei ng kept out of touching range. A hunting or exploration party, perhaps.

"I think they've been aware of the humanx presence here for some tinme," he told
hi s conpani ons, who were about to go crazy with pent&#8209; up curiosity. "They've just
been cautious. One let ne feel its teeth. I1'd bet they' re vegetarians. Both
humans and thranx are ommivorous, so they might have sensed you eating mneat.
That woul d make them understandably reluctant to initiate any kind of contact."
“I't's still incredible we never ran into any of them" As she touched and was
touched, darity nomentarily forgot her terror of the blackness surrounding
them The presence of warm friendly creatures hel ped keep the chil dhood fear at
bay.

"Not when you consider that they could feel you coming before any nere
instruments coul d detect their presence."

"I'f they can understand our enotions, then they nust know we intend them no
harm" Sowel nanu sai d.

"Possibly." At that nonent the individual he was caressing suddenly jerked away
fromhim Flinx tried to ease his nmind as nmuch as possible. After a couple of

m nutes the Sunacrea returned and | et the human resune his touching. This tine
Flinx was nore careful when he reached the area that had produced the sharp
reaction.

"They do have eyes. Very snall."

"I haven't felt any," Carity said.

"They' re on the backs of their heads." He alnost |aughed. It had a salutary
effect on the Sunacrea nearby, and they noved nearer. "I don't know if they
evolved that way or if earlier eyes nmigrated around the back the way a halibut's
nove to the top of its head. If they're only light sensors, it's a way of
detecting what's behind you. Nose in front, eyes behind. You can watch your
eneny while running away fromhim" The thought cane quick and unbi dden.

"That explains it. Anyone mapping or studying the caverns would come equi pped
with the brightest light they could carry. "

He tried to conjure up the image of an exploding brightness. It was not really
an enotional concept, but he put the feeling across. The Sumacrea recoil ed,
returning only when he had shunted the sensation aside.

"Li ght &#8209; sensi tive. The photonorphs would threaten them too. Their concept of
light is akin to a trenmendous flane going off inside one's head. There nust be
natural heat sources down here sonewhere, hot springs or thermal pools. They
have distinct, variegated enotions to describe differing degrees of tenperature.
Li ght cones near the top of the list even though to us it's sonething quite
cool. If someone had conme down here without light, they would probably have made
contact by now "

"How fortunate we are," Sowel manu nuttered. "Disaster enables us to nake the
nost i nmportant discovery in the brief scientific history of Longtunnel. A grand
revelation no one else will ever hear about."

At the nmoment Flinx could not have cared | ess about their future. He was utterly
i mrersed in the wondrous, extraordinary world he had uncovered. H's inpatient
conpani ons woul d sinply have to wait until he tired of exploring it.

Chapter Thirteen

"

The Sunacrea had devel oped an infinitely nore intricate enotional |anguage than
humans had ever dreamed of, and they were not averse to sharing it with him In
fact, their delight at encountering one so simlar to thensel ves anong the
strangers who had cone fromthe roof of the world was exceeded only by their
desire to learn nore about himand where he had cone from Sowelmanu and Jarity
were forced to sit silently, occasionally conversing with each other, while
Flinx sat notionlessly, his eyes closed, touching the natives on a |evel they
coul d barely imagine.

Fromtinme to time he would speak and try m explain what he was feeling, what he
was | earning. Wrds were a poor substitute for the actuality of soul &#8209;t 0&#8209; soul
enoti onal communi cati on.

At the sane tine, he was trying to sort out Clarity's feelings toward him H's
confession, coupled with what he had told her of his history, would justify a
certain aninosity and even fear toward himon her part, but he could detect none
of that. Her attitude was still friendly, affectionate even, but col ored now by
a definite anbiguity that she took pains to conceal in her speech.

It did not bother him Nothing could bother himnow, enveloped as he was in the
swirling, conplex rush of enotions generated by the Sunmacrea.

It was astonishing how much could be communi cated by enmotion alone if one was
subtl e and precise, if one knew how to convey as well as sense. Hunger and
thirst, fear of the fanatics above, adnmiration for the Sumacrea and for how they
had coped with their lightless world he had no troubl e explaining hinself or
under standi ng their replies.
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Under their tutelage his ability was rapidly refined, his talent honed. They
knew Pip for a friend as well as they did his nmaster, and Scrap al so, but they
were sorrowed and puzzled by the blindness that afflicted his other conpanions.
He tried to explain that he could understand themclearly but that while they
coul d crudely convey their own enotions, they could not sense those of others at
all. They were shocked when he told themthat of all his kind, he was the only
one he knew who could communicate readily with themvia feelings and enoti ons.
He deci ded that blindness was a relative term the lack of sight a matter of

hi story. Vision was a broad term enconpassing all manner of perception. In the
case of sight by light, it could be enhanced or brought to life by any nunber of
medi cal techniques. Transplants, inserts, miniature video canmeras connected
directly to the optic peeves&#8209;all were feasible if one had access to enough
noney.

But despite the Commonweal th's technical skills, he knew of no nmethod for

i mproving the enptional sensitivity of man or thranx, no way to nmke audible the
deeply felt and stirring dial ogue of the Sumacrea.

"You're sure," Carity asked himthe follow ng day, "that you're not just
exchanging feelings with these people? That you're actually comrunicating with
then? Wthout words?"

“I"'msure, and it's becom ng easier. You just have to |l earn how to manipul ate
your enotions the way you woul d sentences. Like ancient Chinese witing, you
exchange entire concepts at once instead of using words to form sentences. For

exanpl e, instead of saying, '| want to go to the other side of the cavern,' you
have to express your longing to be in a certain place. If you do that to the
exclusion of all else, | guarantee one of the Sumacrea will come over and take

you by the hand. It won't do for science or mathematics, but it serves better
than you think for putting across sinple ideas."

"Since you are becom ng so skilled at this unique nmethod of commrunication ...
Sowel manu began.

"I didn't say | was getting skilled. Just neandering al ong.
"Isn'"t it about time you tried to project our intense desire to return to the
vicinity of the outpost? By a roundabout route, should they be famliar with

one. "
"If it exists, |1'd bet the Sumacrea know of it. We have tine. Shouldn't we wait
a while longer? Qur food is holding out well, and if they do show us the way, it

shouldn't take long to clinb back to the level we left."

The geol ogi st' s nandi bl es nmade a sound indicative of mild derision mxed with
second&#8209; degree inpatience. "Wiile |I confess | am becom ng used to this darkness,
that does not mean | amgrowing fond of it."

"The | onger we stay, the better attuned | becone to the Surmacrea's nethod of
comuni cation."

“Are you sure that's the real reason you aren't in a hurry to |leave?" Carity
was sitting close to himin the darkness. He knew she was near because during
the past few lightless days, their respective senses of snmell and hearing had
grown acute. "It's obvious you share sonething unique with these people.

Sonet hi ng which Sowel and nyself cannot share with you. As far as this kind of
comuni cation is concerned, he and | are effectively blind, as you've put it.
It's no fun being blind in the land of the locally sighted, Flinx.

"Maybe you aren't in a rush to get back to the port. Maybe this kind of
enmotional intercourse is all you want right now But Sowel and | need |ight and
speech. And all of us need to find out what's happening."

"Just a little while longer. That's all I'masking for." Flinx was not aware of
the intensity of his plea, though of course the Sunacrea were. "You don't
understand. |'mconpletely confortable here. These are the first people |'ve
ever encountered that | could be totally nyself with. | don't have to watch what
| say or how !l react. I'mnot constantly on guard. | can't hide anything from
them and | don't want to, nor can they hide how they feel fromne. That's the
truth. | can tell."

"You can," she replied, "but Sowel and | can't. Flinx, we have to make our way
back to port. Wt need to find out if the rest of the installation has managed to
hol d out against the fanatics or if we can help in sone way. That should be our
first priority. If everything's settled down and they've left or been driven

off, then you can scranble back down here and . . ." She hunted briefly for the
right word. "... nmeditate all you want.
"The di scovery of native sentients will naturally change the way explorati on and

research are carried out on Longtunnel. But it won't stop. Qur work will
continue and will enable us to help the Sumacrea. They nust suffer dreadfully
fromthe depredations of creatures |like the vexfoot and the dart shooters."” A
different note crept into her voice as she argued with him

"Flinx, Sowelnmanu and | are going a little crazy down here while you sit like a
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statue swapping enotions with your native friends. If ny feelings nean anything
to you, and | know you can sense them then please, please help us find the way
back to the port, where we can do some good. W have a responsibility to our
friends and coworkers."

"l don't," he told her sinply.

The mass enotions of the Sumacrea washed over himlike a warm wave, highly
refined, precise, as conplex as any spoken | anguage: feelings of love, of mld
hunger or thirst, of fam ly bonding and affection. Curiosity and confusion,
amusement and sadness, admiration and di sappoi nt mrent needed no expl anation or

el aboration to be understood. He could listen to them sinultaneously or tune out
t he background and concentrate on a single individual who would respond in kind.
There was no hesitation or artifice, no lying when it could instantly be
detected. No theft when a thief's guilt would mark himas brilliantly as a
signpost in the darkness. No envy of appearance when there was nothing to see.
In the world of the Sunacrea, no one | ooked good. All that mattered was how one
felt.

Qdd that a blind society should be nore peaceful and content than a sighted one.
The Sunacrea were cal m and rel axed anong thensel ves. There was nuch to | earn
fromstudying them fromliving among them and of all huanxkind, only he was
properly equipped to do so. A nunber of ancient human phil osophers had i magi ned
soci eties whose nenbers existed in perfect harnmony with the natural world, but
as far as Flinx could remenber, not one of them had postul ated blindness as a
precondi tion for the success of such a social organization. And of course none
of them had ever envisioned anything |ike enpathic tel epathy.

If not for Carity and Sowel manu, he woul d have renai ned without hesitation,
wor ki ng and studying in the darkness, exchangi ng i deas and whol e concepts

wi t hout ever uttering a word. He would have Pip for additional conpanionship.
But his friends would go mad here, unable to share in the Sumacrean discourse,
wonderi ng what was happening to their associates and col | eagues back at the
outpost. His own revel ati ons and conversation would not substitute for that.
Danmit! he thought to hinmself. The one resolution he had vowed to keep&#8209; not to
involve hinself in the affairs of others and to keep al oof &8209; was the one
resolution he was constantly breaking. By saving Carity, he had involved
hinself in her life. By hel ping Sowel manu, he had done the sane with the thranx.
He now had a responsibility to both of them No matter how hard he tried, no
matter how diligently he worked at it, he always seened to find hinself tied to
the destinies of people he had never nmet before.

Perhaps the port's defenders had nanaged to subdue the unnmilitary fanatics. O
possi bly they had reached a truce allowing themto depart. Carity was right. It
m ght be perfectly safe to return to the outpost conplex. |If not, they could
conceal thenselves in the main warehouse, as they had originally intended. And
if the attackers still held sway, the Sumacrea woul d be here to wel cone them
back. In that event, he told hinself, neither Sowel manu nor Carity woul d argue
with a decision to return.

Ri ght now his conpani ons' desire to have light again, to speak to other humans
and thranx, far outweighed their fear of being captured. Carity had reason
enough to stay clear of the fanatics, but if she was so desperate to return,
then he owed it to her to at least find out what was happening. She had held up
remarkably well since their last Iight tube had been lost, but he could sense
the constant edginess and terror in her. She was unconfortable at best. Unable
to perceive as he could, she drew no benefit or reassurance fromthe Sunacrea's
presence. To her they were not a soothing repository of friendship. They were
only whistling, grunting, unseen shapes.

Dammit again. | can't even bury nyself literally. He sucked cool air. "I'll talk
to them about |eading us back. No, that's not right. | guess you could say |'l|
feel themout on the subject. I'Il try to explain what's happening at the

out post, what our position is in the situation, and why we have to go back.
"They're not ignorant of the surface, by the way. They have | egends that speak
of it, tales of brave individuals who reached the great fiery cave that lies
above the real world. They wore nasks to shield themfromthe light, dimas it
is after it's been filtered through that perpetual cloud cover."

A hand funbled at his shoulder. Fingers trailed down his armuntil darity had
hers locked in his. Her relief at his decision was apparent in her voice as well
as her enotions.

"Thank you, Flinx. | really couldn't take this much longer. | tried so hard not
to say anything."

"You didn't have to say anything," he told her, and was inmedi ately enbarrassed
at having rem nded her of her lack of enotional privacy. "I'Il converse with
themright now, tell themwhat we want to do. What we have to do."

There were no Sunacrea cl ose by, but it was easy enough to call sonme. Al he had
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to do was project a desire for conmpany, for conpanionship, and add his own
enotional signature. Carity and Sowel mnanu had them as well, though they could
use themonly involuntarily and wi thout conscious control. A noment |ater

several of the natives could be heard shuffling toward themin the darkness.

He felt his conpanions turning toward the new arrivals and smiled to hinself.
They m ght not have his abilities, but snell and hearing conpensated sonewhat.
They were not as blind and hel pl ess as they thought.

"Keep in mnd," he reminded his friends, "that first of all they may not consent
to hel p guide us, and second, there may not be a way open to the outpost." There
were plenty of additional reasons for pessimsm but he kept themto hinself.
Clarity's feelings of hope were too j strong for himto want to danpen themw th
reality.

Enotion traveled well in the caverns. He wondered if a Sumacrea woul d be as
overwhel ned and di sturbed as he was whenever his Tal ent was functioning at full
capacity in a major city, surrounded by thousands of feeling, enoting people.
Here it was easy to identify individuals, to project precisely.

Strange to be having an i n&#8209; depth enoti onal exchange wi th people you had never
set eyes on and m ght never actually see. He had learned to think of them at

| east the ones with whom he conversed on a frequent basis, by name. The nanes
wer e suggested by their enmotional signatures. There was bl eeper, who oddly
enough was the |east enotional of the tribe, and his friend Heavy, and
Thought f ul &#8209; grave. They absorbed the feelings he projected toward them and
ponder ed.

As expected, the exchange did not proceed snoothly. The Sunmacrea were convinced
that if they went too close to the Quter Cave, they would not be able to find
their way back. It was a region devoid of all feeling, and it frightened them
Flinx argued with them patiently, Pip sitting supine on his shoul ders, know ng
that his enptions were going out pure and cl ean and unm stakable. It cal ned
them and they agreed to help.

Thought f ul &#8209; grave and Heavy knew the way up to the Quter Cave, from which they
had lately detected strange enotions and sensations, feelings they now

under st ood after having encountered Flinx and his friends. Cearly there were
nore |ike them above, thinking, intelligent creatures in spite of their

bl i ndness.

There was nothing to pack. Food they would find along the way. The route they
woul d take was not far but conplex.

Wien the tine cane to | eave, there was nuch touching and exchange of strong
enmotions. For the first tine the Sunacrea reveal ed the depth of their trust by
bringing forth their offspring, small, furry things on short |egs that whistled
and hooted frequently as they carefully caressed the huge bodies of the visitors
fromthe Quter Cave.

When the | ast farewell had been enoted, Heavy assuned the front position, wth
Thought f ul &#8209; grave in the rear. They woul d progress by touch, Heavy feeling for
the right way with Sowel manu behind, then Carity and Flinx.

Scrap fluttered nervously against Clarity's sidetail, reflecting her fear as
they left behind the now fanmiliar section of the Sunacrean cavern. Flinx sensed
it also and let his hand slip frequently fromher shoulder to her hip. It
confused her enotions and thus hel ped subnerge her fear in other thoughts and
feelings. She could not turn to slap away his hand since she could not see him
and woul d | ose contact with Sowel manu, so she had to content herself with
comments. It took her mind off their difficult situation.

"l hope these people can feel their way as efficiently as they can their
enotions," Sowel manu sai d conversationally. "I would dislike stepping in another
of the rain drains which swallowed us all, or into a less friendly hole. "

"This is their world, Sowel," Flinx rem nded the geol ogist. "They know where
they are and where they're going. We couldn't |ose ourselves if we wanted to.
They' d sinply trace our enotional projections through the darkness."

"We're ascending." There was a hopeful note in Clarity's voice for the first
tinme in days. "They really do know t he way."

"We are not there yet, young woman." It was thranx nature to be cautious.
"Restrain your enthusiasm"

"The | ess noise we nmake, the better." Flinx kept his own voice to a whisper.
"There might be other ears listening that are as sensitive as the Sumacrea's but
whose intentions toward us are | ess benign."

Clarity | owered her voice but was unable to repress her excitement. The higher
they clinbed, the nearer they were to light and to being able to see once again.
M ndf ul of Sowel manu's description of the nmain warehousing location, Flinx tried
to explain to their guides that it was necessary to enter the world of the Quter
Cave dwellers at a specific place. Wien he was through, he could not be certain
he had gotten the concept across. It was one thing to express how one felt about
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sonething, quite another to try to conmmunicate specifics. A location, after all,
is not a feeling. One could feel better about being sonmewhere or unhappy about
bei ng sonepl ace el se, but to project a feeling of one particul ar spot was
difficult no matter how sophisticated the enotional |anguage.

After clinbing steadily for sonme tine, the path they were following finally

| evel ed of f. They kept on until the injured Sowel manu conpl ai ned of exhausti on.
Five legs or not, he was still not confortable with his awkward gait.

They rested for several hours, then resuned clinbing. Eventually it was the turn
of Heavy to call a halt. Sowelmanu and Carity, unable to detect his intentions,
pil ed up agai nst him and each ot her.

"What now?" she asked Flinx.

He was straining to feel clearly. "Warning. Uncertainty. Confusion and pain."
"You nmean he's hurt hinsel f?"

“"No. It's an enotional pain. Sonething nearby is upsetting him You and Sowel
stay put. I'mgoing up to see what it is."

Feeling his way past his conpani ons, he advanced by placing one foot carefully
in front of the other. If they were in any i nmedi ate danger, Heavy woul d have
warned himto stay back. That did not mean there could not be a sheer

t housand&#8209; neter drop inmmediately to his left or right. Sonmetines the absence of
light could be a blessing instead of a curse. The danger one could not see did
not exist.

He touched Heavy, who stepped aside. Flinx cautiously felt his way forward until
his right foot bunped sonething soft. He halted i nmedi ately.

Using his feet, he felt his way around the body until he had circled it
conpletely. At first he thought it was one very large form C oser tactile

i nspection revealed the truth: There were two.

"What is it?" Clarity inquired fromthe darkness behind him Though she was
standing | ess than two neters away, she had no i dea what was happeni ng.

"Hurmmans. Both of them dead. They've been cold for a while. Both male, both
armed. "

"The fanatics? O port Security personnel ?"

"l don't know." He bent and continued to use his hands in the absence of vision.
"l think one's wearing a headlight. The other has sonme kind of |ens arrangenent
strapped across his chest. It mght be a light, too."

"Well, try them see if they work!"

"What do you think |I'mdoing?" he replied irritably. Mnents |ater he

strai ghtened. "No | uck. Both unreponsive."

"I'f they perished here," Sowel manu said thought fully, "they nay have done so
with their lights on. Perhaps they carded spare cells. | will help you | ook."
"Me, too." Carity bunped into Sowel manu, who nuttered a typically gentle thranx
curse. Thereafter they forced thenselves to work slowy through the pockets of
the two corpses.

"I'"ve found sonet hi ng&#8209;1 think." Carity passed the small cylinder across to
Fl i nx.

"M ght be. Mght be an old dead cell, too."

"Just now | prefer optimsmto realism ny friend." Sowel manu's tone was thick
with first&#8209; degree anticipation. "Try it."

“I'll see if | can fit it in the chest unit. It should be easier to open. And
don't rush me. Be a fine irony if sonebody nmakes me drop it and it rolls into a
crevice."

It took nearly an hour to acconplish the switch, a task that in nornal |ight
woul d have required a few seconds. He wanted to be sure of position and contact.
Only when he was positive that it was securely in place did he take the
additional tinme to unstrap the chest unit fromthe facel ess body.

"What are you waiting for?" Clarity pronpted him "Try the contact."

"I can't just yet. One nore thing | have to do."

Concentrating the way he had been instructed to, he imagined a trenmendous burst
of heat. It produced an inmage many tines the brightness of a photonorph.
Excessive, but better not to take any chances. Sonething as intense as a

hi gh&#8209; power ed i ncandescent beam m ght do pernanent damage to the feeble

|'i ght &#8209; sensi ng organs of the Sumacrea. Heavy and Thought f ul &#8209; grave under st ood and
made sure they were facing him their eyes pointed away and wel |l shiel ded
beneath protective fur.

So concerned was he with protecting their guides that he neglected to warn his
conpani ons. He also forgot to prepare hinmself. The result was that all three of
them |l et out varying screeches of disconfort when the |ight came on. They had
spent so many days in total darkness that the reful gent beam stung them as
severely as it might have the Sumacrea. Pip and Scrap were simlarly affected.
Heavy and Thought f ul &#8209; grave retreated behind a drape of opaque fl owstone, bending
their hands up and back to cover their eyes. Enough light still managed to
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penetrate hands, hair, and stone to cause thempain. Flinx felt the enotional

cries as deeply as any scream and quickly shut off the beam

"Way did you do that?" Clarity asked loudly. "Wiy'd you turn it back out? \Wat

if it doesn't cone back on? What if ..."

"Cal m down. There's nothing wong with the unit. It just needed the new cel | &#8209;
The light was hurting our friends. It hurts themeven when they hide fromit. W
still need themto lead us to the back side of the warehouse. Just because we

can light our way doesn't nean we're any closer to finding the right route. Wen
we had the two tubes before, we just went around in circles.”

"W have to have sonme light." darity was adamant. "I'mnot stunbling around in

pi tch darkness when we have a perfectly good hi gh&#8209; L beam"

"A suggestion." They both turned in the blackness to face Sowel manu. "UWilize

the clothing of these unfortunate humans to nuffle and dimthe light to a degree
the Sunacrea find tol erable. They have observed sliders and phot onor phs and

their cousins, so they can stand certain mnimal illumnation. W do not need
light to followthem but it would, as Clarity inplies, be refreshing to be able
to see where we are placing our own feet."

Flinx considered. "Not a bad idea. I'll try to explain it to Heavy and

Thought f ul &#8209; grave. Then we'll give it a try.

It was while removing the shirt fromthe first body that he thought he felt

sonet hing nmoving slightly beneath the underlying |ayer of flexible body arnor.

The special plastic would stop a needler blast but not a laser. Evidently it had
failed to stop sonmething | ess advanced but nore sinister. It rem nded hi m of
sonet hi ng .

"Back!" he shouted as he rose hastily. "Everybody back!"

"What's wong?" He could hear Clarity and Sowel manu retreat with gratifying

speed.

"I felt sonmething noving." Pip was coiled tightly around his neck, and he had to
physically | oosen her coils so that he could speak clearly. "Under the shirt.

Under the arnor. It felt famliar."

"l do not understand," the worried geol ogi st said.

"Gve me a mnute to think."

Once nore he warned Heavy and Thought f ul &#8209; grave to take cover. This tine they
woul d do a more thorough job of it since they had sone idea of what to expect.

Only when he was certain of their safety and of his conpanions' preparedness did
he switch the hi gh&#8209; | unen beam back on.

Gradual |y, painfully, their eyes grew accustoned to what was really a very | ow

I evel of illumnation but one that to their |ight&#8209; starved optic nerves seened
i ke a dozen suns all blazing sinultaneously. Wen they could finally see

wi t hout crying, Flinx shone the beamon the first dead man.

His uniformindicated that he was a nmenber of port Security. The ot her body wore
an il &#8209;fitting chanel eon suit. None of this had nmeant anything to the organi sm
that had killed them

Bot h bodi es showed signs of hand&#8209;t 0&#8209; hand conbat. In battling one another they
had fallen too near &#8209; sonet hing. Thin but unbreakabl e | oops of fungal matter were
| ocked tightly around the first man's arnms and the other man's neck. The second
man had been | ucky: He had perished of suffocation.

What Flinx had felt noving slightly beneath the first man's body arnor were
bunched strands of haustorium

Clarity noved up beside himto study the hal f&+#8209; eaten corpses. Wth the light it
was easy to trace the hyphae network to a nearby crevice. It was ten neters

long, and half of it was full of glistening fungus.

"It's ignoring us because it already has all the food it needs for a while." She
spoke with the enforced calmof a lab technician readying a new tray of sanples
for inspection.

"I recogni ze the haustorium" Flinx nmuttered, "but where did those dam | oops

cone fron?" He could not take his eyes fromthe bl oated face of the second

victim The man's hands were still |ocked around one loop as if trying to tear
it free.

"Fromthe sane place as the rest of those filthy tendrils, | would venture to
say." Sowel manu | ooked to Clarity for confirnmation.

"Dactyella and Arthobotrys, only on a larger scale. A nycologist could tell us
nore. They |asso their food. This |ooks |like a giant relative."

"We should burn them or sonething," Flinx said disgustedly.

She shrugged. For a change, she was nore at hone with the local flora than he,
able to distance herself fromits effects. "In a few days there'll be nothing
left. Not even bones."

Flinx stared at the two bodies a nonent |onger, then remuffled the |ight. Wen

it was al nost too dark to see one's feet, Heavy and Thought f ul &#8209; grave ener ged
fromtheir hiding place. Their enotions were still unsettl ed.
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As were Flinx's own.

I f possible, everyone trod nore cautiously than before as they resuned their
march. The security man and the fanatic had engaged in a | ong&#8209; runni ng battle
t hrough Longtunnel's upper reaches, because it took another day for the refugees
to draw near enough to the port to enable Flinx to detect the first glimrerings
of human enotion. Wthout Pip he would not have been able to sense anything, but
when she was near and his Tal ent was operative, his range was considerabl e
Painful in a city street, useful here

H's ability to control and mani pul ate his Tal ent was increasing. Sone of that he
attributed to instruction fromthe Sumacrea, but his skill had been rising
before that encounter had taken place. Maybe it had something to do with him

mat uri ng physically as well as mentally.

"We're getting close," he informed his friends.

"l don't hear any fighting," Clarity said as she strained for the slightest
sound. "No shouts, no guns going off."

"We're not near enough to overhear verbal shouts, but weapons di schargi ng ought
to be audible."

"Either there is a lull in the fighting in this vicinity," Sowel manu comment ed
"or we nmay presune that one side has prevailed and taken control."

Clarity suddenly sprinted ahead, heedl ess of rocks and growt hs underfoot.

"Light! | can see light!"

Flinx and Sowel manu foll owed at a nmore controlled pace until an enotional burst
brought himto a halt. "Heavy and Thought f ul &#8209; grave can go no farther. W nust
make our farewells here. But | will have themwait a while."

"What for?" the geol ogi st asked him

"I'n the event the fanatics have won. W nay want to retreat this way again."
Sowel manu nodded, a human gesture acquired by the thranx soon after

Amal gamati on. Together they turned to follow Clarity.

The light burst through a narrow slit in the wall on their left. Carity was

al ready peering through.

“If we don't come back soon, the Sumacrea will know to return to their hone

below," Flinx told the geologist. "I want to cone back here soneday. There
wasn't nearly enough time to converse, to learn. | may be the only apt human
pupi |, human conpanion they'll ever know. It's hard to explain, but | feel at

honme anong them Like being with famly."

"Have you been dwelling |l ong in darkness, ny young friend?"

Flinx | ooked startled, then realized the thranx was just enploying a confortable
figure of speech. Al the bugs fancied thensel ves phil osophers

They redistributed what little remained of their supplies. Clarity held the

chest |ight they had sal vaged while Flinx hefted the weakly charged needier.

Even on low setting it was still capable of incapacitating two or three

opponents before it died conpletely.

As he turned sideways to face the cleft, Flinx felt Heavy and Thought f ul &#8209; gr ave
Though he could no | onger see them the regret and sorrow they were feeling at

hi s passing was as lucid as any verbal deposition. It was nmixed with the

sensation of |eaving behind a part of hinself. They understood him shared his
difficulties and troubles as easily as his friendship, and all without a word
having to be spoken.

A different sort of illumnation |ay ahead&#8209; He inhal ed and edged through the
i mestone slit.

Beyond |l ay a vast cavern roofed with | ow&#8209;intensity |ight tubes. They shone dully
on neat rows and shelves of brightly hued plastic crates and cylinders. It was

the mai n warehouse beneath the port facilities that Sowel manu had described to
themearlier.

"Still no signs of fighting," the thranx whispered hopefully. "Perhaps Security
has at |east retained control of this portion of the installation&*#8209; It would be
among the nost heavily defended and the |last to surrender."

"I don't see any guards." Carity followed Flinx through the crack in the

I'i mestone wal |

Not hi ng noved in the spaci ous chanber, not even shipping and sorting robots.

Except for the heavy whisper of air pushed along by ventilator fans and punps,
there was no noise save what little they made thensel ves

"They woul d be mounting a successful defense some where above," Sowel manu

specul ated. "If they had been driven back this far, the battle would be as good

as lost. | believe we can ascend in confidence."

"“I'd rather ascend in caution," Flinx nuttered as he studied the deserted

stairway that flanked the service el evators.

They kept to the shadows of the |largest crates, huge containers full of drilling
and excavating equi pment. Each package was col or coded as to eventual

destination. A few were clad in the crinmson of the United Church or the

"
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aquamari ne of the Comonweal t h.

Sowel manu | ed the way. Though darity had been on Longtunnel |onger than the

t hranx, she had never had occasion to visit the main warehousing facility. Every
t hi ng was unwr apped, acknow edged, accounted for, and delivered by the tine it
reached her tab.

The arned man whirled but |Iowered his rifle as soon as he recogni zed Sowel manu.
"You're with the H vehom geofoods team aren't you?"

"I amindeed. Are the authorities still in control of this portion of the
install ation?"

The guard rel axed and slung his weapon over his shoulder. "Sorry about this.
Thought you might've been sone of those vegi nodes |eft behind. W're in control
of alot nore than just this portion," he declainmed with grimsatisfaction.

"You said “left behind ?" Flinx was trying to see past him "Wat happened?

W' ve been in hiding and out of touch."

"Then I'Il start fromthe start, right? The slip&*#8209; suited bastards cane at us out
of the walls, like rats. They made a | ot of noise and set off a |ot of denp
charges before we could organi ze and regroup, but they were | ousy shots.

Unpr of essi onal , you know?

"As soon as he realized the outpost was under fullscale attack, Lieutenant

Ki koi sa pulled a bunch of us together and organized a counterattack. They

nust' ve had a shuttle sone idiot actually nmanaged to set down beyond the strip.
As soon as we plowed back into 'em they broke and took off for it. That's the
runor, anyways. Haven't seen any of 'emfor a couple of days."

"Then everything's all fight?" Carity asked. "You drove them away?"

"Not all of 'em There's plenty scattered around the corridors they didn't cave
in. But they're a problemfor the burial squad, not ne. Wio the hell do you
suppose they were?"

"I think I know," Carity said.

"No shit?" The sentry's eyes w dened. "Hell, you better get yourself to the

|i eutenant or sonebody, because everybody's been asking thensel ves that ever
since they canme at us. They didn't |eave any wounded behi nd, and the dead don't
have any identification on 'em Not even |abels on the chanel eon suits they were
wearing. Kikoisa's definitely gonna want to talk to you, Ms ...."

"Clarity Held. I"'mwth Coldstripe."

The guard made a face and | ooked el sewhere. "Col dstripe, huh? That's tough. They
real |y powdered your whole setup. Got there first and did it down right.

Nobody' s gonna be doi ng any work over there for a long tine, and |'mafraid sonme
of your buddies ain't gonna ever be doing it again, either.

"We all thought they'd go for Conmunications and the hangar first, but they
didn't. They hit Coldstripe, then started in on your neighbors. Damedest thing.
Li ke they didn't care about anything except norbidizing the labs." He | ooked up
at Sowel manu.

"Yours, too, though | think | heard that your friends got out in tinme."

"Bl essi ngs upon the Hive."

"Sone of the labs are just rooms full of rock. You'd never know to |l ook at 'em
that there was ever anything in there."”

Clarity's throat was tight. "Were&#8209;where do | go to find out about survivors?"
"l dunno. |I'mjust wal king sentry here. Try the dispensary staff. |'l| bet
they're set up for inquiries by now Everything's been a |ot nore organi zed
since we shot the last of the bastards.”

Flinx put a conforting armaround Clarity's shoulders, forcing Scrap to squirm
out of the way. "Maybe the loss of |life doesn't match up with the physi cal
destruction. If they had mass murder on their mnds, they wouldn't have taken so
much time and care with the denolition charges."

"You hope," she nuttered.

"We all hope," be told her. "Let's go and see."

Chapter Fourteen

Her depression did not lift until they found Aree Vandervort lying in bed in a
private alcove, curtained off fromthe rest of the wounded. The head of

Col dstripe had one arm encased in spray&#8209; pl astic and | ocked at her side. Her face
was bruised and battered, but she sat up pronptly when the three of them
entered.

Sowel manu paused outside. "Now | must find out if ny good fortune equals your
own." He extended both antennae, and they touched fingers to feathery tips in
the thranx manner of parting. "Perhaps we shall see each other again. This is a
smal |l place. In that event | would be honored to buy you both the best hunan
meal remai ning on Longtunnel."

"Only if you let ne pay for the drinks," Flinx told him

They wat ched as their injured conmpanion of many |ightless days hobbl ed of f
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toward the thranx wi ng of the dispensary, an encl osed conpartnment of higher

hum dity and tenperature. Only after he was out of earshot did it occur to Flinx
that he had gone to check on his conrades' welfare before seeking nedical
attention for his anputation. That was the thranx for you. Quiet, unassumng to
a fault, desperately polite, and al ways concerned about the fate of others. It
was partly their personalities and partly the lingering hive nmentality, where
everyone | ooked out for everyone el se

Al ynasnol i a Vandervort extended her one functional hand. "Carity, dear!" She
enbraced the younger woman, then turned her probing gaze on Flinx. "I see you
still have your charm ng and precoci ous young nman with you. When you were not
brought in with the other wounded, you were |isted anbng the missing. That was
days ago. We'd all long since resigned ourselves. This is the second tinme you' ve
surprised us. | amso pleased, so very pleased you are alive and well. How did
you escape the fighting?"

"We went out another way," Carity said tersely. "Down instead of up. And we
found," she added after a quick glance in Flinx's direction, "sone interesting
things."

Vandervort's eyebrows rose. "You were running for your lives and you nade tinme
for research?"

“I'"'mnot sure that we weren't the ones being researched. Qur assunptions about
Longtunnel are going to have to be revised, along with everything el se. There's
a sentient race living here. In the | ower caverns.”

"I'd say that was inpossible. But | said that about your Verdidion Weave until |
saw it with ny own eyes."

"You'll see these, too, if we can find a way to | ook at each other that won't
harm them They're as phototonic as you'd expect. | don't know about their
sensitivity to infrared. They call thenselves Sumacrea. |'l| prepare a formal

report later. Probably several reports. The inportant thing is for you to rest
and get better."

"Heavens, girl, I'd be out of here nowif it wasn't for the damm doctors."
"What happened at Col dstripe?"

They listened intently as the ol der woman told the story of the battle for
Longtunnel . How sone of them heard or saw the attackers com ng and managed to
flee in tinme. How the crazed assailants ignored retreating people in favor of
destroying | abs and records and denolishing roonms and connecting corridors
Several of their coll eagues had shown nore bravery than comon sense by trying
to intervene and stop the destruction. For their trouble they were shot. Mst
survived. Qthers perished accidentally when they were caught in the collapse of
ceilings and walls obliterated by the invaders. They m ght never know exactly
who |ay buried beneath the tons and tons of |inmestone

Eventual |y port Security had collected its nmen, arns, and wits and struck back
None of the invaders had been seen alive for several days. It was assuned they
had all been killed or had fled by a hitherto unsuspected exit to other caverns
or to the surface. The fight had ended as abruptly and nysteriously as it had
begun.

“I"'mpretty sure | know who they were," Carity said

"The sane bunch that abducted you? Yes, ny dear, we know now. They inquired
anmong their tenporary captives about certain personnel. Fortunate you had gone
to ground el sewhere. Equally |ucky, Jase had escaped to a secured sector early
on in the battle. Maxi mwas not so fortunate. According to wi tnesses they
brought himin wounded, nmade a ranbling, barely coherent speech about neting out
justice to the nost serious offenders, and shot himon the spot. None of our

ot her peopl e thought they were going to get out of this alive. But when they
fled, they sinply left everyone they'd rounded up behind. They asked for ne,
too, you see. They were only interested in maki ng object |essons of key
personnel. In sone ways we were very |ucky."

"They want to shut us down. Like | told you. But | never thought .

"Nobody ever thought, nmy dear. W don't build SCAAM projectiles here. Coldstripe
isn't involved with nmunitions. There are no war industries on Longtunnel. Wo
woul d have expected a mlitary&#8209;style assault? Fanatics, the lot of them A
previously unknown group, well organized if not mlitarily efficient. For which
we can all be eternally grateful. The first supply ship that goes into orbit
will carry news of their outrage to the rest of the Commonweal th. The
peaceforcers will round themup in short order, hopefully before they can w eak
this kind of danage on sone ot her unsuspecting, innocent col ony.

"If as you said their aimwas to stop our work here, then in that they certainly
succeeded. It's going to take a very long time to reconstruct even a shadow of
what we had here. But they didn't think things through. True, they destroyed al
our equipment, all our specimens, but as a matter of routine we put all our
records out in duplicate. W should be able to access nost of what they think
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they obliterated. As for a facility, we will sinply devel op a new, untouched
cavern. It's not as if they destroyed a structure. It's sinply a matter of
ordering in new instrunentation and setting up in a new location. W'Il|l be back
i n busi ness sooner than they believe possible, though | don't nean to denean the
severity of our |oss. Reconstruction will be limted by our existing
capitalization until we can go outside for new funds." She turned her attention
back to Flinx.

"The fact that there is a sentient race living here will change many things. |
bel i eve our research will be allowed to continue. The interest of the Church and
sector governnment will be piqued. W nmay be able to tap into Commonweal th

devel opnent funds."

"I know I'm being premature, but you don't have any ideas about doing

gengi neering on the Sunmacrea, do you?"

Vandervort frowned at him obviously puzzled by such a question. "Wy would we
want to do anything |ike that? They're people, if your observations of themare
accurate. They're not fungi. If we were to even attenpt sonething |ike what you
i nfer, anyone involved woul d be an instant candidate for m ndw pe. You don't
turn intelligent beings into products. Usually the sinpler the aninal, the
greater its potential for gengineering. Conplex creatures generally make poor
subj ects. "

"Aad to hear it. Now, if you'll both excuse ne, | know you have a lot to talk
about, and | have to get Pip sonething to eat." He extended his armtoward
Clarity, and Scrap fluttered across to join him "They've been surviving on
concentrates and what they were able to catch below Their diet requires certain
mnerals. |1'd prefer to take care of dietary problens before they occur. See how
pale Pip is?"

The flying snake | ooked the same to darity, but who was she to argue with its
mast er ?

"The port commissary wasn't touched. |I'msure they'Il be able to accompdate the
needs of your pets."”

Bot h wormen wat ched Flinx depart. It was Vandervort who spoke first.

"What an extraordinary young man. A pity he has no interest in bionechanics. |
think he'd train well for any field."

"That's just the beginning," Clarity told her. "You've heard about the enotional
bond that can form between humans and Al aspi nian flying snakes?"

"No, but | take it fromwhat you say now that such is the case with our friend
and his animals.”

"There's nore to it than that. These Sumacrea we discovered are al so enpathic
tel epaths. That's how they communi cate. They al so use a rudi mentary kind of
speech, but their enotional |anguage is nuch nore highly devel oped. "

The ol der woman consi dered thoughtfully. "If what you say is true, dear, the
budget for research on Longtunnel w |l be quadrupled by every organization with
the slightest interest in its future. It's not a commercially exploitable

di scovery, but the fallout will be of benefit because there will be a nultifold
expansi on of governnent facilities that can only aid in Coldstripe's growth. As
a fellow scientist | applaud your industry. There are no proven tel epathic races
of any kind anywhere in the Commonweal th, the Enpire, or our contiguous borders.
But you say they are not telepaths in the accepted sense?"

"That's right. They're only telepathic on the enotional |evel. Like the flying
snake and our renarkable Mnx."

Vandervort snmiled indulgently. "Now, child, just be&#8209; h cause he has a bond of
affection with a primtive flying

creature doesn't nean there is anything nore to himthan f that."

"No, no, it's nmuch nore than that. Anee, he communi cated with the Sunacrea.
That's how we found our way back to the outpost. He spoke with them engaged in
sone kind of intricate enotional discourse, nmade friends, and had them | ead us
back to safety."

"Sheer nonsense! You're sinply misinterpreting the avail able data. Instead of
comuni cating, he was only broadcasting his enotions, much as you and your

t hranx conpani on were doi ng. These Sunmcrea, as you call h them&#8209;

"That's their nanme for thenselves."

"What ever. They | atched on to what you were feeling, your longing to return to
your hore, and thoughtfully escorted you back to us."

"I"'msorry, Anee, but it wasn't like that at all. Flinx is a true enotional

tel epath, just like the Sumacrea. He can do it with people, too. He can tell
what |I'mfeeling at any given nmonment, or you, or anyone else."

Vandervort's expression darkened. "That cannot be, ny dear. Mankind has been
studyi ng the concept of telepathy for well over a thousand years, and there
sinply are no such things as telepaths, not even on the enpathic level. It may
be that he can project his feelings nore strongly than others, but read then?
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No, you nust have it wong." She had sat up straight in the bed and then | eaned
back, shaking her head and carefully favoring her injured arm "He is sinply a
very perceptive, and perhaps persuasive, young nan."

Perhaps it was the excitenment of the noment, perhaps only a desire to convince.
For whatever reason, Clarity rushed on. "He's been altered. Did you ever hear of
a banned organi zation called the Meliorate Society?" |If anyone woul d understand
that reference and make the right connections, it ought to be Anee Vandervort, a
woman with forty years of experience in gengineering, bionechanics and rel ated
fields, and adm ni stration.

She was not di sappointed. Vandervort reacted as if she had been stung, sitting
up straight and staring at her cleverest enployee hard for a | ong nonment before
slowmy lying back against the cushion rest. She started to steeple her fingers,
then stopped in irritation when she realized her injured armwuld not be able
to participate. Her tone was cool, polite, unenotional.

"What makes you think this?" No "dear" or "my girl" now. She was all business.

"Because he told ne so." She smiled, remniscing. "W've beconme close. | think
he wanted to confide in soneone. No, | think he needed to confide in soneone.
Each year it gets harder and harder for himto hold it all in."

"So ny best gengineer has a little of the amateur psychol ogist in her, eh? You
know he could be making all this up to inpress you, not to nmention to give fal se
substance to his story."

Clarity shook her head. "He didn't say it to try to inpress ne, and he has
better evidence to back up his clains than clever words. | think he actually did
it because he felt we were growing too close, to try to put sone distance

bet ween us."

"A fine young man." Vandervort spoke thoughtfully. "He's right, of course. You
do need to distance yourself fromhim Don't get too close to him ny dear.
Don't get involved with himpersonally."

It was the younger woman's turn to be confused. "Wy not? Wuat could be wong
with that? Just because sone renegade bunch of necks fiddled a little with his
DNA before he was born doesn't nake hima nonster. You' ve said yourself how
extraordinary he is: quiet, polite, thoughtful, and good&#8209;| ooking in the bargain,
t hough he doesn't think so. Brave and courageous&#8209; he put hinself in danger to
help nme. | don't find anything in that to be afraid of. True, it's alittle

di sconcerting to think that the man you're with always knows what you're
feeling, but it's not as if he can read nminds. If he is what he clains to be, an
enmotional telepath, | don't see why | should fear that."

"You nmake a good case for him darity. And you're right. If all heis is an
enotional telepath, there is no reason to fear. But we don't know that. We don't
know, can't inmagi ne what el se he m ght be. Sonething he'd prefer not to adnit to
bei ng. Somet hing he's chosen not to reveal to you. Or even sonething he's not
aware of hinmself. Just as inportantly, no one including hinmself knows what he

m ght becone&#8209; besi des admi rable."

"You' re saying that you think he m ght &8209; change? | nto soneone dangerous?"
"I''m saying that where the products of the Meliorares' work is concerned,
nothing is certain, nothing is predictable. They were anong the nost brilliant
gengi neers who ever lived. Also the npbst unbal anced. They tried things nobody

el se thought of trying, without rmuch of an idea of what the results would be.
The majority of their results were unpleasant to contenplate. A few were

sal vageabl e as human beings. A very, very few went unaccounted for.

"This young man's nmind and body are a genetic tinme bonb that could go off at any
time. He may be al nost normal now, dependi ng on how nuch of this enpathic talent
he lays claimto having he actually possesses. He may renmain normal for many
years. Then," she added omi nously, "unexpected changes in nmind, body,
personality may abruptly manifest thenselves. Wiy do you think the work of the
Mel i orares has been so efficiently suppressed?”

"Because the practice of human eugenics is proscribed by the Church."

Vandervort snmiled knowingly. "There's much nore to it, ny dear, than that. The
Mel i orares were reaching beyond their own linits, were tinkering with the very
foundations of humanity. They were trying to inprove on nature by elimnating
serious diseases right in the genes, reducing the effects of aging, increasing
physical strength, and raising intelligence levels. Al well and good.

"But they also tried new things. Frightening things. They tried to goad the
human body into achieving gains it had never been designed or intended to cope
with. They were trying to stinulate evolutionary |eaps, not merely cosnetic
ones." She stared down at her left armand its plastic sheath.

"A great many, too many, of their experiments ended in grotesque failure. There
was a lot of mercy killing. |I remenber sone of it fromwhen | was young and j ust
getting interested in gengineering and its related disciplines. As | matured, |
devel oped the usual perverse interest in the Society and its work. Every

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20...an%20-%20Flinx%205%20-%20F|inx%20In%20Flux.txt (94 of 123) [1/16/03 6:49:13 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A1an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%205%20-%20F i nx%20l n%20F ux.txt

gengi neering student does, sooner or later. You dig up everything you can, which
is very little. You learn enough to figure out that the Meliorares were as nmad

as they were brilliant. Skill and intelligence gone anok."
"You renenber a lot," Carity said shrewdly. "Wat finally happened to thenf |
did nmy own reading as a student. |'d like to see how it natches up with yours."

"The Society nenbers? Most of themwere killed in fights with arresting
peaceforcers. A few chose to surrender and endure mi ndw pe. One of them" she
added with no change of inflection, "was ny nother's youngest brother. Not a
menber of the inner circle, but a supporter of their cause.”

Clarity gaped at the older woman. "I didn't have any idea, Anee ...

"How coul d you?" Vandervort smled gently. "I don't wal k about with the

i nformati on enbl azoned on nmy shirt. It wasn't sonething the fanmily was proud of.
Fi ne bi onmechanic, nmy uncle. Not blazingly intelligent or innovative, but nore
than just noderately conpetent in his field. Only the fact that he was a

peri pheral supporter and not intimately involved in the nost outlawed work the
Soci ety did enabled himto escape.

"When | was little and we were alone, he used to tell ne stories. | thought at
the tine they were anusing. You spoke of our Flinx feeling the need to unburden
hinmself. | think my uncle had the same need. So he delivered hinself to a young
girl who had only the vaguest conprehension of what he was tal king about. |I'm
sure he had no idea that |I'd sone day enter the sane field or that |'d renenber
anything of his tales, but | did.

"He rambl ed on about anci ent Terran phil osophies and nade up stories about
creating a superhuman, sonmeone who'd be i mmune to di sease and doubt, full of
confidence and vitality and physical strength, able to cope with any
difficulties and solve any problem™

Clarity laughed with relief. "That certainly isn't Flinx. He's strong but not
abnormal ly so. |I've known plenty of stronger nen. He's tal ked about his
illnesses, so he's hardly di sease&#8209;resistant. As far as intelligence goes, he's
obviously nmuch smatter than the average nineteen&#8209;year old nman, but there are
dozens of other factors which could account for that. |'ve spent a lot of tinme
with him and he never propounded any new subatom c theories or tried to explain
the true nature of space&#8209;mnus to ne. Al the Society's work did was give him
the ability to read another person's enotions, and we can't be sure that's the
result of a Society operation. He may be a natural enotional nutant."

"All of what you say may be perfectly true, nmy dear. That was the sad thing
about the Meliorares and ny uncle. They had grand goals and vaul ting dreans,

wor ked so hard to achieve them and in the end created nothing but msery and
despair among their subjects. Flinx is at |east not mserable or visibly
def or med.

"What the Church and government have fought so hard to suppress is any

i nformati on about those experinmental subjects who were neither destroyed,
deformed, nor surgically nmade human again. Those extrene few, perhaps only two
or three, who mght just possibly have beconme sonething el se. Sonething the
Meliorates with their scattershot approach to eugenics did not thenselves
foresee. Somnething new. "

"Li ke enpathic tel epathy?"

Vandervort forced herself to sit straight and slide close to the spell bound
Clarity. "Because | had a personal interest in their work and history, | spent
nore time researching it during ny early studies than any of ny colleagues. |
never conpletely lost interest in what is after all a nost fascinating subject.
As an accepted scientist and scientific administrator, | eventually gai ned
access to certain records that are kept sealed fromthe public and | ower &#8209; | evel
researchers." She glanced at something over Clarity's shoul der, then dropped her
gaze again.

"I never suspected, no one inmagi ned, that any of those special people m ght
still survive, although it's interesting to note that even after all these years
the Meliorate files are still listed as active in the relevant records.

I ndi vi dual s the governnment sal vaged have been fully rehabilitated and certified
human. There shoul dn't be any bl ank spaces, but there are."

"You think Flinx is a blank space?"

"I'f his clains are true, then anything is possible."

"Did your uncle ever speak about things |ike enmptional telepathy?"

"No, never. But I'Il tell you a story that m ght make you think." She adjusted
her position on the dispensary bed.

"There are oblique references to an unnaned indivi dual who was involved with the
capture of the last group of die&#8209; hard Society menbers. This took place on a
m nor world oh some six or so years ago. The governnment thought they had him
along with the others." She was watching Carity carefully now

"The records acknow edge the possibility that this individual spontaneously
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i mpl oded, taking an entire warehouse conplex and a group of peaceforcers and

Soci ety nenbers with him"

Clarity stared at her a long tine before breaking the unconfortable silence with
nervous | aughter. "That's a crazy story, all right. Even if it's true, it has
nothing to do with Flinx because he's right here. You saw him |l eave for the

comm ssary. Did he | ook inploded?”

"Cbviously not, ny dear."

"So the records and your story nust be referring to soneone el se.™

"Yes, you nust be right. It is self&*#8209;evident that if he was involved, he did not
i mpl ode. " She added nothing, just sat on the bed and waited while inplications
quietly percol ated inside her nost skilled protegee.
“You're inplying sonething that makes even | ess sense.
"I amnot inplying much of anything." Vandervort was watching the novenent of
medi cal personnel beyond her privacy curtain. "In any event, he is a free

i ndi vidual, and what he is or what he does is none of our business."

"Right." Carity wondered why she felt so relieved.

"Now, go and run after him But keep your distance. Bear in nmind what |'ve told
you and don't get too friendly. It's for your own good, child. He may be not hi ng
nore than a pl easant young man who nmay or may not al so be an enpathic tel epath,
but if his claimis true, he nmight on any given day becone sonething else.”
Clarity rose fromher chair. "I think you' re dead wong there. | think |I know
himthat well."

"My dear Clarity, you have as much as told nme that he does not claimto know

hi msel f."

"It couldn't have been himin that warehouse since he's here and unharned. |
hope your armfeels better."

"Thank you, dear. It's healing properly. | will talk to you |ater. Renenber that

you're still an enployee in good standing with Coldstripe. Look on this little
enforced hiatus as an overdue vacation. Wth pay. |'ve already determined to
request that status for all surviving enployees. |'msure our backers will go

along with it."

"Then | might as well enjoy nyself for a while." Carity turned and headed out
of the dispensary.

Yes, child, Vandervort thought. Enjoy yourself and watch your step.

Their fascinating young man did not present the appearance of an inploded
personality. He was all of one piece, whole and intact. \Wich neant that the
supposi tion she bad read years ago was in error. O else someone was trying to
cover up an inpossibility with an inplausibility.

That suggested that something inexplicable had taken place in that obliterated
war ehouse. |f this Flinx was the individual referred to only by nunmber in the
records, and be had not inploded and destroyed hinself while the warehouse and
its other occupants had unarguably gone to their respective destinies, then what
had happened on that day and time? That was all nuch nore interesting than it
woul d be if he had inploded. It suggested certain things.

Lying in bed watching her armregenerate, Al ynasnolia Vandervort had plenty of
time to think.

Flinx was eating at an enpty table surrounded by enpty tables. The reason for

his isolation was clear to Carity as soon as she entered the comm ssary.

Pip lay spraw ed full &8209;1ength in front of himin all her iridescent glory while
Scrap squirmed nearby. The two flying snakes had raised off the table on their
belly scales, looking like Terran cobras, their w ngs hal f &t8209; spread. They were
beggi ng for food.

Wiile Flinx idly fed them he sipped froma tall glass of dark liquid. Sone kind
of protein drink, Clarity decided. Quick and nourishing and that was about all.

It struck her that he never discussed food. Perhaps he was one of those people
who considered it nothing nore than necessary fuel. It would help explain his

wiry slimess.

"Anee sends her regards.”

He | ooked up at her. "I'mglad she's feeling better. Just like |I'mglad the
troubl e here has been resolved. It neans we'll be able to | eave as soon as we're
ready. | have business that needs to be taken care of before | can return to

make a proper study of the Sunmacrea."

She sat down next to him naking sure there was sone space between. "That's
sonmet hing we need to tal k about, Flinx."

"How do you nean?" he said, frowning.

"I'm back where | belong. | don't need to go anywhere el se."

"You want to stay here? After everything that's happened?" He flipped a small
salty object in Scrap's direction, watching as the young mnidrag darted
sideways to pluck it fromthe air.
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"This is where nmy work and ny friends are. Those who've survived. There's a
great deal that needs to be done. Tracking records, rebuilding ...

"None of which is your responsibility. You're a gengineer, not a construction
specialist. |1've been thinking about everything you said on our way here, about
all we tal ked about, and | thought you nmight |like to take some time off and go
sonewhere different. How about New Riviera? |'ve never been there nyself, but
|'ve heard about it."

"Everyone's heard about New Riviera. It's just not possible, Flinx. I'd like to
go someplace like that, | really would. |'ve dreamed about that kind of
traveling."

"Then why not go there? The Teacher can nake it easily." He smiled at her then,
and it was open and innocent enough to break her heart. "Didn't we get al ong
wel |l on the journey here from Al aspi n?"

She turned away, pretending to be watching the flying snakes but unable to neet
his gaze. "W had a wonderful time, but nowit's time for ne to work."

"l don't understand. Surely after all you've been through your firmwll grant
you a leave. If it's a question of noney, if you're enbarrassed to |l et ne pay
for everything ..." He reached out for her, and she flinched. She tried not to
but could not help it. It was a very snmall novenent, but he noticed i mmedi ately.
"That's not it, is it? Nothing |'ve said has anything to do with what we're

tal king about. You pulled away fromme just then. Jerked away."

“I'mjust nervous, that's all. Still junpy after all those days we spent in the
darkness, after the kidnapping and escape and all the shooting. Being shot at
doesn't go away as fast for everybody as it seenms to for you."

He bent to peer into her face. Anber eyes seemed to see right through her.
"What's really the matter, Clarity?"

“I'"ve told you." She rose. It had been a nmistake to confront himlike this. She
had t hought she would be able to handle it easily, and she had been badly

m staken. "l have to get back. There are records | have to&#8209;"

As she turned to | eave, he reached out and grabbed her by the arm Initiating
contact with another human being was sonething he did only rarely. He heard her
sudden intake of breath and felt the fear race through her. Not fear of the

bl ackness, not this time. Fear of a different sort of dark.

"All of a sudden you're frightened of me. Deity knows | tried to keep you at a
di stance when | thought we were getting too close, but | thought all that had
changed. In spite of what | told you. Now everything' s changed agai n. \Wat
happened? Don't try to tell ne |'mwong."

"I can't." Her reply was a feeble whisper. "How can | ? Could | hide ny feelings
fromyou even if | wanted to?"

He let go of her arm "No. | can feel your fear. But it's not straightforward,
not sinple. You' re confused; you don't know what you're really feeling."

"Pl ease, " she pleaded with him "don't." She unexpectedly found herself starting
to cry. "Maybe that's all it is. Maybe |I'mjust uneasy about being around
someone who knows what |I'mfeeling all the tinme."

"But it isn't all the tinme. M/&H#8209; ability&*#8209; waxes and wanes."

"How can | believe that?" She turned and ran out of the conm ssary.

A few fell ow diners watched her retreat, then turned to glance in Flinx's
direction before returning to their nmeals. H s gaze slowy came back to the
tabl e before him Attuned to his nmental distress, Pip watched hi mexpectantly.
After a while she resumed eating but kept a wary eye on her master. Though
puzzl ed, Scrap continued to eat as before. Flinx occupied half his mnd by hand
feeding the little mnidrag.

What had happened to change Carity's attitude toward himso radically? It was
one thing to decide she had work to do, another to feel the fear he had sensed
in her mnd when he had grabbed at her. On the trip out from Al aspin she had
been the one always flirting and teasing. Now the brightness had gone out of
her.

Nor did it have anything to do with their sightless journey through the | ower
caverns of Longtunnel. The aversion she projected was directed at him not at
their shared experience together. No doubt the Sumacrea would be able to
interpret it, but he was not that skilled, that sensitive. He could only feel
the reality of her fear, not understand the reasons behind it.

That was the nmoment when he realized he was in |love with her. Having never
fallen in love before, he was unfamliar with the process and so had failed to
recogni ze it until now. His |ove for Mdther Mastiff had been of a different
kind, as had his restrained affection for wonen |ike Atha Mon. This was
different, very different.

She had been the one seeking a closer relationship. She was the one with her
finger on his enotional trigger, and now she was pulling out. It was not fair.
He was di sconcerted to discover that years of studying the enotions of others
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had failed to prepare himfor dealing with his own. She was mani pul ating him
when he shoul d be mani pul ating her.

What truly hurt was that he could see no reason for her sudden change of heart.
Per haps bei ng back anong her own kind, friends and col | eagues, had nmade her
realize how nuch she missed them and their conpanionship. Jase had survived the
fanatics' assault. Did her relationship with himgo deeper than they had

reveal ed?

After all, what could she see in him a young man just enmerging from

adol escence? Except that he had never really been an adol escent.

Had he been normal, unable to read her enotions, he m ght have handl ed her
reaction better. It was bad enough to have your |ove spurned, far worse to know
t hat soneone you felt so strongly for feared you. How nuch nicer to be nornal
and ignorant. Then he would nerely be baffled, not hurt. H's Talent functioned
when he wanted to be deaf and failed when he desperately needed it. Wat good
was the dammed thi ng?

Al right. For some reason she's no |longer interested in you. She's afraid of
you. Wiy not? It's only sensible. You warned her yourself, you damm fool. You're
a self confessed freak. She's ol der than you&#8209;though not significantly&#8209;and a
respected scientist. You saved her life, and for a while she couldn't do enough
to express her gratitude. Now that she's back anong her own kind, her own
peopl e, safe and secure, she doesn't need your protection anynore. It's easy for
her to see you for what you are. Nothing has really changed

H s eyes and throat were burning. That was the way it was. That was the way it
woul d probably always be for him so he'd damm wel | better get used to it.
You're going to have to adapt to what you are, he told hinmself. You're going to
have to be |ike Truzenzuzex and Bran Tse&#8209; Mal | or y&#8209; cal m 1 ogical, analytical in
all things. Mich easier to absorb and retain new know edge that way, with no
petty enotional distractions. You' re the one who can feel what others are
feeling. You're the |ast one who should I et hinmself be overpowered by his own.

Fi ni sh your nmeal and get out, get away fromthis place

He took a | ong draught of his carotene&#8209;flavored protein drink. It slid down cold
and undenmandi ng. No, nothing had changed. There was still a whole Comobnweal th
to explore, to study. He would go and study as he had originally planned, and
soneday he woul d | ook back on this encounter as just another in a long list of

| earni ng experiences. Know edge in and of itself. Know edge of how another could
feel about him A valuable | esson. Wonderful how sinple it was if you just put
your mind to it, this ability to rationalize away extrene di sappoi ntnent.

CGo somewhere else. Find another intriguing world and punch it up on the holo
projector. A world chosen at random Not one where you woul d becone |azy and

vul nerable Iike New Riviera or a dangerous one |ike Al aspin. Something in

bet ween. A place stinking of normality. An ordinary, happy, content, devel oping
worl d |ike Col ophon or Kansastan where no one woul d know anyt hi ng about hi m or
his abilities. Wiere he would not have to confess to being the owner of a
starship. Wiere he could | ose hinself anpng the masses of humanxki nd and be free
to observe while he natured. Bl andness was what he needed now nost of all. He
needed not to be bothered, to be al one anong his own kind

Except that that was not ever really possible.

He was sitting there, content that he had conme to ternms with hinmself, when the
shadow fell over him Resolutions and hard decisions vani shed as he turned

qui ckly, heart |eaping because he thought it was Clarity cone back to tell him
how sorry she was and say that she had not neant a word of it.

Instead he found hinself eyeing a tall nan wearing the uniformof port Security.
H s cap was cocked to the right, and the right sleeve of his shirt was shredded
Transpar ent ski n&#8209; seal glistened through the rips where a doctor had performed
some hasty but effective skin grafting

"You the visitor who calls hinmself Flinx?"

Pip caught a last crunmb and swallowed it whole. The officer's gaze took in the
flying snake's nmovenents, and Flinx felt his admrably brief flash of fear
"Since everybody seems to know who | am by now, | don't see much point in trying
to deny it." Realizing how belligerent he nust sound to a polite stranger, he
added, "I'msorry. My friends and | just had a very trying experience. Amazing
how fast word travels."

“Isn't it? |I'm Feng Ki koi sa, head of Security here. Wat's left of it." He

| ooked to be in his early fifties, taut as duralloy, the kind of professional
who could cope with a world |ike Longtunnel

"We've got one ship in geosynchronous orbit. Next scheduled arrival isn't due

for a nonth yet. I'"'mtold that maybe it's your ship."
Flinx wiggled a finger in front of Pip and watched as the flying snake toyed
with the novement. "I guess |I'mnot denying anything today. Am1 in violation of

sone regul ati on?"
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"Wouldn't matter if you were. Nobody's in any position to object. |I'mjust glad
you're here."
Flinx turned his head sideways to squint up at the officer. "It's nice to be

popular. So why do | think there's nore to it than that?" He had a pretty good
i dea where the older man's conversation was headed.

"You strike ne as an observant young man. |'msure you've noticed how limted
our facilities here are. W never expected to have to deal with anything |like
this. W don't have enough supplies, the right kind of &8209;"

“I'I'l take them" Flinx said tiredly.

The of ficer was taken aback by Flinx's abruptness and perhaps al so because he
woul d not be able to deliver all of his carefully rehearsed speech. "There
aren't that many." He spoke as if he were still reluctant to believe his request
had al ready been approved.

"l said |I'd take them" What el se could he do? Leave and create a wake of

notoriety behind hin? "It won't be very confortable. I'"mnot running a liner.
There are only three stateroons."”
"Wherever you put the seriously wounded, they'll be nore confortable than

anywhere down here. Qur mnedical people suggest Thalia Major or Mnor as a
destination."”

Flinx considered. "1'd prefer to take themto Corisa. It's about the sane

di stance."

"Corisa? |'ve never been there nyself, but of course | know of it. Everyone in
this sector knows CGorisa. | don't see any objection to that. Not that we're in a

position to argue with you or order you about. Yours is a private vessel."
"That's right. It is."

"I'"l'l convey your generous offer to ny colleagues. |I'minformed that for sone of
the injured, time is of the essence. Wen can you | eave?"

"I mredi ately. Now. "

"Very generous of you, yes." The Security chief had come prepared to rage and to
beg. Instead he found hinsel f overwhel ned by the young visitor's ready
generosity. Actually, it had nothing to do with generosity. Not overtly, anyway.
It was partly a matter of maintaining protective coloration and partly that

Fl i nx wanted off Longtunnel as quickly as possible.

"You could also carry the official report of the incident here to the
appropriate authorities. A pity we have no description, no know edge of the ship
our assail ants enpl oyed."

“I'I'l send it down by hi gh&#8209; speed transm ssion the nmoment we break out of
space&#8209; pl us," he assured the officer.

"How many shuttle trips do you think 1'lIl have to nake to get everyone up?"

|'ve taken the liberty of inspecting your craft. |1'd say two would do it. Most
of the wounded we can care for here. You'll be taking people who' ve lost |inbs
or organs. W don't have organ banks or regeneration facilities here. W'll send
al ong a couple of nedtechs to | ook after the injured for the duration of the
voyage." Kikoisa hesitated, then glanced away. "I really don't know how to
express myé&#8209; "

"I't's not necessary to thank nme. Anyone else in nmy situation would do the sane."
That was not necessarily true, but he was not used to taking credit for a good
deed even when it was due him

"All the nore reason to do so." The lieutenant turned and headed out of the
commi ssary at a brisk pace, no doubt to spread the good news to the rest of the
out post authorities.

Flinx methodically drained the rest of his drink and thought.

Chapter Fifteen

The | ast person he expected to see boarding the shuttle for the second and fi nal
run up to the Teacher was Clarity. The little vessel was al ready crammed full

despite the lieutenant's insistence that the seriously wounded were snall in
nunber. No matter. They would find roomfor everyone. The comon area was
filling up with special beds and oxy&#8209; cocoons, but there was still space around

the fountain.

“You injured?" She winced at his tone, and he was instantly sorry.

"No, but another ranking officer of the conpany has to come along to deliver our
damage report so we can begin ordering new equi pnent. Aree may not be in any
condition to do so. As chief of gengineering, | was elected." Coldstripe's
director had been brought aboard the Teacher on the previous shuttle flight.
"Besides, with everything ruined, there's nothing for me to do here."

"l understand." He turned to go forward.

"I'msorry," she said hurriedly. "I'Il try to stay out of your way. |'msorry
i f&*#8209;1 hurt you."
"Hurt me? Funny. |'mnot |isted anmong the wounded. "
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"Flinx ...”
"Save it. | know | frighten you. Told you too nuch, | guess. Let you see too
much al so, but | had no choice there. W needed the Sumacrea to find our way
back." A small, brightly col ored shape dashed from his shoul der to the back of
her neck and began playing with her sidetail. She had bronze thread woven into
it this norning, he noted.
"Sonebody' s happy to see you&#8209;" He was unable to repress a slight snmle as he
wat ched Scrap toy with her blond hair.
She giggled as she tried to stroke the small flying snake. "Sometines he tickles
when he noves around |ike that."
"He'll settle down soon. Just glad to see you. Mght as well let himkeep you
conpany. He knows his way around the ship."
She gazed back at him For the nonment there was no fear in her. "Thank you," she
sai d sinply.
He had to | eave. "Yeah, sure. Forget it."
Though a long journey through space&#8209; m nus | ay ahead of them he had no intention
of talking to her. But the Teacher's living area was not large, and the ship was
very crowded, and since his presence was not actually required on the bridge, he
found hinself with a great deal of free tinme and nowhere to spend it except in
his private stateroom Since he was not by nature quite as solitary a person as
he liked to believe he was, it was inevitable their paths should cross on nore
t han one occasi on.
The result was that eventually they did start tal king again, but now wi thout the
playful intimacy that had characterized their earlier relationship. Both were
nervous at first. The second neeting was easier, the third al nost rel axed. He
was gl ad. Better they should part as friends.
Several tines she seemed on the verge of unburdening herself to him of trying
to explain her fear and uncertainty. Each tinme she caught herself and changed
the subject to sonmething inconsequential. He never pressed for an expl anation.
If she wanted to tell himsonething, she would do it in her own tine. Besides,
he was not sure be wanted to hear what she night have to say.
Thalia Major and M nor were nore mature worlds than CGorisa. Their popul ace was
sophi sticated and bored. Reports of an attack on an isolated scientific outpost
woul d draw a | ot of newsfax attention. Arriving wounded and ot her survivors
woul d be subject to penetrating, thoughtful interviews and debriefing.
In contrast, Corisa generated nore than enough news of its own to keep several
fax feeds occupied around the clock. It was the epitone of the fast&#8209; grow ng
colony world. Bountifully endowed w th heavy netals, productive oceans, and rich
alluvial soil for farming, it lay on the fringe of the Commonweal th fl anking a
bul ge of the AAnn Enpire and the inpossibly distant gal actic edge.
Corisa was already hone to a frenetic, bustling population of over a hundred
mllion. They were concentrated on the second | argest continent, but a dozen
satellite cities were under devel opnment on the four other major |and nmasses. The
climte was tenperate and oxygen&#8209;rich, the gravity a shade I ess than
Eart h&#8209; normal , and each day offered incomng immgrants new ways to nmake their
fortune.
A hundred sixty newsfax and entertainment channels conpeted for audiences on a
wor | d destined one day&#8209;its pronoters insisted&*8209;to becorme the wealthiest in the
Commonweal th. The arrival of a group of injured scientists and workers froma
di stant outpost scarcely rated a nmention by the biggest newsfax combines. Only a
singl e young and persistent taxer was nore interested in how a ni neteen&#8209; year &#8209; ol d
wi t hout a fanmous nane managed to run his own private starship than in the
i ncident that had brought himto Gorisa. Flinx finally lost himin the crush and
confusion of arrival and custons.
Omgrit was a city of eight mllion, with three major shuttleports and all the
related facilities one would expect to find on a world where conpetition was
fierce and credit flowed freely. The wounded from Longtumel mnight have received
slightly better care on Thalia Major or Mnor, but Gorisa provided it
i mredi ately and wi t hout question, since there was heavy conpetition for business
among the mpjor nedical facilities. Half a dozen deepspace beans offered Anee
Vandervort the opportunity to transmt the detailed report Clarity had conposed.
Pl ans for rebuilding their installation on Longtunnel were under way before the
| ast of the injured had been of f &#8209; | oaded from the Teacher.
Col dstripe was not the only organi zation to have suffered grievously at the
hands of the fanatics. Research institutes and universities had |ost material
and personnel to the attack. The Counselor First of the United Church for
Corisa's sector had to be notified, as did Cormonweal th authorities. Everyone
becane very busy very quickly.
As she watched himoperate quietly and confidently in Gorisa's conplex and
conbative society, Clarity was nore inpressed than ever with the young nman who
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had saved her. He acted as if he had been dealing with wealthy nerchants and

sel f &#8209; i nportant bureaucrats all his life. His attitude never becane denmandi ng or
i nperious, nor did he kowow to government functionaries. At all times he was
courteous, even deferential. He could also be i nmpbvable on issues inportant to
hi m

Al this he did while maintaining his basic anonynmity, a skill he had spent ten
years devel oping. His increased height made it slightly more difficult to hide
in the background. He had al so consi dered dying his distinctive red hair, though
the electric colors currently popul ar on Gorisa made that unnecessary for now.
Clarity thought she was beginning to understand him how his nmind worked, why he
acted the way he did in public, what he might really want. Hi s age and yout hful
appearance |led others to underestimate him and she believed he preferred it
that way. She knew that behind those guileless green eyes a mind of extrene
conpl exity and unique ability was al ways busy.

He had spoken to her of a difficult childhood. How nmuch nore to his personality
was there than that? O was he, after all, nothing nore than an unusually
intelligent, pleasant young man with a special talent?

O one thing she was utterly convinced, despite anything Vandervort or anyone

el se mi ght say: There was not a nilligramof nalignance in his whole body. If he
was hal f &#8209; afraid of hinmself, what was nore natural than that she or any other
possi bl e friends should share that fear?

She watched as he quietly hel ped care for and reassure the seriously wounded.
The | onger he was left alone, the nore attention he devoted to others. It was as
if he were afraid of being thought conpassionate. Clarity was sure that Amee's
suspi ci ons were unfounded, her warnings msdirected. There was anple reason to
Iike and even pity this young nman, not to fear him

Vandervort finally had her damaged arm properly attended to. She and ot her
ranki ng nenmbers of the outpost told their stories to the authorities, who
subsequently contacted Thalia Mjor. A peaceforcer cruiser was dispatched to
Longtunnel to help with the cleanup and to begin the search for her assail ants.
It was nore an expensive gesture than a necessary or practical nove, but
expensi ve gestures were crucial to the survival of any popul ar government. So
the cruiser carried a full conplenment of marines even though there was no one

| eft on Longtunnel to fight.

Contact was nade with Col dstripe's backers. They were not as upset as Clarity
had expected, but then, her expertise lay in gengineering, not in finance.

I nsurance covered rmuch of the loss. Wat could not be replaced was the | oss of
key personnel. Everyone was greatly relieved to learn that Vandervort, Held,
lase, and the majority of the research staff had survived.

"They value us greatly, ny dear," Vandervort told her via tridee. "There will be
hazard pay and | arge bonuses all around. W may | ose sone people, but | believe
nost will elect to retain their positions and return to resune their work. Wat
about you?"

"I have no intention of quitting, Aree. | want to go back to Longtunnel as soon
as possible, both to continue nmy earlier work and to help with the new

devel opnents. "

Vandervort snmiled out at her fromthe flat screen. "I thought you would be one
to see possibilities, but | wasn't sure until now. | cannot tell you how
gratified I am by your decision. You are going to be a very wealthy and fanous
young woran." She gl anced at sonethi ng beyond the pickup's range.

"I'd like you to see our tenporary field headquarters. I'll be coordinating the
acqui sition of new equiprment and instrumentation fromthere. W' ve already
begun." She flashed a series of nunbers giving a structural position in
Omngrit's north commercial suburbs. Carity's unit would store it for easy
retrieval. "Cone by tonight, why don't you."

"Actually, 1'd planned to see Flinx tonight."

Vandervort's brows rose. "I thought you were going to take ny advice and keep
your distance fromthat young man."

"I've done that. | don't see any harts in occasionally visiting with him He has
to be lonely, though he handles it very well. | think you're all wong about
him Anee. He's not dangerous to anyone except naybe hinsel f."

The ol der wonman let out a sigh. "I told you. Just because he isn't dangerous at
t he nmonent doesn't mean he never will be. Anyway, it doesn't nmatter because he's
going to be here tonight, too. I've invited him and he's already accepted. So

if you want to see him you can neet himhere. Good for you, good for ne."

Sonething in Vandervort's voice nade Clarity want to probe further&#8209;but if Flinx
had al ready agreed to visit the facility ...

"I'll be there, too, then."

"Good! | think it will have a bearing on your future. That is inmportant to ne,
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ny dear."

Clarity grinned. "You aren't going to spring sone kind of pronobtion on ne, are
you?"

"How perceptive you are, my dear. Sonething like that, yes. 1'll expect you

around ni nei sh, local tinme."

"See you then."

Clarity let Vandervort break the connection, wondering what kind of pronotion
her director had in mnd. She was already chief of Col dstripe's gengineering
division and too valuable in the lab to be boosted into an administrative
position. But then, Aree had not actually said it was a pronotion. "Sonething
like that" was what she had said. Curiouser and curiouser. She had always |iked
surprises.

Supper in the apartel's restaurant was lovely if lonely. Coldstripe' s expense
account was generous, nore a reflection of good corporate policy than of benign
muni fi cence. As Anee had told her, personnel were nore inportant than machinery.
They intended to keep her and Jase and the others in good working order

She took an MLV to the main northsub station, switched to a local, and hired a
robocab for the last run. Coldstripe's tenporary facility was housed in a
brandnew, beautifully |andscaped industrial park where none of the buildings
rose higher than the inported trees. Two rust&#8209;|eaved bol es shaded the
structure's entrance. A tenporary sign floating above the front door identified
the new | essee as Dax Enterprises. She wondered only briefly at the name change
deciding it nust be for conpetitive reasons. It hung slightly crooked. The
sign's field needed tuning

Wth night having fallen, the near outer office was unoccupied. Nearly all the
adj acent concerns had shut down until the follow ng day. Those few which stil

di spl ayed lights were |ocated at the far end of the conplex. There was no
receptionist on duty, a luxury Coldstripe did not require. Clarity's conpany

i dent card passed her through several security checkpoints until she encountered
Aree outside an inner office.

“You're on tine. That's good."

"On time for what? How s your arn®"

The ol der woman raised her rebandaged linb. "As you see, it's no |onger
necessary to keep it immobilized. The new ski n&#8209; seal is inconvenient, but that's
all. The itching should stop soon."

"I want to see what we've been able to get so far. Did the backers approve ny
request for the Sentegen nodeling projector?"

"You and your toys." Vandervort led darity not into the |large storage area
behind the office but to a side door. "That hasn't come in yet, but |'msure it

will. I've been given a free hand reordering. The firmwants us reestablished on
Longtunnel as quickly as possible, so they can take advantage of the free
security the government is providing. For one thing, I'mtold it |owers

i nsurance rates consi derably."

Clarity did not recognize the security card Vandervort inserted into the
appropriate slot next to the door. It was of a type unfanmliar to her, and it

gl owed faintly. The door opened pronptly, and they wal ked down a single flight
of steps.

"More storage? | thought we had enough upstairs.”

Vandervort snmiled at a private joke. "This is for special equipnent.”

The stairs nmade a ni nety&*#8209; degree bend in the middl e and descended another half a
flight before ending in a well &8209;1it chanber. Since they were bel ow ground | evel
there were no wi ndows, only featureless walls. Pipes and ductwork hung exposed
and unshi el ded. The entire roomwas an afterthought, added on after the main
structure above had been conpl eted

There were basic living facilities off at one end: a couple of folding beds

cold food storage, sanitary setup, and sinple storage. There was also a very

| arge man who was currently ainming an extrenmely inpressive handgun in their
direction. He lowered it as soon as he recogni zed Anee Vandervort.

"Eveni ng, ma'am"

"Hell o, Dabis."

Clarity noticed a second man watching a wall tridee fromone of the folding
beds. He did not turn around or sit up. Fromthe sound, she guessed he was
eyei ng sone sort of sporting event.

"Everything all right?" Vandervort inquired as she stepped off the last step and
started across the floor.

"Quiet as a nursery," said the big man. As he replied to Vandervort, his gaze
was fastened on Clarity. It was not a kind gaze, and she | aughed nervously as
she | ooked away from him

"What is this? Sone kind of secret |aboratory? O are we into drug runni ng now?"
"Neither, nmy dear. This is no nore than a tenporary way station. A stop on the

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...n%20-%20F|inx%205%20-%20F|inx%20In%20Flux.txt (102 of 123) [1/16/03 6:49:14 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A1an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%205%20-%20F i nx%20l n%20F ux.txt

road to fame and extreme fortune of the kind Coldstripe could never give us."
Clarity turned a puzzled face to her superior. "I don't follow you. And where's
Fl i nx? You said he'd be here."

"So he is, ny dear."

She wal ked over to where a |arge curtain hung suspended from a supporting bar
and pulled it aside. Resting on a table behind it was a | arge octagona

cont ai ner nol ded of gray plasteel. It |ooked |ike an oversized coffin. The
surface was |ightly pebbled, snooth and cool to the touch. Attached to its base
was a second plasteel container a neter and a half long. It matched the |arger
one perfectly but was dyed beige i nstead of gray.

Set into the side of gray container was a touch control pad composed of gl ow ng
contact squares. Vandervort played a short sequence on them A notor hunmred
conpliantly, and the top layer of gray plasteel retracted hal f &8209; way. Wt hout
being told, darity noved forward and peered through the transparent inner
shield. Her heart skipped a beat.

Flinx lay beneath the transparent plexalloy. H s eyes were closed, and his hands
were crossed over his chest |ike those of a prinordial Egyptian relic. Pip
formed a tight, brightly colored coil below the crossed hands while a smaller
duplicate of herself |ay nearhby.

Clarity whirled on the ol der wonan. "Dead?"

"No, not at all." Alnost as shocking to darity as Flinx's appearance was her
superior's ability to muster a laugh. "They're only sleeping." She wal ked the

I ength of the table and rested a hand on the beige container. "This assures that
t hey sleep.”

"You'd better explain yourself.'
own voi ce.

The ot her woman ignored her tone. "One thing | never forgot about my uncle's

tales was his fear of the Meliorares's wild approach to manipul ati ve eugenics,

the possibility that one or nore of their experimental subjects night devel op

unpredi ctable abilities. My actions nerely reflect ordinary cauti on when

confronted by such a possibility." She studied the gray plasteel coffin.

"There is also the fact that even if our young friend is as harm ess as he

claims to be and you seemto think he is, his pets are anything but and shoul d

be handled with the utnost care.” She smled at Clarity. "You told me as nuch

when you related the story of your flight from Al aspin.

"Fortunately, our young friend's desire to maintain the | owest possible profile
worked to our advantage. As a result it is unlikely anyone will mss him He ate

in average restaurants, traveled by ordinary transportation, and, best of all,
stayed in a m ddl e&#8209; 1 evel hotel. Not too expensive, not too cheap. A place where
peopl e may be bribed.

Clarity was astonished at the hostility in her

"Since ny expertise lies in admnistration, | took the tinme to | ocate and enpl oy
reliable help. You' ve already been introduced to Dabis. The gentlenman on the bed
goes by the nanme of Monconqui." The latter never |ooked up fromhis sporting

mat ch. Dabi s grinned unpleasantly at Carity. "They supplied advice, obtained
necessary equi pnment, and provi ded nuscl e

"The gas that was introduced through the hotel room s venting systemwas quite
odorl ess and colorless. W also took the precaution of injecting it while our
young friend was asleep. Your story nmade ne additionally cautious, you see. At
first we feared his scaly conpani ons were i mune, but eventually they, too, were
overcome. Dabis was for needling both on the spot, so | had to explain to him
that the bond between man and m nidrag woul d be an inportant conponent of future
research. Difficult to carry out if half your subjects are dead."

"Future research? What are you tal king about, future research?"

Vandervort ignored her as she continued. "Once they had been anesthetized, it
was a sinple matter to place themin this specially designed container, which is
used by zoos and related institutions to transport dangerous fauna. | think our
young man and his friends fit in that category. | did not and do not want him
conscious until he has been placed in a facility that will render his pets

harm ess." She patted the beige container

"This holds the sleep gas as well as equipment for nmixing it with breathable
air. The supply is constantly nmonitored to ensure the health of the |arger
container's occupants. In reality the two containers conprise a conplete

|'i fe&#8209; support system Ports on the other side pernmit intravenous feeding when
necessary w thout conpronising the systenis integrity. Don't be so nel odramatic.
Flinx and his pets will enjoy the kind of deep rest and confort the rest of us
can only dream about. This systemis designed to keep expensive speci nens
optimally healthy."

"He's not a specinen!" Clarity could not contain her anger or her anguish any

| onger.

Vandervort pursed her lips. "My dear, | don't think you're taking this in the
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proper spirit. Perhaps you' ve not yet glinpsed the opportunity that lies before
us. This young man can make our fortune. If he cooperates, it will nake his
fortune as well."

"I don't think he's interested in fortunes. His or anybody else's,"” was the
angry retort.

Vandervort shrugged. "People often choose to deny their interest in large suns
of noney until it's actually offered to them wuntil they are faced with the
reality instead of the concept. Your lack of interest in this project puzzles
me. Insofar as we know, this young man is the only surviving sane product of the
Society's work. I'd think you'd find that fascinating."

"Of course | find it fascinating. That doesn't mean |'m going to go poking
around inside his head and nervous systemwithout his permission. He's an

i ndi vidual with rights and&#8209;"

"Yes, yes. " Vandervort waved off her objections. mfamliar with all the
pertinent regul ations. But we have here an exception to all the rules. An
exception worth bending regul ations to study."

"He may not cooperate. Have you thought of that?"

Again the smle, which inits owmn way, Carity saw for the first tine, could be
nore sinister than that of Dabis. "My dear, | like to think that I've thought of
everything. | believe he will cooperate&#8209;eventually. | sincerely hope that he
will. If not, there are ways to induce himto do so that do not involve physical
coercion. For exanple, he is very attached to his pet. | am speaking of genuine
affection and not just the unique enotional bond that exists between them Wile
| would be reluctant to countenance probing himagainst his will, I do not think
I woul d have the sane conpunctions where a flying snake is concerned."

Clarity managed to cal mherself. "I liked you, Anee. | thought of you as a
second not her."

"I'mflattered, but | would rmuch prefer it, my dear, if you would think of nme as
a fellow scientist striving to extend the reach of human know edge." She nodded
at the coffin. "Qur young friend is reluctant to explore hinself because he
doesn't understand hinself. That's to be expected. The conflict within himis
social, not biological. As soon as he can be nade to realize that, | think he
will be eager to seek our cooperation. W intend to see that he has everything
he coul d possi bly want, that he's given the best conceivable living environnent,

"

and that he'll be working with dedicated professionals who only want to help him
under st and hi nsel f.

“I think he'll be grateful to us. He won't have to hide anynore, won't have to
run. We'll keep him hidden fromthe governnent functionaries who'll only want to

“normalize' him"

A sudden realization struck Clarity like a window opening in her nmind. "My
function in all this is to act as one of his teachers and observers?”

"I can't inmagine what else you had in mnd."

"You wouldn't be trying to include ne as part of that “everything he could

possi bly want' ?"

Vandervort stared evenly back at her. "If your presence at the facility which is
in the process of being established resulted in your perform ng a dual function,
I'msure the conpany would tie correspondingly grateful."

"I just wanted to make certain | understood nmy position in all this. But suppose
you have himfigured wong, Anee? Suppose he doesn't want any part of your
generous offer to help himlearn to “understand' hinself? Wat if all he wants
is to maintain his privacy? Suppose that's nore inportant to himthan hel ping
you “extend the reach of human know edge' &#8209; for your profit?"

"He'll profit as well." Vandervort sounded hurt. "This will benefit himnore

t han anyone else. | truly believe that."

"I don't. What | also can't believe is that Coldstripe's backers woul d

count enance sonething like this. | had the opportunity to neet several of them

when | was hired, and they didn't strike nme as&#8209; the type who'd go in for this
kind of thing. Sure, they want to preside over historic breakthroughs and get

their names on the newsfax. Sure, they want to nmake noney. But | don't see any

of the nen and wonen | tal ked to approving ki dnapping as part of the necessary

nmet hodol ogy for achieving those ends."

"A harsh choice of words, ny dear. | prefer to think of what we're doing as

hel ping a mental ly di straught young man to find himself. And | should add that

Col dstripe has nothing to do with this. Your assessnents are correct in that

respect.”
That brought Clarity up short. "Then who?"
"Scar pani a House is paying all our expenses. |'ve kept in touch with friends

there for a long time. A survival tactic in the world of business. A ways keep
Iines of communi cation open to alternative enploynment. Scarpania is a hundred
tines bigger than Coldstripe. They can provide private spacecraft, unquestioning
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custonms cl earances, everything an operation like this requires. Wen | expl ai ned
to them what was at stake here, they readily opened their hearts and mnds to
me. Also their line of credit.

"I still don't think you' re seeing the potential here, ny dear. |nmagine watching
this young man under controlled conditions as he matures and devel ops. Even if
he mani fests no other talent, the close study of his capacity for enotional
telepathy will be sufficient to guarantee us confortable enploynent for life.
Havi ng been enotionally involved with him you are in a better position than
anyone el se to engage in such research.”

"I see where you're going with this, Amee, and | can tell you right now | don't
want any part of it. Understand?”

"Think carefully, nmy dear. Think clearly. Cultivate a proper scientific

attitude."
"I'"'mnot going to cozy up to himso you can nmeasure and record and anal yze his
reactions,"” she said bitterly. "I'"mnot sone dam soporific you can inject into

his life to make himfeel a little better about what you're going to do to him"
Vandervort noved away fromthe beige container. "At |east you know what is
wanted of you. |I'msure you'll change your nmind, if for no other reason than
that he'll need you. | urge you not to commt yourself to a snap enotional
decision but to give it tine and consideration. If nothing else, he is a very
handsonme young man, for all the pains he takes to conceal it."

“I''"'mnot one of your tools. You can't buy ne."

This tinme the ol der woman was genui nely anmused. "That renmmins to be seen, ny
dear. | haven't tendered you an offer yet, have |? Consider also that if you
return to Coldstripe, and | say now!| wll not stop you fromso doing, you wll
never find out what happens to our Flinx: how he devel ops, what unsuspected
talents he may display, or who mght be hired to take your place."

This could not be happening, Clarity told herself. This was not Momma Vandervort
speaking to her, calmy laying out the details of a plan as nefarious as
anything seen on the tridee. Flinx was not |ying doped and still as the dead in
a plasteel coffin on that table to her left.

She knew the truth of what Vandervort had told her. If she did not agree to
participate, then they would find sonmeone else to try to insinuate herself into
Flinx's confidence. They would keep trying until they hit on the right

conbi nati on of enpathy, beauty, and intelligence. Someone with |ess

under st andi ng of Flinx and fewer scruples than herself. |If she wanted to help
him then she had to accept the older woman's offer, work for her and Scarpani a
at least tenmporarily until she could think of a way out for both of them

Thi nk! Buy sone tine.

"Just for the sake of argunent, what if | abjure everything you' ve proposed and
take this straight to the Gorisan authorities?"

Vandervort's tone did not change. "I'd rather you didn't do that, my dear.
Regardl ess of what you may think of me at this nonent, |'ve grown fond of you
during the tine we've worked together. | think you are a highly qualified,
potentially brilliant gengi neer who is also blessed with enthusiasmand the
talent to inspire her coworkers beyond their natural abilities."

That was all she said. No threats, direct or inplied. Only admration and a
gentl e request backed up by the presence of Dabis and the still supine

Monconqui .

"l could go along," Clarity told her, "agree to all you ask, and then slip away
and spill everything to the Church."

Vandervort considered briefly, nodding. "Yes, you could probably do that. You're
resourceful. and not as naive as when you first came to work for ne. You m ght
even find a padre who'd believe your story. But by the time anyone cane | ooking,
we' d have noved our facility and our young nan to a place of safety. You won't
be able to trace us, and neither will the Church. And while | would sinply shrug
of f the additional expense, Scarpania |likely would not. Since you would not have
the nmoney to reinburse themfor their trouble, I"'mafraid they would find

anot her net hod of obtaining satisfaction."

Havi ng run out of arguments, Clarity slunped visibly. Realizing she had gai ned
everyt hing she wanted, Vandervort forced herself not to smile with satisfaction.
The younger worman woul d only react enotionally, and Vandervort had had enough of
enotional reactions for a while.

Flinx was used to strange dreans. This one was no exception. He was drifting,
floating just below the surface of a |lake of pure crystalline water. Pip bobbed
beside him and Scrap next to her. But none of themwere sw mmng. None of them
were breathing. They sinply hung there bel ow the gl assine surface, adrift in
cool peaceful ness.

Though he knew he risked drowning by doing so, he tried to taste the water, only

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...n%20-%20F|inx%205%20-%20F|inx%20In%20Flux.txt (105 of 123) [1/16/03 6:49:14 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A1an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%205%20-%20F i nx%20l n%20F ux.txt

to find he was unable to inhale a drop through either his nouth or his nostrils.
It was very peculiar water, alnost |ike air. Maybe that was it. Maybe he was
floating beneath the surface of a sea of nethane or liquid nitrogen

At tinmes he thought he could see shapes novi ng above. They passed by
infrequently. Faces with wings that gazed mournfully down at him before
fluttering away. He tried to speak to them tried to reach up to them but could
not do so. He was unable to nove. Nor was his Talent functioning, since he could
not sense their enotions. What pale inpressions he did receive were tenuous and
imprecise. He felt neither hostility nor affection, only bland indifference

He was not al armed. Contentnent seeped through him Hunger and thirst were
abstract concepts. Very faintly, sonething deep inside his nind tried to insist
that this was not right, that he needed to bestir hinself, to nove about, to

st and.

Waste of tine. Usel ess and unnecessary to try to analyze his situation or his
environnent. Enough to lie in the | ake heedl ess of the world around him

what ever it mght be |ike

He sensed the mnidrags' enotions and knew they paralleled his own. They dreaned
of flying through an enpty sky with no | and bel ow, no trees, no cl ouds above. It
was an unsettling dream and Pip and Scrap fluttered their w ngs.

No one in the roomnoticed the two minidrags twitching and trying to fly. It did
not matter, anyway, because they renmi ned sedated. Wiile their tolerance for the
nor phogas was hi gher than Flinx's, neither had recovered enough to regain

consci ousness. They sinply noved a little before growing still again, noved and

lay still, dreaming of flight while trapped on the ground

Chapter Sixteen

Clarity had agreed to everything her boss had requested. In the final analysis

t he young wonman was as | ogical and sensible as herself, Vandervort knew.

Possi bly she still harbored thoughts of sonehow freeing Flinx, but she had
nei t her the experience nor the know edge to do so. Vandervort was confident that
as time passed she would be able to nmani pul ate both young people as required

She had a private transport service conmng to help with the noving. Dabis and
Monconqui woul d be avail abl e al so. The plasteel coffin, its top now cl osed so as
not to reveal its contents to casual observers, would present no problem

It was an of f &8209; work day and she had to pay double for the noving service, but
that was one of the nice things about having a virtually unlimted expense
account. Scarpania' s own research people were nore than anxious to have a | ook
at her prize.

Two weeks to get everything ready. A secure installation had been thrown
together on an isolated island on a nodest colony world clear across the
Commonweal t h. They woul d travel on a Scarpani an freighter devoid of cargo except
for thensel ves and their precious sleeper. To any outsider it would seema
flagrant waste of noney, but several nenbers of her new enployer's scientific
staff had recogni zed the inportance of her discovery and appreciated its
potential fully as nmuch as she did.

Clarity was there, too: packed, ready to depart, and downcast, having barely
resigned herself to the situation. Plotting and planning, no doubt. That was
fine, Vandervort thought. It would give her sonmething to do during the |ong

dul | journey through null &?8209; space

Dabis called down to her fromthe top of the stairs. "They're here, ma'am"”

"You checked their idents?"

"Yes'm "

"Then let themin and let's get on with it."

She made a | ast sweep of the roomin which she had spent so nany busy hours this
past nonth. Monconqui was checki ng the norphogas tanks to nmake sure they were
full and working properly. He did not talk as readily as Dabis, but the two nen
were cast fromthe same nental nold. They were nuch nore than sinply dunb
assassins. If one was willing to pay, one could hire intelligent nuscle as
easily as stupid.

The noving crew wore |ight green junpsuits and caps. She expected people Dabis's
size, but apparently the conpany had opted for nunbers instead of individua
mass. Perhaps it had been difficult to bring in their regulars on short notice
even for double pay. Not that size and strength were necessary, she reninded
hersel f, in these days of |abor&#8209; saving devices. Wth the levitating grapples
they carried, the four of themcould easily position a twé&#8209;ton generator. One of
the wonen, a tall blonde of icy men, |ooked capable of lifting one end of the
coffin all by herself, though her three conpanions did not appear nearly as
capabl e. Even with the grapples taken into account, one nman in particular | ooked
too old to be engaged in this sort of work. Not that she knew anything about the
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particul ar expertise noving work required, she told herself.

She wal ked over to the curtain and pulled it aside for the last tinme. "Let's
start with this."

"Right," said the young man who seenmed to be in charge.

The four of them placed their grapples and switched themon. Wist novenent

al one was sufficient to raise the coffin and its attached atnobsphere unit
several centinmeters off the tabl e&#8209; Carefully they turned its head toward the
stairs.

"Renmenber, you're handling extrenely fragile and val uabl e equi prent, " Vandervort
told them Sonmewhere behind her, Carity made a disparagi ng noi se. Vandervort

al nost frowned but resolutely kept her expression neutral.

On the other hand, the tall blond woman snil ed.

Why shoul d she smile? Come to think of it, why would she react to such a bl and
statement at all? The snmile was already gone. No need to say anything. No reason
to comment.

But sonet hi ng nade Vandervort stride forward and confront the nuch taller wonan.
"Sonet hing funny about that?"

The bl onde's beautiful face was blank. "No, ms." She hesitated. "It's just that
we're proud of our work. | was anmused that anyone would think we'd take |ess
than the best care of anything we were noving."

"I see." Vandervort stepped aside. ti perfectly plausible explanation for an
innocent little grin. Too plausible? Or too pat. "One nore thing." The four
novers paused, each with a hand holding the trigger of a grapple. "Could | see
your identification one nore tinme, please?"

The young man in charge hesitated for just an instant, then reached for his
chest patch. It was the very old man who nmade the fatal mistake. Perhaps he
thought he was speaking in a | ower voice than he actually was. Maybe he was just
slightly hard of hearing. Whatever the reason, Vandervort heard himhiss quite
distinctly.

"Don't show it to her."

The bl ond amazon's eyes flicked in his direction. Ignoring the advice, the young
man renoved his chest patch and passed it to Vandervort, who nade a show of
inspecting it closely. Wispers, eye novenent, inexplicable smles.

"No problem ns," the young man was saying cheerfully. "Sonething the matter?"
"Just a routine check." Holding the ident patch, Vandervort turned so they
couldn't see her face. Her |ips noved silently when she caught Dabis's eye. H's
wi dened, he nodded slightly, and that was when she dived for the cover of sone
hastily packed crates.

Dabi s crouched and pulled his needier. Not having been warned, Mnconqui was

sl ower on the uptake, but he, too, nade a dash for cover as soon as he saw his
partner in notion.

The novers reacted swiftly, but they were not fast enough. Despite their recent
experiences they still did not possess the fighting skills of professionals. The
trailing nmenmber of the quartet took the blast from Dabis's needler square in the
chest. It penetrated his sternumto fry nerves, blood vessels, and his spine as
it emerged fromthe back of his shirt to spend itself against the wall.

Screans and shouts filled the room darity was an easy mark for the novers, but
they had no tinme to concentrate on her, and she was able to find shelter. Dabis
and Monconqui were the problem Both had taken good cover behi nd heavy packing
crates filled with electronics and nmonitoring instrumentation. They were

out nunbered three to two but were better shots. Wiile they commanded the only
exit, the fanatics had to expose thenselves on the stairway in order to take aim
into the room

Firing continued steadily. A burst froma neuronic pistol just mssed Clarity,
nmonentarily paralyzing her left side. Feeling returned rapidly follow ng the
near mss, |eaving behind a tingling sensation.

Vandervort |ay nearby, watching the battle. "Keep your head down, child! You and
| have nothing to do with the outconme of this." She was peering between two huge
crates, her observation nmade easier by the fact that the fanatics were
concentrating their firepower on the two bodyguards.

The nover who had been shot lay crunpled at the foot of the stairs, eyes staring
bl ankly upward, the hole in his chest still snoking. Having been rel eased by the
novers, the plasteel coffin had drifted to a halt against the wall nearby, still
suspended in its four softly hunm ng grappl es.

“Your friends from Al aspin and Longtunnel ," Vandervort nurnured as she struggl ed
to get a better view without exposing herself. She raised her voice. "Gve it
up! These two nen here will pick you off sooner or later. They're professionals,
and you are not. There is nothing nore for you here, whatever you intended. You
cannot have Carity."

"We'll have her." Carity thought she recogni zed the voice of the young nman. He

file:/lIF|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%2...n%20-%20F|inx%205%20-%20F|inx%20In%20Flux.txt (107 of 123) [1/16/03 6:49:14 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Alan%20Dean%20Foster/Foster,%20A1an%20D ean%20-%20F! i nx%205%20-%20F i nx%20l n%20F ux.txt

was keeping out of sight near the top of the stairs. "And we'll have you, and
we'll have the nutant as well."

"How coul d they know about that?" Vandervort was shaking her head in disbelief.
"How coul d they have found out?" Abruptly she | ooked at the younger wonan
crouched nearby. darity's eyes wi dened, and she shook her head violently. The
admi ni strator considered thoughtfully before speaking again.

"I don't know what you're tal ki ng about."

The tall blonde responded this tinme with a harsh, femninine [augh. "W broke the
Col dstri pe conmuni cations code a long time ago, so forget about lying to us. W
know everyt hing. W knew about the nutant before Scarpania did."

"CGod damm," Vandervort muttered. "I ,told our people they had to change keys at
| east every other day. Lazy sons of bitches!"

The bl onde was not through. "How do you think we knew where to find you on
Longt unnel , knew where your records were stored and the | abs were | ocated? Wen
she was our guest on Alaspin, your life neddler told us sone of what we needed
to know, but not all. The rest we obtained from nonitoring your | ocal

transm ssions and from our operative w thin your own organization." She | aughed
hurorl essly. "Didn't it ever occur to you that your friend Jase seenmed to have
nine |ives?"

The col or drained from Vandervort's expression. Clarity delighted in the ol der
wonman's di stress. "Thought of everything, did you?" The admi nistrator did not

reply. The bl onde was still talKking.

"The life nmeddl er comes with us, to ensure she won't tanper with nature any
further."

"What do you want with our young man? He's being well |ooked after. His nane is

Flinx, and you have no right to&#8209;"

This tine it was the young man who interrupted her. "You'd |lecture us on the
rights of the individual? Do you think we're fools, |ike your former enployers?
You're spitting air, Vandervort."

Despite her superior's warning, Carity raised her head so that she could be
heard clearly over the packages shielding her. "Let nobody have him then! Wy
not just et himgo?" She ignored Vandervort's frantic gestures. "He's done
nothing to you."

"It is what has been done to himthat matters in this.”" It was the voice of

anot her man, speaking for the first time. His tone was commandi ng. "W will
treat himkindly while we attenpt to return himto nornmal, try to correct the
danmage done by the Meliorares. There are expert gengineers who are synpathetic
to our ainms."

"The Meliorares worked with prenatal cells,” Carity argued. "That was
different. You can't tanper with the genetic code of a mature person. You'll end
up ruining his mnd or his personality or both."

"We intend neither," the man replied. "Regardless of the result, it will be an

i mprovenment on what now exi sts because the individual in question will once
again be truly human when we have finished with him"

A burst of neuronic fire passed just over her head, and she was forced to duck
back down, her scalp tingling. Dabis and Monconqui were quick to return the
shot s.

"You want hinf Cone and get him" Dabis's tone was deliberately taunting. "He's
floating right there at the bottomof the stairs, where he bunped into the wall.
Way don't you just stroll on down and pick up your grapples?”

"We'll do that soon enough," the blonde shouted. "W may not have your training,
but we've practiced |long and hard for nonents |ike these. W aren't ignorant of
tactics. Maybe we can't take you out or recover the nutant, but you're trapped
down here. We've cut all communications to the outside and secur e&#8209; bl anket ed t he
entire building. A stray electron couldn't find a way out. You can't talk to
anyone on the outside, nor are you expected anywhere for sonme tinme, so nobody's
going to cone | ooking for you. Your obsession with privacy, Vandervort, works to

our advantage as well. W cannot get in, and you can't get out. So we'll have to
find another way to resolve our little inpasse."

"We'll resolve it, all right," Vandervort snapped ba